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          THE CHRISTMAS KILLER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six months ago

      

      

      The unassuming blue Vauxhall Astra cruises past me and swings into the driveway. He’s home from his night shift. I pull away the moment he exits his car. Every time I watch him, a surge of irritation hits me. I hope it isn’t rage. That only leads to mistakes.

      He glances back at the road as though worried about being followed. As I accelerate towards his direction a touch too rapidly for this quiet cul-de-sac, his eyes narrow and his head jerks my way.

      I ignore him, pretending to scan the house numbers, then screech to a halt next door. He’ll be watching as I climb out and take the empty shoebox from the back of the white Ford Transit. A hire van. Generic.

      Fortunately, I saw the neighbour leave a few minutes ago, so I know no one’s home.

      This is the fourth occasion he’s seen me, but it will be the first time he meets me. His suspicions won’t be high because delivery drivers are everywhere, but my presence will cause tension. That’s how he lives. What a strange way to exist.

      I knock on the neighbour’s door. Not too loud, but he’ll be listening. My heart is an uncomfortable knot in my chest. It isn’t fear, but a healthy apprehension of this moment, which has been years in the making. My excitement lifts with the certainty of events finally in motion.

      If anyone else spots me, I’ll be forgotten by the time the authorities think to ask. A white van and a high-vis jacket? Every road sees loads of them.

      Folksworth is a village of manicured lawns and virtual silence. It is the kind of place where privacy is the highest commodity. Bungalows are set back, insulated from their neighbours. Gardens have gates. It’s the ideal environment for someone obsessed with control and isolation. I am about to violate both.

      I deliberately disturb the neighbour’s stone chippings as I leave and head to my target’s property. Monday morning is his shopping time. I initially wondered why he didn’t get it delivered, but that would involve a stranger at his door. He wouldn’t want that.

      At the end of his drive, I notice that as expected he has unloaded two bags from the boot, carried them to the front door and pushed his key into the expensive lock.

      His front garden is well maintained. The windows and fascias are free of dirt, and the bins are tucked away. The property is tidy but not striking. Secure but not obvious. Clean but not sparkling. He wears jeans and a thin jacket. Both are dark blue. Both are ordinary. He wants nobody to remember him because once, he was caught.

      He moves with economy, slowly pushing the door open. A fastidious man. A dangerous man. He looks up as I stride down the gravel path. It’s the one he laid himself a few years ago, no doubt to ensure he’d hear an approach. His expression tightens into a familiar mask of annoyance.

      This level of caution. What does it mean? What will I find inside? What else has he stolen? Many things can be lost or taken, but, once destroyed, reputations seldom return. They vanish forever.

      I walk with chin tucked, letting my cap’s brim shadow my face. At his side, I look up and pocket my sunglasses. It’s disarming. Look, I have nothing to hide.

      ‘Excuse me, sir,’ I say, voice pitched for the hurried worker I’m pretending to be. ‘This is for number nineteen, but they’re not answering. It’s too big for the letter box. Any chance you could take it? Otherwise, it returns to the sender.’

      I present the parcel, tilting my head back so my cap doesn’t obscure my eyes. The expression on his face is a picture, as though I’d casually asked him to hold a dead cat. His frown deepens. He is ready to refuse, eager to retreat into the safety of his castle.

      I take one small, deliberate step forwards, crossing the line from delivery guy to intruder. My gaze flicks to the darkness inside the house, then back to him. We connect.

      The truth sits between us.

      He knows both what he did and why I’m here. He’s been expecting me, or someone similar. The flash of recognition isn’t for my face, but for the weight of his own past.

      I wonder now if he guessed before today, and I’m not as clever as I think. Perhaps he noticed my visits and knew, but stayed to face the music anyway. Maybe he isn’t who I imagine.

      His expression curls into anger. ‘No, I won’t take it. Get off my property.’

      I pull the cardboard box back towards my chest. My fingers slip through the hole cut into the side. I reach in and seize the cold handle. I smile.

      He stares at the box, one hand holding his shopping, the other the key. He licks his lips when the pistol appears, knowing his time is up. It has all been spent. After a brief nod, he shuffles inside, almost as if he doesn’t care.

      I follow him in, teeth gritted. There is rage, after all, and plenty of it. That should make what comes next that little bit easier.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          PC LATOYA IMANI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday 17 December

      

      

      PC Imani drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as she waited for Sergeant Tom Tucker to leave Thorpe Wood police station. She glanced at the time on the dashboard and tutted. What the blazes was keeping him? His rank was the only thing that kept her mouth shut. She took a deep breath, then another. A long day loomed if she let him get under her skin.

      Five years in uniform together, and she barely knew him. Tucker avoided small talk, at least with her. Imani was a single parent and occasionally struggled if the school called requesting her daughter be collected. Tucker would tell Imani to head off but never asked the child’s name or queried her well-being.

      That indifference grated, but Imani’s main point of contention was his fitness. He’d always been short and heavy. Her mum used the same description for Jack Black, her long-time celebrity crush, but Tucker had completely let himself go. Being on duty with him sometimes made Imani want to sink into the car seat’s upholstery. She wondered at his lack of pride and had to bite her lip. The juvenile delinquents of Peterborough expressed their opinions more honestly, with taunts ranging from chubby to much crueller words.

      Although something obviously troubled him, he stonewalled her attempts to broach the subject. To be fair, he somehow passed the annual fitness test, although that was hardly a high bar, but there was zero chance of him catching a fleet-footed thief on the city’s streets.

      After another slow exhale, she shook off the annoyance and reminded herself of one thing: nobody was outrunning her.

      Tucker finally emerged and lumbered towards the car, waving an envelope. He shoved the passenger seat back to its limit and pulled out a folded piece of paper. As he took off his cap, it revealed the sweat gathered on his brow.

      ‘Our first task is a welfare call on Manor Road.’

      Imani had lived in Peterborough most of her life, but the address only rang a distant bell.

      ‘Where’s that?’

      ‘Folksworth.’

      She put the Škoda Octavia Estate into gear and pulled away. Folksworth was a small, relatively affluent commuter village a few miles south of Peterborough. Excellent transport links to both London and Cambridge, combined with the desirable rural location, kept house prices on the high side. Crime was also rare with its ageing demographic. It wasn’t surprising she didn’t immediately recall the street. She had last driven through Manor Road near the start of her career, pushing the speed limit in pursuit of a BMW stolen from nearby Yaxley.

      ‘What’s in the letter?’

      ‘It arrived in our post, saying, “I haven’t seen my neighbour for months and thought someone should go round.” Then the address, but no other details.’ Tucker showed her the scratchy writing. ‘An old person’s scrawl, I reckon. Like a dying spider staggering across the page.’

      ‘Lovely image.’

      ‘I bet it’s a bungalow at the edge of the village. Rich pensioner probably headed to Florida for the winter and deliberately didn’t tell the nosey git next door.’

      Imani nodded in hope, but she’d already attended two properties this year where a person living alone had died unnoticed. Two days had gone by in one case and a week in the other. The last person had perished while gardening, with the smell alerting the postman.

      Tucker made no further comments as she drove along the parkways. Peterborough’s ‘Parkway’ system consisted of a unique network of dual carriageways that functioned as a high-speed ring road and bypass system around the city. She briefly accelerated onto the A1 before turning off for Folksworth. He had leaned his head back against the rest, his eyelids closed and his features slack.

      She often wondered why men his age were still what they used to call ‘on the beat’. Past fifty and time-served, and, even though they came in different sizes, nearly all of them looked identical. Dull eyes, bruised hollows underneath, lined faces, and cold stares that bored through fellow officers and the public alike.

      Some were motivated and fit, but surely nobody wanted to wrestle with drunks at their age. It must be agony on the knees. She supposed in years gone by they would have retired, but the pension wasn’t what it used to be.

      The village streets were unsurprisingly quiet. There was little need to drive through Folksworth unless you lived there. Her satnav had them pulling up outside a bungalow with a large, well-maintained hedge providing plenty of privacy at a cul-de-sac section of Manor Road. She parked on the pavement, blocking the drive, and spotted the rear of a blue ten-year-old Vauxhall Astra.

      The odds of finding a body rose as she scanned the thick layer of damp leaves blanketing the vehicle.

      Tucker cleared his throat. ‘Doesn’t look good. You’d better run the plates.’

      Imani didn’t hide the roll of her eyes but checked the data terminal.

      ‘The owner is Mark Smith, aged fifty-seven. MOT and tax both current, two months left.’

      ‘He’s younger than I expected.’

      ‘Fifty-seven is not that young.’

      The sergeant grunted. ‘Said like a true thirty-year-old.’

      Imani briefly felt pleased as she got out of the car. She was thirty-seven.

      Up close to the Astra, she spotted a deflated tyre. The tree above had dropped a load of orange berries as well as a covering of leaves. She knew nothing much about looking after paintwork, but neither deposit would be doing the car any good.

      Tucker laboured out of their vehicle and zipped his coat up. The fit was snug. Imani put on her cap. Even though the hedge gave them shelter, the air nipped at her face. Snow had been threatening for days as a depression hung over the country. The clouds seemed to be waiting for a trigger to spark them into action.

      She pushed the thought away. Danger was unlikely here, but if there was any, they’d handle it. The benefit of going out with dinosaurs like Tucker was their lack of fear. Nothing surprised them. You just had to be the one to go around the back.

      Tucker stood next to her.

      ‘You check the rear. Give my knees a break.’

      Chuckling to herself, she walked to the left of the house and past the front door. She pulled on her leather gloves at the side gate and was surprised to find it unlocked. The entrance to the property had been gravel but the rear garden had a sizeable, rectangular lawn with a narrow border full of weeds.

      Imani knew about as much about gardening as she did about car paint; nevertheless, she could estimate the grass hadn’t been mown since the summer. The curtains were pulled across at what she guessed would be a lounge or dining room, with drawn blinds at what was likely the kitchen. Dirty windows and fascias completed the abandoned and neglected feel.

      She returned to the UPVC front door, which had its own layer of grime. A large, frosted-glass panel revealed the edges of an overflowing pile of post. She pressed the doorbell, but no sound followed. She knocked and a dull echo reverberated. Even with full darkness still over an hour away, there was a sense of gloom, of emptiness. Even nothingness.

      Almost as an afterthought, she tried the handle but to no avail. It was solid, the door sturdy. She lifted the letter box and crouched. The draught-excluder brush strip obscured her view. After a moment, she poked her fingers through to make a viewing space.

      The stench of rot hit her.
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          SGT TOM TUCKER

        

      

    

    
      Tucker checked the right side of the bungalow and found a narrow passage blocked by fencing. Curtains shrouded the front windows. No lights flickered inside. He frowned, running a hand over his chin. A forced entry meant damage. Busting the lock or splintering the frame led to a mountain of paperwork justifying their actions.

      The letter they’d received wasn’t detailed enough to provide reasonable grounds for entry and Tucker doubted they could secure a warrant. They knew nothing of the owner, so he couldn’t even fudge the report with a possible medical incident.

      His phone buzzed. He knew the source: his estranged wife, Candela. The word meant fire in Spanish. She was well-named. A quick glance at the message sapped his remaining energy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Twat. Where’s my fucking money?

      

      

      

      

      

      Tucker didn’t mind the odd misdirection in the right circumstances. This situation was one of them.

      
        
          
            
              
        On its way.

      

      

      

      

      

      The money was certainly moving, just not to her. PlatinumCasino.co.uk would be the beneficiaries, a fact that wouldn’t improve his soon-to-be ex-wife’s language. He huffed out a breath. Should he tell her? His hole was deep, with him sat firmly at the bottom. He’d long since stopped praying for a ladder.

      For a moment, he pondered his predicament. Food had always been his source of comfort, a burger at lunch, curries and pizzas on the way home, but he’d kept a grip on it. Recently that control had slipped from his grasp. The impending divorce, no doubt exacerbated by his thickening waistline, had sent him down a new destructive avenue. Bankruptcy loomed as the final destination.

      Tucker was miles away, immersed in his own misery, when the repeated shout of ‘Sarge’ grabbed his attention. He hitched his trousers as high as his waist allowed and wandered around the other side of the bungalow.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘There’s a stink.’

      Tucker’s domestic situation was immediately forgotten as he leaned over and put his nose close to the letter box. The aroma was definitely decomposition, but it had unusual undertones. A deathly aroma wasn’t surprising considering the circumstances, but they didn’t know who owned the property, nor how many people lived there. Mark Smith could have just been visiting.

      Tucker ran through the options in his head. The big single-glass pane would allow easier access, and it would be much cheaper to repair than the composite door next to it.

      ‘Take out your baton and break that glass. I’ll enter, but you stay close behind. Could be anything in there.’

      He ran the back of his hand across his damp forehead. December had proven bitterly cold, and it was the kind of afternoon that drew water from the eyes, but his skin was on fire. He pushed his failing health aside and focussed.

      Three decades of policing had taught him that going through a door first was the most dangerous part of the job, but he was beyond worrying for his own safety. He considered reporting their progress to Control and decided not to bother. He was making the right decision. Exerting his authority was all he had left.

      Imani acknowledged the command with a quick dip of her head. A relative newbie, she had already become a great asset. Her healthy, disciplined energy was something he envied. He watched as her baton cleared its holder. A smash followed, and the stench instantly strengthened. He pinched his nostrils while she expertly knocked out the remaining shards to allow him to squeeze through.

      Tucker glanced at her. ‘Are you prepared? It could be a grim sight.’

      She steeled herself. ‘Ready.’

      Tucker edged inside the bungalow and paused. He yanked his collar over his nose, an involuntary and useless reflex against the unpleasant smell. They both knew what grim meant in these circumstances. If a body had been decaying for days, even in cooler weather, the odour in the room where death occurred would be overwhelming. The initial stages of decomposition were putrefaction. Wet, gaseous, and overwhelmingly foul.

      His brow wrinkled.

      Imani shook her head. ‘It’s an odd smell, more like rotten chicken.’

      He scowled at the pile of envelopes. There were months’ worth of post. The small hallway, decorated with fading floral wallpaper, had two closed doors leading from it. The warm air inside the bungalow gave a sudden, welcome reprieve, even with the cold rushing in behind them.

      ‘Mr Smith! Police!’

      There was no reply. No voices. No TV. No radio.

      Tucker had been inside plenty of these types of properties over the years. The kitchen was usually at the back. He walked to the farthest door and pushed it open. He had guessed right. Having instinctively held his breath, he sniffed, bracing for a biological assault.

      A dead pigeon lay on the floor. It had been there at least for a few days. That explained the rancid chicken smell, but something else hung in the air that wasn’t the usual stink of decomposition.

      The odour wasn’t sickeningly sweet or foul like rotten meat. It wasn’t sharp like ammonia. This was dry. Pervasive. Ancient. Musty. Like opening an old wardrobe. An earthy, leathery undertone settled in the back of his throat. He could almost taste something dated, like strong cheese left in the sun.

      Tucker frowned. Confusion overrode his concern. The work surfaces and kitchen table were clear. The fridge door was closed. He touched the radiator. Heat seeped through his gloves – the metal was hot.

      ‘What is that stink?’ Imani whispered, wrinkling her nose and instinctively covering her mouth with her forearm. ‘It’s like no one’s been here for centuries, yet that bird looks recent.’

      ‘Don’t inhale too deeply,’ Tucker murmured, pulling off his leather gloves and replacing them with latex ones that felt insufficient. ‘Come on. Let’s stick together.’

      They edged into a dining room containing a large sideboard and a table with four chairs. Heavy wooden furniture. It was the kind his mum had owned. He’d given hers away for free as payment to the clearance company when she died.

      Was this the home of a man not much older than him? Photographs adorned the walls, most of them old. The stillness of the bungalow was absolute. The last of the day’s winter light, dulled by the curtains, illuminated a layer of thick, undisturbed dust on the table. He tried the light, but the old filament bulb didn’t respond.

      Tucker removed his torch from its pouch as he moved past the place mats. They hadn’t been touched for a long time.

      He shouted again.

      ‘Mark Smith! Are you here?’

      The next wooden door was ajar. The smell intensified as he approached it but lost the dense quality and became a concentrated, astringent, organic hum. A presence all of its own.

      The skin on Tucker’s neck crawled, a primal twitch he couldn’t be bothered to feel. He wasn’t overly bothered about any physical threat and certainly didn’t believe in ghosts. He was too numb for the living and the dead alike. But the air in the room had turned, and his body knew it, even if he didn’t care.

      He stared back at his colleague, giving her a sharp, grounding nod. Imani’s wide-eyed expression and the way she scanned the shadows suggested the heavy atmosphere of the house was unnerving her, and she thought perhaps spirits were possible.

      Tucker made sure his voice was calm. ‘Slow your breathing, don’t panic.’

      He raised his hand, gesturing for Imani to stay back, then slowly pushed open the lightweight internal door.

      He peered into the lounge. The room was slightly brighter, dominated by a large window facing the front of the house. The air hit him like a physical blow. This wasn’t the intense gas of a bloated body. It was a profound, concentrated desiccation. The culmination of months of a slow, warm process. He tasted parchment and something indescribably wrong.

      Tucker stepped fully inside, sweeping the room with his gaze. His already wide eyes bulged as he focussed on the armchair at the far side of the room. His torch, which he hadn’t needed to turn on, slipped from his hand. He didn’t gasp, but the fatigue was stripped from his face in an instant. His stomach did a slow, nauseous roll.

      He hadn’t expected to be physically affected, not after the things he’d seen, what he’d done. But the thing in the corner defied expectation. The dryness had created something… impossible. Something ancient, wrong, and perfectly preserved in its final, silent posture. A moment of terror.

      Tucker’s hand flew up to his mouth, his gloved fingers crushing his lips to smother the choking sound fighting to escape his throat.

      ‘Sarge?’ Imani whispered, moving to follow him into the room.

      Tucker didn’t turn. His voice was stiff, raw, and desperate, the sound cracking the profound stillness of the room. An instinct arose to save her from the sight.

      ‘Imani. Don’t come in.’

      Yet he knew she must. A police constable was trained to take orders, but Imani understood her role was to follow her partner and confirm the scene. Have his back, whatever lay ahead. She stepped around him and into the full, dreadful vista of the lounge.

      The silence persisted for a few more seconds. Then a sharp, high-pitched scream, full of pure horror, tore from Imani’s throat and ricocheted around the dusty walls.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          DCI BARTON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thursday

      

      

      DCI John Barton waggled the golf club theatrically, mimicking a move he’d seen Sergio Garcia pull off at the Ryder Cup. Every essential element of the pending shot raced through his mind: head still, follow through, eyes down. Above all, don’t think about the crowd of players waiting behind him, all surely praying for him to screw up.

      Thwack!

      The ball screeched into the air as though chased by demons. It dipped, rose, then veered violently right. Trees loomed ahead and, for a second, Barton pictured the ball flying through them and bouncing off tarmac or worse, a passing car’s roof. Instead, it vanished into a thicket. No screech of tyres followed, allowing a brief sigh of relief to escape his chest. A forced glance towards his playing partner caught a look of mild pity.

      Simon Menteith, nicknamed ‘Mortis’ for a career-long fascination with the stages of death, shook his head.

      ‘By the laws of physics, that shouldn’t be possible. Will you be going to search for it?’

      Barton imagined the waiting throng laughing as he hacked around in the foliage.

      ‘I’ll take a drop.’

      Swift strides took them along the fairway towards Mortis’s ball, nestled perfectly on the short grass.

      The older man grinned.

      ‘Not bad. Have your shot next to mine, and we’ll get out of the way of the others.’

      Enthusiasm was already draining from Barton, and they were on only the first hole. A seven-iron came out of his bag, no waggle this time, and the ball was walloped. To the surprise of both men, it found the green and trundled towards the flag.

      The Scotsman clapped his hands.

      ‘See! I told you, don’t overthink it.’

      A three-putt followed, a dismal result compared to his playing companion’s tidy two.

      While waiting at the next tee for the fairway to clear, Mortis took the opportunity to look Barton up and down.

      ‘I have to say, you’re looking positively svelte. How much have you lost on the so-called fat jabs?’

      ‘I prefer the term weight-loss injections, but they delivered exactly what they promised: 25 per cent of my body weight gone in a year. Five stone. I’m at risk of a stiff breeze blowing me into a sand trap.’

      ‘At fifteen stone, we won’t panic just yet. It’s a reasonable number for someone well over six feet tall. Do you feel better for it?’

      A sabbatical had been the only way for Barton to focus on an overhaul of his health, both mental and physical. Taking his GP’s advice to start a Mounjaro trial had finally done the trick.

      ‘In a nutshell, yes. Although I bought a new wardrobe at seventeen stone, now none of that fits either. I’m lighter, healthier, and my blood pressure is almost normal. Even the knees have stopped creaking, but my muscles vanished along with the fat.’

      ‘Did you do the weight-bearing exercises I suggested?’

      Barton simply smiled and pointed towards the fairway. ‘Look, we can take our turn.’

      Mortis let the subject drop. He’d been giving Barton grief all year about ignoring the need to join a gym, with Barton claiming the medication made him tired. An inquisitive mood had clearly seized Mortis, because the questions kept coming.

      ‘How about being jobless?’

      ‘Hey, I’m on a break.’

      Mortis hit a crisp shot at the following tee, chuckling as it flew high and true. ‘Even I know that episode of Friends ended badly.’

      Barton’s effort landed straight but his ball died at half the distance of his friend’s. Barton shrugged as he put his club away and replied while they strolled to their next shot. ‘I didn’t miss my career at first. Holly had her business to set up, so we painted, ordered furniture and prepped the place. Life was varied and fun for a change.’

      ‘How is the café?’

      ‘Brilliant. She’s busy, her team is top-notch, and the money’s rolling in. Couldn’t be better.’

      ‘See much of her?’

      Barton offered a small smile at the astute observation.

      ‘She’s fully occupied at being a success. I’m pleased for her.’

      ‘But you’re getting bored.’

      ‘Little bit. Aren’t you?’

      Mortis halted beside Barton’s ball. He’d retired when Barton started his break.

      ‘Not at all. The Times cryptic crossword and coffee takes up the morning. There were never enough hours in the day when I worked. I keep my head in scientific publications to stay sharp, but my girlfriend keeps me truly busy. I need plenty of sleep to maintain my strength.’

      Barton glared at his friend, who was in his early seventies.

      ‘Too much detail, thank you.’

      Barton was halfway through his backswing when the next comment came.

      ‘We’re like two insatiable geriatric rabbits.’

      The ball whizzed off the tee at an almost forty-five-degree angle, rewarding its clumsy owner with a resounding splash. Barton looked daggers at Mortis.

      ‘Git.’

      ‘Actually, I’ve had something come up.’

      ‘I hope this isn’t more about your sex life. I’m pretty sure you need to spend time with your partner to have that type of interaction, so I’d rather not be reminded.’

      Mortis grinned at him.

      ‘I got a call from the hospital.’

      Barton’s expression softened instantly. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

      ‘No, you misunderstand. It was the mortuary. An interesting case has landed. They found a mummy last night.’

      Barton waited until Mortis was mid-swing. ‘As opposed to a daddy?’

      The lake claimed a second victim. Mortis glared at him.

      ‘I suppose I deserved that. It’s a male, deceased for a considerable period of time. The new pathologist heard of my particular area of expertise and invited me in.’

      ‘Didn’t you say you’re retired, or are they tempting you with big bucks?’

      ‘Neither. This wouldn’t be work, John. It would be pleasure. I’m heading to the scene at one o’clock today. You should come along.’

      Barton selected a three-iron next, though he stared at it with pure apprehension. The club had rarely done him a favour.

      ‘You’ve got a strange idea of a quality date. Why would I want to see an ancient corpse?’

      ‘Ah, well, it isn’t just a dead body, my friend. It really is a whole lot more than that.’
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      With Barton down to his last ball, golf was proving an expensive hobby. He at least found the fairway at the eighteenth, though a deep stream snaked in front of the final green. The water lurked as a notorious graveyard for stray shots. Mortis hit his own shot too hard, his worst effort of the day, and it skipped into the rough beyond the flag. Caution guided Barton’s swing, considering his history with the ditch, but his ball bounced twice, then vanished from sight.

      Barton reached the burn and stared into the dark water. A profound compulsion to throw his clubs in, and perhaps follow after them, washed over him. He’d given the game a fair crack but suspected his golfing days were over.

      Mortis appeared at his side.

      ‘It’s a little bracing for wild swimming.’

      ‘When did you say you were going to see this stiff?’

      ‘One.’

      ‘Count me in. It’ll stop me from drowning myself or my sorrows.’

      While Mortis was two-putting to save par, a figure left the clubhouse restaurant. Barton didn’t pay much attention until the man shouted hello. It was the wily Detective Chief Superintendent Andrew Troughton, dressed in business clothes.

      Mortis had already clocked him. An eyebrow arched as he glanced at Barton.

      ‘His suit would indicate he’s here for work as opposed to pleasure. I’ll get you a coffee at the bar.’

      Barton wandered over to his old boss.

      ‘Morning, sir. I didn’t realise you played.’

      ‘I don’t. Ghastly waste of time. You look well, John. Restored to former glories?’

      ‘Not quite but getting there. How did you know I was here?’

      ‘A spot of luck. I assume you’ve heard about our new find.’

      Barton laughed before he could stop himself. Nothing escaped this man. ‘Mortis just told me. He invited me along.’

      ‘Despite being on sabbatical, you remain part of Major Crimes, so I’d say that was a brilliant idea. You’ll meet some of your old team at the scene. We need to chat about your period away in a few weeks anyway, with a year having passed. So, after you’ve been to the scene, head to my office. We can kill two birds with one stone.’

      ‘Does that mean Zander and his team have the case?’

      ‘Yes, they’re heading there at noon, by which time CSI should have made progress with what I understand is a rather unpleasant business.’

      The news sparked a flicker of genuine intrigue. Mortis had been vague on detail as they walked the course, deliberately so, Barton suspected. Still, Troughton clearly had an ulterior motive.

      ‘You have plenty of experience on hand. Why are you so interested in my opinion?’

      Troughton’s face remained unreadable, which was always a cause for concern.

      ‘Another different type of inquiry has started this morning. I’m afraid it’s another thoroughly unpleasant business and quite the most distasteful aspect of my day so far. I’ll tell you all about it later this afternoon.’

      With that, the Chief Super bobbed his head and walked away.

      Leaving his golf bag and trolley next to Mortis’s, Barton headed inside. He hated to admit it, but there was a definite spring in his step.
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      A flat white and a bacon sandwich rewarded Barton and Mortis for their four hours of walking in the damp cold. Even after a year on the medication, Barton still marvelled that a few rashers and two slices of bread could satisfy him. Brief thoughts of what might happen when he came off the jabs crossed his mind, but the facts were currently clear. His appetite was finally under his thumb, even if the willpower for a morning jog and weight training was still nowhere to be found.

      The retired pathologist had picked him up that morning, so they drove to Folksworth in his car.

      Barton tried to coax more information out of his friend.

      ‘What exactly has happened?’

      ‘Honestly, they shared little beyond the fact that I’d be intrigued and that my expertise in decomposition would be a significant asset. Have you met my replacement forensic pathologist?’

      ‘Nope. I pictured someone young and earnest, fresh out of university with views and opinions that would make us feel like we were relics from a former age, but that’s not possible, is it?’

      Mortis laughed.

      ‘Possible? The latter is a certainty. You’re right, though, she won’t be in her twenties. The path to forensics requires a medical degree, hospital rotations and years of sub-specialising in histopathology.’

      ‘Histopathology?’

      ‘Cellular pathology. It takes ages to become as wonderful as I was, although the long process does send us all a bit potty.’

      ‘Zander called the new woman a one-off.’

      ‘She was certainly forthright over the phone.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘She practically ordered me to attend. I found it slightly sexy, which is likely one of those outdated opinions we aren’t allowed any more. She has a wonderful name, too. Anya Petrova.’

      ‘Sounds like the moniker of a hot femme fatale for James Bond to woo.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      Mortis navigated the streets without the help of a satnav, pulling up to a scene crowded with marked patrol cars and CSI vans. A shiny red Audi A3 cabriolet was poorly parked near the centre of the chaos. After finding a spot further down, they walked back towards the cordon. The pair of them had worn many layers of golf clothing to cope with the cold so they both appeared exactly as they were. Two men who’d popped over after finishing a round.

      Barton approached the scene guard first. ‘DCI John Barton and Dr Simon Menteith, here to view the body.’

      The female PC, an officer he didn’t recognise, looked at them with open suspicion.

      ‘Your ID, please, sir.’

      A quick tap of his pockets confirmed the obvious. ‘Ah, I handed it back when I went on my sabbatical.’

      Her mouth flattened into a cautious line. Before she could comment, a much older officer emerged from the bungalow, his boots crunching heavily through the gravel.

      She turned to him. ‘Do you know these men, Graz?’

      ‘Yeah, they’re a couple of old weirdos who loiter at murder scenes. I’d jog them on if I were you.’

      Barton stepped forwards and held out one of his large hands.

      ‘Marco Grazioli! I haven’t seen you for years.’

      The handshake was firm, but Grazioli’s face lacked its usual spark. He’d joined the force before Barton, always kept himself in tip-top shape, and had proven a decent copper. It was a surprise to see the absence of sergeant chevrons on his uniform.

      ‘Didn’t you move to the coast?’

      ‘I transferred to Southampton to be closer to the wife’s family. I came back about eighteen months ago.’

      ‘How is Molly? Has she been sainted yet?’

      ‘She died, mate. Car accident.’

      The air left Barton’s lungs. ‘No way. Sad news.’

      ‘Yeah, it was tough for a while. I needed to return to my old stomping ground to look after Dad, but the memories down south were too much, anyway.’

      Grazioli’s father had been a well-respected superintendent in his time.

      ‘How is the old man?’

      ‘He’s gone too, but he was eighty-five, so no tragedy there. Let’s go. If it’s news of death you’re interested in, I’ve got a cracker.’

      Barton gave the female PC a respectful nod and repeated their names. A swift glance was exchanged with Mortis before they followed Grazioli inside, passing a glazier who was already boarding up a large window frame next to the door. They donned shoe coverings and moved through the kitchen and dining room into the lounge. A musky, unpleasant miasma still hung in the air, even though the open doors would have diluted the smell.

      Barton recognised three officers from his old team. Hoffman, Malik and Leicester. They were staring at the corner of the room, blocking his view. Barton could make out someone sitting in an armchair with tape stretching out at various angles.

      Mortis strode forwards. ‘Come on, you lot. Out of the way!’

      When they’d moved, Barton joined him and they stared at an unbelievable sight. He’d braced himself for blood or worse, but this was something he’d never seen before. Secured deeply in a worn leather armchair sat a man, wrapped almost shoulder-to-toe in a glistening, black web of what looked like duct tape. It was meticulous.

      This wasn’t a rush job. Wide strips criss-crossed to other surfaces, pinning arms to the rests, ankles to the chair feet, and his torso to the cushioned back. Tape even led up to a brass wall sconce as an anchor point. The victim’s face was a terrifying brown mask, silenced by a thick strip across the mouth, leaving empty eye sockets visible.

      Barton, a veteran of scenes both bloody and bizarre, felt a deep, professional shock at the sheer, methodical completeness of the bondage. The man had probably been alive, trapped in a silent scream.

      Barton’s sabbatical, all-consuming a few hours ago, vanished in an instant. This display of cold malice flipped a switch inside him that no amount of golf-course air could reach. It was an artful, inescapable punishment. The urge to pick the puzzle apart and find the mind behind it was sudden and overwhelming.

      As he glanced away from the elaborate knot of tape and terror, a thin, hard smile touched Barton’s lips. Thoughts of the quiet life he was supposed to be leading faded.

      This case, this job, this intricate mystery, became all that Barton wanted for Christmas.
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      Warm smiles greeted Barton as he shook hands with his old team, although Hoffman, a volatile detective who had served under him, held back. Zander had previously mentioned to Barton that Hoffman’s relationship with Zelensky, a former team member, ended over the summer, which had been a surprise.

      Hoffman voiced the question on everyone’s mind.

      ‘Have you returned, sir?’

      ‘No, I don’t think so, although the Chief Super asked me to have a chat with him after having a look today, so he might have something up his sleeve. Mortis was coming here anyway, so I tagged along.’

      Leicester, promoted to sergeant since Barton took his leave, spoke next.

      ‘We’re all that’s left of Zander’s team. A second virus is hitting people before they recover from what hit them first. Even DCI Cox went down with the flu over the weekend.’

      ‘Where is DI Zander?’

      ‘Back at the station. He had a meeting with Troughton at one.’

      Barton smiled at the sergeant.

      ‘Do you mean Detective Chief Superintendent Troughton?’

      ‘Sorry, yes, sir.’

      ‘Okay, well, you guys are in charge. I’ll leave you to get on.’

      Mortis crouched next to the deceased, his expression bright with professional interest.

      ‘Fascinating.’

      Barton shook his head.

      ‘I’m not sure his relatives would use that word. It’s the most gruesome thing I’ve ever witnessed. Where are his eyes?’

      ‘After death, the eyes undergo a sequence of predictable physical and chemical transformations due to the termination of circulation and the process of desiccation.’

      Barton’s brain wasn’t ready for the technical reply that Mortis always provided when prompted.

      ‘They weren’t removed, then?’

      ‘No, I had a peek. The withered remains are in the socket.’

      ‘I suppose the million-dollar question is whether he was still breathing when the person responsible walked away.’

      ‘I’d say it was likely.’

      ‘Based on what?’

      ‘Why bother with all this tape if he was already dead? The killer could have just sat him in the chair.’

      Barton grimaced.

      ‘That’s a valid point. Will you be able to confirm that using your incredible understanding of histology?’

      Mortis cracked a smile.

      ‘It’s hard to be certain. This man died a good while ago.’

      ‘Estimate?’

      ‘I’d need close analysis of the body and particularly the skin, but maybe six months. He’s been wrapped a bit like a mummy, and mummification is exactly what’s occurred. In a nutshell, he’s dried out, so his mass will be significantly less than in life. The skin is leathery as opposed to waxy.’

      Mortis pulled on a pair of medical gloves he’d retrieved from his jacket pocket. A light tap on the dark-reddish-brown exposed right hand of the corpse produced a sound like brittle wood.

      ‘The loss of soft tissue and moisture makes the features appear shrunken,’ he explained. ‘The nose has flattened, and under that tape, the lips will have drawn back, exposing the teeth into a charming death grin.’

      Barton could feel the dry warmth in the air.

      ‘Like an exhibit at the British Museum.’

      ‘Yes. Sadly, exact answers will be tough to come by with such advanced changes.’

      A woman in a snug-fitting, red trouser suit entered the room.

      ‘That is correct,’ she said with a slight Eastern European accent. ‘Here is what he looked like before.’

      She took out her phone, opened the screen, and jabbed it in their direction. ‘Mark Smith.’

      Mark Smith had been an unremarkable white man in life. Receding hair had been kept short in the image, though it appeared longer in death with the scalp shrinking. He didn’t seem overweight or ill, but there was a distant expression in the man’s eyes.

      Barton supposed few driving licence photographs were flattering. Decay and fluid evaporation had rendered him unrecognisable. ‘We can’t even tell if it’s him.’

      The new arrival, whom Barton guessed was his friend’s replacement, stared at Barton for a few seconds, not unkindly, but almost microscopically.

      ‘You’re the great John Barton I have heard so much about. Perhaps once great, if you are currently on a long holiday.’

      Mortis’s shoulders shook as he stifled a laugh. The woman clearly lacked a filter. She wasn’t particularly tall or sturdy, but her short blonde hair and a solid stance gave an impression of strength.

      Barton would put her at about forty. ‘You must be Dr Petrova.’

      ‘Please, Anya. It’s an excellent conundrum we have, deducing this man’s final days, but I believe we’re looking at Mr Smith. Study the bone structure. Very similar.’

      The gears in Barton’s head whirred. His gaze drifted around the room, which seemed more like the home of an older person. He considered searching for letters addressed to Smith or a parent, but he caught himself.

      He tapped Mortis on the arm.

      ‘What’s the deal, then? Do you want to stay?’

      ‘I’d love to, if that’s all right. I’ll head to the hospital and do the post-mortem with Anya if that’s what she wants. Be careful. It would be a maximum two days’ work for me, but if you get pulled into an investigation, your participation could be for much longer.’

      ‘No worries. I’ll get a taxi to the station if there isn’t anyone to run me back.’

      As he moved to leave, a mark on the wall came into view behind the chair. He walked over and leaned towards what appeared to be a drawing of a red snowflake, perhaps in crayon. On closer inspection he decided it wasn’t crayon but probably lipstick. Eight stalks radiated from the centre. Not a snowflake, then, but a spider.

      When a crime scene investigator arrived, Barton hailed him and gestured towards the wall.

      ‘Excuse me. Has this been photographed and a sample taken?’

      The man’s head swiftly moved to where Barton pointed.

      ‘Of course. We’re finished here. The body can go.’

      Experience had taught Barton never to worry about asking the obvious. He’d seen things missed too often. As he walked outside, he realised what had been lurking like a stowaway in his mind.

      The scene resembled a spider’s web, as if the victim had been caught alive and bound with no chance of escape in a process called swathing.

      Barton hoped that there had been an injection to kill the prey first, but he suspected poor Smith had simply been left to die.
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      Barton yawned and checked his watch. It was nearly one thirty. During his sabbatical that often meant afternoon-nap time. The plan was simple. Speak to Troughton at the station, then head home. He found PC Grazioli in the bungalow’s kitchen with DC Hoffman, who was staring at a stack of envelopes on the work surface.

      Hoffman pointed at the post.

      ‘Most of the envelopes are for a Mr Mark Smith, but a few bits are addressed to a Mrs Clara Dolby. CSI will scan them shortly, then we can open them. Checking the sent dates should provide a window of time for the death.’

      Barton nodded with approval. ‘It’s nice to see you haven’t lost your touch.’

      ‘Thank you, sir.’

      A coldness lingered in Hoffman. Maybe the detective had missed the promotion Leicester had secured.

      Barton called out the other officer’s shortened name, pronouncing it with a sharp ‘t’ sound, like ‘Gratz’.

      ‘Graz, can anyone give me a lift to Thorpe Wood?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll do it. Nothing’s happening here, and the scene guard needs swapping and taking back. She’ll probably have to thaw out.’

      Barton opened his mouth to instruct Hoffman about next steps, then shut it and wandered outside.

      DC Malik was walking down the path towards him.

      ‘Neighbours on both sides are out. The owner two doors up described him as a private man who kept to himself. No trouble. He cared for his mother until she died at the beginning of the year. The woman mentioned there was no funeral, which was a point that still irritated her.’

      Barton nodded. They’d worked together for so long, slipping into the old rhythm felt natural.

      ‘Great work. Make sure you write up those details.’

      A minute later, Grazioli bundled the frozen officer into the back of a patrol car. Barton considered his slightly dismissive attitude to the younger woman, but it wasn’t for him to comment. He took the passenger seat in the front.

      Grazioli performed a swift three-point turn and headed to Peterborough.

      ‘Feel like you’ve never been away?’

      Barton couldn’t help but smile.

      ‘It does. Odd to think I’ve got cooking lasagna from scratch planned for this afternoon.’

      ‘You can tell you’ve got time on your hands if you’re making a dish like that. It’s good to see you, though. There aren’t many of us old-timers left.’

      Barton debated asking why the veteran was a PC again, but the presence of the officer in the rear stopped him.

      ‘How is life at the raw end of policing these days?’

      A look of distaste crossed Grazioli’s face.

      ‘Rubbish. We’re arresting people for Internet comments and letting burglaries slide. There aren’t enough response officers, and the prisons are full.’

      Barton understood the frustration.

      ‘So, you’re nicking criminals for serious crimes, and they’re getting community sentences when normally they’d receive a custodial.’

      ‘Exactly. I like the idea of that massive, spartan nick in El Salvador. We should build one here.’

      Barton smiled, although he was also frustrated at the slow roll-out of new prisons. It was a complicated issue that he didn’t want to get into, so he changed the subject.

      ‘When did they find the body?’

      ‘Yesterday afternoon. The late shift. Imani and Tito found him.’

      The image of PC Imani came to mind: slim, feisty, purposeful. Then there was Tito, real name Tom Tucker.

      ‘Wow, Tito, that’s a blast from the past. Didn’t he want everyone to address him as Sergeant Tucker to help his progression to inspector?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s right. I still call him Tito to piss him off.’

      ‘How is he?’

      ‘Honestly, a mess. Ready to explode.’

      Barton peered over at the driver. ‘He’s put on more weight?’

      ‘He’s separated from his wife, parents are dead, and he had to rent a room at the edge of Farcet. I reckon there are money worries, too.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘He keeps tapping different people up for a tenner or a twenty and never pays anyone back. It’s embarrassing. Does he really think we don't all talk to each other?’

      A solid PC in his younger days, Tucker had always carried extra pounds on a squat, powerful frame. He’d been on the force longer than Barton, having moved over from Lincolnshire Police shortly after Barton started. Both Barton and Zander had worked many shifts with Grazioli and Tucker, and while Tucker leaned towards laziness, he had been a functional team member. Barton considered the shadows of his own struggles a year ago. Perhaps Tucker was drowning in something similar.

      Silence filled the car. Grazioli didn’t look in high spirits either. Probing the man’s life tempted Barton, but he settled for discussing the murder instead.

      ‘Yesterday must have been a shock for poor old Tito.’

      ‘Yeah, might even have put him off his dinner.’ Grazioli huffed. ‘Sorry, that was unkind. He’s all over the place. Walking into a scene from Raiders of the Lost Ark won’t have helped. He’s always been a bit of a numpty, but I’m concerned about him. This job takes no prisoners.’

      ‘No, it doesn’t.’ Barton remembered Grazioli and Tucker bickering when they’d been put together, but it had been mostly good-natured. ‘He should speak to someone. Take some time off.’

      ‘No chance. We’re down to the bare bones. They’ll struggle to find an officer to guard that scene tonight, so they might need to wrap up today.’

      Barton’s mind made a leap.

      ‘Did you see the spider drawn on the wall?’

      ‘I thought it was a snowflake.’

      ‘No, I’m fairly certain it was a spider. Perhaps it signifies that Smith is in a web, caught for doing something terrible or upsetting the wrong person.’

      Grazioli chewed his lip, then gave a slow nod. ‘That fits. The whole arrangement took time. Whoever did that to him must have been nursing a serious grudge.’

      Barton agreed.

      ‘Yeah, but what on earth could a man have done to deserve that?’
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      Grazioli dropped Barton off at the front of the police station. He entered the main entrance and smiled at the half-hearted Christmas decorations. The office door loomed but, without a keycard, he headed for the desk. A new face behind the glass didn’t recognise him.

      ‘Good afternoon. How can I help?’

      ‘I’ve got an appointment with Detective Chief Superintendent Troughton.’

      ‘And you are?’

      ‘DCI Barton.’

      ‘Ah, I’ve been instructed to give you access. Please head straight up. Let me issue a pass and sign you in as a visitor.’

      Barton opened his mouth to explain, then thought better of it and waited. Once admitted, he made his way upstairs. Walking through his old open-plan office revealed sparse numbers, though the real surprise sat in the corner. Two officers from the Professional Standards Department (PSD) were already at work. Zander had mentioned they were sniffing around last week. Barton recognised them both instantly. His lips drew back in a grimace that probably mirrored Mark Smith’s death grin.

      Troughton was on the phone when Barton entered his office. A wave towards a chair served as a greeting before he abruptly ended the call.

      ‘Afternoon, John. Interesting case, don’t you think?’

      ‘Very. Zander certainly has something to keep him busy.’

      ‘Actually, Zander has another task to occupy him. An unavoidable one.’

      ‘Yes, I just saw them sitting at a desk. Bastard and Fist.’

      Troughton didn’t respond for a long moment. ‘Do you mean Bradshaw and Fisk?’

      Heat rose on Barton’s face as he realised he’d used their nicknames. It gave Troughton an immediate opening to exert power, a tactic the man enjoyed. Yet Barton was under no obligation to take the case or do anything else he didn’t fancy. If this went where he expected it to, Troughton would have to play nice. Barton simply nodded and waited for his boss to continue.

      Troughton moistened his lips.

      ‘It turns out some evidence went missing in an investigation.’

      Barton had heard. Ten months ago, Zander’s team had pursued a gang of armed robbers targeting high-end antique shops across the county. The ringleader was eventually caught red-handed in a warehouse. Despite his obvious guilt, he protested his innocence. It was only as the trial had approached that he’d confessed and, in the hope of a reduced sentence, provided complete details of the stolen goods. Two solid-gold jewellery items remained unaccounted for. Zander’s guys, along with the supporting officers, had been under the microscope ever since the man had changed his plea.

      Barton considered why his friend wouldn’t have the time to investigate the Folksworth murder.

      ‘Are you saying they’ve found something incriminating to do with Zander’s team?’

      ‘PSD moved their investigation to a new phase this week. His assistance is mandatory.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound promising or convenient.’

      ‘No, but PSD is a necessary evil. Corruption must be weeded out.’

      ‘I suppose. It’s a shame Bradshaw and Fisk are so relentless and enthusiastic about their jobs, and it’s not as though Bradshaw is faultless.’

      Troughton held his gaze.

      ‘I understand that the unfortunate death you’re referring to is still being checked.’

      The unfortunate death was that of a young PC whom Bradshaw had hounded over allegations of passing information about a case to an ex-girlfriend. Following a suspension, the lad had taken his own life two days later.

      ‘So I understand.’

      ‘He’s an intelligent man, John, a thinker, the type who reads the classics as opposed to watching a cartoon movie of them.’

      Barton grinned. ‘I love singing along to The Jungle Book.’

      The joke was ignored.

      ‘His record is impressive.’

      ‘Let’s hope PSD aren’t marking their own homework.’

      Troughton gave him an enigmatic smile.

      ‘Right, John. What I propose is that you come back for two weeks to run this case. But I have to be honest, your resources will be limited.’

      ‘Will that include Zander’s team?’

      ‘I’ll confirm who you can have tomorrow. Your old mate from the drug unit, DI Crenwick, has agreed to loan you one of his people. Whoever it is should arrive here in the morning.’

      ‘I assume the usual background support remains in place.’

      ‘Of course. Search teams, door-knockers, CCTV viewers, admin staff, and a HOLMES team ready when you need them.’

      Barton knew, if the investigation escalated, resources like Armed Response Vehicles and National Police Air Service could be secured. There was, however, an obvious concern.

      ‘Two weeks isn’t long. Are you hoping to get me so involved I’ll end my sabbatical early?’

      ‘That would be a bonus, but Zander should be free in the new year to take over if you aren’t finished. Think about it, John. The victim’s been dead for quite some time, and nobody missed him. The trail will be as cold as he is. I doubt you’ll find the murderer, but we must be seen to follow due process.’

      Troughton grinned widely, fully aware of the challenge he was laying down.

      ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, John. Zander has the necessary passwords. I suggest you spend the afternoon checking your emails, as there might be a few in your inbox after a year away. Malik, Hoffman and Leicester should be back at four to update you with their progress.’

      Barton stood. ‘Am I allowed to tell Zander that his problem has escalated?’

      Troughton also rose from his seat and held out his hand.

      ‘Let’s pretend you didn’t ask that. I think a little pre-warning will help him manage the fallout.’

      After shaking hands, Barton couldn’t resist a final question.

      ‘You already had my log-ins ready, and a team member transferred. Why were you so confident I’d say yes?’

      ‘Because we need your help and you’re not one to let anyone down. Besides, I suspected the complexity of the puzzle would be enough to hook you.’

      Barton had to admit that while Troughton was a slippery individual, he was rarely wrong. A strong sense of purpose, missing since his absence began, hit home. Barton had exactly a fortnight to prove he was still the man for the job.

      Only then did he remember something important. He should have consulted his wife first.
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      Barton said goodbye to Troughton and made his way to the main office, where he found Zander fixated on his computer screen. The frantic tapping of keys was the only sound in the immediate vicinity.

      ‘Got a minute?’

      Zander looked up. ‘Sure, John.’

      They retreated to a small interview room. Barton shut the door and offered a wry grin.

      ‘Looks like I have an investigation.’

      ‘Yeah, Troughton said you wouldn’t be able to resist, especially with it only being two weeks.’

      ‘It’s nice to be such an open book. I assume you’ve guessed why you’re not taking the case.’

      ‘I’ve been trying not to consider the fact one of my team is crooked. Did Troughton confirm it?’

      ‘Pretty much. Is anyone acting jittery with Bradshaw and Fisk being in the office?’

      Zander bobbed his head.

      ‘Everyone. The last week the department has felt like an abattoir, and I’ve got nothing to hide!’

      ‘Bradshaw and Fisk do tend to have that effect. I reckon the axe might fall this afternoon because I’m getting some of your team tomorrow, but I don’t know who it’s coming down on. Have you got any idea?’

      ‘An older DC went home straight after PSD arrived. Said she was poorly but looked stressed. Hoffman’s been a wreck since Zelensky moved out. I can’t believe Malik and Leicester would do anything dodgy. The rest seem sound, but they’re not here, having caught this flu thing.’

      Barton didn’t comment, because they’d both been wrong about people before.

      Zander pulled a sheet of paper from his inside suit pocket.

      ‘Here are your passwords. Obviously change them once you’re logged in.’

      ‘Cheers. Troughton didn’t mention DCI Cox, but Leicester said she was ill. When’s she due back?’

      ‘Not before Christmas. They’re worried her flu has progressed to pneumonia. It’s a bit end of days here. We’re lucky to have you.’

      Barton beamed at him.

      ‘You are. Time to see if I can still handle the job.’

      ‘What did Holly say about your brief return?’

      ‘I’m just about to ask her.’

      Barton waited for a laughing Zander to leave the room, then called his wife. She answered after a few rings.

      ‘Be quick, John, the lunchtime rush is dragging on.’

      A swift explanation followed. As usual, Holly saw straight through him.

      ‘You’ve already said yes, haven’t you?’

      It was a recurring thought of his that she would make a cracking detective.

      ‘Erm, maybe.’

      ‘Well, if it’s only for a fortnight, fine. Being honest, I don’t think you’re quite ready, but at least we’ll find out how you manage. The presents are bought, the tree is up, turkey in the freezer, and Luke’s barely in the house at the moment, feral little skunk that he’s become, so we’ll cope. My gift had better be extra fabulous for the extra work this is going to cause me.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘What about Christmas Day? I’ve got something special planned, and it wouldn’t be the same if you were working.’

      ‘I’ll be off unless anything dramatic happens. Like always.’

      ‘Thus, it ever was. Okay, John, I’ll speak to you later.’

      Barton cut the call and mentally doubled the value of the handmade jewellery voucher he’d bought Holly as an extra surprise. He had form for crap Christmas presents, so taking advice from Zander had been a wise move.

      He returned to the main office and took a seat. When Hoffman, Malik and Leicester arrived and trudged to their desks, he looked up hopefully, but their agitated movements and dark expressions signalled a total lack of progress.
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      Barton beckoned the officers over, then directed them into a meeting room before Bradshaw could meddle. Barton ran his eyes over his team as they took their seats.

      DS David Leicester’s appearance was unchanged from when Barton had last seen him about three months back. Freckles and ginger hair gave him a youthful look even though he had passed his mid-thirties.

      Imram Malik was the same age, but it was like accelerated ageing in comparison. A growing paunch, receding hair and the start of a set of jowls. Barton smiled. Well, Malik had chosen to have three kids.

      Barton had the same number and had gone through a similar transformation.

      Hoffman had taken his notebook out and was the first to nod that he was ready and listening.

      Barton remained standing. ‘Why the long faces?’

      Hoffman replied. ‘Control ordered our immediate return.’

      ‘Right. Did you have the matter sewn up?’

      A small smile crept across the officer’s face.

      ‘No, not quite. A couple at the entrance to the main part of Manor Road frequently saw Smith coming and going in his car but couldn’t recall the last occasion. Neither remembered actually bumping into him in the street.’

      ‘Really? That road leads to a farm, so the only way out is past their property.’

      Malik nodded. ‘Maybe he had mobility issues.’

      ‘Sounds hermit-like, or perhaps anxiety was a factor.’

      Leicester chuckled.

      ‘That fits, assuming the pair weren’t the ones who knocked Smith off. I asked them who else they spotted him in the car with, and they said nobody since his mother died about a year ago. We can presume he had a job, or at least a regular commitment if they saw him regularly.’

      Barton informed them he was taking the case to free up Zander, causing the three detectives to exchange concerned looks. Barton addressed the tension head-on rather than dancing around it.

      ‘I understand what me being here likely means, but speculation won’t help us. Let’s focus on our tasks for the rest of the day. When my extra officer arrives tomorrow, we’ll make a detailed plan based on whatever we’ve discovered so far. Who’s doing what this afternoon?’

      They were experienced detectives who had excelled in CID before moving to Major Crimes. Barton knew he could leave them to their own devices with only the occasional shift of the rudder to keep them on course.

      DS Leicester, naturally acting as his number two, spoke up. ‘We discussed this on the way back. Hoffman is checking social media and Smith’s online footprint. He’ll hopefully find out if a girlfriend exists. We’ll check with the council for current and past residents at that address. I’ll also request mobile records and bank statements, although he still received paper copies, so we might not need a digital trail.’

      Barton considered the victim’s identity.

      ‘Mark Smith’s an unhelpful name to search if he kept a low profile. Hoffman, you mentioned correspondence for another person.’

      ‘Yes, a Clara Dolby. Perhaps his partner or mother.’

      ‘Wouldn’t his mum have the same surname?’

      ‘Maybe she remarried,’ Malik interjected. ‘There was one other important post item. A handwritten note from Woodston Welding Services was pushed through the letter box, saying they were concerned he hadn’t shown up. I’ll chase that now. Other than that, his mobile phone was locked, and, unfortunately, it’s a relatively recent Apple model.’

      That would mean they might struggle to access it. Barton thought about the man who had died. The standard starting points for a person of interest were always the same: phone records, financial transactions, employment history, and immediate relationships. He pictured the lounge. The main feature, apart from Smith himself, had been a thick, silver-grey LCD television, bulky and no doubt heavy, perched on a glass and chrome stand. Dull magnolia paint covered most walls, and a floral throw draped the sofa. Every item, from the stack of dusty DVDs to the chunky brass light fittings, suggested a home that hadn’t been updated since before the turn of the millennium.

      ‘The expensive modern phone doesn’t fit the house, so that’s interesting. I suppose he could have one for business if he was a salesman. Did anyone check his wardrobe to deduce whether he was a trendsetter?’

      Malik grinned, clearly pleased to have his old boss back. ‘I’ll head there before work in the morning.’

      ‘No, it’s okay,’ Barton replied. ‘I’m going to return when I leave here. I wasn’t quite engaged during the first visit, and I’d appreciate another look. CSI should have done a preliminary search of the loft and shed by then. I’ll knock on the neighbours’ doors, who were likely working earlier. Did anyone admit to sending the letter?’

      Leicester shook his head. ‘The writing indicated an older person, but nobody knew anything about it.’

      Barton guessed it was from the people living directly next door, but if they had been out at work, chances were they wouldn’t be that old. Well, he would meet them shortly.

      ‘Any thoughts on the spider’s web or what looked like a lipstick spider?’

      Hoffman and Malik spoke at the same time, with Malik gesturing for the other to go ahead.

      ‘That’s why I’m hoping to find a Facebook or Insta account. Lipstick obviously indicates a woman may be responsible, or it concerns a female. The spider angle is odd, but it might suggest he’s been caught for something he did in the past, which came back to bite him. Perhaps he was an aggressive recluse. I guess all possibilities exist right now.’

      Barton tipped his head. ‘Exactly. Keep an open mind. It was an extreme punishment, so whatever he did likely had extreme consequences. Any final points before we crack on? If anyone wants to chat about PSD, now is the time, or stay behind afterwards?’

      Malik rose from his seat.

      ‘I’ll search the county records for recent untimely deaths or accidents to see if something sticks out. Then I’ll check with CSI at the scene to see if they discovered any photo albums.’

      Sudden tension stiffened Leicester’s posture. Barton wondered if the sergeant would take him up on the offer to talk. Instead, Leicester’s gaze shifted to the door. Bradshaw and Fisk were striding towards the office.

      Bradshaw appeared first, yanking the door open and blocking the exit. He stared at Barton. ‘I noticed you were finished. It’s my room next.’

      Barton rarely pulled rank, but he was a DCI and DI Bradshaw was out of order. However, before he could speak, Fisk slipped past Bradshaw and rested a hand on Hoffman’s shoulder.

      ‘DC Hoffman, would you be so kind as to remain behind?’
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      Barton stayed seated, hands pressed flat against the table as he studied Hoffman. He’d worked with the young officer for years and liked the lad. Hoffman kept his gaze down and his shoulders rounded. The lack of protest led Barton to a single, gloomy conclusion.

      Corruption corroded the force. In his experience, it preyed on the inexperienced lower ranks like a virus. Hoffman was older than the typical mark, yet if he were guilty, he would be the loneliest man on the planet right now.

      Fisk wore a neutral expression, while Bradshaw was openly savouring the moment. He stepped aside to allow Malik and Leicester to make a hurried exit. Barton walked the long way around the table to rest a hand on Hoffman’s shoulder, then strode from the room with a clenched jaw.

      The rest of the afternoon was a blur of administration. Barton set up his laptop, reclaimed his entrance pass, and officially took back his warrant card. Malik and Leicester absorbed Hoffman’s workload after Bradshaw frogmarched him from the office in front of the entire department. He wasn’t permitted to take his equipment, and his personal phone was likely already in an evidence bag.

      Five o’clock arrived, and Barton headed to Custody to reintroduce himself to the staff. Sergeant Tucker and PC Imani were at the desk. Imani held a firm grip on the scrawny biceps of a hollow-faced man, though it was unclear if she was restraining him or simply holding him upright.

      It had only been just over a year since Barton had seen Tucker, so he was surprised to feel a surge of sentimentality at the sight of him. He supposed it was a sense of nostalgia for old times. However, Grazioli had been right: Tucker didn’t appear in good health.

      The heavy-set man stared through him at first, then his expression creased into a weary smile.

      ‘Big John, I thought they buried you under the golden arches.’

      ‘Very funny, Tito. How are things?’

      A dark shadow flickered over his former colleague’s features. Barton couldn’t tell if the reaction was to the nickname that he’d had for a long time, or the burden of his problems, but Tucker usually displayed a brave face.

      ‘Not great, John, not great.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

      It finally clicked for Tucker that the person before him had changed.

      ‘You look decent, though, mate. How the hell did you lose so much weight?’

      A spark of energy returned to the man’s eyes, pleasing Barton.

      ‘I’ll tell you all about it over a coffee or a beer. Drop me an email.’

      ‘I’m knackered, so I’m heading to the canteen for a pick-up. Why don’t you buy me a drink now and let me in on your secret?’

      Imani stiffened beside them. Even the swaying fellow glanced across at the request. If Tucker and Imani had worked the initial call when Smith was discovered, they had only been on today’s shift for a few hours. Tucker ignored his partner’s disdain and stared the drunk down.

      ‘I’m sure they’ll be able to book this guy in without me.’

      Imani didn’t hide her scorn. ‘I should think it’ll go faster.’

      Barton hated seeing dissension in the ranks, but Tucker was hardly setting a professional example. He’d give the man fifteen minutes.

      ‘Come on, then. Lead the way.’

      The canteen had long ceased to be a proper dining hall. Now it was just a collection of tables and vending machines. Barton bought two Costa coffees, and Tucker added a Mars bar to the tray, a choice Barton himself would have made a year ago. Once they’d sat down Barton explained the weight-loss jabs and his sabbatical and though Tucker appeared to be focussing, his eyes looked empty.

      ‘That sounds brilliant. I’m pleased for you. I wish I could afford a year off.’

      ‘We had the savings and the mortgage was cleared.’

      Nice. You still got your lovely family?’

      ‘Well, the nest is emptying. Lawrence has his own child now, making me Grandfather Barton, and my daughter’s at uni. Luke keeps me young, but he’s changing fast. How about you?’

      ‘I’ve messed things up. It’s like I can’t get a break, you know?’

      ‘Your luck will change.’

      ‘If I had bad luck, it’d be an improvement.’

      ‘Where are you staying now that you’re separated?’

      ‘A house share in Farcet. Can you believe it? In my fifties and living with strangers. I hate being in the property, listening to the couple’s too-loud music. There’s no respect these days. You must see that.’

      Barton displayed a non-committal smile. He didn’t know Tucker well enough any more to offer deep support, but he sensed a man on a steep downward trajectory. Like a fighter pilot trying to pull out of a nosedive with a wing missing.

      ‘Get some help, Tito. Ring the employee assistance line or speak to your doctor about the options. You’ll feel a million times better if you’re lighter. Even a daily walk is a start.’

      ‘You’re a good bloke, John, but walks are the one thing I do. Along the dykes and streams, around Crown Lakes, in the quiet fields. Nature’s all I have left, but I’ll do what you say. Why not? Succeeded for you. My shift pattern finishes tonight. I don’t like using the work support, but I’ll ring my GP tomorrow, get booked in.’

      ‘That’s the spirit. I’d better head off. I’m going to chat to Mark Smith’s neighbours, the ones who were probably working earlier. The case is mine now, and I need to dissect his life. Did you have any thoughts?’

      Tucker reached for a sip of his sugary coffee, but the cup was already empty. His Mars bar had vanished minutes ago. A glazed, static look took hold of his features, his eyes unblinking.

      ‘Nothing much bothers me, mate. But to be honest, I was chilled to the bone that there’s someone in the city capable of that. It made me wonder what else they’ve done.’
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      I grab the remote and turn off the TV, watching the screen fade to black. My home is quiet, as though the building itself is thinking, considering and accepting. No going back now, nor should there be.

      Snow hits Sunday morning, according to the forecaster. No dusting or soft flakes from a Christmas card, but a proper blizzard. The kind of weather that makes roads impassable and swallows the landscape whole. A natural cloak is coming. Perhaps the elements are uniting behind me. If the Met Office forecast holds, there’ll be a perfect shroud to cover my tracks.

      I amble to the kitchen and press my hands against the cool counter. My pulse remains steady. I’ve checked it often lately, marvelling the numbers haven’t climbed into the stratosphere. Six months have passed of breathing, working, and nodding hello in the street as if that night didn’t happen. I carry on as if the reality of that lounge were just a dream, but deep down, I know it was not.

      Yes, the act was grim, but the worst part was the waiting. The sheer, slow drag of anticipating a discovery that never came was almost too much.

      This time, there will be no extended surveillance and no wait. The victim will speak volumes, even if they don’t survive our encounter.

      The delay in Smith being found allowed tendrils of doubt to creep into my brain. He wasn’t an old man. A job and a house should have meant people noticed his absence, yet nobody raised the alarm for months. What does that tell me?

      The legal system is there to provide punishment, but few of us are unaware of the rules. When we break them, our nature tortures us. We are our toughest judges. Only those with personality disorders fail to contemplate their actions. And Mark Smith was no psychopath.

      I chuckle to myself. Even I’m calling him Smith when I know better.

      I allow the thought of that first encounter to brush past my mind. Back then, I pushed it away, but the moment is with me now. I remember the dry air of the lounge, and the strange lack of struggle when the tape went on. The process wasn’t messy or hard, and there was no real danger of being caught. There are more difficult marks to come, perhaps, but the timing is perfect.

      I ponder my own fallibility. It would be a shame if my plan unravelled before I finished what I set out to do. Ultimately, the outcome rests in the lap of the gods, but I have considered every angle. Anyone trying to put the pieces together should find it impossible until it is far too late.

      Of course, the police are a factor now, but for any chance of success, they’ll need their finest on the case.

      My next move should be relatively easy, because this victim doesn’t have to die. Do I want them to perish? I don’t think I care either way, not when their life itself is already serving as a punishment.
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      It was six by the time Barton cadged a lift home and returned to Folksworth. A vengeful sky spat sleet at the rooftops. The coming night swallowed his daylight impression of the village, twisting it into something predatory. This wasn’t the place he had casually been driven through at lunchtime. It was the after-hours version, where every window held a potential suspect and every shadow held its breath.

      The houses he passed were regaled in the aggressive, flashing spectacle of Christmas lights. Reds, greens and whites blinked against the wet black tarmac. Most properties had gone to some effort, even if it was only the act of leaving curtains undrawn to allow a flickering tree to be visible from the street.

      Houses with no decorations or those enveloped in a suffocating darkness behind dense hedges appeared instantly sinister. Behind the pulled drapes sat the silent and the watchful. As Barton left his car, he wondered if the person who knew the truth was peering through those hedges right now. They could be breathing the same cold night air, watching the beam of his headlights crawl past while snowflakes melted on a fevered brow.

      Barton smiled and pushed the thoughts away, but he wouldn’t completely quash his imagination. A local feud remained a possibility, after all. Two CSI vans were still stationed outside Smith’s house, though the technicians were packing their kits. He headed to the neighbour on the left first, noting the bright lights spilling from the windows.

      A teenager answered the door wearing a pink dressing gown. Her eyes widened as she took in his stature.

      ‘Hello.’

      ‘Good evening. I’m Detective Chief Inspector Barton.’

      ‘I bet you’re here about the gruesome killing next door,’ she said, her voice a mix of excitement and nerves.

      ‘Who told you it was gruesome?’

      ‘The young crime scene hunk I flirted with earlier.’

      ‘Good to know. Are your parents in?’

      The girl turned back to the hallway.

      ‘Dad! It’s some cop about the murder.’

      A hassled man with a red face came to the door, clutching a tea towel. He appeared a few years younger than Barton. The two men shared a brief, knowing look only fathers of teenage daughters truly understood.

      ‘DCI Barton, to ask about your relationship with Mark Smith.’

      ‘My name’s Eric Miller. Come in. I’m just serving up.’

      Barton followed him into a kitchen filled with the steam of cooking pasta. The smell of the food made his stomach growl loudly in the quiet room.

      The chef gestured to the bubbling wok. ‘There’s plenty.’

      Barton almost said, a small one, please.

      ‘Tempting, but you go ahead.’

      ‘Okay, give me a minute.’ The man put the finishing touches to their meal, then walked to the bottom of the stairs and bellowed for his kids. He returned to lean against the counter, puffing out his cheeks. ‘How can I help?’

      ‘Did you get on well with Mark?’

      Eric loaded a spoon with creamy pasta.

      ‘I wouldn’t say we had a relationship. My wife and I can’t have spoken to him more than a few times in the five years we’ve been here. He’d wave from the car, but not a friendly hi-type thing, more an acknowledgement.’

      ‘Is your wife in?’

      Eric pulled a wry face. ‘Gone to see a friend, leaving me in charge.’

      ‘Smells like you’re doing a great job. A few more questions about your neighbour, and I’ll leave you be.’

      ‘Fire away.’

      ‘Did you know him to have lots of friends? Regular loud music, arguments or anything out of the ordinary?’

      Eric blew on his food for a moment. ‘Nope. I only learned his name was Mark because the old lady occasionally mentioned him.’

      ‘His mother?’

      ‘Right. She was nice, but I found her in my back garden a couple of years ago. She was polite but confused, asking me about her toaster.’

      ‘Dementia?’

      ‘Yes, after that, I’d often see Mark driving her to what I assume were appointments, but I don’t think I spotted her out on her own again.’

      Two boys clattered down the stairs, snatched a heaped bowl and a spoon each, then ran back upstairs.

      Barton waited for the noise to subside before continuing. He considered what else to ask.

      ‘How about visitors? Perhaps in the last six months.’

      Eric shrugged. ‘Hang on a minute.’ He walked to the stairs. ‘Penny. Come on, or it’ll be cold.’ He turned to Barton. ‘What age are your kids?’

      ‘I’ve a lad still at school about the same year as yours, but I had a teenage girl, so I feel your pain.’

      The tired father went to the fridge, grabbed a beer, popped the cap off and took a big glug.

      ‘I deserve this. Fancy one, or on duty?’

      ‘Both.’

      Eric laughed. ‘Where were we?’

      ‘Visitors to next door.’

      Eric finally sat at the kitchen table and Barton joined him. The hassled father enjoyed another large swig of the drink, his expression turning thoughtful.

      ‘Actually, I recall a couple of incidents. An old man in the street seemed to be watching his house. He used to stroll past, and I think he may have even walked down Smith’s drive once.’

      ‘How many times in total?’

      ‘Maybe three.’

      ‘How long ago?’

      ‘Six months is the time I remember clearly.’

      Barton’s ears perked up. The timeline fitted.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes, one time was when Penny wanted a KFC for her birthday. She’s mad for their gravy, and this guy walked past our drive just before I turned in. I remember because she insisted on bringing the remainder of her gravy home and spilled it on the back seat when I braked.’ A last draught of the beer finished the bottle. ‘Incredibly, I somehow got blamed for that.’

      Barton laughed.

      ‘In many respects, we’re martyrs to our suffering. What did he look like?’

      ‘That’s another reason why I remember. He was old, but not ancient, and sort of threatening.’

      ‘What do you mean exactly?’

      ‘There was strength in him. Strong shoulders, a firm stride, despite being dressed slightly formally. You know how some pensioners still wear their business suits.’

      ‘I do. And his face?’

      ‘It was night, so the streetlights made him appear pasty and drawn. He looked intent, like he’d gone there for a specific purpose. That was the only occasion I got a good look at him. The next time I was leaving home in the car and spotted him on the pavement.’

      ‘And he wasn’t a neighbour.’

      ‘Nope. Even though most people drive everywhere, you eventually get to recognise everyone.’

      Barton considered the facts. Nobody would have a reason to walk down this specific road unless they had business there.

      ‘Did he have any distinguishing features? A beard, glasses, a flash car?’

      ‘A short grey beard. He was quite tall and robust, purposeful. Not the type of guy you’d fancy meeting on a dark night.’

      ‘Even though it was a dark night.’

      Eric chuckled. ‘Sure you don’t want a beer?’

      ‘I’m fine. What can you tell me about the other occasions you saw him?’

      Eric wandered to the fridge again and took out a second Becks.

      ‘That was when it was really cold, before the second incident I mentioned.’ He clicked his fingers. ‘No, there was another, more recent time. He was standing under a big black umbrella. When did we have that week of torrential rain?’

      ‘October? A friend and I went to British Champions Day at Ascot Racecourse and were pleased the meeting missed the storm near the end of the month.’

      ‘Maybe that was it.’

      Barton silently cursed. That muddied the water, with Smith being long deceased by then. He massaged his temples. Did that mean the mysterious fellow outside didn’t know Smith was dead or was he waiting until the street was clear to go in and admire his handiwork?

      Barton recalled the dead pigeon, but there had been no broken window. Did that mean it had been deliberately left on the floor within the last week?

      Penny flounced into the room and skipped over to Barton. ‘Do you want to hear what I thought of the dead guy?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘He was creepy.’

      Barton felt a surge of interest, but her father interjected.

      ‘Come on, Penny. You never even spoke to him.’

      His daughter stuck her tongue out at him and grabbed her bowl to leave. Then she pouted while her thick glossy hair caught the light. She was at that coltish, awkward age, on the cusp of adulthood, her beauty beginning to shine through.

      ‘I’m not sure why. It’s just that when he drove past, I got a bad feeling.’
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      Barton left the Millers’ property after Eric confirmed neither he nor his wife had sent the letter requesting a welfare check. As Barton walked past Smith’s house, a young male CSI team member appeared carrying a box down the drive.

      Barton paused.

      ‘I’m DCI Barton. Did you chat to a youngster earlier, the girl from next door?’

      A flash of guilt left no room for lying. The lad froze, so Barton continued, speaking slowly.

      ‘Perhaps told her the nature of our business here.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Credit where it was due, there had been no denial.

      ‘I assume that was the first time you’ve ever done anything like that.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘And therefore, it will be the last.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Excellent. I’ll be back in about twenty minutes. Make sure someone’s still here to speak to me.’

      ‘I will.’

      Barton smiled as the young man scuttled away.

      Next door, the person who answered was much older than he expected, well into her seventies. Barton introduced himself and got invited into a house that smelled faintly of pizza.

      ‘I’m Sandra. There’s an explanation for the mess, sweetie. I’ve been swotting for my French test, so the dishes and hoovering can wait.’ She leaned in conspiratorially. ‘To be honest, it’s not so clean most of the time, and I often bring a Domino’s home with me. You’re here about next door. I take it he’s dead, you know, with all the palaver.’

      ‘I’m afraid so.’

      ‘Suicide?’

      ‘He died a while ago, but I will say we’re suspicious.’

      The lady busied herself trying to tidy the kitchen.

      ‘I haven’t seen him for months, but I’ve got so much on, I lose track of time. I did pop round with a home-made cake, and once again with some biscuits I’d been given and didn’t like, but nobody came to the door.’

      ‘He might have been dead for six months.’

      The woman stopped filling the dishwasher.

      ‘That’s spooky.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I left the tins on the doorstep. The one with the cake inside vanished, so I thought at least he’s eating.’

      Barton rubbed his chin.

      ‘How long ago was that?’

      ‘A month or two. I was going to bake him some mince pies but haven’t got round to it.’

      ‘Did you see an older gentleman in a suit outside his house at any point this year? Hanging around or leaving Smith’s bungalow?’

      Sandra stared out of the window while she thought.

      ‘No, sorry, I don’t think so. There may have been a younger man looking for him, but that was probably last Christmas.’

      ‘What did he look like?’

      ‘Scarf, hat, big coat. He was banging on the door when I was heading to church for some carols. He stomped past, kind of frustrated, maybe because there were lights on but no one answered the door.’

      Barton scribbled the details down, then peered up at Sandra.

      ‘Was it you who got in touch to ask us to check on Mark?’

      ‘No.’ Sandra closed her eyes and tapped her forehead with annoyance. ‘I assumed he was hale and hearty because of the cake, even though he clearly hadn’t driven his car for quite a while. Dearie me, I never put two and two together.’

      ‘That’s okay,’ Barton said, giving her a reassuring look. ‘It was autumn, the leaves would have been pouring off, so lots of cars would have been covered.’

      She gave him a warm smile. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Are you still working?’

      ‘Yes, at a charity shop some days and a food bank others. Get busy living, or snuff it, that’s what I say.’

      Barton’s stomach rumbled again. ‘So, back to Mark Smith. You must have known him well to be sending him your delicious baking.’

      She chuckled. ‘Cup of tea?’

      ‘Go on, then.’

      ‘Lovely. I’ll tell you what I know.’
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      Ten minutes later, they sat in a cosy lounge with the fire on, tea in hand, and a plate of home-made biscuits. Barton had already eaten two, but one more wouldn’t hurt since he’d missed lunch.

      ‘Tell me about Mark. The neighbours on the other side barely knew him.’

      Sandra finished her mouthful before answering. ‘I’d describe him as a quiet guy. He moved in with them decades ago after his marriage failed.’

      ‘Them?’

      ‘His parents. They’d been here for about six years by then. His father developed MND soon after Mark arrived. He and Clara looked after him until he died. Cruel illness, particularly when it strikes the relatively young.’

      Barton nodded, having met sufferers himself.

      ‘Okay, so that was a long time ago. Twenty years?’

      ‘More like thirty.’

      ‘Mark had a different surname. Do you know if his mother remarried at some point?'

      ‘No idea.’

      ‘When did she die?’

      ‘Near the end of last year. I didn’t see her much by then. Her health failed, and she passed away in her sleep. Funnily enough, I’m not sure exactly when she died because I didn’t hear until later. There was no funeral.’

      Barton recalled another neighbour commenting on that.

      ‘That’s a bit unusual. Maybe Clara didn’t want one.’

      ‘I guess. We weren’t so close that we discussed any divorces or the subject of burial requests.’

      Barton laughed, enjoying the woman’s dry humour. Interactions like this were what he’d been missing on sabbatical. Human contact with people outside your immediate social circle was often life-affirming and invigorating. Despite what you read in the papers, the world was still full of funny and charitable folk.

      He decided to be honest about his concerns regarding Smith.

      ‘Mark sounds as if he was a little different.’

      Sandra sniggered. ‘Aren’t we all?’

      ‘Given half the chance.’

      She broke into unrestrained laughter.

      ‘Look, Mark offered nothing, but he asked for nothing. He didn’t seem volatile or angry, just stoic. Yet when I had a leaking water pipe, he was brilliant. I suppose in that respect, he was a decent man, a good neighbour. Yes, it would have been nice to exchange small gifts at Christmas, or have the odd meaningful chat, but I could have had much worse living next to me.’

      She tried to tempt him with another biscuit, but he was almost full.

      ‘Not for me, but they’re smashing.’

      ‘Inspector, I baked a tray of these a week ago and ate them all whilst watching EastEnders.’

      ‘I once chomped six mince pies in a row, with cream. Luckily, the pack only had six in it.’

      They chuckled together.

      ‘Do you fancy another cup of tea? I can only guess you’re here because you think Mark was killed.’ Her eyes twinkled. ‘Did you know this place is a hotbed of murder?’

      Barton stayed to hear the village gossip. She brought the drinks in along with a box of After Eights. With the central heating kicking in and a real tree in the corner, the room felt homely and festive. He clocked a photograph on the wall of a young Sandra with a tall man and three teenage children.

      ‘Nice family.’

      ‘Yes, although everyone’s moved away. I’m still married. He wanted to retire by the sea, kept going on about it, so in the end I told him to bugger off and move there.’

      ‘Will you see them for Christmas?’

      ‘Yes, I’ll be with him. His dad left a huge inheritance, and he bought a lovely big place in Heacham. The kids meet us there. It’s nice.’ She leaned forward, clearly a habit of hers. ‘Nice to leave, too.’

      She gave him plenty of facts about the area but seemed to forget about it being a hotbed.

      ‘So, about these murders.’

      ‘Just one. Perhaps 1987. A brutal death. The poor girl was raped and strangled, then blasted in the face with a shotgun. Terrible.’

      ‘That’s a long time ago. Is the guy responsible out of prison?’

      ‘No, and I pray he never is.’

      Barton made a note in his pad to check the details. He finished his coffee and thanked her for her hospitality, then asked his final questions.

      ‘What about girlfriends? Did you notice many over the years?’

      ‘None.’

      ‘Boyfriends?’

      ‘Nope.’

      Barton spoke his thoughts out loud.

      ‘Mark doesn’t seem the sort to upset anyone. It’s almost as though he avoided any social interaction if he had the chance, but when called upon, he’d happily help.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say happily, but he knew it was the right thing to do. I reckon he simply enjoyed his own company.’

      Sandra walked him to the door.

      ‘Actually, I do recall an elderly man visiting Mark. I think they argued.’

      Barton paused as he zipped up his coat. ‘When was this?’

      ‘A good while ago. Probably a few years. The fellow was in a car parked in front of Mark’s place. I happened to be peering outside to find out if the rain had stopped. Mark was standing near the vehicle, so I couldn’t see his face, but his body language was tense. The driver pointed his finger in an aggressive manner as if he was accusing him of something, his head almost out of the window.’

      ‘Can you describe the man?’

      ‘Pinched expression. I’d say frail, but I only saw him from his shoulders up. He had the type of skin and hair of very old men. Where the hair is white and flyaway, and the face is jowly with liver spots.’

      ‘So not robust?’

      ‘No, not at all. That was probably why he didn’t get out of the car. Mark turned around after a minute of whatever discussion they were having and returned to his bungalow.’

      ‘Did he look scared or angry?’

      Sandra’s brows knitted together while she tried to remember. ‘Neither, I’d say he was sad.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Barton stepped outside to a lone CSI van. He had forgotten he’d asked the young officer to stay. An hour had passed. He knocked on the vehicle’s window and smiled as the occupant flinched, then wound it down.

      ‘Thanks for waiting. Are you finished?’

      ‘Yes. The property’s secure. Uniform have found someone to guard the scene overnight. They’re inside now.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll be five minutes. I want a wander in the bungalow. Then you can get off.’

      Barton strolled to the kitchen, chatted to the constable on duty, and headed to the main bedroom. He wasn’t completely surprised to find the wardrobe bulging with an older woman’s clothes. He guessed Smith hadn’t got around to clearing the contents, or perhaps just hadn’t fancied the job.

      Smith’s room had to be the second largest one because the third was used for storage. There was nothing of note in the drawers, but neither was there any modern tech. Some people didn’t possess a laptop or a tablet, instead using their phones for most tasks. But few of that type owned a new iPhone.

      There wasn’t much of Smith’s stuff at all. Almost as if he’d come for a visit, then never gone home. The TV and the decoration hadn’t been updated in all that time either. Even the most recent photographs were decades old. There were a few shots of the three of them, a couple of older school pictures, and one of a teenage Smith holding a championship belt in a karate outfit. All in all, the house lacked the signs of a proud, happy family.

      He saw no evidence of any siblings, although photos of them could have been removed after a falling-out. Even so, Smith’s demise was highly unlikely to be an inheritance matter. The person in conflict with him would be the obvious suspect.

      Barton returned to the investigator outside. ‘Thanks again. Anything I should be aware of?’

      ‘Not particularly. My manager said to mention the objects we found when we moved the body. They were down the side of the chair, but not miles down, so they might have fallen there recently.’

      ‘What were they?’

      ‘Two small silver bells.’
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      Barton drove home humming along to Chris Rea’s Christmas classic. Immersing himself in another murder inquiry would be a treat. Even so, the pressure was on. There was nothing to strongly suggest it would be a serial killer, but he didn’t like the fact they’d been tipped off.

      Major Crimes often lacked sufficient staffing levels to handle a sudden, complex investigation without draining resources from other cases. Troughton had lobbied for a dedicated team for exactly this sort of crisis, though the necessary approval had yet to materialise. By getting Barton on the case, he had secured a trial run through the back door.

      Barton recalled not telling Holly about accepting the case or that he’d ordered a Sainsbury’s food delivery. The van was leaving, which meant Holly would have had to empty the heavy crates alone. Barton pulled onto the drive, turned the engine off, and sat quietly in his car. Perhaps he should make a break for it to escape her wrath. No, she would only hunt him down.

      He let himself in and headed straight to the kitchen to face his punishment.

      ‘Evening, honey, cold night.’

      She smiled at him as she reached up high to put the last tin of soup in the cupboard. The type of smile that shattered nations.

      ‘Allow me to get that,’ he said, stepping forward.

      Holly, who was a diminutive blonde, waggled a finger at him.

      ‘Back off, Johnny Come Lately, or you’ll be nursing a bruise.’

      ‘Okay, okay. I got carried away with the case.’

      Barton talked her through the events of his day, trying to mask his enthusiasm but failing miserably.

      She folded her arms once he’d finished, her expression unreadable. ‘Do you really believe you’re ready to return?’

      ‘I’ll be okay for two weeks.’

      ‘I’m not convinced. You’ve only just achieved your target weight. Easing yourself in would have been better than being thrown in at the deep end.’

      ‘I can cope. I feel like my old self.’

      ‘Fair enough. But we’ll have a proper discussion about the future once this is over,’ she insisted.

      Barton watched as she filled the kettle and took the milk out of the fridge. She was calm and without malice. What was he missing?

      Holly finally glanced back at him.

      ‘I’ve decided to open the café on Sunday and put on a kids’ party. A lot of the mothers are struggling with costs and don’t have much planned. I’m asking the families to come along, bring what they can, we’ll play music and games, enjoy some fizz, no charge, something for everyone.’

      Barton recalled their plans for the new Frankenstein movie. He’d been looking forward to it for ages.

      ‘All right, then. We can catch the film another time.’

      ‘Oh, no. You’re still going to the cinema. Luke said he’ll go with you.’

      ‘Isn’t Frankenstein a fifteen?’

      ‘Yes, but he and two friends noticed there’s a rerun of The Bad Guys 2 at nine thirty in the morning. It’s only five quid each.’

      Barton’s nose wrinkled at the prospect of an annoying cartoon and three loud teenage boys. Still, compared to other potential punishments, it was manageable. He could always try to snatch a nap in the dark.

      ‘Okay, no problem. I’ll take them.’

      Holly laughed. A chilling sound that had Barton imagining the crockery and glassware exploding in the cupboards, dogs howling in protest and people fleeing in the street. She walked past him and gave him a peck on the cheek.

      ‘Silly boy. Did you think you’d got away with it that easily?’

      Barton’s heart sank. The suspense of her next move was worse than any direct scolding.

      ‘Please, put me out of my misery.’

      ‘Your costume is in the lounge.’
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      Barton woke early and reached the office by seven, keen to get started. DC Caroline Minton arrived shortly after. She had been a promising officer in Major Crimes before moving to the drugs unit, a branch of CID focussed on narcotics. Many cases in Barton’s department necessitated a wearying amount of data trawling and CCTV analysis, so she had opted for something more hands-on. He was pleased to see her seemingly healthy and invigorated. Standing around six feet tall, she moved with an athlete’s natural build.

      He rose to meet her.

      ‘Great to work with you again, Caroline.’

      ‘You too, sir. Is this a holiday you’re having, or a break from your holiday?’

      ‘I’m not sure which, although I plan to get stuck in. We’ve got two weeks to solve this, but the odds favour us.’

      ‘As always, I admire your optimism. Please bring me up to speed.’

      It wasn’t Barton’s way to do his team’s job for them. Instead, he gave her a detailed update. She took notes, then spent a couple of minutes scanning them, trying to decipher her boss’s confidence.

      Minton finally looked up.

      ‘I’m guessing with his brutal death, he did something serious. We just have to discover what.’

      ‘There’s that. Anything else?’

      ‘He’s a loner. He leads a simple life, having lived at that address for decades. Unpicking his history shouldn’t take long.’

      ‘Perhaps.’

      Clarity settled on Minton’s face.

      ‘The spidery note that asked us to check on him.’

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘A neighbour likely sent it, yet nobody has admitted to writing the note. It arrived anonymously. If he’s been dead six months, they left it a long time to raise the alarm.’

      ‘Therefore…’

      ‘The killer sent the letter. They wanted the body found, and they specifically wanted it found now.’

      ‘A dead bird was found in the kitchen. It was only a few days old and was unlikely to have got in alone.’

      ‘The killer was there a few days ago and the likelihood is he returned to the scene numerous times.’

      Barton grinned. Minton hadn’t lost any sharpness in her new department.

      ‘Which means another move is probably coming,’ she added, her expression darkening. ‘Or it already has.’

      ‘Yes, that’s the big concern. We’ll crack on today, and I’m sure we’ll make significant progress.’

      Minton caught the hesitation in his voice. ‘But?’

      ‘If this is just the start, whatever comes next might be unstoppable.’
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      Barton experienced a surge of appreciation when Malik and Leicester arrived shortly after Minton. Both men had the kind of grey-eyed fatigue that came from staring at screens too long. Clearly, they’d burned the midnight oil to pick up the slack from Hoffman’s absence and still come in early. They had handled the extra load without complaint.

      The team moved into a meeting room where a whiteboard already displayed Smith’s name in large letters. Barton stood before it, marker in hand.

      ‘Let’s go through yesterday’s actions and check whether they’ve been done or if they’re in progress. First off, formal identification.’

      That had been Leicester’s job. He confirmed the status immediately.

      ‘Done. Requests for passport and driving licence records have been submitted. Council tax records should be back today to see who lived at the address in the past, but his is the only name on the bill. A Google search found plenty of men named Mark Smith, but none seemed to be our guy. I couldn’t find an Instagram, X or Facebook account. Perhaps less surprisingly, there wasn’t one for Clara Dolby either.’

      Barton recalled the discrepancy in the surnames.

      ‘Any progress on why Clara and Mark have different names? She might have married twice, the second time to a Dolby. Smith’s neighbour said he came home after a break-up, so let’s track down that record.’

      ‘I’ll request copies of any certificates,’ replied Minton. ‘We’ve been employing AI to search the web for missing people, using slight variants of names and dates of birth combined with searches on crimes committed. The programme should bring up matches nationwide and filter them according to the parameters we need.’

      Barton smiled.

      ‘Excellent, that almost sounded like English. Mortis has messaged me to say he’ll have preliminary post-mortem results by midday. Tests will take much longer because some are done by specialist labs. How about Smith’s employer? Wasn’t it Woodston something or other?’

      Leicester nodded.

      ‘I rang the firm a number of times late yesterday afternoon. Someone finally answered near five thirty. They grunted that he didn’t work there any more and hung up. I reckon they’re annoyed at his disappearance, especially after they pushed a note through his door, having spotted his car parked outside.’

      Barton remembered the lack of modern appliances in the house.

      ‘I assume we’ve prioritised having his iPhone hacked.’

      Leicester rasped out a chuckle.

      ‘You know how busy that department is. Our mummified body doesn’t put us anywhere close to the front of the queue.’

      Barton had suspected as much.

      ‘I’ll see what I can do there. Perhaps that’s why he doesn’t have a laptop. He did everything through his phone.’

      ‘A point to note is that CSI reported the mobile was clean with few fingerprints on it,’ Leicester added. ‘He looked after that device. Even though the model isn’t the absolute latest, the condition is like new.’

      ‘Which brings us to the bank statements and phone records,’ Barton said, shifting the focus.

      Leicester checked his tablet. ‘These were the most informative finds. He’s on a Vodafone contract, paying twenty pounds per month.’

      Malik leaned over to look at one of the bills. ‘That’s not much for an iPhone. I guess he could have had it from new, and the contract price has dropped. The model he has is about two years old.’

      Barton considered that. ‘Maybe that was his data package, but he bought the phone SIM-free. If it was his primary route of interacting with the modern world, perhaps he cherished it.’

      Minton raised her eyebrows. ‘Either that, or he’s running some mega criminal network through it while communicating with his Russian counterparts.’

      The room filled with brief laughter, though they all knew such things were possible. Barton’s face clouded as he brought them back to Smith’s lounge. ‘If you think about it, the way he was killed sends a stern message. Not to Smith, of course, because he’s dead, but to all his friends or partners.’

      Minton spoke again, her tone more serious. ‘Perhaps working for an engineering company was just a day job. He could have been involved in prostitution, trafficking, drugs, or stolen and counterfeit items.’

      Leicester brought up an itemised phone bill.

      ‘No, I can see who he’s called. It’s virtually nobody. I checked a few of the numbers. An energy firm, a Chinese takeaway, Barclays Bank, and a few private lines, which I’ll try again. Nothing for about six months. It’s extremely low use before that.’

      Barton had an instant opinion but waited for the others to catch up.

      Malik got there first. ‘He might have had two phones, one a burner, which he throws after using.’

      Barton could tell they’d need to get out of the office to make progress. ‘Right. Minton and I will head to his old employers this afternoon. Check what the Barton belly thinks about whether he was leading a double life. Does the Vodafone payment show on his statement? We can’t assume he has only one current account.’

      Leicester shuffled his papers. ‘That brings us nicely onto his statements. If he’s into tech, why would he be getting physical copies through the post? Not only that, his council tax, water and energy bills are in paper form.’

      ‘No irregularities with any of them?’ asked Barton.

      ‘Nope. No crazy amounts of electricity used, and no arrears. Settled all his bills on time. He earned just over two thousand pounds a month, which stopped arriving four months ago.’

      ‘So the company paid him for two months after he disappeared.’

      ‘Yes, but he also kept a high balance, so the direct debits carried on going through. He didn’t spend much on himself, but that’s where it gets a little weird. I found a savings account. Two hundred pounds has been moving into it each month, probably for a long while. The balance is currently nearly seventy-five thousand pounds. It’s not been touched in the last year. I can’t see prior to that.’

      Leicester moved to the next sheet. ‘There’s also a pension. Another two hundred pounds transferred each month, with the total being more than one hundred thousand.’

      Barton bobbed his head to one side, not sure what Leicester was implying. ‘The totals are nothing out of the ordinary. He doesn’t make loads of money, but it seems he has no children. By the time he reaches retirement age, the two figures combined and the state pension would provide him with a reasonable standard of living, particularly if he has no mortgage by then.’

      Leicester smiled. ‘That wasn’t the weird bit. Prudent, sensible saving is great, and his Barclays Bank statement tells us he doesn’t have any loans. Child Maintenance Service doesn’t figure either, which would have been an angle. There are direct debits to Anglian Water, E.ON Energy and the council. He also spends his money on pizza, the aforementioned Chinese takeaway, Tesco, Screwfix and Aldi. There’s a deduction to what’s likely a mechanic called Frank’s Autos. He plays the lottery for five pounds a week. There’s very little else on there, until we come to some strange charitable donations and another deduction that needs following up on.’

      Barton scratched his chin. ‘What makes his donations suspicious?’

      ‘He gives to Great Ormond Street, Oxfam, Cruse, Barnardo’s, the Trussell Trust, NSPCC, and Adfam. Each gets exactly one hundred pounds a month,’ Leicester explained.

      Minton whistled. ‘Wow. Now that is generous.’

      Malik had been counting the charities. ‘Seven. That’s a lot of money, but if he was single with no dependents and lived a quiet life, he wouldn’t need all his wages. Are there any payments to holiday parks or travel companies?’

      Leicester’s finger slid down his screen. ‘Nope. He went to Hollywood Bowl a few times, but it wasn’t regular and he didn’t spend a lot. There was a KFC payment, and a few debits to the Greene King pub chain. He used to take out a hundred pounds in cash on Monday each week, which I’m guessing he spent on groceries, because there aren’t any big deductions to supermarkets. That’s pretty much all his money spent. He could afford to be a philanthropist, especially if he inherited the bungalow from his mother.’

      Barton frowned. ‘I’ve been analysing people’s bank accounts for decades. That sort of largesse is rare. Does it all mean that underneath that gruff, stoic, unfriendly, uncompromising and curmudgeonly front, he’s secretly a kind and generous benefactor?’

      Minton laughed. ‘Sounds like George Michael. He gave away a fortune to charities without anyone knowing until after he died.’

      Malik shook his head. ‘Considering the time of year, he’s like the opposite of Ebenezer Scrooge. Leicester, you said there was one more payment that was unusual. Who was that to?’

      The sergeant leaned back in his seat and magnified an entry on the bank statement.

      ‘There’s a debit for one hundred and twenty pounds that goes to MHWC Peterborough.’ Leicester dropped his voice an octave. ‘Mental Health and Wellness Counselling.’

      An intense silence settled over the meeting room as the team processed the implications.

      ‘So, the neighbourhood ghost was paying a professional to listen,’ Barton mused.

      Leicester tapped the entry. ‘One hundred and twenty pounds every four weeks. That would indicate whatever was troubling Mark Smith, he couldn’t handle it on his own.’
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      Barton rubbed his hands together and stared at the ceiling. Smith’s life grew increasingly intriguing as it unwound before them.

      ‘Okay, let’s delve into that. Why would anyone see a psychiatrist?’

      ‘Not to state the obvious, but poor mental health,’ Leicester replied.

      A small smile played across Barton’s face as a theory emerged. ‘Yes, but what might be the specific reason?’

      Malik shrugged. ‘It could be anything. Personality disorder, depression, anxiety, grief, a sad childhood or a load of other things.’

      ‘Of course, you’re right, but link it to our victim,’ Barton urged. ‘Think about his excessive charitable donations.’

      Leicester caught the thread. ‘Sadness, or perhaps remorse. He was making amends for something he did.’

      Minton patted the table with enthusiasm. ‘That makes sense. Whatever he did was either extremely serious or it had a life-altering impact on another person, family or business. It’s a matter he’s struggled to overcome. He visited a professional in the vain hope of dealing with it.’

      Barton turned to the whiteboard and wrote ‘shrink’ with an arrow to Smith.

      Leicester added his thoughts. ‘We don’t know if he’s been seeing someone for years because we only have a few months of statements. It still fits the profile, though, even if he only recently decided to face his demons.’

      Minton was already shaking her head. ‘True, but the brutality of the attack suggests he did something terrible to somebody else.’

      Barton updated the group about the sightings near the bungalow. The team listened intently to the description of the man, though frowns deepened when the timeline conflicted with the murder. He then mentioned the even older individual spotted in the car. Either could have been making repeat visits.

      Probes into those men’s identities would have to wait. The focus needed to remain on the two most promising avenues for intelligence: the psychiatrist and the employer. If Smith had friends or enemies, they could be found at his place of work. Barton would put money on Smith being the type who avoided change, suggesting he had held the same position for decades.

      ‘Right. Visit the psychiatrist. He’ll give you the flannel about patient/doctor confidentiality, but this is a murder inquiry, so we can get a warrant. I don’t want to wait a week for that to happen. See if he’ll provide background information at the very least.’

      The officers nodded in unison. ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Minton and I will head to Woodston. They won’t be able to hang up when I’m staring them in the face.’

      While the officers filed out of the room, the reason for the charitable giving finally crystallised. The word he had been searching for was guilt.
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      Barton and Minton left the office at eleven, taking a pool car towards Woodston. Approaching the vehicle with a winter coat draped over his arm, Barton caught his reflection in the window and almost didn’t recognise himself. His recently purchased suit jacket hung loose on his frame, although the lines of his jaw looked more defined.

      He pushed away any concerns about whether he was prepared for the challenge ahead and asked Minton to drive in case Mortis rang him with the PM results.

      She gave him a suspicious glance as she pulled away. ‘Are you sure it’s not so you can do your usual thing?’

      He tilted his head, eyes widening with feigned innocence. ‘Do I have one?’

      ‘Yes. Questioning your colleague while they’re distracted with driving, so they tell you the truth.’

      ‘No, I simply want to let the case filter through my mind.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘You do look well, though.’

      Minton chuckled. ‘Okay, okay, I can update you about my job. The drug unit role is good, as is being part of a hard-working team. It’s hands-on, and we’re always busy. Your old friend, DI Crenwick, is a brilliant boss.’

      ‘But?’

      ‘The exciting cases don’t come around too often. We deal with the same people all the time, who are doing the same things. Shoplifting, in and out of prison, or rehab if they’re lucky, relapses, the small-players at the end of the latest county line, or the corrupt from the next wave of immigrants trying to take over. There’s rarely a big shipment find. I’m ready for something different.’

      ‘Have you spoken to Crenwick?’

      Minton flashed him a half-hearted thumbs-up but didn’t provide a verbal reply.

      ‘Let me guess,’ said Barton, smiling. ‘He wants you to complete two years.’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘That’s fair. They’ve trained and coached you, passed on their wisdom, and deserve to see some return on their efforts. Buckling down also proves you aren’t flighty. It shows you can persevere and perform even when you’d rather be somewhere else.’

      ‘I suppose.’

      ‘It seems to me you have a high propensity for change, which is a great talent, but you need to combine it with a commitment to learn everything there is to a role. Are you still wanting to be the next Ethan Hunt?’

      ‘It’s funny you should say that. Working undercover keeps crossing my mind.’

      Barton recalled her saying she wanted excitement during The Book Club Killer case. Covert operations was now a specialist unit due to the legal and personal implications, particularly around situations where moles had formed relationships with people in the communities they’d infiltrated.

      ‘That’s great. Think about what you’ve already done. You’ve seen action in Response, Traffic, various parts of CID, and Major Crimes. You possess a wealth of experience, although going undercover involves massive sacrifices. Dating, family life and your own mental well-being will take a battering.’

      ‘Well, I haven’t dated in a year. I’ve got a dog now, who I share with my mum. A feisty hound called Thor.’

      ‘That’s an interesting name to be shouting in the park. What breed is it?’

      ‘A miniature dachshund.’

      Barton laughed as they entered Woodston Industrial Estate.

      ‘What about the emotional burden?’

      Minton paused, her expression setting into a firm mask. ‘Maybe the toll would be higher if I stayed in a role that didn’t challenge me.’

      ‘I suppose there is that.’

      He peered at the road signs and directed Minton to the far end of the estate. He’d been there before, many years ago when a gang had been stealing cars and hiding them in a warehouse.

      On a bitter grey day, it looked a desolate place. He stepped out and zipped his coat tight against the wind.

      Minton joined him, shaking her head with a wry smile.

      ‘See! I’m wise to your tactics and you still sucked all that information out of me.’
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      The door to Woodston Welding Services was a solid slab of metal with a keypad locking panel beside it. The muffled industrial roar of the business thrummed through the steel.

      Barton pressed the buzzer and waited. Thirty seconds later, he buzzed again. A minute passed in the biting cold before a youngster in filthy jeans and a battered coat approached the building from behind them. He displayed a wary stare when he reached the entrance.

      After a shrug, he swiftly entered a code into the panel and opened the door. Two warrant cards were snapped under his nose.

      Minton, standing several inches taller than the lad, spoke loudly to compete with the din. ‘DCI Barton and DC Minton. Do you know a Mark Smith?’

      The youth blinked a few times. ‘Nope. I’m a trainee, started in September after school finished.’

      ‘No problem. Do you think you can point us in the direction of your boss?’

      ‘Yeah, all right. Follow me.’

      He pushed through another heavy, unpainted steel door, scarred with decades of marks, and they stepped straight into a brutal assault on the senses. The atmosphere inside hit Barton first. It was full of the hot, metallic tang of ozone, an obvious sign of arc welding. Grinding dust and stale moisture filled the air. It was suffocating to breathe, a punch to the lungs after the clean, crisp chill outside.

      The noise was an enveloping, physical thing. A rhythmic thump-clank-scrape of machinery vibrated through the concrete floor and into Barton’s bones. Above the thrumming bass of heavy presses, the scream of grinders tore through the atmosphere like wraiths in industrial purgatory. A high-pitched whine settled in Barton’s ears.

      Figures moved with deliberate purpose, their faces hidden behind the impenetrable darkness of welding masks. In a corner, sparks showered as molten rain, bouncing off a leather apron and falling onto the grimy floor. No one looked up.

      They navigated a narrow path between towering stacks of raw steel poles with sharp edges. Every surface wore a coat of fine, oily grit. The trainee gestured at a small structure in the corner and peeled away, vanishing into the clamour. Barton strode towards the plywood door and knocked. When nobody answered, he simply pushed his way in.

      Behind a desk piled with paperwork, rusted tools and a half-full ashtray sat a solid man in his mid-sixties. His face was a roadmap of hard living: deep lines around tired eyes and thick, dirty grey hair that seemed to have forgotten its original colour. His clothes were a faded blue uniform of grease and more dust. He peered up, not with surprise, but weary recognition, as if Barton were another predictable problem.

      ‘Avon or Kleeneze?’ he asked.

      Barton strolled into the small office. ‘Shame the latter has gone belly up. Looks like you’re in need of some mops and brushes.’

      The man cracked a smile. ‘Welcome, Officers. What has one of my guys done now?’

      Barton introduced himself and Minton.

      ‘I’m Dickie. This is my business. Has been for nearly thirty-five years.’

      ‘We’re here about Mark Smith.’

      The owner had been sitting forward in his chair but now he leaned back and took his glasses off. A hint of a Scottish accent remained, but he’d likely left Scotland a long time ago.

      ‘Take a seat.’

      Two grubby chairs sat in front of the desk. Barton chose not to look too closely at where he was parking his behind. His suit didn’t fit properly, anyway, so ruining it wasn’t such a problem. Minton lowered herself as though she were about to sink into hydrochloric acid.

      The boredom had vanished from Dickie’s face. ‘What about Mark?’

      ‘You tell me,’ Barton replied.

      ‘He worked here for almost as long as I have. Thirty years, give or take. Best damn employee I ever had, until he wasn’t.’

      ‘Until he left without saying goodbye?’ asked Minton.

      Dickie detected the shift in her tone. ‘Aye. End of June. Is he dead?’

      Minton had picked up on the affection for his former worker, and her reply was spoken softly.

      ‘I’m afraid so.’

      Dickie snorted, a sharp sound of grief or perhaps relief. ‘I knew he wouldn’t have let me down. Mark was the first to agree to overtime, and would always work nights if we got a big order in, which was often. Jeez. Was it a heart attack? I thought about breaking a window or knocking on the neighbours’ doors, but how well do you ever know someone? I was angry for a few months, even though I carried on knocking around and even checked the hospitals. His next of kin was down as his parents, but nobody ever answered. Eventually, I took it on the chin.’

      ‘You paid him for two months despite not hearing a word from him.’

      ‘Aye. I figured he gave me the best part of his adult life, so that was fair. He was never late, sick twice in all that time, and a high standard of work.’

      ‘Staff like that don’t grow on trees,’ Barton agreed.

      ‘They don’t.’ Dickie’s eyes flicked between them. ‘So why are you here? Surely he wasn’t murdered.’

      ‘We’re looking into the circumstances,’ Barton said carefully. ‘The body was decomposed when we found it, so the cause isn’t clear yet.’

      ‘Well, I’m sad to hear that news.’

      Barton sensed that while these men had worked together for decades, they hadn’t been friends. ‘How did he come to work here?’

      ‘It was the nineties. I put an ad in the Evening Telegraph for a metal worker, and he turned up. When I asked about his experience, he admitted he had none, but he held eye contact and said he wouldn’t disappoint me.’

      ‘And he didn’t,’ Barton mused.

      ‘Nope. Now, he wasn’t perfect. Not much banter. He came across as distant to the men. They called him “The Robot” for a while, but he outstayed them all.’

      Minton had been taking notes. ‘Did he fall out with anyone?’

      ‘Kept himself too isolated for that. There was a barrier to him, so he never became angry or upset, or too friendly. He didn’t go for beers on a Friday afternoon like most of the others do.’

      ‘What about girlfriends, a wife, people ringing here to get hold of him?’

      Dickie raked dirty fingers through his hair. ‘No, I don’t recall so. It is a bit odd, now you mention it. He was quiet from the start. He didn’t ask about your life, and he’d brush over any interest in his.’

      ‘Did you take up his references?’ asked Barton, knowing it was a long shot.

      Dickie laughed. ‘I doubt it. Back then, I gave people a chance. If they worked hard, they were told to come in the next day.’

      ‘Can you remember if he always lived in Folksworth?’

      ‘I can actually, because he said he’d moved to the area to look after his parents.’

      ‘Did he say where from?’

      ‘Up north, which was strange, because he had a right old Fen accent.’

      Barton ensured Minton caught that detail. If Smith were fleeing a past, claiming to be from the north might have been simple subterfuge. It would explain the lack of an online presence and the solitary life.

      ‘It doesn’t sound like anybody would have a reason to kill him.’

      Dickie spread his arms. ‘I can’t see why someone would.’

      Barton stood and shook the man’s hand.

      ‘Last question. Why didn’t you ring the police to say he was missing?’

      Dickie had a firm, solid grip, and the dust of the factory had settled deep into the lines of his face, giving him a hard look.

      ‘I can’t say I thought to. Thanks again for letting me know.’

      As Barton left, he pictured Dickie under a streetlight.

      Was this the man the neighbour had seen watching Smith’s house?
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      Sleep has occasionally eluded me these last six months. After securing Mark, I questioned him for a long time. He spoke freely and honestly, at least in my estimation. His candour later made me wonder if I did the right thing. At times, when I lie in bed through the darkest hours, I picture his face clearly. It seemed what I was about to do held no fear for him.

      Perhaps it was a front, but I doubt it. I have seen strong men break over much less than what he had faced.

      I walk to the window and look out at the neighbour’s hedge, a solid line against the grey threatening sky. I’m confident. Every detail has been rehearsed: the route, the timing, the striking impact I intend to make. I am ready to be forthright. I will face whatever resistance there is and simply go through it. No time for hesitation, not when the weather has given me such a narrow opportunity and the truth is, I could be caught in a couple of weeks by a careless thread of DNA.

      Perhaps worse would be the rest of my days spent waiting for a knock that never came. I don’t think I could live like that.

      I turn back to the empty room as the clock ticks the minutes towards the weekend. A strange calm settles over me. It’s the quiet focus right before you slam a door shut. I know what I am doing. I know why. And I expect to get away with it.
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      Barton and Minton returned to their vehicle. He was keen to hear from Mortis, but his mind had latched onto a deduction that felt more significant than any medical report. He shifted in his seat to look at Minton as she started the engine.

      ‘Did you put in the National Insurance number check yesterday?’

      ‘I wasn’t around, remember?’

      ‘Oh, yeah. So much has happened, it’s kind of like I’ve never been away.’

      ‘I’m not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing.’

      ‘Oh, definitely good.’

      She navigated a roundabout, then glanced over at him. ‘Why do you ask? The DVLA will reply shortly anyway, assuming Malik flagged his request as priority one.’

      ‘I’ll make it easy for you. It’s likely Mark Smith won’t be his real name.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘I reckon something happened decades ago. He fled and moved to Folksworth to hide, or perhaps to lick his wounds. Finally, whatever he was involved in has caught up with him. I bet his surname was originally Dolby.’

      Minton gave a swift, crisp dip of her head.

      ‘Like his mother. That’s logical. I’ll run some searches on Mark Dolby and Matt or Mike Dolby to be on the safe side.’

      ‘It’s true people tend to keep a similar first name, but I don’t think so in this case. I believe what he did was too serious.’

      Minton chewed over his theory. ‘I’d say you’re right, but he can’t have been arrested, charged or convicted for what he did because his fingerprints aren’t on the system.’

      Barton nodded at her because she was spot on. Even prints taken for major crimes thirty years ago had been digitally migrated. The record wasn’t just permanent; it formed part of the national, instantaneous database. Smith’s fingerprints, even though he was dead, would have been checked on a scanner at the scene.

      Minton shrugged. ‘Well, I’ll do a National Insurance number search when we get back in case the DVLA are dragging their heels, and we’ll know who he was by the end of the day.’

      Barton felt a sense of calm. NI checks took around four hours, meaning they would soon make swift progress.

      They’d parked at the station when his phone rang. He recognised the number for the mortuary.

      ‘Morning, Mortis. What have you got for me?’

      ‘This is not Mortis, this is Anya.’

      The way she heavily accentuated the first syllable of her name made her sound like a cinematic villain, but of course it wouldn’t have been his old friend reporting to him.

      ‘Sorry, force of habit after many years.’

      ‘That is okay. He finally went home twenty minutes ago. I thought I was going to have to ring security to throw him out.’

      Barton forced a grin onto his face at what he hoped was a joke. ‘I assume he was helpful.’

      ‘He was. Exceptionally. Now, are you talking?’

      ‘Erm, no, you are.’

      ‘Your crazy language is very crazy. Can you talk?’

      He’d reached his desk by that point. ‘Yes, go ahead.’

      ‘Okay. These are initial conclusions. The rate of decay and mummification strongly suggests an estimated time of death of around six months. There are no visible signs of trauma that would kill. No gunshot wounds, bladed injuries, fractured bones, or obvious injection points, so it is likely he was tortured by being left to perish from thirst.’

      Anya’s accent almost disappeared with the use of technical language. Barton suspected she would be like Mortis when asked and always give him the no-holds-barred facts in scientific terms that might take some understanding.

      ‘And how long would that take? I assume it would be a horrible way to die.’

      ‘Once secured, the victim is obviously fully conscious. After a few days, they move into a state of high distress, delirium and profound torment. By day three, severe dehydration sets in. Collapse of blood pressure follows, and the kidneys start to fail. An electrolyte imbalance affects brain function. Consciousness declines, resulting in confusion and lethargy, with the person drifting in and out of awareness.’

      ‘That’s probably just as well.’

      ‘Yes. By day five, they enter an acute stage of shock. All the organs begin to shut down, typically leading to a deep coma as the brain is starved of necessary fluids. Death by that point is inevitable.’

      Barton tutted at what would have been a grim end. Someone had really wanted him to suffer.

      ‘Is there anything else I should be aware of while I wait for the full report?’

      ‘Ah, you want suspicious facts.’

      ‘I do!’

      ‘Not particularly. The only thing out of the ordinary is on the back of the right hand where the letters or initials GCPA have been written, but the last letter is in lower case. Appears done with something like a marker pen. I’ve emailed you a photograph. There are also many very old scars on the top of the victim’s thighs, which I’m sure I don’t need to explain. If you want a match to dental records, I will arrange the visit of the necessary specialist. Goodbye!’

      The line went dead. She really was cast from the same mould as Mortis.
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      At the office, Malik and Leicester had already returned from their trip to the psychiatrist, which suggested they’d been stonewalled. Barton and Minton went over to their corner, finding them deep in conversation.

      ‘We had a break,’ said Malik.

      ‘From the psychiatrist?’

      ‘No, there wasn’t any joy there.’

      Barton shrugged. ‘What have you found?’

      ‘DVLA records confirmed Clive Dolby changed his name to Mark Smith twenty-eight years ago. We’ve been back for a while, so we repeated the searches on his original name. As you’d expect, there aren’t too many Clive Dolbys.’

      ‘Any matches?’

      ‘He’s not on the PNC, and there’s no presence on social media.’

      ‘I suppose Facebook’s only been around for twenty years or so. Nothing on the news sites? No manhunts?’

      ‘Zero. I guess it was a long time ago, so a crime might only be on the web if it had been reopened. We could check newspaper microfiches, but we’d need more specific details.’

      Barton raised his eyebrows to acknowledge the fact that specifics were something they lacked.

      He took them into the meeting room, where the whiteboard still stood, and revealed to Malik and Leicester what his visit to Woodston had uncovered. Dickie’s name was added to the board, as was a note about the writing on the hand, which must have been covered by tape for them not to have noticed. He picked up his tablet, found the image of the hand from the PM report and showed it to the others.

      Leicester peered at the two-centimetre-high letters.

      ‘GCPa. Seems pretty innocuous. Perhaps it’s a reminder.’

      ‘Yes, but on his right hand, which suggests he’d have been left-handed.’

      ‘Good point. What per cent of the population is it again – ten?’

      Barton smiled.

      ‘Eleven, including the 1 per cent who are ambidextrous. I’ll ring Dickie. If he’s worked with him for decades, he should know his dominant hand. What else do we need to do?’

      Minton cleared her throat. ‘The marriage certificates I was searching for under Mark Smith won’t exist. I’ll search and request under Clive Dolby instead. A spouse is often the best source to find out about somebody’s past.’

      Barton gave her a thumbs-up. There was nothing like an ex-partner for revealing the unvarnished truth.

      ‘Tracking her down might be tricky, seeing as she probably wouldn’t keep his surname if he’d committed an awful offence.’

      Malik had been sitting quietly. ‘There’s something a bit strange going on here. I can understand someone waiting all this time to have their revenge, but why ask us to investigate? Do they hope to be caught?’

      Barton thought of the figures seen near the house. ‘Maybe they’re old. All they want is for justice to be finally served. Perhaps their final wish is for the world to be aware they dispensed it. My big concern is it’s a trigger for another event.’

      The team sat in silent contemplation before Barton continued.

      ‘I assume you told the shrink it was a murder inquiry.’

      Malik scowled briefly before replying. ‘Yes. His wife showed us to his garden studio that he uses for his consultations, as he called them.’

      ‘What was the business name again?’

      ‘Mental Health and Wellness Counselling.’

      Barton was annoyed at the psychiatrist’s silence, but not overly surprised. He’d have to go himself. He had a thought and pulled out his phone, searched on Google, found MHWC’s website, then clicked on fees.

      ‘Hmm. This chap charges forty quid an hour, so he’s unlikely to be a qualified doctor. I’ll pay him a visit this afternoon if I have time. He’s going to understand what ailed Mr Smith, which should substantially shorten our investigative phase.’

      Barton had experienced numerous professionals resisting a warrant for information, sometimes just by being extremely hard to get hold of, but he had persuasive techniques for those he managed to get in front of and who weren’t expecting him.

      ‘Moving on, now we know he was Clive Dolby. If a marriage certificate exists, it will include the address they were living at when they married, which could be their marital home or, alternatively, their respective parents’ addresses. It’ll also show his wife’s maiden name, helping us find her or her relatives.’

      He considered the man outside the bungalow after Smith had died.

      ‘Malik and Leicester, visit the neighbours again, except the ones immediately on either side, as I’ve already spoken to them. Probe around the two older men seen in the vicinity, perhaps try the next street or see if there’s a neighbourhood watch.’

      Leicester got out of his seat. ‘I was thinking, he takes a hundred pounds cash out a week, where does he spend it?’

      ‘We had guessed food shopping.’

      ‘That’s a lot of groceries for one guy.’

      Barton clapped him on the shoulder. It felt fabulous to be back on a team where everyone knew what they were doing.

      ‘When you and Malik return from Folksworth, put his number plate through ANPR. Let’s see where he’s been driving. He might have a girlfriend in a different town, or a regular prostitute. Maybe he likes a bet. It’s possible he returns to where he came from, even getting pleasure by being at the scene of his earlier crimes. Maybe he still has friends there, although I suspect he cut all ties.’

      ‘Will do, sir.’

      ‘Minton, you hold the fort here and keep searching for Dolby’s past. Check into his parents as well in case he’s the offspring of known criminals.’

      Barton left the room hopeful the truth behind Clive Dolby was only hours away and they’d finally discover what he’d been running from for over thirty years.
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      Barton had brought a carton of organic Indian lentil and spinach dhal to the station for his lunch. He heated up the whole thing and ate it while entering the morning’s notes. When he’d finished, he was pleased to be leaving the building because he felt stuffed to the gills. The old Barton would’ve knocked it back like a shot glass, accompanied by half a loaf of buttered bread.

      He drove himself to the counsellor’s house, which was located at Vermont Grove. The counsellor’s wife, presumably, answered his knocks and swiftly escorted him to the garden.

      ‘Jaggi is practising yoga.’

      She bowed and said, ‘Namaste,’ leaving Barton to knock on what he would describe as a posh shed. The well-established trees displayed skeletal white limbs against the leaden sky. A robin, flaunting its proud red breast, flitted through the branches. It watched him with black bead-like eyes.

      The door opened to reveal a man of about fifty. He was dressed in a dhoti, a rectangular piece of unstitched cloth wrapped around the waist and legs, and a loose-fitting shirt called a kurta. Barton’s wife occasionally did yoga, but he’d never had the patience for it.

      ‘Namaste!’

      Barton’s hackles rose. He forced a smile on his face as he showed his warrant card.

      ‘Do you know what? I’ve no idea what that translates to.’

      ‘Literally, it means, I bow to you.’

      ‘Well, that won’t be necessary, although I do need you to talk to me.’

      Jaggi gave him what he probably hoped was a serene look. ‘I spoke to your friends earlier.’

      ‘May I come in?’

      ‘Certainly. I’ve been practising Ashtanga for years – do you partake?’

      ‘I never seem able to find the time, but I must admit I am curious. Find some peace and all the rest. It’s great for your joints, too, isn’t it?’

      ‘It’s fabulous for everything.’

      ‘Excellent.’

      Barton surveyed his surroundings.

      The room was an exercise in deliberate calm, the soft near-white walls acting as a clean, quiet canvas. A long, low-slung couch, upholstered in an inviting oatmeal-coloured linen, dominated the space. Angled to face a large unblemished window, it framed a tranquil view of the lawn and gave them an insulated connection to the outside.

      Opposite, a single elegant armchair had been positioned for non-confrontational conversation. A discreet box of tissues beside a white orchid formed the only clutter. The atmosphere was clean, faintly scented and designed for quiet, uninterrupted introspection.

      ‘It’s a relaxing place you have here.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Barton decided that was enough flattery and got down to business.

      ‘Let’s talk around Mr Smith’s visits.’

      ‘Around?’

      ‘I understand you feel you owe Mark some loyalty regarding his privacy.’

      ‘That’s correct.’

      ‘So, what did he do that made him need someone like you? Perhaps say whether it was a singular event and if it was a historic problem.’

      ‘I’m not going to tell you anything at all.’

      Barton’s patience began to bend.

      ‘I can obtain a court order compelling you to disclose the information, since it’s vital to the prevention of crime. The administration of justice overrides the professional duty of confidentiality.’

      A faint smugness pulled at the corner of Jaggi’s lips. ‘I’m happy to debate that point in court.’

      Barton’s calm snapped. ‘You want to play hardball.’

      ‘My patients are precious to me.’

      ‘Patients? But you aren’t a doctor. You have no medical training.’

      ‘I have a wall of qualifications.’

      Barton wandered over and peered at the framed certificates. He read one out.

      ‘“Certified Specialist in Mindlessness”.’

      ‘I think you’ll find that’s mind-ful-ness.’

      ‘What was it? A one-hour course online?’

      Jaggi didn’t reply, which made Barton suspect he was right.

      ‘All these are for a Brian Philpot.’

      ‘Jaggi is my spiritual name.’

      Barton stepped towards the much shorter man, stopping well inside his personal space.

      ‘You see, Brian, in a murder investigation, it’s imperative to move fast. I don’t want to waste time arguing with you in front of a judge when I could be catching the killer. A wise person would understand that.’

      Philpot lifted his chin. ‘Privacy is sacrosanct.’

      ‘Which leaves me little choice but to consider arresting you.’

      The counsellor swallowed hard, then cleared his throat unnecessarily loudly. When he finally spoke, his words came faster, more breathless, and lacking their earlier smooth cadence.

      ‘Why would you do that?’

      ‘Mr Smith was a loner. You’re probably the only person on the planet who knew him. Your resistance to helping, when legally you are allowed to, makes me highly suspicious.’

      Philpot’s voice rose to a squeak. ‘I counsel. I help by listening.’

      ‘Wasn’t Hannibal Lecter a shrink? I’d have to investigate these certificates, speak to all your patients, sorry, I mean victims, not to mention your wife, who’s clearly complicit.’

      A pained expression stretched across Philpot’s face. His reply, when it came, was a whisper.

      ‘His problems concern an incident many years ago.’
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      Barton lay back on the couch to take notes.

      Philpot stared suspiciously while the detective’s pen danced across his pad.

      ‘I won’t tell you everything,’ the counsellor warned.

      ‘That’s okay. How long ago?’

      ‘Far in the past. He made a mistake.’

      ‘Must have been a massive one.’

      Philpot raised his chin again, clinging to a shred of his earlier defiance. ‘It was a serious issue, but the outcome wasn’t directly his fault.’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘He was involved, but not fully responsible.’

      Barton’s pen hovered on confirmation he was right. ‘He saw you because of feelings of guilt.’

      ‘Yes. He came here and recounted his life, what he’d done, where he’d been and the organisations he now helped.’

      ‘By donating to charities?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So, Brian, he’s trying to make up for that huge mistake.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And what exactly did he do?’

      ‘Look. I’m not being deliberately difficult. If it was any other client, I’d be more forthcoming. But he made me promise the first time I met him that I would never, ever, reveal his history to anyone, not even the police. He asked me to sign a form. I’m unsure if it’s legally binding, but my word should be enough. My reputation is all I have.’

      Barton was warming to the short man. He understood his reticence if he’d made such a solemn promise. Clients wouldn’t come if they thought their secrets might end up as front-page news. The threat of jail probably wouldn’t force Philpot to talk.

      ‘Does that mean Smith never repeated his error?’

      ‘Correct. Never.’

      ‘Or that’s what he would have you think.’

      Philpot shook his head with confidence. ‘He wished he could turn back time. He wasn’t blameless, of course, but he’s been punished more thoroughly and comprehensively than any court would have done. At heart, he was a kind, caring person. Should we be defined by one action? Especially if it occurred years ago.’

      Barton wondered whether revealing the details of Smith’s demise would shock the counsellor.

      ‘You seem to have respected the man. Unfortunately, he met a grisly end.’

      Philpot returned Barton’s sad smile. ‘In a strange way, he may well have appreciated that.’

      Barton was confused, then realised Smith had spent his whole life punishing himself. Perhaps he’d believed an end like that offered some final salvation, which gave Barton a new thought.

      ‘Did he go to church?’

      ‘No, I don’t think so.’

      ‘There were old self-harm marks on his body.’

      ‘What can I say? He was a troubled child. Now, will that be all, Chief Inspector? I’ve been more than fair.’

      Barton supposed he had, but there was one last question to ask.

      ‘This thing he did. Would the person or people affected consider his murder a suitable and appropriate punishment?’

      Philpot tilted his head to the side. He looked towards the window, seemingly weighing the scales of a justice Barton couldn’t yet see.

      ‘Yes,’ the counsellor murmured. ‘They’d find it entirely fitting.’
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      Barton tried ringing Dickie at the welding business, but nobody picked up so instead he returned to the station to see what progress the others had made, his mind still chewing over Philpot’s final words.

      Minton waved him over when he stepped into the office. ‘We’ll be in business soon. I’ve replied to our contact at the DVLA, asking for the licence details for Clive Dolby. He hopes to get back to us shortly. Then we’ll have an address where he lived before he changed his name.’

      ‘Excellent. We’re closing in on all angles.’

      ‘Yes, knowing the area will help. If it’s Norfolk, for example, we can see if the local database has anything for either name. Or maybe speak to an old-timer from back then who might remember Dolby.’

      ‘By old-timer, do you mean a police officer not much older than me?’

      Minton grinned. ‘You’re still young, sir.’

      Barton checked his emails and updated the case file while repeatedly calling Dickie. He finally answered mid-afternoon.

      ‘WWS. How can I help?’

      Barton cut straight to the point.

      ‘Dickie, it’s DCI Barton. I need a quick favour on Mark Smith.’

      ‘I had a feeling I’d be hearing from you again,’ the man replied, his voice laced with its usual cynical fatigue.

      ‘Was he a right-hander or a left-hander?’

      Dickie paused for a beat. ‘Right-handed. I can picture him with a hammer.’

      ‘That’s everything. Thank you.’

      The line was cut without a goodbye. He walked over to Minton’s desk.

      ‘Smith was right-handed. He wouldn’t have naturally written on the back of that hand. He’d have scrawled a note on his left. What did GCPa mean? More importantly, if the killer wrote it, why?’

      Minton didn’t reply, then tore her eyes from her screen. ‘You know how buses come along in pairs?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So do addresses. We have Dolby’s address from when he got married, which matches his driving record. There’s an earlier address from when he was eighteen, which would have been the one he used for his first licence, but the St Giles Avenue address will be the one to check.’

      Barton shook his head. ‘Put me out of my misery. Where is that?’

      ‘Sleaford.’

      He grinned. That explained Dolby’s accent.

      ‘Lincolnshire. So not too far, but far enough if you’re heading to the other side of Peterborough to hide in a small village.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s only an hour up the A1, and there’s little connection between Sleaford and here. I’ve never been, have you?’

      ‘No. I’ve only been to Lincoln a few times. I wonder if he chose to live fairly close by so he could head back and visit. Maybe he had kids and used to see them. Although he might have had no choice financially but to stay with his parents.’

      Minton frowned. ‘Surely his children would have visited him in Folksworth. Youngsters are noisy, they play outside and get noticed. I suppose they’d be as old as me now, and perhaps he only saw them under supervision.’

      ‘If he had kids, I doubt he’d have seen them.’

      ‘The woman he married had a great name. Caroline Sweet. I’ll crack on and search for that and Caroline Dolby.’

      Barton smiled and couldn’t help wondering if her parents had been keen on Neil Diamond songs or if they hadn’t thought through all the permutations of what they’d called their daughter.

      ‘Well, the plot thickens. One of us needs to drive to Sleaford. The address is unlikely to still be anything to do with either of them, but it’s an old market town on the edge of the Fens. I bet some of the neighbours have been there for thirty years. If he left under a cloud, they’d remember.’

      ‘Couldn’t we ask Lincs Uniform to attend?’

      ‘Between the phone calls, the explanations and waiting for some distracted, overworked constable to fumble the interview, we might as well drive there and do the job ourselves.’

      Minton chuckled. ‘By one of us, you mean me.’

      Barton was about to nod when he considered Minton’s skills in digital-evidence hunting. He glanced at the clock: 3 p.m. The trip meant getting back at seven at the earliest. Both Leicester and Malik had young families to get home to. He debated waiting until the next day, but Friday evening often proved a good time to catch people. Besides, he’d just told Philpot urgency was of the essence in a murder inquiry.

      Barton brought up the weather forecast on his screen. It showed thick, crippling snow in the morning, following a night of sub-zero temperatures and gusting winds. The thought of driving through that mess tomorrow settled the debate instantly.

      ‘I’ll go now,’ he said, grabbing his keys and heading for the door.

      A sudden, decisive energy took hold of him. He knew, with a bone-deep certainty, that when he returned tonight, he would know exactly what crime Mark Smith had committed and, more crucially, exactly who had suffered because of it.
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      Barton booked out an unmarked car and entered the St Giles Avenue address into its satnav. Minton’s assurance that she would stay and run checks into Mark Smith’s ex-wife had been exactly what he expected to hear.

      He sent a quick text to Holly, saying he’d be back around seven, then set off, a sense of urgency acting in lieu of a companion in the passenger seat.

      The A1 was a brutal, thundering corridor. Its surface glistened with a salty spray that, mixed with rain and diesel soot, smeared across the windscreen in a greasy, grey film. He found himself bracketed by massive trucks and aggressive tailgaters. It was a stressful drive, yet Barton was focussed, his mind already in Sleaford.

      He pressed on into the blackening twilight. Swirling mist obscured the headlights of approaching cars as he neared his destination. The sky ahead bulged with threatening clouds, a promise of the snow forecast. It was a night for staying in, but Barton, absorbed by the case, found himself enjoying being out and busy. He was more than happy to trade computer work for action.

      St Giles Avenue came as no surprise. It was a typical post-war estate, with houses built in the fifties and sixties, characterised by long drives and generous gardens. Yet, most of the street carried a subtle air of having seen better days.

      The house in question was larger than Barton had expected. A battered Ford Transit sat low on its suspension in the drive, looking every inch the overworked tradesman’s vehicle. The presence of such a van didn’t bode well for finding a long-term resident named Caroline Sweet.

      He knocked, and a young Asian man greeted him with more paint than material showing on his overalls. He smiled warmly.

      ‘Hi. Apologies for the state of me, just got home.’

      ‘No worries. Is Caroline in?’

      ‘Wrong address, mate. No Caroline here, and I’ve owned the place for eight years.’

      Barton flashed his warrant card.

      ‘DCI Barton. It was a wing and a prayer. We’re trying to trace her, but she might have left decades ago. I don’t suppose you bought the property from her.’

      ‘Don’t remember a Caroline, it was a Scouse couple. I think she was called Sheila.’

      Barton knew all the tricks of the trade. He wanted to avoid knocking on every property in the location, so he leaned in, his voice quiet.

      ‘What I need is an old busybody. Who’s been living here the longest?’

      The man laughed, flashing bright teeth.

      ‘Two to my right. Peggy Grimm. Lived here since the houses were built. She’s a bit frail and doesn’t get out much after her husband died, and she forgets things or gets confused, but we all look out for her. If anyone knows, she will. Bakes a mean mince pie, but careful, she is quite a character.’

      Barton grinned at him. What a nice guy.

      ‘Any others been here that long?’

      ‘No, I don’t think so. Sadly, we’ve had a few die lately, but Peggy can tell you about the people who used to live here.’

      ‘Okay, that’s great. Appreciate your help.’

      An old but shiny red Fiat Panda sat on the driveway two doors up. A crinkly-faced lady answered the door when he knocked.

      ‘Hi. DCI John Barton. I’m interested if you know anything about a Caroline Sweet or perhaps Caroline Dolby. She lived two doors to your left, but it was a while back.’

      The woman cracked a gummy smile. ‘Now you’re talking. That was bloomin’ years ago, but I remember her. Sweet by name, sweet by nature.’

      ‘That’s her. Can you recall when she left?’

      ‘Blimey. No, I can’t. She got married from that house.’

      ‘To Clive Dolby?’

      ‘Clive is right. Not sure about Dolby.’

      He’d met many trusting women in their eighties over the years. Bastards sometimes tricked their way into their houses by pretending to be from the council, then robbed them blind. He showed his warrant card to give her reassurance.

      Peggy took one glance at it and chuckled.

      ‘Oh, I knew that, son. I could practically smell the bacon. I’ll ask Albert. Come on in.’

      Barton laughed out loud as he stepped over the threshold. She stopped at the next door, which was closed, and turned. Her earlier bonhomie vanished instantly, her face pale.

      ‘I keep forgetting. Albert’s gone.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Yeah, although he was a miserable bugger near the end, well, more or less for the last twenty years. Grimm by name, grim by nature, but he always made me laugh.’

      ‘That’s what counts.’

      ‘Yes, now let me put my gnashers in. What did you want again?’

      ‘Caroline Sweet. When did she move away?’

      When they arrived at a dated kitchen, Barton watched mesmerised as she hooked two fingers into a glass of water and fished her false teeth out.

      Peggy blinked at him as she popped them into her mouth, her gaze misting over. He thought for a minute she wasn’t going to reply.

      ‘Yonks,’ she finally said when her teeth had settled in her mouth. ‘Albert was still working then, because he helped her after he’d finished for the day when the trouble started.’

      ‘Trouble?’

      ‘Smashed windows. Tyres slashed. Dog poo on the bonnet. Poor girl. She didn’t deserve that.’

      ‘Why was she being targeted?’

      Again, Peggy appeared to be almost clawing the memories from her subconscious.

      ‘Something her husband, Clive, did. To do with a young woman.’

      Barton had half expected as much. He wondered how to frame the question.

      ‘Do you know the details?’

      Peggy closed her eyes.

      ‘It’s so long ago, I can’t quite remember.’

      Barton smiled at her but stayed quiet, letting her think.

      She eventually looked at him.

      ‘I’m pretty sure Clive killed her.’
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      Barton’s expression stayed impassive, but his thoughts drifted to the brutal punishment doled out to Clive Dolby. Revenge for a murder certainly fitted the profile of the spider’s web discovered at Manor Road.

      ‘Can you remember precisely what happened?’

      Peggy held up a hand. ‘Let’s have a cuppa and a mince pie, and I’ll see what I can dredge up.’

      Five minutes later, Barton settled back with a steaming mug of tea. A plate was balanced on his knees, supporting a warm mince pie and a generous dollop of cream. The house felt stale and cold, as if the heating hadn’t been on for days. His eyes swept over the sparse furniture and decor. It was strikingly similar to the bungalow in Folksworth. Nothing was new; a home suspended in time. Peggy sat opposite him, huddled in two thick jumpers.

      She took a sip and smiled.

      ‘It’s lovely to have company. What did you say your name was again?’

      ‘John Barton.’

      He sank his fork into the flaky crust, then pressed it gently into the spiced mincemeat. His mouth went wild with the first bite.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ he exclaimed, a genuine smile twitching on his lips. ‘That’s an incredible pie.’

      Peggy’s grin widened into a beam. ‘What were we talking about?’

      ‘Clive Dolby. So, how did he kill a woman?’

      ‘Oh, right. Perhaps an accident of some kind.’

      ‘What kind?’

      She closed her eyes again.

      ‘I think she was hit by a car. Maybe he was driving. No, that doesn’t seem right. I’m not sure, but there was something else, something bad.’

      ‘Was he drunk?’

      Peggy opened her eyes.

      ‘That’s probably it. I can remember him staggering around outside. It was so long ago. Do you want another one?’

      Barton had just taken his final bite and felt a bit full.

      ‘Yeah, go on.’

      A minute later, Barton had a second pie sitting in front of him. Peggy had one too, though hers lacked any cream this time. She’d probably run out and handed him the last of it.

      She prodded her spoon at him.

      ‘Eat up! Now, what were we discussing?’

      ‘Clive Dolby.’

      ‘Who’s he?’

      ‘Lived two doors up with Caroline. Did they go through a nasty break-up?’

      ‘Yes, they did. Such a shame, they were a lovely couple. I was sad to see them leave.’

      ‘So, her husband was nice.’

      Peggy squinted, almost as though she had to painfully pull the memories out, and she’d started to slump forward.

      ‘I think so, but they kept getting their windows smashed.’

      ‘Because he’d killed someone?’

      ‘Yes. He did something terrible. Actually, he could have cheated on Caroline. I’m not one for gossip, so that might not be right.’

      Barton cleared his plate and stood to leave, realising he’d likely reached the limit of her reliable memory. ‘It’s been lovely talking to you, and you’ve been extremely helpful.’

      She followed him to the door.

      ‘Come again, won’t you? Have a wonderful Christmas!’

      Barton noted the house number as he stepped onto the drive. ‘I’ll send you a card.’

      ‘Ooh, that would be nice. It’s annoying I can’t recall more about what Clive did, but I suppose it was a bad look, all things considered.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Peggy adjusted her jumpers against the icy breeze.

      ‘With him being a policeman.’

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

          DCI BARTON

        

      

    

    
      Barton returned to his car a few minutes later, mind whirring. Whatever Dolby had done, it had been aggravated by him being an officer. He’d likely been sacked, and the news would’ve surely made the papers. He called Minton before setting off.

      ‘Evening, sir. I was about to leave.’

      ‘I’ve got an important update. It turns out Mark Smith, aka Clive Dolby, served on the police force. Let’s refer to him as Dolby from now on, so we don’t get confused. His neighbour from back then, who sadly seems to be in the grip of Alzheimer’s, said he killed a woman, possibly in a car accident. My guess is he was drunk.’

      ‘You’re kidding. That’s weird.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Clive Dolby doesn’t have a criminal record.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nope. I can’t find anything online under either name. You’d have thought there’d be something.’

      ‘That is odd. Maybe that’s why his house’s windows were smashed back then. Perhaps he hit her with his police car and got off on a technicality.’

      ‘That makes sense,’ Minton agreed. ‘So, he moved and carried the guilt with him. He might’ve suffered a breakdown. We’ve seen it before from officers who’ve run people over or hit prams during pursuits. His wife could have divorced him because of that.’

      Barton squeezed the bridge of his nose. The energy seeped from his bones as the long day extracted its toll.

      ‘Well, finding out won’t be a huge problem. Someone at Lincs Police will know. If you recall Sergeant Tom Tucker, who found the body, he transferred to Cambridgeshire police around the time I started. He’d have been in Lincolnshire alongside Dolby, or at least on the force shortly after Dolby left, so he’ll know the score. I’ll give him a bell and see if he can shed some light on it.’

      Minton was quiet for a moment. ‘It’s a long while to wait for punishment, but I suppose you could be right. Perhaps somebody waited until their life was nearly over to take revenge.’

      ‘A parent or brother has to be the most likely antagonist. I’ll call Tucker now, and we’ll catch up at the office in the morning. Say nine o’clock.’

      ‘See you then.’

      As he shifted into gear and pulled away, a glance down revealed his lap was peppered with pastry debris. The mince pie had left a trail of evidence he’d have to brush away before Holly noticed.

      On the passenger seat was an old margarine tub with two of Peggy’s fantastic creations inside. She’d insisted he take them home after he’d said he was stuffed. She’d told him not to be ridiculous. Apparently, he looked so skinny she thought he might be dying.

      Barton got Tucker’s mobile number from Control. Since the sergeant was on his final night shift of the week, he called him immediately.

      ‘Tucker speaking.’

      ‘Hi, Tito, it’s John. Can you talk?’

      ‘Yeah, we’re going through the drive-through at Krispy Kreme. Hold on a sec.’

      Barton caught Imani’s voice over the background noise, saying she knew she shouldn’t have let him behind the wheel.

      ‘Right, John, sorry about that. What’s up?’ Tucker’s tone sounded a touch too bright.

      ‘When you worked in Lincolnshire,’ Barton began, keeping his tone level, ‘did you ever cross paths with an officer named Clive Dolby?’

      ‘Clive Dolby? Hmm. The name rings a distant bell, but I’m not sure why. It’s got to be heading for thirty years ago, and my memory’s getting sketchy.’ Tucker paused. ‘Why the interest in him?’

      ‘He’d have been dismissed, so a big scandal likely broke at the time.’

      ‘Ah, now that does sound familiar, but I only ever caught the tail end of the gossip. It happened when I was pretty new. Why do you want to know all this?’

      Barton’s gut tightened, the familiar warning sign he trusted more than words. He pondered how much detail to give his old colleague, because the Barton belly was twitching.

      ‘Someone told me he killed a woman.’

      A lengthy pause followed, although he heard a woman’s voice asking for twelve pounds.

      ‘No, I don’t think that’s right.’

      ‘You don’t?’

      ‘Look, I’ll contact Mick Eisley tonight, an old-school copper from back then. I have beers with him every once in a while. He’ll give me the low-down, then I can ring you first thing. How’s that?’

      ‘Perfect, I’ll speak to you tomorrow.’

      ‘Cheers, John.’

      The smile died on Barton’s face as he finished the call. He stared into the darkness of the A1. Tucker hadn’t sounded like a man with a rusty memory. He’d sounded like a man who was being deliberately vague.
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      The next morning, Barton ate a leisurely breakfast with Holly. Their friend Kelly was opening the café for her, so Holly could get on top of the Christmas tasks that Barton was supposed to be doing. Although, to be fair, he had enthusiastically prepared their breakfast.

      His wife took a seat and looked him over.

      ‘You seem rather perky.’

      ‘Yes, I feel great. We’re going to pin down the identity of our victim today, and, with that information, we should be able to focus on finding the killer.’

      ‘You weren’t so full of beans when you got back from work last night.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I came in with a cup of tea at eight thirty and your eyes were closed.’

      ‘I was resting them.’

      ‘Shame you weren’t resting your soft palate. I could barely hear the TV.’

      Barton went perfectly still, his chin lifting in a stiff, haughty line.

      ‘I thought I’d stopped snoring now I’ve lost weight.’

      ‘You still do when you’re exhausted. I assume in this case you were mentally tired, so be aware of that.’

      His youngest son wandered in. ‘I could hear you last night while I was trying to get to sleep. I wondered if Mum was trying to NutriBullet an entire elephant.’

      ‘I’ll feed you through one in a minute,’ Barton shot back.

      Holly walked over and kissed her husband on the top of his head.

      ‘You need to arrive at the café tomorrow at exactly four. You and Gizmo. That’s for him.’ Holly passed over a package. ‘I take it you’re going into work today. Be careful with the snow.’

      Luke laughed. ‘She talks to you like you’re her bitch.’

      Holly cleared her throat. ‘Oh dear, there goes your cinema money.’

      The boy scowled. ‘What did I say? Bitch isn’t a swear word.’

      ‘It is in this house. Apologise.’

      ‘Who to?’

      ‘Your father.’

      ‘Oh, man! Okay, okay, sorry.’

      Barton rose from his chair and ruffled his son’s hair. ‘I’m surprised you’ve got time for the movies, away from your busy job in front of the mirror checking your fringe is perfect.’

      Luke swaggered to the door, then turned with a grin. ‘Just cos your day has gone, Baldy!’

      Barton puffed out his cheeks as his son left the room. ‘You really can’t beat the teenage years,’ he muttered.

      When he’d grabbed his coat and stepped outside, a real winter scene greeted him. A sharp frost overnight had resulted in every parked vehicle and bare branch becoming encrusted and sparkling like sugared glass, but more snow was falling fast, driven into sharp, swirling pirouettes by a belligerent wind.

      He had to give his car door two forceful yanks to break the ice seal and heave it open. The interior of the Land Rover Defender was arctic, but the powerful heater of the vehicle he’d upgraded earlier that year soon roared into life and began to melt the opaque frost from the windscreen. He breathed in the dry warmth as the glass finally cleared, then pulled onto the muffled road, heading for the office.

      Barton held a quick team brief shortly after nine, informing Malik and Leicester of his findings from the day before. Minton told them Dolby had no criminal record and, after some deliberation, Malik came to the same theory they had. The man had somehow covered it up.

      Leicester was scratching his head. ‘We’re assuming he was at fault. Maybe the girl was drunk, and she walked out in front of him.’

      Barton shrugged. ‘Would he have felt so guilty that he upended his life afterwards if that were the case? I reckon whatever he did destroyed his mental health, hence his visits to a counsellor.’

      In a way, it was a moot point, because they’d find out soon. He moved the meeting along. ‘Anything from the neighbours about seeing old men outside the house?’

      Malik answered. ‘Nope. We tried everyone, even some of the adjacent streets. That trail is cold.’

      Barton sent the two officers to complete their paperwork and Minton to continue her search for Caroline Sweet or evidence of siblings and children for Dolby. He checked his watch. Still no call from Tucker. He recalled the shifty conversation they’d had, took out his phone and called him. It went straight to voicemail.

      He drummed his fingers on the desk, then remembered that PC Grazioli’s father had been a superintendent in Lincolnshire. When his parents divorced, Graz’s mum moved to Peterborough, so that’s where he started his career. Barton dialled the number for Control and asked for his number. The officer eventually answered after a procession of rings.

      ‘Graz speaking.’

      ‘Hi, it’s John Barton after a favour.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘I rang Tito last night and asked him about a man who used to work for Lincs Police around the time he joined up. Tito said he’d ring me first thing, but he hasn’t. I know it’s only ten, but the conversation didn’t sit right.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m worried, too. His partner was complaining about him yesterday, saying he was a dead weight. Who did you ask him about?’

      ‘A copper named Clive Dolby. Tito was going to call an old colleague, Mick Eisley, then get back to me.’ Barton could almost sense the confusion at the other end of the line. ‘What is it, Graz?’

      ‘I’m not sure why he’d need to speak to Eisley about that. Tucker mentioned Dolby to me a few years ago. We were talking about crooked officers.’

      ‘Did your dad ever mention him?’

      ‘He might have done. The name sounded familiar, but my old man and I weren’t close after the divorce. I hardly saw him. We became closer after he retired. Played golf, odd meal out, movies. He was a cliché. Lived for his career, then when it was over, he finally had time for me.’

      ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got Eisley’s number. Tito said he occasionally went drinking with him.’

      ‘No, I’ve never met him.’

      ‘Where does Tito live now?’

      ‘Farcet. Look, I’ll tell you what, I was planning to check on him anyway this weekend. He goes for a long walk in the morning when he has a free day, which keeps him sane, so I’ll head over in a couple of hours at twelve.’

      ‘Might he still be in bed?’

      ‘Nah, Tito doesn’t sleep much. I’ll get him to call you, then I’ll take him out for lunch.’

      ‘I appreciate it. What I need to know is how come Clive Dolby left the force. We’ve been told there was a car accident, but he has no criminal record, not even for driving.’

      ‘That’s not what I heard. The version I got was that a beautiful but troubled young girl walked into Lincoln police station and said she was being exploited by her boyfriend. I think she was seventeen. Dolby managed the case.’

      Barton could guess what had happened. Despite the fact she would have been over the age of consent, any relationship would have been an abuse of position of trust.

      ‘He grew too close.’

      ‘Not quite. A few weeks later, she told her social worker Dolby forced himself on her.’

      Barton wrestled with the conflicting stories, struggling to reconcile the disjointed pieces he’d been given.

      ‘How come he doesn’t have a conviction for that?’

      ‘A few days later, she took her own life.’

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

          SGT TOM TUCKER

        

      

    

    
      Tucker didn’t hate Chloe and Theo. He just couldn’t handle their happiness. The constant grinding misery of living with the couple chiselled away at his will to live. The air in their three-bed semi-detached house in Farcet constantly echoed with noise. Loud music, booming laughter and a relentless, optimistic chatter about the upcoming birth. It wasn’t merely sound. It was joy. Unavoidable, gleeful, upfront joy that cast his own wretchedness into sharp, ugly relief every time he stepped through the door.

      They were renting out their spare room to bankroll the baby. He supposed his dog-tired, moping presence wasn’t the housemate they had hoped for, but they probably didn’t see him. They had eyes only for the future. Chloe, seven months pregnant, was perpetually vibrant, radiating a relentless, sunny positivity that made him physically ache. Handsome Theo, equally exuberant, was busy building the baby’s cot with cheerful, rhythmic banging. Tucker felt as if he were being walled in.

      They treated him, not with kindness, but with a kind of pitying bafflement, unable to comprehend a life without imminent, perfect fulfilment. Perhaps that was how they saw him, as a cautionary tale. It was the same way at funerals; they should be miserable affairs, but instead, the joy of life made people upbeat. Theo and Chloe were simply ecstatic that they weren’t him. Someone who was as good as dead.

      His own spacious house in Hampton, waiting to be sold, seemed a universe away. He’d returned once to check the divorce papers. Documents that would soon formalise the demise of twenty-three years of marriage. Judging by her Facebook account, his wife would move on before the ink had dried, her new life blossoming while his simply dwindled and died.

      One of his few reliefs was work. The reactive necessity of responding to other people’s misery provided a thin, temporary distraction. But even in uniform, his drive slipped out of focus. The Folksworth investigation witness statements were far from his finest efforts. Another creeping symptom of a failing existence.

      But today was a day off. He needed to get out of the house before he strangled one of them. His morning routine when he wasn’t at work had become sacred. The hours were spent tramping across the flat, open land surrounding the village. The vast, unchanging landscape an antidote to the poison filling his head.

      He enjoyed the cold bite of the East Anglian air and the simple starkness of the frost. He loved the birds, especially the busybody blackbirds scampering through the hedgerows, and the kestrels sweeping past in the slate skies. Squirrels made him smile: always on a mission and too engrossed in survival to care about a man’s broken dreams. Nature stood as neither friend nor enemy. It was simply a presence. Painted smiles and forced conversations were not required.

      Yet this morning, as he left the house, something felt different, as if the elements had turned dark. He fastened the top button of his Epsom coat, the long classic wool jacket that Candela had given him the previous Christmas. Each time he put it on, he was reminded of her and of what they’d had together. He should throw it away for his sanity, but he loved the coat almost as much as he still loved her.

      The temperature had plummeted overnight, dragging the mercury below zero. The heavy blizzard from the small hours had subsided, the wind slacking off to a dull, ceaseless drone, but it had left a legacy. His life was already leached of colour. Now his surroundings were also rendered in murky shades of white against surly greys. Each home he trudged by, every hedge, every tired field, all appeared grim and hostile.

      The words of an old, dour poem surfaced unbidden, a grim little ditty his father used to sing when the winters were bleak.

      Earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone.

      He thought of the woman he was often partnered with at work. Fate had a cruel hand. What were the odds? Tucker understood that he was trapped by the past. Even though he’d tried to be a better man, there was no escape. Not really. Strangely, the fear of getting caught hadn’t destroyed him, at least not yet. It had been his own judgement. Something that dealt only in the truth. It ignored his lies. He had found himself to be a worthless person. A human beyond help.

      Telling Barton that he would speak to Mick Eisley had been a desperate, knee-jerk attempt to brush the Chief Inspector off, but he was no fool. And Bradshaw and Fisk were in the office. Who knew what they were interested in? Perhaps what really happened would somehow unravel. Jesus, he thought, where would that end?

      He stopped near a gate and stared at the skeletal white fingers of a huge oak tree, hunched and unhappy, pointing accusations at the sneering sky. He imagined his bulk, his heavy, draining flesh, swinging pendulously underneath a creaking branch. The image was fleeting, a quick buzz of self-pity. He pushed onward, accepting the desperate need to keep moving, because torpor was deadly. That was when the demons came.

      Without warning, the gun-metal clouds again began to shed their load. Snowflakes bundled downwards, whirling dervishes, no doubt the advance party of the main force. An older man materialised, seemingly from nowhere, swathed in a bulky jacket, hood up. He purposefully plodded past Tucker, head low, the edges of his thick beard exposing little of his face.

      Tucker’s customary route led him around the expanse of water at the centre of Crown Lakes. Sometimes he walked along the path three or four times. It could be busy at the weekend, but few would venture out with their dogs in such biting weather.

      He stopped, his breath clouding in the frigid air, then started again, skirting the lake’s edge, the snow crusted and firm under his boots. The water was a sheet of dirty, opaque ice, a uniform, unnerving grey. He stared at the unmoving surface, utterly overwhelmed by his plight. A gust of wind arrived from nowhere, blasting his face, whooshing in his ears, and the swirling crystals surrounded him. Huge flakes settled on his nose and his chin. He closed his eyes for a moment and breathed deeply, the chill an abrupt, clean ache in his lungs.

      Tucker imagined the water was not deathly chilling, but welcoming. Inviting. The offer of an immediate, deep relaxation. He pictured himself slipping into it, the warmth dissolving the tension knots in his shoulders and melting the frozen carapace of cynicism and deceit that had formed all over his body.

      Yes, a quick, easy reset. An instant escape from regret. The sheer exhaustion of not being happy, of constantly fighting the reality of his life, was becoming too much. He had done terrible things. And not just recently. He was bound in a web of his own weakness, his own greed, destined one day to pay for his transgressions. That moment had come.

      The pleasant couple who had kindly taken him in were sweetly unaware they were reflecting his own failures back at him. He imagined their happy faces. Their smiles clung and clawed at his composure, adding to the invisible weight on his chest.

      He opened his eyes and took a step closer, not a conscious decision, more an impulse.

      Then he was staggering forwards, lurching down the steep bank, arms windmilling, taking huge wild steps. He knew in a flash, despite his prior thoughts, he didn’t want to drown. He simply wanted to feel different. A few centimetres into the lake, his right foot thumped on the glassy crust, jarring his weak knee, and sending a bolt of agony screeching through his back.

      Propelled forwards, his left boot also landed onto a rock-hard, unyielding shelf. The surface had been deceptive; it wasn’t a thin sheet of ice, but a thick, solid layer. Another sharp, immediate spasm shot up his left leg, and pain blossomed in his hip. His momentum drove him on, slipping and sliding, but his low centre of gravity somehow kept him on his feet, even as the impetus thrust him further from safety.

      A noise, barely audible above the ringing in his bones, reached him. A sound like a muffled, dry cough. Then another, louder. Cracks formed below him. He finally stopped dead, the only movement the involuntary shuddering of his shocked body. He stood alone, out on the treacherous expanse, more rigid than what was underneath him. He edged back a centimetre. An inch. A full pace, and another. Each step a calculated risk.

      With a sudden, sickening snap, the ice beneath his right foot gave way entirely. His equilibrium shifted, a solid sheet tilted violently like an iceberg rising from the depths. He plunged down, the icy embrace rushing to meet him. A huge, monstrous shock stole his breath and seized his heart with crushing intent. The cold struck, instant, total and agonising.

      As he submerged, all thoughts were ripped from his mind by an overwhelming sensory attack. The chill cranked like a mechanical vice around his torso, tightening with every gasp. His throat instinctively locked shut as the raw, vile water flooded into his mouth, desperate to reach the heat still buried deep behind his ribs.

      He flailed, his head bursting free into white air. He kicked upwards, but the leaden weight of his favourite clothing became the enemy. His mind screamed at him to alert the man who had recently passed him.

      Tucker’s hands seized the broken icy side of the hole. Sharp and wicked edges sliced his fingers. He pushed his arms forwards and managed to hook an elbow onto a solid section of the lake, which kept his shoulders and head clear of the water. He shouted out.

      ‘Help! I’ve fallen in.’

      The low-lying bank was only three or four metres away, but the gap yawned as wide as a kilometre. Every frantic movement caused his sodden boots and coat to drag him under the surface again.

      He pulled with his last reserves of strength in his shoulders, hoping to haul his mass against gravity and the water’s pull. He had no chance. He hung there, a third of the way out, inert in the liquid trap. He shivered, violently, uncontrollably, the tremors beginning deep in his chest.

      He bellowed for help one final time, but the only answer was the freezing white silence of a world that didn’t care whether he lived or died.
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      Grazioli had grown tired of driving through the rough estates of Peterborough, but he usually enjoyed cruising around Farcet. It was a peaceful place, never more so than under a pristine winter layer. Yet his thoughts were on Tucker. The impending divorce, his weight, the whole miserable mess. They’d been close friends once.

      Tucker had been complaining at work about the living conditions with his landlords, Theo and Chloe, so even though the visibility in the snow was terrible, Grazioli found the property easily. A ridiculously over-the-top wreath greeted him with fairy lights flashing around every window.

      The man who opened the door had to be Theo. Tall, smiling and wearing a Christmas jumper with a cartoon reindeer on the front. Behind him, the dulcet tones of Bing Crosby boomed out.

      ‘Theo? I’m Marco Grazioli, Tom Tucker’s colleague. Is he in?’

      Theo’s smile tightened. ‘Oh, right, Tom? No, he went out on one of his monster walks this morning. Hasn’t been back.’ He checked his watch. ‘Probably on his way home, although he can spend hours staring into the lake. Is everything okay?’

      ‘Yeah, no worries,’ Grazioli replied, keeping his tone neutral. ‘He’s had a tough time of things lately. Christmas might make things worse. I just wanted to check in on him.’

      Theo shifted uncomfortably, glancing back at the noise inside the house. Then he leaned in, lowering his voice conspiratorially. ‘Look, Marco, are you also his friend? Because I’m not sure how to put this, but we want him gone. We’re about to tell him he has a month’s notice, but, honestly, I’d like him out sooner. We need the space. The baby’s due at the end of February.’

      Grazioli’s eyebrows raised. ‘Why the rush for him to leave immediately?’

      Theo sighed, revealing a strained exhaustion. ‘I’m sorry, but he stresses Chloe out. There’s something depressing about him. He just sits in his room. He sucks the air out of the place. Our home. Every time he talks to us, it feels like he’s waiting for a disaster to happen. We want a happy, positive vibe. He has to go.’

      Grazioli gave a curt nod. ‘I suppose that’s understandable. You’ll have to tell him that yourself, though, and he won’t enjoy hearing it.’

      Grazioli swivelled and returned to his car, laughing when he got back inside. Fancy trying to chuck a down-on-his-luck man out into the cold a few days before Christmas. And Tito depressed? More like someone miserable and dishonest.

      Grazioli thought about Tucker’s recent whining, saying he’d hit rock bottom, but Grazioli doubted it. There was always further to go. That was what happened when the chickens came home to roost.

      It was only a hundred metres to the car park for Crown Lakes at the end of Haddon Way. Tucker said he often lapped the perimeter, enjoying the silence, so Grazioli decided to walk towards the track that led to the lake. As he rounded a corner, he passed a bloke in a heavy coat leading a large Labrador. Grazioli said hello, but the other man didn’t return the greeting, merely staring straight ahead.

      The path twisted towards a rise that hid the water. Grazioli topped the crest and scanned the wide, featureless expanse of white through the dwindling flakes. He detected movement coming along the path in front of him. A young woman, dressed in the latest winter sports gear, burst into view, warm air steaming from her mouth in puffs of smoke.

      She shouted at him. ‘I think there’s someone in the water.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’

      She panted, stopping to catch her breath.

      ‘While I was running, there was a huge splash, followed by an unusual noise, like a low roar. It could have been a voice. I was going to go back, but then I saw you. It’s creepy out here, and you get the occasional strange bloke hanging around.’

      Grazioli resisted the urge to tell her to buy a treadmill.

      ‘Okay, show me where.’

      He ran with her, impressed by how easily she kept up a fast pace. She stopped after half a minute. He listened. A noise. Faint, almost swallowed by the cold air. A weak, high-pitched cry. Was it human?

      The shrubs gave way, and a concealed section of the lake appeared. Grey ice spread out before them. About four metres from the bank, the sheet was shattered. A dark, hunched mass sat in the hole at the edge. His once loyal friend was in the water up to his armpits and partially covered by fresh powder. He was absolutely still.

      The woman seized his arm. ‘Oh, my God. There is someone in there.’

      Grazioli edged forwards, the mud ridged hard under the snow. He knew the ice rescue protocols. Never put yourself in danger without equipment. He made a loudhailer with his hands.

      ‘Tom! Sergeant Tucker!’

      The figure didn’t move.

      He pulled his mobile from his pocket, entered the code and dialled.

      ‘Control, this is PC Grazioli, off duty. Urgent incident. Sergeant Tucker is in the water at Crown Lakes, Farcet. He’ll be suffering from extreme hypothermia and is trapped, having fallen through the ice. I need the Fire Service and Ambulance. They’ll need ice rescue gear and whatever equipment the paramedics use to treat exposure.’

      ‘Understood.’

      He cut the call and studied his watch. The Fire Service aimed for ten minutes, but the weather meant they’d probably take a little longer. Did Tucker have that long? Grazioli took two extremely cautious steps forwards. The surface seemed solid enough.

      ‘Careful,’ urged the jogger.

      He eyed the next metre of grey crust, calculating the odds of a collapse. If the ice gave out, he was still fairly close to the edge. He’d make it out.

      After another shuffle, there was a wet, terrifying crack. He abruptly stepped back, the risk too high. He kept shouting encouragement, his calls loud and desperate against the vast, hollow landscape.

      ‘Hold on, Tom! Help’s coming! Don’t move, mate, don’t you dare move!’

      The bulky mass shifted. Slowly, painfully, a thick, raw hand rose to his face. Tucker wiped the snow and rime from his eyes, then looked right and settled a gaze of naked desperation onto Grazioli.

      Tucker’s lips were blue, barely moving, but the words were carried on a sudden breeze.

      ‘Save me, Graz.’

      Tucker had to reach the bank to stand any chance of surviving. Grazioli had read somewhere that water conducted heat from the body twenty-five times faster than air. Tucker’s hands and limbs would have become numb and useless, leading to a loss of strength and coordination. It was possible he would simply slip below and disappear.

      Grazioli remembered that he had a tow rope in his boot. He handed the keys to the jogger and told her where his car was. She set off at a fast pace.

      Time dragged as he waited and shouted. His voice had gone hoarse when she returned after less than five minutes. He took the rope, weighing it in his hands.

      ‘Thank you. Go back to the entrance and meet the fire brigade to give them directions.’

      ‘Okay.’ She frowned, picking up on his tension. ‘What are you planning to do?’

      ‘They’ll be here within a few minutes. I’ll loop this around Tucker.’

      Her face twisted into a horrified frown as she stared at the marooned officer. ‘You’re going into the water?’

      ‘Yes, my ex-wife was into ice swimming. Eight minutes at a time. I’m fit and healthy and will be in for much less than that. I’ll attach the rope. When the others arrive, we’ll be able to pull him straight out. He’d be too heavy for the two of us.’

      ‘Why not wait?’

      ‘Who knows how much time he has left? A couple of minutes might be the difference between living and, well, the alternative. Head off now, please, they won’t be long.’

      As the woman departed, he steeled himself. Distant sirens wailed, giving him the impetus he needed. With a confidence he didn’t feel, he placed a foot onto the ice. Then another. The surface held until he was close to Tucker, then, with a brittle crack, he plunged down.

      The shock was total, but he fought the involuntary gasp, his focus locked on Tucker’s inert form. He ignored the profound ache in his joints and seized the end of the tow rope. Tucker was barely conscious, his eyes wide and blank. Grazioli worked fast, circling the stout nylon around the sergeant’s chest and under his stiff arms.

      Strength bled away from Grazioli’s body. With a desperate throw, he hurled the end of the rope to the bank, then managed to push himself up and roll onto the firm ice.

      ‘Not long now, mate. Can you move if I help you?’

      Tucker’s head twisted. The gaze that fell upon his friend was full of defeat, yet haunted by a final, confusing question. Tucker’s voice amounted to no more than a thick sigh, the words slurred and barely formed by his rigid lips.

      ‘O-o-l-d.’

      Grazioli couldn’t stop himself from bellowing his reply. ‘Did you say cold or old?’

      Tucker’s face scrunched up.

      ‘Wh-wh-why, G-G-Graz? Why did we do it?’
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      My original plan was far more theatrical. I had intended to knock him out under the cover of the snowstorm and secure him naked to the massive oak near the entrance to the park. A web for all to see, and a simple trial of endurance against the elements.

      If a dog walker had discovered him in time, his fate would have been in the hands of the public he had betrayed. Although a photograph might still have found its way to the press. If the sub-zero temperatures had claimed him, it would have been a sentence the universe had passed. There would have been no need for further violence on my part. Jack Frost, the judge and the jury.

      The frozen fishing lake at Crown Lakes provided a different opportunity today. A display at the tree became unnecessary. The slope and brittle surface would be enough.

      I watched him through the thickening snow as he wandered towards the water’s edge. Fragile despite the huge, heavy woollen coat, his breathing ragged puffs of white air. One firm and steady shove was all it took to send him thundering forwards. The glassy sheet shattered beneath his bulk, and the dark depths surged up to meet him. I lingered for a few moments while he frantically struggled to stay afloat.

      A momentary flash of sorrow hit me as he cried out. I felt a basic human reflex, a flicker of empathy for a drowning creature. Then I remembered who he was. His nature. What he was.

      A dodgy, corrupt shadow of a man who spent years hiding behind the authority of his position. For decades, he lined his pockets and protected his own interests. He traded honesty for a comfortable existence built on the suffering of those he was sworn to protect. That he’d still managed to mess up his life was just another flaw in his already broken character.

      His struggles in the freezing water proved an agonising thing to witness. The weight of his sodden clothing worked against him, yearning to drag his frame down to the bottom of the lake. I couldn’t watch any more. It was time for me to leave, so I turned away from the tragic scene.

      Did Tucker deserve to die? I think so. He would find peace, and so would those he had failed.
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      Barton’s phone rang. It was Detective Chief Superintendent Troughton.

      ‘Morning, sir.’

      ‘Are you in the office?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I’m at a wedding,’ Troughton said, the background noise suggesting a reception hall. ‘Can you head to Crown Lakes for me?’

      ‘Sure. What’s happened?’

      ‘It seems a uniformed sergeant linked to your case has thrown himself into the fishing lake.’

      Barton’s blood cooled. ‘Not Tucker?’

      ‘I’m afraid so.’

      ‘Damn. I asked another officer to do a welfare check. He must have just missed him.’

      ‘If that’s PC Grazioli, he made the call.’

      ‘How is Tucker?’

      ‘Unknown. I only heard about the incident a few minutes ago.’

      ‘I’m on my way.’

      ‘Good man. Report back to me.’

      Barton cut the line. He explained to Minton what had happened as he pulled on his coat.

      ‘Am I coming too?’

      ‘No, carry on here. The address you sent me earlier for Mick Eisley, Market Deeping, isn’t too far away, so I’ll swing by afterwards. I want to know exactly what Clive Dolby did, and why he hasn’t got a record.’

      Barton set off. A blaring ambulance streaked past on the other side of the road, no doubt hurtling back towards the hospital, its sirens cutting through the winter air. Did it contain Tucker?

      Ten minutes later, Barton turned into Crown Lakes’ car park. By the time he’d been directed to the water’s edge, the scene was relatively calm. Another ambulance was parked nearby with its rear doors closed.

      He smiled at some of the officers he recognised.

      ‘What’s the word?’

      A sergeant stepped forwards.

      ‘We arrived with the first medics and the fire brigade. Typically, Graz had already leapt in and tied a tow rope around Tucker. We managed to get him out even though it was like hauling in a whale. The first ambulance took him away pronto, but it didn’t look promising. He was unconscious and blue.’

      ‘At least he has a chance.’

      The man nodded unconvincingly.

      ‘Graz stripped off out here. He’s under blankets now, arguing with the paramedic who wants to take him to hospital.’

      Barton understood there would be a risk of post-rescue collapse, even if Graz was only in the water for a minute. ‘I’ll speak to him.’

      Barton knocked on the ambulance’s back door, which opened to reveal a shivering PC Grazioli being attended to by a female paramedic.

      ‘DCI Barton. Here to persuade this man to go to A & E.’

      Grazioli’s head lifted from the stretcher.

      ‘Persuade or order?’

      ‘We can start with persuade. Come on, you’re still in danger. Enjoy being taken care of – you did a brave thing. Possibly a stupid thing, seeing as you know protocol is not to put yourself at risk.’

      ‘That’s why I did it before the health and safety lot turned up.’ Grazioli glanced at the woman who was checking his blood pressure. ‘What are Tucker’s chances?’

      Barton was also itching to hear. ‘How long was he in for, Graz?’

      ‘I’m not sure. Somewhere between fifteen and twenty minutes.’

      The paramedic’s face displayed no emotion. ‘He wasn’t conscious when we arrived. You see, as soon as he was pulled out, the mass of cold blood from his limbs would rush into his chest, causing a sudden, sharp decrease in the temperature of the blood around his heart. This plunge would cause him to pass out. It’s called afterdrop. If the temperature has fallen too low, the doctors will struggle to raise it.’

      Graz scowled. ‘What, so I should have left him in the water?’

      ‘No, that would have been deadly. To be honest, fifteen minutes would kill most people. With him being such a large man, he would have been insulated, a bit like a walrus, but that doesn’t stop the shock of the returning blood.’

      ‘Aren’t there warmed oxygen and IV fluids at the hospital?’

      ‘Let’s just say he’s gone to the best place.’

      Barton didn’t like the sound of that. He tapped Grazioli’s stretcher.

      ‘Well, fingers crossed. I’ll repeat my respect, Graz, you’re a courageous man.’

      ‘Cheers, John.’

      Barton had to ask before he left. ‘Do you think he jumped in, and that everything had become too much?’

      Grazioli looked up, his gaze fixed on the white ceiling of the vehicle. ‘I did at first. But while we were out there, he was rambling, saying strange things. Tucker locked eyes with me before he passed out.’ Grazioli slowly shook his head.

      ‘What did he say?’ urged Barton.

      ‘That he was pushed.’
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      Barton listened to a very brief summary of how the incident had unfolded, then suggested that the paramedics get on their way before their patient changed his mind. He told Grazioli he would visit the hospital later in the afternoon to check on him and Tucker, and to take a formal statement about the day’s events.

      The situation at the edge of the lake was a disaster, and not just because of the potential drowning. Barton stood with his hands deep in the pockets of his winter coat, the wind whipping the collar around his neck. The area resembled a car park more than a crime scene. There were two Fire and Rescue appliances, five police vehicles and a scattering of private cars.

      The ground, potentially holding valuable footprints or tyre tracks, was now a trampled mess and a forensic write-off. Still, preservation of life was paramount, so Barton strode over to a sergeant and explained that Tucker might have been pushed. CSI would have to do the best they could. The officers present would need to establish a cordon. Despite the likely futility of the process, the location would be mapped out and photographed, then searched properly the following day when the snow stopped and the light improved.

      Perhaps Tucker had jumped in during a moment of weakness, then regretted the action and felt too ashamed to admit it. The man had hit a low ebb. Barton understood his workload would double if someone intended for Tucker to die. He considered why anyone would wish to kill Tucker. Apparently, he owed money, so that was a starting point. If it was murder, the investigation would be difficult with the weather favouring a clean getaway.

      Barton returned to his car, where he’d already entered Mick Eisley’s address into the satnav. The twenty-minute drive allowed him the time to update Troughton, then he called Minton back at the station. He wanted Leicester to attend the lake scene and organise door-knocking of the closest houses to the park entrance. Barton held slim hope of getting any leads, with the female jogger having little to add to Grazioli’s report, but perhaps they’d find the passers-by they’d mentioned.

      ‘Okay, sir. I’ll talk to the others,’ Minton said after hearing his orders. ‘Some positive news, I’ve located the person I believe to be Caroline Sweet. A Caroline Archer, same date of birth, lives in Boston. Found her on LinkedIn. It says she was born in Sleaford. The DVLA record should confirm it, but it’s likely her.’

      ‘How likely?’

      ‘Google told me that Caroline was a popular name back in the late sixties and early seventies, with approximately 1 per cent of female births. That gives us around a thousand Carolines in the decade she was born. The possibility of them having the exact birthday and originating from Sleaford is⁠—’

      Barton cut her off. ‘Just the answer is fine.’

      ‘About 100 per cent.’

      ‘Okay, take Malik and drive to Boston. You’ll stand a better chance of getting her to talk than if you ring. I want Leicester to meet me at Peterborough City Hospital at four o’clock. We need a statement from Grazioli and hopefully one from Tucker, but I’m picking up strange vibes from Grazioli, so I’d like to see if Leicester can sense it.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Just a feeling, which is weird because he was a hero today.’

      ‘It’s probably due to Bradshaw and Fisk being around. Everyone’s on edge.’

      ‘Right, I forgot about that. That reminds me, I need to ring Zelensky to check how she’s coping with her ex, Hoffman, getting suspended.’

      ‘Can’t be easy.’

      ‘No. Call me when you leave, I should be finished with Eisley.’

      Barton reached his destination quicker than he’d anticipated. The weather had kept people at home, so the traffic was light. The icy conditions were expected, so the gritters had ensured the roads were safe.

      Eisley’s address was The Grove, Market Deeping. Barton ran his gaze over the properties. There were spacious plots for both bungalows and decent-sized detached homes. Property in rural Lincolnshire was relatively cheap, and though the Deepings always commanded a premium, it was still well within a sergeant’s reach, especially for someone who’d got onto the ladder years ago.

      A tired-looking Mitsubishi Lancer sat on the driveway, in front of a single garage. Barton parked behind it and walked to the entrance of a pretty, sprawling bungalow. The door opened before he could knock. A man not much shorter than himself stood there. Seventy, perhaps, but with a gaze and posture that commanded immediate respect.

      ‘How can I help?’

      ‘I’m DCI John Barton. Cambridgeshire Constabulary. I’m sorry to drop in unannounced, but we’re investigating the death of someone you used to work with. I’m just after a bit of context, if you can spare the time.’

      Barton showed his warrant card even though Eisley had probably guessed he was police the moment he’d stepped out of his vehicle.

      A hand was offered, the shake solid.

      ‘I used to be Sergeant Eisley. Just Mick now. I hope I can remember because I’m long retired. You’d better come in.’

      Barton nodded at him, already suspecting he would have forgotten little about his career. The man’s eyes appraised him, no doubt missing nothing. He moved athletically, with much more power than an average man of his age.

      Barton followed him inside. The bungalow was the antithesis of the property in Folksworth. This home was filled with women’s touches: nice pictures, fresh flowers and photo frames of youngsters in school uniforms. A glimpse into the lounge revealed a contemporary three-piece suite, and the kitchen had been recently modernised. A trim woman in jeans and T-shirt was sitting at the table, pen scribbling in a newspaper.

      Eisley smiled at him, having noticed Barton studying his home.

      ‘This is my other half, Becky. She loves to put the grandkids’ pictures up, says it keeps her young. Sometimes makes me feel old. Becky, this is DCI Barton.’

      Barton strolled over to shake her hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

      She took his hand in a firm grip, then continued with her crossword.

      ‘Copper’s wife,’ Eisley whispered, raising his eyebrows. ‘Sniffs out trouble faster than any detective.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve got one at home the same. How long since you left?’

      ‘Fifteen years.’

      ‘Still miss the job?’

      Eisley pouted as he filled the kettle. ‘Tough question. Do I miss the routine? Yes. The camaraderie? Of course, but I became tired of arresting the same people and worn down by seeing the worst of society, day in, day out. Not to mention the ever-increasing paperwork. I’ve done my share of volunteering since I left, spending most days at the community centre, which has helped. We have a warm space initiative when it’s cold, arrange interesting speakers, sometimes even waffle on myself. Being useful is the only anchor I have to keep from drifting into the grey fog that claims retired officers. Coffee?’

      Barton thought of Dolby, who had also felt the urge to be charitable.

      ‘Sure.’

      Eisley had recognised his own traits in Barton, as Barton had in him. Police stations had been full of men like Eisley when he’d first joined up. Solid, consistent, calm types with backbones of steel. It was a shame they were becoming a rarity, although some of them were a bit too forthright with their opinions for the modern world they’d found themselves in. A few played fast and loose with the rules.

      ‘Milk and sugar?’

      ‘Just milk, please.’

      ‘Can’t be too long until your time’s up.’

      Barton snorted. ‘It’s the job, I’m only thirty-three.’

      Eisley’s laugh boomed out. ‘Come on, you know I’m intrigued. Who is it?’

      ‘PC Clive Dolby.’

      Eisley’s smile dropped away like a falling stone. He glanced briefly at Becky.

      ‘Okay,’ he said under his breath. ‘Let’s go in the lounge.’
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      They sat in armchairs that faced one another while a Christmas tree twinkled with colourful lights in the corner. Barton noted a mix of modern and old decorations, many of which had clearly survived since the Eisley children were young. He smiled at an angel on the top branch that looked more like a woolly sheep. It spoke of decades of family Christmases. Underneath the tree lay a small pile of presents in various wrappings.

      Eisley took a sip of his coffee. ‘I’ve not heard that name for a long while.’

      ‘Over thirty years?’

      ‘No, just since I left. Dolby’s story was a salutary tale, filled with tragedy and mystery. Officers often mentioned it to new recruits as a warning about how tough this job could be.’

      Barton put his cup on a coaster, bobbed his head and waited. The truth approached and he was confident that Eisley would give it to him unvarnished.

      ‘Dolby was a promising, modern, forward-thinking officer. As you might expect, outdated ideas were still dominant then, so he was ribbed for his views. You know how it went. I used to let most of that kind of thing slide. If you couldn’t take a bit of kidding from your colleagues, chances were you’d be no good in a tight spot. I guess I was a T-rex myself.’

      ‘I struggled with the transition. There can be a fine line between bullying and banter.’

      Eisley rubbed his chin as he thought of old times.

      ‘That’s true. It was part of the reason I retired a year early. I was paranoid that a stray comment might trigger a Professional Standards report and ruin my record. Anyway, we nicked a girl for soliciting, brought her in, said she was being pimped. Gave us all manner of stories, but we never found the pimp, and later we picked her up for the same offence, this time with drugs on her. We didn’t see many black people round here in those days, and virtually none doing that sort of thing, so she stuck out.’

      ‘Dolby handled the case.’

      ‘Unfortunately so. It should have been assigned to a woman, but we were short-staffed. Back then, the old-timers would have dismissed her as a hooker, so, in a way, he was the best hope she had. Dolby believed she could be saved. Now, this girl was something else. Pretty to the point of stunning, engaging, persuasive, manipulative, riddled with deceit and games, you name it. I guess she was a little crazy, too.’

      ‘How would a modern-thinking officer like Dolby have described her?’

      ‘Even he’d have struggled. She was wild. Searching for trouble, taking drugs, dangerous liaisons, hunting for the party that never ends and resorting to selling herself to pay for it. You understand where most girls similar finish up without help?’

      ‘Killed by one of their clients.’

      Eisley nodded grimly.

      ‘There was no obvious reason for her behaviour. She came from a lovely family. Dad worked as a pastor of some kind, mum a teacher, and a younger sister, sweet as can be, but the girl in question was feral. Had been vanishing from home for days on end since she hit fourteen.’

      ‘Sometimes there’s a bad apple. Any suggestion of abuse?’

      ‘No. I was a desk sergeant for a long time, booking men in. My antenna had become finely tuned. When the parents arrived, honesty shone through them. I reckon the lass would have thrown it out there to escape being punished if there had been anything even remotely unsavoury. That’s the type of person she was.’

      ‘So, Dolby got too close.’

      ‘Yeah, that had to be it. She came barging into the station one morning, eyes all over the place, stinking of drink and clearly on something worse, demanding to see Dolby. I told her to leave. She turned at the door and spat towards me. I would have nicked her for that, the good it would have done, but the words she hissed stunned me to the core.’

      Barton had been taking notes. He glanced up, his biro poised.

      ‘I’m guessing it was bad.’

      ‘Yeah. She ran back and stood in front of me with a mad look in her eye. There were three officers stopping her from trying to climb over the desk. She snarled at us. “You tell him I came. If Clive thinks he can fuck me, he can sure as hell help me.”’

      Barton wrote the damning words down.

      The displeasure was clear on Eisley’s face, even after all this time. It would have been a tough call for a sergeant back then.

      ‘She ran away then. Reporting the comment would have placed Dolby under scrutiny for years,’ Eisley continued. ‘An officer’s reputation would struggle to recover. Accusations fly, but also young girls like that aren’t believed when they’re telling the truth. Obviously, I filed a report. I was straight down the line, however tough the call was, but it didn’t matter. The decision was taken out of my hands.’

      Barton’s head shot up. ‘How come?’

      ‘First thing I need to tell you is that another reasonably fresh officer, a guy called Tom Tucker, was one of the guys present. He went back inside the station and announced that a girl had accused Dolby of shagging her. His words.’

      Barton scowled. ‘Why would he do that?’

      ‘They were often partnered together and didn’t get on.’

      Barton carried on writing, but he’d tensed. It was the first time he’d sensed something other than honesty. Not a lie as such, but perhaps Eisley was omitting a piece of the story.

      ‘What happened next?’

      ‘The news spread through the force like wildfire. I think Dolby was abroad on holiday, came back a week later not knowing what had occurred.’

      Barton noted that he hadn’t said poor old Dolby, yet his mind leaped ahead.

      ‘How come he didn’t end up with a criminal record?’

      Eisley had been staring into the fireplace as he spoke.

      ‘I told him to see me as soon as he returned. He’d been informed by then of the allegation. I asked him outright, man to man, had he done it?’

      ‘Had he?’

      ‘At that point, I didn’t know without a shadow of a doubt. A young man, stuck with that beautiful girl, it would only have taken a moment of weakness. Anyway, he denied it. That was the smart thing to do, especially given the circumstances.’

      Barton knew what was coming, but that didn’t make it any easier. ‘Which were?’

      ‘They found her floating in the river. Been dead a day or two.’

      Barton nodded. ‘A tragic waste.’

      ‘Yeah, probably an overdose, drugs were present. No DNA evidence was collected. That meant there was nobody to prove Dolby had touched her. He was never charged. In fact, it was quietly dropped for the reputation of the station.’

      Barton considered Dolby’s fate. With that hanging over him, his future would have been untenable. Cruel men like Tucker would have mentioned it constantly.

      ‘I take it he quit.’

      ‘Yes, he only stayed until the end of the day, knowing that everyone was staring at him. A month later, I was passing his house. You know how the mind works – perhaps he wasn’t guilty. I didn’t want him doing anything daft, so I knocked on the door. His missus answered, and whoa! The look on her face. That’s when I knew for sure he’d been up to no good. She said he wasn’t in and slammed the door on me.’

      It was a horrible tale, which Barton could see would get embellished over the years. It was no wonder officers used it to warn new starters about the perils of getting too close to the public. However, some of the details differed from Grazioli’s story. In his version, the girl had told her social worker. Another anomaly arose in his mind.

      ‘Wait a minute. When I mentioned to Tucker there was a possibility Clive Dolby had killed a girl, he said he’d need to speak to you to hear the low-down.’

      Eisley dragged his gaze out of the coals and shook his head.

      ‘He lied to you. That was the thing about Tucker. He was a funny bloke, got on great with everyone except Dolby, but there was always something about him I couldn’t get a handle on. The odd rumour circulated. I invited him out for a drink to gauge the measure of the man, but you must have had a hunch about someone, felt it in your belly?’

      Barton smiled. ‘Once or twice.’

      ‘Well, I was unsettled and resolved to keep an eye on him. A little while later, out of the blue, Tucker moved to Cambridgeshire police. I never saw him again.’

      ‘It doesn’t sound like a run of events anyone would easily forget.’

      ‘There’s no way Tucker would have forgotten Clive Dolby’s story, and the girl who died had a name you wouldn’t forget as well.’

      Eisley paused, a sudden, potent silence filling the lounge. His mouth twisted with an old distaste that also contained sadness.

      ‘What was it?’ Barton asked softly.

      ‘Grace Imani.’

      ‘Any relation to PC Latoya Imani?’

      ‘Yeah, her sister.’
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      Barton almost tensed, but he managed to stay calm. The older man was watching him closely. He decided to lay down some of his cards. Eisley would hear the rumours soon enough on the retired police grapevine, but what did he already know?

      ‘So, you’re already aware that her sister, Latoya, is now an officer.’

      ‘Yes, I heard she’d enrolled in Peterborough. I attended a leaving do, and a mate mentioned it. Not a huge surprise. People join up because they want to make a difference after going through trauma of their own.’

      ‘That’s true. Had you heard that Dolby is dead?’

      Eisley paused mid-sip. ‘No, I didn’t know that.’

      Barton was now the one observing.

      ‘PC Latoya Imani was part of the team that responded to a welfare call on Wednesday. She found his body.’

      ‘I take it he wasn’t sitting peacefully in his armchair with a favourite biscuit in his hand.’

      ‘No, he’d been killed.’

      Eisley put his drink down.

      ‘I’m not sure how I feel about that. He was no friend, but he didn’t seem inherently bad.’

      ‘We’re only building a picture now, hence my coming here.’

      ‘Right. Sorry I can’t be of more help.’

      Barton suspected the man in front of him would be a wily poker player, but he had a few jokers of his own up his sleeve.

      ‘Tucker was Imani’s partner the day Dolby was discovered.’

      Eisley’s tongue poked between his lips as he tried to wrap his head around the revelation. ‘That’s quite a coincidence. Or maybe it wasn’t one at all.’

      Barton could tell the retired sergeant hadn’t lost his skills.

      ‘As I said, early days. Do you mind telling me something?’

      ‘I’ll do my best,’ came the reply after a slight pause.

      ‘Have you been anywhere today?’

      The wait for a response stretched out.

      ‘Do I need a solicitor to answer that?’

      ‘Only if he can tell me where you’ve been.’

      Eisley almost smiled. ‘I went to Peterborough first thing. Last-minute shopping up at Serpentine Green.’

      ‘Hampton.’

      ‘Yes, I had to pick up a turkey from M&S, did some browsing, popped into Next, grabbed some things from Tesco, had a bite to eat at McDonald’s, read the paper, got stuck trying to get out of the car park. It was a draining shift. Christmas, you know how it is. I hadn’t been back long when you arrived.’

      Those shops were about two miles from Crown Lakes as the crow flies. Barton took out his notebook and wrote the retailers’ names down. An invisible pressure built in the room.

      His host abruptly broke the silence. ‘Why do you ask?’

      ‘It seems Tucker died this morning,’ he said to gauge the reaction, even though it wasn’t necessarily true.

      Perhaps trying to mask his tension, Eisley picked up his cup again, only for it to slip from his fingers. He stared as the liquid spread into the carpet.

      ‘Murdered?’

      ‘Possible suicide.’

      ‘That’s terrible to hear. What a shame.’ He stood and shouted, ‘Becky, have you got a cloth?’

      Barton’s gaze shifted to the doorway. Eisley’s wife was there instantly, too fast for someone who hadn’t been eavesdropping. Her eyes were hard, perhaps searching his for what he’d already figured out.

      ‘Mick, you are clumsy. I was just about to ask if you wanted a hot-cross bun.’

      ‘Do you mean a mince pie, honey?’

      ‘Silly me, of course. That was a clue on the crossword I was doing.’

      Becky rushed away and returned with a tea towel and a spray cleaner. She crouched and rubbed at the spill.

      Was there a new rigidity in her shoulders, or was it just from effort?

      Barton rose from his seat, knees creaking. ‘That’s very kind, but I’d better get going. I can find my own way.’

      Eisley’s face had lost all expression, but his eyes were blinking. ‘No, I’ll see you out.’

      The two men shook hands at the door, Eisley’s grip less solid than it had been. Becky came and stood behind her husband. She didn’t move to shake hands this time but said goodbye, her gaze briefly holding Barton’s.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Chief Inspector.’

      ‘Yes,’ said her husband. ‘Let me know if there’s a way I can help.’

      Barton handed over his business card. ‘I will do. Give me a ring if you hear anything. That goes for both of you.’

      He skirted past the Mitsubishi Lancer on the drive, deliberately resting his hand on the bonnet as he passed by. The metal was cold but then the snow was billowing down again.

      He turned around when he reached the kerb and waved at the couple, who were still standing at the door. They shifted their weight uneasily, their bodies already angled back towards the dark of the house.

      He clambered into his 4 x 4. Before he left, he took down the registration of Eisley’s car. Something wasn’t right, and both husband and wife were in on it.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            40

          

          DC MALIK

        

      

    

    
      Malik waited until Minton had driven them out of the compound before he contacted Barton.

      His temporary boss answered on the first ring.

      ‘Afternoon, Malik. Great timing.’

      ‘Great, you’re finished with Eisley.’

      ‘Yes. Put me on speaker and I’ll tell you how it went. Have you set off?’

      ‘Yes. We checked the forecast and booked out a 4 x 4.’

      ‘Okay, take your time. The roads are terrible in Lincolnshire. I’m just leaving Eisley’s house, and it looks like we’re going to get blizzard conditions. There won’t be much progress at Crown Lakes today, and I’m not hopeful for tomorrow, either.’

      ‘Right. We’re listening. What did he say?’

      After hearing Barton’s comments, Malik massaged his temples.

      ‘So, there are discrepancies between Eisley’s version and the one Tucker told to Grazioli.’

      ‘Yes, and I get the feeling nobody’s being completely honest.’

      ‘This Imani angle feels odd,’ noted Malik. ‘Are we saying that Dolby fled to Cambridgeshire, but he’s now been taken out for the crimes he committed against PC Latoya Imani’s older sister? Does that mean Latoya killed him?’

      Barton doubted it would be that straightforward.

      ‘We need to deliberate before we act. I would say it’s unlikely Latoya was responsible, then somehow arranged for her and Tucker to be the officers to discover the scene.’

      ‘Unlikely but not impossible,’ countered Malik. ‘Remember, we got a letter of unspecified origin. Imani, or Tucker for that matter, would have known they were on shift that day and also aware they’d be working south of the city.’

      ‘They could have been on any number of other call-outs, and what would they have to gain from being at the murder scene?’

      Malik was about to nod his head, then stopped himself. ‘Perhaps to mess around with forensics. Let’s face it, whoever tortured Dolby is clearly not acting normally. At the very least, they’re capable of unhinged behaviour.’

      ‘We should use our car journeys to get our heads around the implications of all this. I’ll run things through with Leicester at the hospital at four, but you guys might not be back until late. We’ll need to prepare for how we approach PC Imani. I’ll discuss it with Troughton first, possibly HR. Whether she’s involved or not, it’s an incredibly delicate matter.’

      Minton piped up. ‘If she is implicated, it will be national news.’

      ‘Exactly,’ replied Barton, ‘although I reckon it’ll end up going viral one way or another. Troughton’s desperately trying to keep a lid on it. Another issue is whether the possible attack on Tucker is connected somehow to Dolby’s death in Folksworth. We’ll speak to Imani tomorrow, but let’s see how you get on with Dolby’s ex-wife, and maybe Tucker will give us the truth now, assuming he survives. Grazioli should be at A & E too. He might shed some light on all of this.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan. Why did Eisley put you on alert?’

      ‘I sensed something was wrong but didn’t pick up on any obvious slips. I’m going to send you his vehicle registration. Eisley told me he was shopping all morning at Serpentine Green. Ask one of the other teams to look into it. They can request camera footage and at least confirm if he was there. It seems he went all over the centre, so I’ll give you the businesses he claimed to have visited, too.’

      ‘Got it. We’ll be in touch after hopefully speaking to Caroline Sweet.’

      Malik cut the call and peered through the windscreen. The weather was turning savage. A dense blanket of snow clouds had choked the remaining light, and the roads were disappearing beneath a chaotic, horizontal onslaught of white. The wipers struggled against the mounting weight, and the 4 x 4 bucked as the wind slammed into its side across the open flats. Every landmark had been erased, leaving only the hypnotic swirl of the gale and the dim, flickering glow of the headlights reflecting off the haze.

      When they eventually arrived at the address in Boston, the house was nearly invisible, huddling against the brunt of the storm. A thick crust of frozen white caked the window frames, and a small, car-shaped mound sat on the driveway, its details smoothed over by the drift. The only sign of life was a plume of steam racing from the chimney, snatched away instantly by the wind.

      Minton parked, and they fought the stiff breeze to reach the porch. The woman who answered was the right age, her expression pleasant and welcoming. Minton showed her warrant card.

      ‘DCs Minton and Malik. Are you Caroline Archer, formerly Sweet?’

      The lady grinned. ‘I am.’

      ‘And, at one point, Dolby?’

      Caroline recoiled from the door as the name struck like a punch. The smile she wore dropped to the floor. Her hand flew to her mouth, stifling a sudden, sharp gasp of shock. Malik hadn’t expected such a visceral reaction after all this time, although she recovered with surprising speed.

      ‘Please, come in. You must be freezing. Let me make a cup of tea while I calm down a bit. I haven’t heard anyone mention him in a long time.’

      ‘I’d love a cuppa. How about I do it for you?’ Minton suggested gently.

      ‘No, it’s okay. I’m fine, honestly. What has he done now?’

      Minton walked behind her as they moved into the warmth. ‘Let’s have that drink and take a seat first.’

      Five minutes later, they settled in a cosy lounge. A log burner belched out heat, and the walls were adorned with countless decorations. The Christmas tree was laden with a lifetime’s collection of baubles. Caroline caught Malik peering at them.

      ‘It’s all the stuff from my boys when they were at school. The pieces are getting a bit battered, but I love them.’ She pointed at a photo of two strapping young men with her beaming between them. ‘Twins. Both nearly thirty now, which is hard to believe.’

      Her features collapsed as she no doubt realised the police wouldn’t make social calls in this kind of weather. ‘Is he dead?’

      ‘I’m afraid so,’ Malik said quietly. ‘He was found at his home and his passing wasn’t from natural causes.’

      Caroline wrung her hands, her gaze shifting from officer to officer before settling on her lap. She let out a lengthy sigh.

      ‘I should start at the beginning.’
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      After taking a few seconds to steady herself, Caroline began.

      ‘We were young and met at a local nightclub, fell in love and moved in together. It was a bit of a whirlwind, but we were happy. We got married, planned for me to get pregnant and for him to make sergeant, but neither happened, and the cracks started to appear. Then he did that silly thing.’

      Malik nodded at her.

      ‘It’s called abuse of a position of trust, even if the act was consensual. It’s a serious offence.’

      ‘Yes, I’m not belittling it, but the thought process for a man in his early twenties wouldn’t have been deep. We were struggling, functional sex once or twice a month, and he was having a terrible time at work.’

      ‘In what way?’ Minton asked.

      ‘He was often working with an officer named Tucker. I used to refer to him as the lazy pig, though he was pleasant enough at first. They both wanted to be sergeants and were competitive. One day, at a house where a wealthy guy had fallen down his stairs and died, Clive caught Tucker with the dead man’s wallet in his hand. Procedure was to wait for CID.’

      ‘Did your ex challenge him?’

      ‘Yes, he asked what he was doing, and Tucker replied that he was searching for ID. He apologised and claimed he wasn’t thinking. Clive hated him after that and was suspicious. He read the report afterwards, which stated the wallet was empty. The guy drove a BMW 7 Series. They were fifty thousand pounds back then. What were the chances of him having no money?’

      ‘It’s possible,’ Malik said, ‘but unlikely.’

      ‘There had been other things,’ Caroline continued. ‘Missing jewellery at a robbery. Clive had a quiet word with his sergeant, who asked if he had any proof. He didn’t. Somehow, Tucker guessed that Clive had grassed on him. After that, the bullying started. Others joined in. Clive was at a very low ebb when he got involved with that girl.’

      Minton’s brow knitted. ‘It sounds like you’ve forgiven him.’

      A single tear trickled down Caroline’s cheek. ‘I have now, but I didn’t at the time. I threw him out, and he disappeared. I was swept up in the drama of his confession. It never made the news, and, as far as I know, he was never charged. He denied it to the discipline department, and the only witness was dead, but Tucker ensured the word spread that Clive was probably lying and therefore not to be trusted.’

      Malik could see the strategy. If Dolby had witnessed Tucker’s corruption, forcing him out of the station was the perfect result.

      ‘I couldn’t bring myself to stay in our home. Even with Clive letting me keep the equity, I just needed to get away, so I moved back to my folks’ house,’ Caroline said with a wistful expression. ‘I met someone nice not long after. I was all over the place and hadn’t been taking my pill properly. Before I knew it, I had twins. Life moved on. Clive and I communicated only through solicitors. Once the divorce was over, I never heard from him again.’

      Minton leaned forward. ‘It sounds as if you were spitting bullets when it happened. What’s changed your feelings?’

      Caroline’s eyes slipped to the photograph she’d pointed out earlier. ‘You know how they say history repeats itself?’

      Minton smiled. ‘Yes.’

      ‘One of my twins is a gentle lad. He’s kind, but he didn’t get much interest from girls. At university, he went to a house party and comforted a student who was upset. She encouraged him to have sex with her but, afterwards, she told a friend she was too drunk to have consented and couldn’t remember anything. The dean got involved. My boy was arrested and rang me in tears.’

      Malik imagined the weight of that call for any mother, let alone one with her history.

      ‘A few days later, when the girl gave a statement, her memory began to return,’ Caroline explained. ‘Another pal reminded her about an earlier encounter with her ex-boyfriend, and, piece by piece, she recalled the truth that she’d propositioned my son to make herself feel better and get back at her ex. When the charges were dropped, I felt so relieved. Apparently, she had begged him, and in a moment of weakness, even though he suspected it was a bad idea, he went ahead. He was young and horny. His words.’

      ‘And is that what you think happened with Clive?’

      ‘Yes, although his old sergeant, a man called Mick, came to see me afterwards. I got the impression he thought there was more to it. He asked where Clive was, but I was rude to him and just said he was out. I didn’t know where he’d vanished to, but I suspected he’d gone to his parents’ place.’

      Minton moved the conversation along. ‘Was Clive angry or apologetic after the incident?’

      ‘He was so sad and mortified. He blamed himself for the girl’s death. I mean, that’s crazy, isn’t it?’

      Minton ignored the question. ‘I noticed your photographs haven’t got a man in them. Did your second marriage not work out?’

      Caroline smiled warmly. ‘Les was a lovely bloke, but I was on the rebound and he wasn’t long out of a relationship either. We shared twenty happy years and raised our sons. When they left home, he gently told me he wanted a little more. Perhaps someone whose need for him was greater than mine. I let him go because he was right.’

      ‘Are you on good terms?’

      ‘Very. I see him every Christmas. We have our first grandchild now. Occasionally, I’ve thought of Clive, especially at this time of year. I’ve begun to wonder, what if, you know? If I had been more supportive. A few years ago, I even considered searching for him, but his parents are likely dead. It’s funny, in the beginning, I believed I’d had a lucky escape, but actually I found myself caught in a different web.’

      Malik’s interest sharpened at the mention of a web, but Caroline’s gaze was distant. She abruptly stood.

      ‘I’ve got carol singing tonight. I’m not sure if it’s the worst night for it or the best. I suppose they’ll probably cancel.’

      At the door, as Minton trudged back down the path, Malik paused to get confirmation before he left.

      ‘In a nutshell, your first husband was fundamentally a decent person who made one mistake.’

      ‘Yes. When I remember how terrible he felt, I know he’d never have done it again. I don’t think it’s fair to be judged on a single error, do you?’

      Malik had no idea how to answer, so he just held up his hand in a silent parting.

      ‘It is the season of forgiveness,’ she added.

      ‘I suppose it is.’

      ‘I can’t believe he’s dead,’ Caroline mumbled. ‘A part of me thought we’d meet in the future. Can you at least tell me what he did with his life? Did he remarry? Have kids?’

      Malik gave her a small, gentle comfort.

      ‘I would say he spent the rest of his life making amends.’
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      Barton checked his watch as he slowed for another tailback. This time he was at least on the parkway, having made it back into Peterborough, although it was reduced to a single lane. It would be touch and go whether he reached the hospital by four to meet Leicester. It had been an arduous journey, even in his Land Rover, requiring intense concentration every yard of the way.

      Up ahead, steam began to belch out of the bonnet of an old Renault Laguna, and it slowed to a stop. Three young men climbed out to push the vehicle off the road. One of them stared up as though the gods were against him, which made Barton think of Zelensky, who would be feeling the same way. He remembered that he hadn’t rung her and put the call through.

      ‘Hello, sir.’

      She must have kept his number in her contacts, despite having left his department.

      ‘Hi, Maria. I’m just calling to ask how you’re getting on.’

      ‘Do you mean after my ex got suspended on suspicion of theft and misconduct in public office?’

      ‘And to wish you a Happy Christmas,’ Barton added.

      Zelensky wasn’t one for small talk. ‘Same to you, sir. Look, I’m fine. I said the same thing to Zander when he called. Hoffman and I were over anyway. I did ring him to see if he was okay.’

      ‘Hoffman’s going to feel extremely isolated and vulnerable right now, regardless of whether he stole the items or not.’

      An uncharacteristic pause followed.

      ‘Yes, I’m concerned as well,’ she eventually replied. ‘Multiple allegations were thrown at him, which he denied. Bradshaw said to strongly consider his actions. At one on Monday, Hoffman has to attend HQ in Huntingdon and give his response. He reckons they have no evidence, but we all know what Bradshaw is like.’

      ‘Yes, he’s a creature of the night. He’ll have kept something back.’ Barton had to ask. ‘Do you think Hoffman is guilty?’

      A dull, muffled sound came from her end.

      ‘I need to go. My food’s arrived. I’ll pop over to see him soon and make sure he’s all right.’

      The line went dead and Barton frowned as he pulled his phone away from his ear. It was kind of her to check on Hoffman, seeing as they’d broken up, but Barton’s suspicions were raised. It hadn’t sounded as though she was in a restaurant or at home waiting for a delivery. The distinct hum of a car’s engine had rumbled past in the background.

      Barton would call her again tomorrow. Perhaps this time she would answer his question about whether Hoffman committed the crimes he was accused of.

      And he sincerely hoped she wouldn’t lie.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

          DCI BARTON

        

      

    

    
      The traffic began to crawl again. The three lads were stamping their feet beside their stranded car, so he slowed and wound down his window. Cold air rushed in, keen and frigid.

      ‘Having trouble?’ Barton called out.

      The youth closest to the vehicle approached the window, his breath blooming in thick white clouds. ‘Our mum’s in hospital and she hasn’t got long left. Don’t suppose you could drop us off in your nice, big, warm-looking car?’

      Barton pulled a face, then shrugged. ‘I guess so, seeing as it’s nearly Christmas.’

      The boys all piled into the back, which made Barton chuckle. The youngest appeared to be late teens. He rubbed his hands together with utter relief as the heater blasted out hot air.

      ‘Thank you, thank you. We really appreciate it,’ he said. ‘We’d have had to walk, and my phone told me it was still a mile and a half.’

      ‘That sounds about right.’

      ‘Well, you’re a kind man.’

      ‘Yep, my roof will be buckling under Santa’s sleigh when he comes to my house this year,’ Barton joked. ‘To be honest, I was heading to the hospital anyway.’

      He dropped the appreciative young men off at the main entrance, then drove around to park near the department where the two officers from the lake would have been taken.

      Peterborough City Hospital was manic as usual. Even though the weather reduced the number of high-speed car accidents, and people generally didn’t attend A & E for minor sprains and colds in a blizzard, cases of pneumonia and slips on the ice jumped, particularly among the elderly.

      Barton showed his warrant card at Reception and asked for the location of the two officers. Grazioli was in a nearby observation room, whereas Tucker remained in the resuscitation ward. Leicester hadn’t arrived yet, so Barton went to check on Graz first.

      He found a nurse to escort him. Grazioli was connected to several monitors. He lay motionless, chest rising and falling in the slow cadence of deep sleep.

      ‘He’s stable and resting,’ she whispered. ‘He should be fine.’

      ‘Probably best not to wake him,’ Barton agreed.

      ‘He was full of bravado when he arrived, but he started to shiver violently. He’ll be exhausted. Can it wait until the morning?’

      Barton pondered that for a moment. ‘It can.’

      Stepping into the corridor, Barton checked his phone. Leicester still hadn’t appeared, so he gave him a call.

      ‘Afternoon, sir,’ Leicester said, his voice crackling over the line. ‘I’m stuck in traffic and should probably turn back. It’s chaos out here.’

      ‘Fair enough. Grazioli’s resting anyway. We’ll come back tomorrow.’ Barton remembered his cinema trip in the morning. Holly would not be pleased if he bailed on that. ‘I’ll meet you here inside the entrance at twelve. Minton and Malik are going to be delayed returning tonight, so get yourself home. We’ll visit PC Imani after we’ve seen Grazioli.’

      ‘Malik told me about the Imani connection. That’s a surprise.’

      ‘Yes, another one.’

      ‘How is Tucker?’

      The same nurse passed Barton again, so he caught her eye. ‘The other officer who came in with Grazioli. Do you know how he’s getting on?’

      She abruptly stopped. Her expression shifted from professional busyness to one of quiet compassion.

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ she replied. ‘I thought you knew. He was DOA.’
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      Despite staying up late the previous evening to input his notes, Barton felt refreshed as it approached lunchtime the next day. He owed his recovery to the reclining seats at the Showcase Cinema. Apart from Luke elbowing him for snoring, he’d slept right through what he called a cartoon but his son insisted was an animated movie. A rapid KFC stop had followed, then he’d dropped the boys at home before heading back into the fray. Holly had already left for the café, which wasn’t usually open on a Sunday.

      The world outside looked transformed. The heavy, oppressive grey of the snowstorm had finally broken, replaced by a brilliant, biting cold and a sky of startling blue. The sun sat low and sharp on the horizon, turning last night’s drifts into a glittering, crystalline crust that crunched beneath the Land Rover’s tyres. It was a beautiful afternoon, though the temperature remained just below freezing.

      Barton drove onto the hospital grounds and parked. DS Leicester stood waiting at the main entrance, breath steaming. They exchanged minimal pleasantries and headed inside to find PC Grazioli out of bed and getting dressed.

      He raised his eyes as they entered.

      ‘The doctor wasn’t keen on me leaving, but he’s relented. All my vitals are okay, although he signed me off for a week to stay home, crank up the boiler and rest. Said I seemed in reasonable nick for a man my age, which I’ll take as a compliment.’

      Barton laughed. ‘Let’s hope he’s right. Do you know DS Leicester?’

      ‘Not by name, but I’ve seen him around.’ Grazioli’s face fell. ‘I assume you’ve heard about Tucker.’

      ‘Yeah, terrible news. Has anyone contacted his ex-wife?’

      ‘They only informed me this morning. I’ll speak to her this afternoon even if somebody here has. I’ve got her number. She deserves to be told how it happened.’

      Barton couldn’t help wondering why Grazioli had Tucker’s wife’s phone number but let it slide for now.

      ‘We need a statement from you, Graz, especially considering the incident is part of a murder inquiry.’

      Grazioli huffed out a breath. ‘I suppose so. It’s been a mad couple of days.’

      He was a police officer, so he knew the level of detail required. Once he had finished running through a more thorough version of the events at the lake, Barton pressed him.

      ‘Did he give you a hint as to who pushed him?’

      ‘I was trying to keep him talking and asked numerous times. He might have said old or cold, but then nothing else.’

      Barton spoke as Leicester’s pen sprang to life. ‘We’ve been hearing sightings of old men near the Folksworth bungalow. Did you see anyone?’

      ‘Apart from the jogger who heard Tucker’s splash, I walked past someone a little earlier than that. An older bloke. Dark clothes, average height, dark scarf. All I remember is his eyes. Full of regret. Must have been wishing he was on his sofa with the fire blazing.’

      Grazioli gave a short laugh, but Barton didn’t join in.

      ‘What do you reckon, Graz? Suicide or a push?’

      ‘Why would he say push if it wasn’t one?’

      ‘You tell me. Did he have any enemies?’

      ‘None I can think of. He had got a bit slack lately, rubbed people up the wrong way, borrowed money, but nothing that would cause someone to follow him and launch him into a lake.’

      Grazioli scratched his chin.

      ‘What is it?’ asked Barton.

      ‘If he was shoved down the bank, it would be a nasty thing to do, but there would be no guarantee he’d fall in, and certainly none of him dying. Maybe it was an argument. Perhaps Tito shouted at the wrong person.’

      ‘It’d have to be a strong pensioner to shunt Tucker into the drink.’

      ‘True. Did you talk to Mick Eisley?’

      Barton had debated how much to reveal so he offered a partial truth. ‘Yes. He mentioned that he hadn’t seen Tucker in years. There were rumours when he worked in Lincolnshire that he couldn’t be trusted. Possibly even taking things from crime scenes.’

      Grazioli’s eyes shifted to the left before he answered.

      ‘I’ve never heard anything like that.’

      Barton made a mental note to have the team dig deeper into those rumours. It wasn’t unheard of for an officer to feign ignorance about a colleague’s corruption.

      ‘Eisley told us about the man who died in Folksworth, too,’ Barton continued. ‘His story was a touch different from yours.’

      ‘Look, John. Everything I know about Dolby was from Tucker.’

      ‘Well, the coroner declared an open verdict thirty-odd years ago on the girl who drowned, so that’s where we are. I’ll ask again. Gut feeling. Was Tucker’s death an unfortunate accident? Or was it suicide or a push?’

      He left the last word hanging, but Grazioli remained non-plussed.

      ‘I don’t think Tucker would have killed himself, but I guess we’ll never know, short of finding a note in his belongings.’

      ‘Two drownings, two similar incidents,’ Barton observed.

      ‘Thirty years apart, though. That’s not a pattern.’

      Barton paused for impact. ‘Back then, the deceased girl’s name was Grace Imani.’

      Grazioli shrugged, then his brow furrowed into a scowl. ‘Not related to Latoya?’

      Barton nodded. ‘Grace was her older sister.’

      The cogs in Grazioli’s head were almost audible as they turned. ‘That’s crazy. Latoya found the body of the person who caused her sister to take her own life.’

      ‘As I said, it was an open verdict.’

      ‘That is freaky. Did Latoya know Dolby lived there?’

      ‘I don’t think so. Turns out Tucker worked with Dolby in Lincolnshire before he moved to Cambridgeshire.’

      ‘He told me it was before his time.’ Any levity from Grazioli evaporated. ‘What are you trying to say? That PC Imani killed Dolby? Or she pushed Tucker?’

      ‘I’m not saying anything yet, but it’s all connected. That can’t be good.’

      ‘You’re damn right,’ Grazioli agreed. ‘And there’s Bradshaw and Fisk sniffing around. In light of what’s happened, that’s a really strange link as well.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I don’t know if they’re still together, but Stephen Fisk and Latoya Imani used to date.’
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      Barton ran a hand over his bald head, absorbing the information. ‘When?’

      ‘I’m not certain, but maybe a year ago,’ Grazioli replied.

      ‘Okay, well, you take it easy on your week off. Where do you live now?’

      ‘In my dad’s dated place in Bourne. I think I told you that I came back to work here and help look after him. He grew frail, and a stroke took him. Not a bad way to go, but it’s strange living there among the remains of someone’s life. It can make you maudlin, thinking of them choosing and buying everything. It feels like I’m already one foot in the grave in a bungalow in my fifties.’

      Grazioli looked Barton in the eye for the first time since he’d arrived. ‘Cherish your family, John. The days can be long when they’re gone.’

      Barton considered whether to invite him for Christmas Day. Holly loved having waifs and strays over to add to the mix, but something stayed his tongue. He recalled Grazioli having been a sergeant in the past. ‘Didn’t you get promoted before you moved down south?’

      ‘Yeah, I held the position for eight years. I was working for Hampshire Police when a couple of men under me strayed from the righteous path. One nicked some alcohol, the other kept visiting a female who’d reported a street robbery.’

      ‘Not underage?’

      ‘No, nothing like that. She was pretty, and his advances were welcome. I took my eye off the ball for a bit, that’s all.’

      ‘Well, a new year often brings changes. I’ll get in touch with you soon.’

      ‘Yeah. You know, Tito and I fished at that lake when we first met…’ Grazioli said, his voice trailing off. ‘Cracked a few tinnies, didn’t catch much, but they were simple, happy times. When I leave the force, I’m going to spend time there again. Perhaps fish and take long walks. Finish my days in nature.’

      ‘Sounds good. Life certainly gets more complicated.’

      Barton reached out and shook hands with Grazioli. He noted Leicester merely gave the man a nod as they left. He hadn’t said a word since they entered the room.

      Barton marched from the hospital, already determined to check on both Tucker’s and Grazioli’s histories.

      ‘Where’s your car, Leicester?’

      ‘Lily dropped me off. She was heading to give your wife a hand at the café. Tommy’s very excited for later, as am I.’

      Barton frowned at the cheeky comment, having told his sergeant about what was happening, but he didn’t mind. Someone had to dress up, and he was well used to being the butt of most jokes in his own house.

      ‘Right, we’ll visit Imani, then I can drop you at Holly’s café before I go home to change.’

      ‘Okay.’ Leicester seemed distracted for a moment, then blurted out the news he’d clearly been holding back. ‘There’s some exciting news I have to tell you, sir. Lily’s pregnant.’

      Barton couldn’t quite describe his relationship with the man next to him. He was a quiet, dependable type, who’d been coming to the house on Christmas Day for years, but he still called Barton sir. Last year, in early December, Barton and Holly had taken a local girl, Lily, and her baby under their wing after she found herself struggling. Leicester and Lily had fallen in love while pulling a cracker. In fact, that was a similar phrase to the one a tipsy Mortis had used as he’d said goodbye to the lad that day.

      ‘That’s wonderful news. I must say though, it’s not even been a year. You youngsters don’t hang around.’

      ‘I’ll be forty before I know it.’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose. Well, congratulations. I’m really happy for you both.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Right, what did you think of Grazioli?’

      Leicester waited until Barton had navigated the traffic lights out of the hospital grounds before he replied. ‘While he isn’t exactly scared, he is concerned. Worried, even.’

      ‘Why do you think that?’

      ‘It’s his demeanour. He’s not concentrating, he’s distracted by something.’

      ‘One of his colleagues has died.’

      ‘I know. But I reckon there’s more to it than that. Just a feeling. Call it the Leicester belly.’

      ‘We’ll be calling it the Leicester love handles when that second kid comes along,’ Barton quipped.

      They both laughed, but the sound faded as they contemplated the same question. What were they missing?
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      Barton drove swiftly to Hampton Vale, which at one point was the fastest growing housing estate in Europe. He found PC Latoya Imani’s terraced property opposite the school. Under a weak sun and a blue sky, the location felt peaceful, but it was a part of Hampton that attracted trouble.

      Imani pulled open the door with bright eyes, but the light in them vanished the moment she recognised a senior rank.

      ‘Good afternoon, sir. How can I help you?’

      ‘Hi, Latoya. Forgive me for getting straight to the point but I’ve been checking various angles in this murder investigation and unfortunately there’s been another incident. We want to ask you about Tucker’s behaviour over the last few months. It seems he was struggling with relationships, and perhaps with money.’

      Imani’s gaze flicked from Barton to Leicester. ‘You’d better come in.’

      They stepped into what he guessed would be a two-bedroom property. It was smallish but not tiny, with an air of homely clutter. The temperature was a little cool, which Barton guessed was the result of the smart meter being watched. A young girl, about eight years old, was wearing a fleece gilet over a jumper while playing on the rug.

      Faded furniture filled the room, and a bookshelf was crammed with stuffed toys and books. However, a beautiful wooden table dominated the dining area, suggesting that, while money was tight, Imani valued quality. The walls featured family photos and crayon drawings mixed with framed paintings, making the home feel lived in and cared for. Barton noted the lack of a man’s presence; no large shoes sat with the others, and no heavy jackets hung from the hooks.

      Imani signalled for them to sit. ‘Would you like tea or coffee?’

      ‘No, thank you,’ replied Barton. ‘I’m aware it’s the weekend and you’re off shift. Leicester will take some notes, then we’ll get out of your hair.’

      The younger man took a pen from his pocket. ‘Have you heard what happened to Sergeant Tucker?’

      ‘Nope. My girl doesn’t see a lot of me most weeks, so when it’s our time, I turn off the world. That includes my phone and the TV.’

      ‘He fell into a lake yesterday.’

      Imani, who had remained standing, perched on the edge of the single armchair. ‘Is he okay?’

      Leicester’s tone lowered.

      ‘I’m afraid he didn’t make it.’

      Imani ran her hands through her hair, lips drawn back. ‘That’s terrible. Suicide or an accident?’

      ‘We don’t know.’

      Her focus moved to her oblivious daughter, who was counting a collection of dolls in a sing-song voice.

      Imani grimaced. ‘Right. Well, I can tell you he wasn’t at his best of late, far from it. He did ask to borrow twenty pounds from me recently to pay for lunch. I said no.’

      ‘You were unwilling to help another officer out?’ Barton asked.

      ‘You don’t need that much to buy a sandwich. I would have given him a tenner, but he didn’t try to persuade me. It was as though he expected me to refuse.’

      Barton made a snap judgement. He’d been wondering whether Imani might have been involved in what happened to Clive Dolby, but he strongly suspected this wasn’t a woman who would risk upending her child’s life.

      ‘It must be tough coping with your job and being a single parent.’

      She held his gaze. ‘The logistics aren’t too bad. My mum is amazing. She lives next door, and, in effect, we raise her together. I feel guilty about missing so much, but being a police officer is incredibly important to me.’

      ‘Is that because of what happened to your sister?’

      Imani’s eyes turned flinty. ‘How do you know about that?’

      ‘It has come up in our investigation into the man in the bungalow in Folksworth. Mark Smith.’

      ‘Mark Smith,’ she repeated.

      ‘Yes, but his name was actually Clive Dolby.’

      Imani’s reaction was swift. A trembling hand flew to her mouth, and her shoulders dipped at the revelation. Yet Barton, watching closely, sensed a marginally later flicker of connection in her eyes, suggesting the news was a terrible shock, but perhaps not a complete surprise.
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      Barton remained seated as Imani rose and paced the lounge. The professional mask of the police officer was momentarily cast aside for the instincts of a mother. She took her little girl’s hand and crouched, her voice softening.

      ‘Nanny wants help with the Sunday roast, please, Abigail. You’d make a great assistant chef.’

      The child beamed at her, clutching a worn teddy bear. ‘Rupert can stir the gravy.’

      A tight, fleeting smile touched Imani’s face. She held up a single finger towards Barton, mouthed one minute, then took her daughter’s hand and guided her outside. The door clicked shut, but she returned quickly and dropped into the chair opposite the detectives with a deep exhale.

      ‘My parents downsized and bought two houses here, next to each other. I’ve been very lucky to have such incredible support. Now, perhaps you’d better explain,’ she said, her voice swiftly becoming hard and brittle.

      Taking stock of her posture, Barton noted the clinical detachment coppers used to survive the job. She would listen calmly. Any trauma or distress would come later.

      He gently explained. ‘It seems that, after your sister’s death, Clive Dolby left the force and moved to Cambridgeshire. He lived a quiet, solitary life in Folksworth with his parents. There doesn’t seem to be much more to it than that until he was murdered and you discovered the body. It’s quite a coincidence, Latoya.’

      Imani shook her head in denial.

      ‘It’s more than that; it’s insane. I’ll admit I wondered where he went as I got older, but I was just a kid when it happened. Grace was an enigma to me, or perhaps more like a storm cloud that hung over our house.’

      The reaction wasn’t what Barton had foreseen. He’d expected a simmering thirst for revenge but found only a weary detachment. ‘You don’t seem as angry as I anticipated, given the history.’

      Imani lurched from her seat and began wandering the room again. She seemed to think better on her feet. ‘I barely remember her. Not as a sister, anyway. That might sound strange, since I was around my daughter’s age at the time, but Grace had already fallen off the rails by then.’

      ‘How do you know that, if your memory of her is patchy?’

      ‘My mum told me. When I hit my teens, I was full of questions and directed my temper at anyone in authority. My parents were the ones who explained that her death was complicated. They were convinced she would have been diagnosed with a personality disorder nowadays.’

      ‘Not a mood disorder?’ Barton pressed.

      ‘Something like bipolar wouldn’t fit,’ she replied. ‘Mum said Grace hit puberty and changed overnight. She wanted the parties, the men, the drink, and she ignored any kind of curfew. There were no swings back to being an obedient girl. The shift was permanent. Dolby’s actions were inexcusable, but my father saw the incident as just the latest disaster in her long, tragic history.’

      Barton considered the impact such a child would have on a family. ‘I presume their attitude helped you deal with it. Maybe it explains why you joined the force.’

      ‘I wanted to work with troubled kids, but there were no paying jobs without experience. I realised the police often dealt with the fallout of wayward children, so I thought I could do more as a PC.’ She paused, her gaze sharpening. ‘I assume he did something else? Something recently?’

      Barton held out his hands. ‘We honestly don’t know. My impression is that he was a man who paid many times over for one terrible decision. He seems to have spent the years trying to make up for it, mostly by giving a large percentage of his money to charity, but his life is a closed book. We haven’t broken into his phone yet, nor found anyone who knew him well.’

      Massaging her forehead, Imani studied the floor. ‘But why kill him in that way? Why so much hate?’

      ‘We’re not sure. Look, if we have nothing obvious to go on, then what happened to your sister is where we’ll have to start. Is there anything you want to tell me?’

      The silence became absolute. Imani slowly dropped her hands into her lap. ‘Like what?’

      ‘Whatever’s on your mind.’

      ‘No.’

      Knowing about her past with DC Fisk, Barton chose to keep that card close to his chest for now. That connection might be why she was being so cagey. He let the quiet in the room linger, a classic tactic to see who would blink first.

      Leicester applied a touch more pressure, his voice calm but firm. ‘It’s vital you tell us everything, Latoya. Even the smallest detail could be the thing that closes this case.’

      Barton gave a slow, deliberate nod. ‘Tucker worked with Dolby in Lincolnshire. Did you know that?’

      Teeth bared in a sudden flash of aggression, Imani snapped. ‘What are you saying? That he did it, then somehow dragged me along to discover the body?’

      Neither of the detectives moved. They simply observed, letting her adrenaline do the work. Finally, the fight drained away.

      ‘Okay. Okay,’ she mumbled, her shoulders slumping forwards. ‘I received a note.’
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      Barton took the small piece of paper from Imani. She had put it in a clear sandwich bag. One side was entirely blank. On the reverse, five words were written in the same scratchy, deliberate style as the message they’d previously received from a concerned neighbour in Folksworth.

      He read it aloud.

      ‘“Clive Dolby is still around.”’

      ‘That’s it,’ Imani confirmed.

      ‘When did you receive this?’

      ‘About a year ago.’

      ‘How did you respond when it arrived?’

      Imani’s eyes fixed on the bag. ‘I thought it was bizarre at first. Then I worried the message was from Dolby himself, like some nutter talking about himself in the third person. My mum persuaded me to ignore it. Grace was extremely troubled shortly before she died. She’d apparently told social services that her bedroom door locked from the outside and there was never any food at home. When they visited, they only stayed for twenty minutes because she was obviously lying.’

      Leicester jumped into the conversation. ‘You weren’t curious?’

      ‘Of course I was. I’d have liked to ask him why he did such a terrible thing.’

      Barton experienced a ripple of confusion. ‘How do you know he did anything? I thought no charges were brought.’

      ‘A man came to the house many years later when I was out,’ she replied quietly. ‘He told my parents what he suspected really happened.’

      ‘That Dolby forced himself on your sister?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Barton guessed it was Eisley. ‘Who was it?’

      ‘As I said, I wasn’t in.’

      ‘Description?’

      Imani shook her head.

      ‘And you had no idea that the man in that bungalow was Clive Dolby?’

      ‘No, I’ve never seen a picture of his face – not that it would have helped. You saw the state of the body. I tried a search on Facebook once, but there was nothing there. I left it at that, knowing obsessing would be unhealthy. Honestly, I don’t even go to the garden of remembrance where her ashes were scattered like my parents did for years.’

      Barton wondered if her father could have been one of the older men seen in Folksworth, although the skin tone wouldn’t have matched.

      ‘Can I speak to your dad?’

      ‘He developed kidney disease and died five years ago, but he was a forgiving man. They’d mostly put Grace’s troubles behind them and focussed on raising me.’

      ‘May I have a word with your mother?’

      ‘Not a chance. My father kept Grace’s memory alive to some degree, but my mum refuses to discuss the subject nowadays. It’s too upsetting, especially now she’s got Abigail to look after. I’d appreciate it if you don’t bother my mum, because it won’t do you any good, nor her.’

      Barton nodded. He’d stay away, unless he really had to speak to her. ‘Do you mind my asking about Abigail’s dad?’

      Imani replied quickly, as though relieved to get off the topic of her sister.

      ‘A French guy who went back to Paris because he couldn’t find decent work, but I wanted to continue living next door to my mother. He and I write to each other, that’s all. It’s simpler that way. Once in a while, he posts a cheque, and I’ll occasionally send him some photographs. Maybe one day when she’s older, we’ll visit him, or he’ll come here, but right now this is as stable as I can keep it.’

      Barton found himself drawn to the younger officer. She was level-headed and was fighting hard in difficult circumstances, so he wasn’t happy with what he was about to do. He rose from his seat and gestured to Leicester in a pretence they were finished and leaving.

      Barton paused. ‘I’m curious. Did you have a partner when you got the letter?’

      He noted Imani’s obvious tell, a rapid blink. A career in CID or Major Crimes probably wouldn’t be for her when she displayed her emotions so honestly.

      ‘What does that have to do with anything?’

      He smiled at her. ‘Probably nothing.’

      He began to leave. At the door, she called him back.

      ‘Sir! I don’t understand how you know all this, but yes, I was seeing a guy back then, and yes, we discussed it.’

      ‘And that man was Fisk.’

      ‘Right.’

      Barton left it there with so much to think about, but Leicester had one final question. He gave her an almost playful smile.

      ‘Fisk has quite a reputation for being ruthless. I wouldn’t have thought he was ideal boyfriend material, or is he secretly a pussycat outside work?’

      Imani’s jaw worked.

      ‘I can assure you he isn’t, unless you’re referring to tigers.’
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      Barton didn’t turn the engine on straight away when he returned to the car.

      ‘That last question could have blown up.’

      Leicester shrugged. ‘It was a calculated risk. I worked with Imani on a case while you were stuck at that desk job at HQ. We got friendly.’

      ‘Oh, yeah?’

      ‘Not quite that pally, but we almost went on a date. The tiger analogy actually suits her, never mind Fisk. One minute she can be playful, but you feel there’s a boundary that’s not to be crossed.’

      ‘Or you get a swipe from her claws.’

      ‘Yes, but I also found her sincere, protective of her family and hard-working. She seems the sort who’d go out of her way for those close to her. That might mean others trip over themselves to return the favour.’

      Barton looked out at the street. ‘Ah, I see. You’re saying Fisk might have taken it upon himself to get revenge for his girlfriend.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘Hmm, that thought had crossed my mind too.’

      ‘She told me back then that Tucker wound her up. His unprofessionalism and general slovenliness were probably topics of complaint when she was dating Fisk. Perhaps while they watched Nature’s Most Dangerous together.’

      Barton rolled the idea around in his head as he pulled away, before finally speaking his thoughts out loud.

      ‘It’s possible Fisk attacked Dolby, maybe even after he and Imani split up. I’d guess he’s been in his current position for five years or so, but I’ve only had brief contact with him. He complements Bradshaw well, though, with his youth and vitality.’

      ‘He played rugby to county level until a neck injury forced him to quit. I wouldn’t want to go one on one with him.’

      ‘Me neither, but we need to be careful. Imani might have made him the tip of her arrow, then dumped him.’

      ‘Maybe she tipped us off,’ Leicester suggested.

      Barton smirked at the play on words, then frowned at the implications of the afternoon’s events.

      ‘Maybe, but Major Crimes doesn’t investigate our own. If we have strong grounds for suspicion, the Independent Office for Police Conduct needs to be informed. Another force would take over the case.’

      ‘Does passing it on to IOPC count as a successful resolution?’

      Barton smiled. ‘I’d chalk it up as one.’

      He stopped outside Holly’s café, which she’d finally named Holly’s Hearth. Leicester jumped out and Barton drove home to change.

      He was adjusting the thick black belt of his outfit when Luke arrived back from his friend’s place. The boy gave his father a disgusted look.

      ‘I hope that has nothing to do with you and Mum’s special time.’

      ‘Very funny. While you’re here, I double-checked your school report and it’s bad news. Looks like you deserve droppings this year.’

      Luke’s gaze moved to Gizmo. ‘Would that be from greyhounds or reindeer?’

      Barton’s whiskers parted in a white-toothed grin. ‘Elves.’

      ‘Ugh, gross!’

      Barton set off before he combusted in the artificial material. Red-faced beneath the synthetic beard, he felt a wave of relief wash over him as a perfect parking space, surely a Christmas miracle, was vacated right outside the café. Checking his watch, he noted the time. There was a minute to spare.

      He paused for the street to clear, then lifted Gizmo out of the boot. The dog’s eyes seemed downcast in his ridiculous get-up, and the drooping antlers made him seem even more worried. Barton tugged the oversized garment to straighten it, though the gesture did little to reassure the hound.

      ‘It won’t be for long, Gizmo.’

      A sports car slowed to a crawl as it approached them. The window wound down, and a young lad leaned out.

      ‘Mate, I’d take that reindeer to see a vet.’

      Barton managed to retain his festive dignity and keep his middle fingers where they were.

      ‘Ignore him, Gizmo. You look lovely.’

      Barton grabbed the sack of presents, locked the car, then crossed the road. He pushed the café door open and the sudden warmth and heavenly smells of the cosy business assaulted him. The dog initially slammed on the anchors, but, nose twitching, his stomach drove him forwards.

      Barton took a deep, breathy gasp and managed a loud, if slightly unconvincing, ‘Ho ho ho!’ to announce the arrival of Father Christmas and his semi-reluctant companion.

      The noise from inside the café jolted him like a gust of wind. A chaotic, joyous roar of approximately fifteen kids and ten mothers filled the room, followed by a collective, ear-splitting shriek of ‘Santa’s here!’.

      Gizmo’s big eyes glanced up at him as if to say, This is your fault, but Holly dropped a home-made biscuit on the floor for him and his gripes were forgotten.

      A small grotto had been set up in the corner with a folding chair in front of it. Barton ambled over, ignoring Leicester’s wide grin, and was careful not to knock over the kids attempting to cling to his legs. He took his seat and settled into the role by asking in a booming voice, ‘Are there any good children here?’

      Another roar erupted as a volatile queue began to form. He maintained a professional distance. No knee-sitting. It was a shame, but he had arrested enough criminal Santa impersonators in the past to know the rules.

      The line of happy faces thinned until only one small figure remained. Tommy. Two years old now, he and his mum, Lily, had been pulled into the orbit of the Barton family life the previous year. Barton had a soft spot for the normally boisterous lad. As a brightly wrapped gift was offered, the little boy didn’t grab it at first. Instead, he stared into Barton’s eyes with a curious intensity that seemed to pierce the fake beard.

      In that brief, still moment, Barton felt utterly seen. Then Tommy launched himself forwards for a quick hug before snatching the parcel with a wide, innocent smile. Barton’s gaze lifted across the room, finding Holly near the counter. She smiled, her eyes slightly wet, then came and stood next to him. She put one hand to her heart, a silent, eloquent message of profound appreciation.

      ‘Hmmm,’ growled Santa. ‘You owe me big time.’

      ‘Well,’ she whispered, ‘it is the time of year for stockings.’
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      Barton found a single hour as Father Christmas more draining than a gruelling double shift. Enjoying a well-earned beer later that evening, he fell asleep on the sofa and woke at five the next morning with a blanket over him. Just like the good old days.

      After a wander around the block with Gizmo, Barton ate a simple breakfast of Greek yoghurt with fruit and nuts. He drove into work with quiet determination, if not outright enthusiasm. The case wasn’t going to be his for long. Either he would find the killer, or the IOPC would take over.

      Barton swiftly dived into his emails because he needed to have a chat with Bradshaw and Fisk. He wouldn’t reveal his thought processes to them until he’d had the opportunity to discuss everything with his small team, or, hopefully, discover more damning evidence. The last message he read was a detailed report from the CSI manager in charge of the scene at the lake in Farcet.

      Two pieces of vital information set his brain racing but before he had a chance to fully focus on what they meant, Bradshaw and Fisk wandered into the open-plan room and took seats in their usual spot. Zander arrived immediately after them.

      Barton beckoned his friend over. ‘Have you got five minutes?’

      ‘Sure. What’s up?’

      ‘I need someone strong, silent and perceptive to stand next to me while I put the PSD guys under some pressure.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘But I’ve run out of time, so you’ll have to do.’

      ‘Have I mentioned how nice it is to have you back?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Well, this is why.’

      With nobody else in the office, Barton strode over to the desk where the two men were sitting.

      ‘Can I have a word, please, gentlemen?’

      He took grim satisfaction in the fact that it was obvious neither man particularly wanted to say yes, but they were outranked and had little choice. They followed him, both sharp-eyed, to the nearest meeting room and settled into chairs next to each other. Zander closed the door but remained standing.

      Barton cleared his throat. ‘How goes your investigation?’

      Bradshaw leaned back in his seat. ‘You know we can’t discuss that.’

      ‘Of course, I was just wondering if you were close to finishing.’

      A grin spread across Bradshaw’s face, though it was a guarded, toothless thing. ‘That might be letting the cat out of the bag.’

      ‘I thought I’d share some news.’

      Bradshaw’s eyes narrowed into slits and any humour vanished. ‘Go on.’

      ‘The man found murdered in Folksworth used to be a police officer.’

      The PSD officers remained unresponsive, so he continued.

      ‘Lincs, not here, and it was a long time ago.’

      Bradshaw’s face tightened. Was that from shock or annoyance at being kept out of the loop?

      Fisk’s hands were gripped tightly in front of him as he asked a question.

      ‘What would that have to do with us?’

      ‘There were rumours of criminal behaviour prior to his leaving, and now he’s dead. I’ve heard some titbits about Sergeant Tucker, and he’s gone, too. Were you here to investigate him?’

      Fisk seemed to force himself to relax by slowly unclenching his hands. ‘As my boss just said, it’s important we keep what we’re doing to ourselves.’

      ‘Two murders override that.’

      Bradshaw folded his arms, but his expression was keen. ‘Someone killed Tucker? Interesting.’

      Barton glanced over at Fisk. ‘I’ll need you to step out for a moment, please.’

      The young man rose, but before he left the room, Barton slipped in his blade. ‘You were dating PC Imani last year.’

      Fisk froze in the doorway, then took a slow, deliberate glance over his shoulder. ‘So?’

      ‘Latoya’s a link in this, and she was often partnered with Tucker. Apparently, you and she are no longer an item, but you must know her well. Is there anything you’d like to tell me about her?’

      Fisk’s face settled into a scowl, his reluctance plain to see, but he kept quiet.

      Barton continued to fish.

      ‘Or anything you want to say, at all, while there’s still time.’

      Fisk opened his mouth, his mind clearly whirring as no words came out. He leaned forwards, blinking fast, but Bradshaw interrupted before he could make his retort.

      ‘That’s enough of that. If you wish to speak to my partner about your murder investigation, do it officially.’ He waited for Fisk to leave, before glaring at Barton. ‘Upsetting my team, John. You’ve changed.’

      Barton suppressed the impulse to say that Bradshaw hadn’t changed one bit.

      Ever the PSD officer, Bradshaw calmly returned to the earlier subject, though there was an edge to his voice.

      ‘Are the two deaths linked?’

      ‘I’d say so. Tell me, in your investigation into Hoffman, has anything cropped up that connects him to other serving officers? Either in this force or elsewhere?’

      Bradshaw’s expression was cautious.

      ‘I can feel something’s not right. I don’t reckon it’s just him involved, but I can’t find any link at the moment. Don’t worry, though. I’ve got my suspicions, and Mr Hoffman will talk. I’ll make sure of that.’
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      Barton and Zander stayed in the room after Bradshaw had left.

      Zander’s face broke into a weary grin.

      ‘It’s brilliant to see you full of beans, even if I don’t like where your investigation is headed.’

      ‘Where do you think that is?’

      ‘A collision with PSD. Not many people win a fight with Bradshaw.’

      ‘Ah, but I have a secret weapon.’

      ‘I hope it’s an invisibility cloak.’

      Barton laughed. ‘I’d prefer mind control.’

      Zander shook his head. ‘Holly says you can't even control the television remote.’

      ‘Well, that is true. No, my special power is that I’m now prepared to take a few bigger risks.’

      His friend frowned. ‘Sorry, I’m not sure I follow.’

      ‘We’ve worked together for nearly thirty years. How many times have we had to hold our noses?’

      ‘Almost hourly when I was in the same car as you.’

      Barton chuckled. ‘You can talk. It was sometimes like a frog chorus. No, I’m talking about having to close investigations down when we still felt we could make progress, or being told to back away from people because it wouldn’t look favourable for the city.’

      Zander’s expression shifted as he considered the past. ‘Yeah, there have been a few. Remember that Khan guy? Dodgy as you like. The councillor who cared for his friends and took care of his enemies.’

      ‘Not Khan. Kohan. We were convinced he was guilty, but he had shady alibis and contacts high up. I lost a lot of sleep over him for a while, knowing he was walking the streets.’

      ‘Me, too. I can’t say I was devastated when he died of an overdose.’

      ‘No, me neither. That death was suspicious, too, seeing as he wasn’t on the drug he overdosed on. What I’m saying is we were right, but it didn’t matter, and the public were denied justice.’

      ‘What exactly are you getting at?’

      Barton bumped his fist on the table.

      ‘I don’t care who I upset now. This case is too close to what’s important to us, I can feel it. I’ll put my career on the line if I get a whiff of any sort of cover-up. Have you seen the latest on the file?’

      ‘I scanned through it last night, but Bradshaw has me searching through all of Hoffman’s investigations hunting for potentially missing items.’

      ‘I see.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m not enjoying it. Have you spoken to Hoffman?’

      Barton frowned. ‘Nope. His phone is off. No reply to emails. I rang Zelensky, she said you’d called, too, so thanks for that. She’s going to drop by his place.’

      ‘Okay, good.’

      ‘Anything catch your eye when you looked at the case file?’

      ‘As I said, I only had a chance to scan it. The silver bells are a little weird. I’ll have a proper read now, screw Bradshaw.’

      ‘I’ve just received an email from the CSI manager containing the scene report from Farcet. Two more bells were discovered at the lake.’

      Zander froze for a moment. ‘So, both deaths are linked.’

      ‘Not only that. A plastic spider was also found on the bank.’

      ‘Eh?’ Zander scratched his head. ‘Oh, the spider link.’

      ‘It had a capital T, small i, then another capital T written in black on its underbelly.’

      ‘Tit?’ replied Zander, who then twigged. ‘Or more likely Tito.’ He stared down while he thought. ‘Wait. He was pushed into the water, but it wouldn’t have been a certain death. For all his attacker knew, the surface could have been frozen solid.’

      ‘True, but the attacker at least knew he would suffer, perhaps with a plan to finish him off with a knife or something similar afterwards.’

      ‘I guess. If nothing else, we’re under no illusions that the cases are connected.’

      ‘Precisely. When the team arrives, I’ll revisit everything that’s occurred so far and see if we’ve overlooked anything. In a way, we have too many clues and too few.’

      Zander smiled.

      ‘I’ve missed that kind of Bartonism. Did that sentence make sense in your head?’

      ‘Of course. Listen, we have the spider angle, both a toy one and the lipstick writing, as well as the glaring fact that Tito was Tucker’s work nickname. Combine that with the lack of fingerprints or other evidence, and I can’t help thinking that whoever’s responsible is, or was, police.’
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      Barton felt a surge of satisfaction as he led his team into the meeting room. They looked alert and ready, their postures as sharp as their gaze. He gave them a thorough update, then gestured for Leicester to write on the whiteboard.

      The sergeant stood and grabbed a pen from the tray. Barton couldn’t help but smile as the younger man naturally assumed control, leaving him almost as an onlooker, which was the way it should be when a team was firing on all cylinders.

      ‘Right. Tucker and Dolby are connected.’

      Leicester scrawled their names in the middle of the board.

      ‘They worked together and didn’t get on. Both left Lincs Police under a cloud, which likely means all this relates to something that happened at that time. The obvious angle is to do with Grace Imani.’

      Leicester drew an arrow between the two men, then wrote Latoya and Grace. He scribbled Fisk’s name and put Bradshaw in brackets beside it. Next to the women’s names, he wrote Eisley.

      Barton nodded at the retired sergeant’s name.

      ‘Tell us why Eisley is there.’

      ‘There could be two reasons. Maybe Eisley was pissed off that Dolby got away with whatever he did. Perhaps Eisley just helped expose him, which led others to take action, or he was directly involved. You said in your summary that there’s been a remarkable lack of evidence in the recent killings. Who better to throw us off track than an ex-sergeant?’

      Barton smiled as Leicester reached the same conclusion he had.

      ‘Excellent point. We’ve had retired people before who wanted to correct wrongs from the past. I was talking to Zander about how a case got my back up because the guy escaped justice. A tiny part of me felt like visiting him and delivering some, but taking the law into your own hands never works out well.’

      Leicester tapped his pen on the board.

      ‘Imagine the release for the person responsible if they were driven by a long-standing grievance. It’s a strong motivating factor certainly, particularly if the perpetrator was now old. Our case might be the same.’

      Minton nodded. ‘They’d have a lot less to lose. They may consider their lost years in jail as an acceptable forfeit for putting the world to rights.’

      Malik added his two penn’orth. ‘Then lie on their cell bunk with a calm satisfaction.’

      Barton let them have their moment.

      ‘Remember, if the suspect is connected to the police, retired or otherwise, jail would be no cakewalk. We’re talking about murder. Those responsible, when caught, especially if past their sixties, would likely spend the rest of their days behind bars with a prison population who hated what they stood for. I doubt they’d relish that, which would make them more dangerous. Any thoughts why?’

      Minton raised a hand.

      ‘They wouldn’t care for their own safety.’

      ‘Correct. That brings us nicely onto how we progress. What next?’

      Leicester drew a small line under Eisley, then added Grazioli’s name and also underlined it. ‘If we’re focussing on the historic angles, these two worked with our second victim. Tucker.’

      Barton pointed at Grazioli’s name. ‘You reckon he’s involved?’

      ‘Probably not, but did he have an inkling that Tucker was dishonest? I’d say so, and he and Eisley are a connection to thirty years ago: Eisley when Tucker left Lincs, and Grazioli when Tucker arrived here. We didn’t think any of the three were being entirely straight with us.’

      ‘Our evidence-gathering techniques would be familiar to them both, so how would you plan on questioning Eisley and Grazioli?’

      ‘Perhaps do solid historic checks before we’re in front of them. Speak to the people who knew them at the time, starting with Tucker’s ex-wife. Maybe find others from the distant past. See if there were other cases where alarm bells rang or rumours spread.’

      Barton clapped his hands. ‘Excellent. That reminds me. Grazioli had Tucker’s wife’s number in his phone. Isn’t that unusual?’

      Minton rubbed her hands. ‘Ooh, a love angle. She and Grazioli knocked off Tucker to give them a fresh start.’

      Barton shook his head. ‘The Tuckers were heading for divorce anyway, so why bother? And why kill Dolby?’

      Minton squinted. ‘Perhaps somebody saw an opportunity, knowing we’d link the two deaths, so they could escape scot-free.’

      Barton chuckled. ‘I don’t think we’re quite in clutching-at-straws territory, but you make a valid point.’

      ‘I do?’

      ‘Yes. The killer left evidence for us to find. Why? They want us analysing the items found at the scenes. Can someone double-check that everything’s been fingerprinted and DNA checked? We might get lucky.’

      ‘I’ll do it,’ said Malik.

      ‘Thank you. Let’s consider the following points as we go about our work. We are working on the assumption that the spiders signify that the victim was caught in a web. What could they have done to deserve such harsh punishments? Or who gains from their deaths? How do they benefit? Perhaps the most pertinent question to ask is, who’s next, or is our guy finished?’

      ‘Guy?’ asked Minton.

      ‘It’s got to be, short of there being a female bodybuilder in the picture. Tucker was heading for twenty stone with a centre of gravity between his ankles. I suppose Imani is athletic, and he could have been off balance, but I reckon a strong or heavy man shoved him.’

      Malik gestured at the spider Leicester had just drawn on the board. ‘I don’t believe he’s finished either. What are they telling us? If the TiT on the plastic toy stands for Tito, what does the GCPa stand for on Dolby’s hand? I’ll have a look into the initials of known criminals and police staff, check surnames on the intranet. Maybe there’s a Gavin Charles Parker out there who worked with our suspects or victims before. Perhaps he’s next. It’s also possible the door-knockers will turn up a lead, or CSI uncover something at Tucker’s place. There are still plenty of areas where we could get some clues.’

      ‘I agree. Did anyone dredge up any rumours or gossip about Tucker or Grazioli?’

      Most of Barton’s team shook their heads, but Malik had enjoyed some success. ‘A few of the response officers laughed initially when I asked them outright about Tucker’s behaviour, but they clammed up when I tried to push. A custody sergeant implied it was time for Tucker to retire, but when I probed into why, he would only say he was getting on a bit. He wasn’t particularly convincing. Nobody responded to queries about Grazioli.’

      Leicester clicked the pen lid on. ‘Most officers understand it’s a tough role with considerable pressure. They wouldn’t stab their colleagues in the back unless it was for something serious.’

      Minton sucked her teeth. ‘That could mean they’re clean or that the others are wary of them.’

      Barton had to accept either view could be correct.

      ‘Okay, I’m planning to tackle Grazioli again. If you think about it, I’m a link to the past, too. Zander and I worked with Tucker and Graz. I can recall them being close, but they also argued a lot. Do you know what phrase springs to mind?’

      Nobody answered.

      ‘They were thick as thieves. So, Leicester and Minton, while Malik chases the test results, go and see Tucker’s widow. Obviously be delicate, but she might well be angry. I remember them when they first started dating. They had a volatile relationship. In a way, I’m surprised it lasted as long as it did, because she enjoyed a drink, then she liked to give him a piece of her mind.’

      Barton smiled at the memory of her chucking an empty cider bottle at Tito during a drunken barbecue. It missed and flew through their own kitchen window, leaving everyone, including the couple, in stitches.

      ‘I’m also going to have a word with Troughton. He needs to be fully informed of the direction we’re heading. Be aware, he could pull the plug.’

      Leicester tutted. ‘That would be annoying.’

      ‘Yes, although it’s only a few days until Christmas. I wouldn’t be surprised if the killer wants everything finished by the big day, or even on it. They’ve provided too many clues for us not to solve it, particularly if there’s another incident. You recall what I used to say about a third related crime?’

      Malik smiled. ‘We always crack the case.’

      ‘Right. We’ll meet back here at 1 p.m.’

      They were distracted by a knock at the door. Zander poked his head through.

      ‘I had a look at the bells they found on the floor near where Tucker went into the water. They appear to be brass, whereas the others were silver, but they’re similar styles. You recognise what they are, right?’

      ‘No,’ said Barton.

      ‘They looked to me like sleigh bells.’
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      Leicester made good time on the fifteen-minute drive to Hampton, navigating the gritted streets of Peterborough with speed while Minton reviewed her notes. The main roads remained clear, but the pale sky, which had been pressing down on the rooftops, had darkened as the morning wore on. An ominous sign that the snow wasn’t finished with the city yet.

      ‘Ever worked with Tucker?’ Minton asked, breaking the silence as they turned into the modern development.

      ‘Once, years ago,’ Leicester replied. ‘He was competent, if not particularly friendly. It’s slightly concerning that Barton described his relationship with his wife as volatile when he was such a big guy. She’s unlikely to be a pushover.’

      ‘Yeah, if she’s grieving, and she’s got a temper, we’ll have to be careful with our questions.’

      ‘True, but she’s likely to be in shock. Interestingly, since they’re still married, she’ll be in line for his pension and death in service benefit.’

      A look of calculation entered Minton’s eyes. ‘That’s true.’

      They pulled up outside a smart, modern detached house. A Christmas wreath hung on the front door, perfectly symmetrical and classy. The frontage was pristine, with snow neatly shovelled from the driveway, and the windows shone with a clinical, streak-free brilliance that seemed entirely at odds with everything they knew of Tom Tucker.

      Leicester killed the engine. ‘Let’s see if she’s in a talkative mood.’

      They walked up the path, their boots crunching on a thin layer of ice. Leicester pressed the buzzer, and they both retreated a couple of steps. A few moments later, the door swung open. Candela Tucker was a woman in her late fifties with short, highlighted brown hair and eyes that looked as if they’d been scrubbed raw. She wore a thick cardigan and held a mug.

      ‘Police?’ she asked, her voice croaky.

      ‘DS Leicester and DC Minton,’ Leicester said, showing his warrant card. ‘We’re sorry for your loss. We were hoping we could have a few words.’

      Candela scanned their faces, her expression hard. She didn’t move to let them in. ‘I’ve already spoken to the liaison officer. There’s nothing left to say. My husband was a lazy, incompetent man who finally managed to kill himself by being clumsy.’

      Minton edged forwards slightly, her tone soft but professional. ‘We understand it’s a difficult time, Mrs Tucker, but there are some details regarding the scene at the lake that are inconsistent with the accident theory.’

      Candela’s grip on her mug tightened. Her gaze flickered to Leicester, then to Minton. ‘You think someone pushed the old fool, don’t you?’

      ‘We’re looking into all possibilities,’ Leicester replied diplomatically. ‘Could we come in? It’s a bit cold out here for a chat.’

      With a reluctant sigh, Candela stepped back and gestured towards the hallway. The interior was just as clinical as the outside. There were no photos of Tom on the walls.

      ‘The divorce was two weeks from being final,’ Candela said, leading them into a kitchen with gleaming surfaces. ‘I’ve spent the last six months purging this house of his stench. If you’re here to find a grieving widow, you’ve knocked on the wrong door.’

      She slammed her mug on the granite worktop, her eyes flashing with a sudden, blazing heat.

      ‘God, I’m still so angry. Beyond angry. Do you know what he was doing? He was gambling. Chasing losses with money we didn’t have, risking our home, the roof over my head, on some bloody horse or a hand of cards. He didn’t care about me, didn’t care about our future. It was all about the buzz.’

      ‘Is that why you were divorcing?’ Leicester asked quietly.

      ‘It was the final straw. But the decay started long ago.’

      Leicester took a seat at the breakfast bar as Candela leaned against the sink.

      ‘Did it begin back in Lincolnshire? Perhaps with Clive Dolby?’

      Candela turned slowly, her face unreadable. ‘Dolby. Now that’s a name from the past. Why are you asking about that creep?’

      ‘He was found dead a few days ago,’ Minton said.

      Candela let out a short bark of laughter. It wasn’t a pleasant sound. ‘Excellent. If there’s a God, he’s finally doing his job. Clive Dolby was the reason we had to move here. He caused Tom to become the bitter, bloated mess he was.’

      ‘How so?’ Leicester pressed.

      ‘Dolby was a rubbish officer who attacked a young girl. Tom knew he was untrustworthy and gave him a hard time. Dolby made up some bullshit about bullying to get the heat off him, but shit has a way of sticking.’

      Leicester leaned in. ‘Did Tom ever mention anything about getting even?’

      ‘Tom talk about revenge? No, he was a coward,’ Candela snarled, her lip curling. ‘It was a gradual deterioration over thirty years for him, which gathered pace last year. He lied and lied to me about his gambling. There were other officers like him. Men with similar problems. Another bloke became close, and they led each other astray. Trips to casinos together. That sort of thing.’

      She paused, rubbing her forehead as if trying to force a memory to the surface.

      ‘I can’t remember his surname. First name Kevin.’

      Minton looked up from her notes. ‘Hoffman?’

      ‘That’s it. Kevin Hoffman.’

      Minton’s pen stilled. She exchanged a swift glance with Leicester.

      ‘Marco Grazioli was a friend, too,’ Candela added, her voice dropping. ‘He’s a decent man, in his fashion, but he and Tom were too pally at times. It was unhealthy the way they fed off each other. At least Marco had the decency to check if I’m okay.’

      ‘We’re not sure what we’re dealing with yet,’ Minton said.

      ‘What are you doing here? It’s over, let it go. You know, I still loved him, but betting is a terrible affliction, and it had burrowed deep into his bones.’

      Leicester had seen many people struggle with addiction over the years. ‘Did he ever look for help?’

      ‘He was beyond that. I had to get rid of him to save myself.’ Candela’s eyes moistened. ‘There was so much good in that man, but it was being eaten away. I reckon he simply gave up.’

      Leicester could tell the woman didn’t want them there. He wondered if Grazioli’s issues were as bad. ‘Was Graz struggling as well?’

      Candela shot out of her seat, the interview clearly over. ‘He called to explain how Tom had died. Behaving like a decent person. Something my husband forgot how to be. Now, if you’ve got no more questions about dead men and ancient history, it’s time to leave. I have a house to finish cleaning.’
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      One of Zelensky’s appointments had cancelled, so she decided to take the opportunity to drop in on Hoffman. He had failed to answer the door the previous day, and his phone was still off. If Zelensky thought about it, she wasn’t sure if she wanted him to be home or not. He’d begged her to reconsider when she’d explained to him that their relationship was over, but her doubts had crystallised. Hearing that he’d been walked from work had dragged her right back to that time.

      Of course, when she’d accused him outright, he’d denied it, but she knew. She had been in Major Crimes, after all, and asking him where his extra money had come from had been easy. Savings, he’d said. The obvious lie insulted her. The reason they’d got on so well was that they were such similar people. Hoffman and she lived for today. They were spenders.

      The knowledge of his broken morals had hit her hard. Zelensky had dated a police officer before who’d perished near the end of The Soul Killer case. She’d managed to move on when her suspicions about him being a terrible person had been confirmed, but Hoffman was a great bloke nearly all the time. Even so, how had she missed what he was capable of? After living with him, she could guess when he was skint because he’d become sullen. The biggest hurt was realising it probably hadn’t been the only time he’d taken something from a crime scene.

      She’d finally thrown that accusation in his face when she’d pressed to know what he was up to and this time he’d offered no further explanation for the money. Unable to be truthful, he’d just watched her walk away.

      She turned the Ford Focus to the kerb outside his property. His unmistakable grey Audi A3 was parked directly outside, another hefty expense. A faint yellow light spilled from the top window, reassuring and unsettling all at once. Seconds drifted away, and the urge to leave crept higher, but she forced herself out of her vehicle.

      She gained entry when an elderly tenant leaving the building held the door for her and she began the climb to the second storey. The stairs were wide but steep, smelling faintly of dust and mould. She paused at the first landing, then pushed onward.

      The top floor felt different, almost as if the air were charged. She knocked loudly, partly to reassure herself. He’d open it, confess, but then what? She was never going to resume her relationship with him, and his career would still be over.

      But failing to report him constituted a crime, her only defence being a lack of absolute certainty. A lie she could no longer even tell herself.

      Hoffman didn’t appear. She had a spare front door key still. After posting her main set of keys through the letter box when she’d left, an impulse had caused her to hang onto the spare. What did that mean? Perhaps one day she’d forgive him?

      She tried the handle, and the door was unlocked anyway. A swift rush of adrenaline shot through her as it edged open. She shoved her handbag higher onto her shoulder, stepped inside, and rapped again.

      ‘Kevin? It’s Maria. I’m at the entrance.’

      Silence.

      She nudged the door fully open. The flat was precisely as she remembered it: no clutter and generally clean, his bookshelf in the hall dominated by sports autobiographies. There was no sound at all, but the living room door was ajar.

      She edged inside, tracking left so she was behind the sofa and chairs. One of the seats was occupied. Her heart stopped for a moment.

      She was too late.

      Her ex-boyfriend had been meticulously arranged, seated upright and secured to the chair, his arms crossed and drawn tight to his body. He was bound with black adhesive tape, wrapped around him like a massive, macabre spider’s web. His head hung low, chin resting against his sternum.

      The sight was sickeningly familiar, mirroring images whispered through the police grapevine. She imagined him struggling but only binding himself tighter. He had been cocooned.

      Six months ago, the man in Folksworth had lasted days in his bonds before dehydration killed him. Hoffman, however, was in the office on Thursday. He could only have spent four days tied here at the absolute most.

      She rushed around the furniture and dropped to her knees. The lack of any foul smell suggested he hadn’t been in the chair for too long.

      ‘Kevin? Talk to me.’

      She reached out a steady hand, placing her fingertips under his chin, and gently lifted his head, which she now noticed had a small amount of bleeding and redness at the back.

      She reeled on seeing his face, just managing to keep the scream from racing up her throat, then years of police experience took over. Without hesitation, she let his chin drop and reached into her jacket pocket to extract her mobile phone. She rang Control, gave them the time of discovery, location and integrity of the scene, requesting a uniformed response and a forensics team.

      Then she called Barton.
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      Barton marched to Troughton’s office, half hoping he wasn’t there, but the door was open.

      ‘Come in, John, take a seat. Cracked the case, have you? That’s quick, but I’m not surprised.’

      ‘Not quite, sir. There are a few complications, one of which is the person responsible might be a police officer.’

      Barton brought the Detective Chief Superintendent up to speed, after which Troughton sat quietly for a full minute while he thought.

      ‘Okay, let’s consider this. Are you planning to detain anyone shortly?’

      ‘No, that’s the problem. We don’t have any direct evidence, but the general theme suggests the killer knew the deceased men and understands procedure and forensics.’

      ‘Well, it wouldn’t be a good look for you or your team to arrest a fellow officer, so if that appears necessary, take Bradshaw along. He can do it.’

      Barton couldn’t hide the scorn in his voice.

      ‘What?’

      Troughton slowly raised an eyebrow. ‘Pardon?’

      ‘Apologies, sir, but I don’t like having him around. The consensus is that once he’s in the department, he won’t stop until he finds something. Not only that, but he never shares anything, he just takes.’

      ‘I’m sure he’ll be busy with Hoffman and whoever else he’s interested in.’

      Barton opened his mouth, then closed it until he could ask nicely.

      ‘Does that mean more people are going to be suspended?’

      ‘What I’ll do right now is have a word with Bradshaw and Fisk, instruct them to report into you, so it’s a two-way process.’

      ‘Bradshaw won’t like that arrangement.’

      ‘Like’s got nothing to do with it. This is a situation with serious ramifications. You’ve just told me that it’s almost certain Tucker was murdered by the same person who killed Dolby, but Tucker was a serving sergeant. We need to consider what we disclose to the press. The newspapers will have a field day if we reveal Tucker was pushed, especially when we haven’t made any tangible progress.’

      Barton could understand that. ‘It’s three days until Christmas. My suggestion would be you release the details surrounding his death but not the fact he was pushed. It’s not as if he was found in the same situation as Dolby.’

      ‘We’ve been fortunate so far. Dolby being ex-police hasn’t been discovered by the news outlets, and the exact details of his demise have been kept quiet.’

      ‘Was that wise?’

      ‘The murderer wanted us to discover the body. I suspect he wants publicity. I can see the headline. The Christmas Killer Strikes. Depriving him of notoriety might cause him to make a mistake.’

      Barton could smell a cover-up, but before he could challenge him, Troughton cynically moved things on.

      ‘What’s the latest?’

      ‘Zander pointed out the bells at the scene were sleigh bells, so I wouldn’t be surprised if this is all over by Boxing Day.’

      Troughton irritably tapped his pen on the table. ‘You’re saying another attack is imminent.’

      ‘Yes, almost definitely. Whoever’s responsible for this has been lucky with the weather. The snow will have compromised any CCTV and even the road cameras, but, regardless of that, they’ve planned and they’ll be prepared to strike again.’

      Troughton glanced at his computer screen, as though it might have the answers.

      ‘Who do you think is going to be next?’

      ‘If I had to pick someone, I’d say Grazioli. He’s the same age, worked with Tucker for years, and he returned to Peterborough under a cloud.’

      Troughton threw his pen down.

      ‘I’ll say. I would have had him out the door already if I’d had my way. You understand, don’t you? Public confidence is not just important, it’s the foundation we stand on, and is absolutely sacrosanct. To have one of our own, even out of uniform, utterly paralytic in public? It’s not simply a breach of discipline, it’s a disaster.’

      Barton nodded once, even though that wasn’t what Grazioli had told him was the reason for his return. He would take the matter up with the man himself that afternoon.

      ‘I’ll crack on, then, sir.’

      ‘Excellent. The investigation might be taken off you anyway, but the chances of them having an IOPC team ready to go this side of Christmas is frankly zero. Sounds like it may be all over by then. Use the next two days wisely, John. I’m counting on you. A word of warning, though. If you get the slightest break on this officer angle, you must let me know. I’ll have to speak to my bosses and it’s likely another county will take over.’

      Barton wasn’t happy, but he needed to mull over Troughton’s words, so he smiled and left.

      He found Malik sitting in the open-plan office.

      ‘Have the others gone to see Candela?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘You made any progress?’

      ‘I’ve fast-tracked all the tests in light of the fact a current officer has been killed, but we’re not waiting on much anyway. Simply put, there are no fingerprints to match because the killer didn’t leave any. I doubt we’ll get a DNA match for the same reason. The door-knockers had no joy, CCTV has been worthless, and the contents of Dolby’s mobile have thrown us a curveball.’

      Barton perked up. ‘Excellent. They got inside it?’

      ‘Yes, using Magnet Graykey. The thing is, the phone has virtually nothing on it. It’s as though it was an expensive burner. When they checked the SIM card, it all became clear.’

      ‘Oh dear,’ replied Barton, dropping into a chair.

      ‘Yes, the bill at Dolby’s was for a different number.’

      ‘Which leads to two worrying questions.’

      ‘Right. Where is Dolby’s actual phone, and whose is this one?’

      Barton scowled. ‘It’s quite a howler if it wasn’t left behind on purpose to fool us, although I suppose there’s nothing incriminating on it. Has it been checked for prints and DNA?’

      ‘In progress. We’ll also hear about any fingerprints from the spider and bells tomorrow. DNA, well, who knows with Christmas in a few days?’

      Barton knew who to ask about the mobile. ‘I’ll ring Dolby’s old boss. He’ll remember what type of phone his longest-serving worker had. I’m going to check in on Grazioli when the other two return after visiting Candela. I should catch him at home, seeing as he’s been told to rest.’

      Barton’s mobile rang. It was Zelensky.

      ‘Morning, Maria, how are you?’

      ‘John. I’m at Hoffman’s flat. Please come.’

      ‘Why? What’s happened?’

      There was a burst of noise, a splutter or perhaps a sob, and the line went dead.
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      Barton didn’t pause to explain. He grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair and pointed at Malik. ‘Grab your car keys. Hoffman’s place. Let’s go.’

      Malik held back his questions until he caught up with Barton in the car park. Snowflakes drifted down, with the odd gust whipping them around the vehicle as they climbed inside.

      ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘I think Zelensky hung up, but whatever the reason for the abrupt end to the call, I think we can assume it’s dreadful news,’ Barton replied, his voice tight. ‘I could tell from her tone. She sounded… empty.’

      Malik started the engine and reversed out of the bay. ‘Should I ring Control to say we’re attending?’

      ‘No. If there was any immediate danger, she would’ve warned us. We’re only five minutes away, so we can make the call once we’re at the scene. I just hope Hoffman hasn’t done something stupid.’

      Malik shifted gears, his eyes fixed on the slushy road. ‘You mean something else stupid.’

      Barton glanced over at him. ‘Don’t tell me you suspected he was dishonest.’

      ‘No, not exactly. But he seemed out of kilter, and that was before he split up with Zelensky,’ Malik said. ‘I guessed it was stress. We all have ups and downs with the types of offences we investigate. Then I heard whispers about a theft at one of the crime scenes. I know troops of people go through them, but I never wanted to believe it was one of our team. You just don’t, do you?’

      ‘Well, we’re not sure what he’s done.’ Barton’s words felt thin. He wasn’t convincing anyone, let alone himself.

      The fact Malik hadn’t said anything was further evidence of officers supporting each other, but at what point did it become turning a blind eye?

      As they turned onto the street leading towards the flats, Malik’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. Barton took some slow, deliberate breaths to clear his mind. It was one thing attending an incident where a shocking event had occurred, but a different issue entirely when you knew the person personally.

      ‘I don’t reckon Hoffman would kill himself, which might mean he’s been attacked,’ Malik declared slowly. ‘That would change everything.’

      ‘I agree,’ Barton agreed. ‘The spider drawn in red lipstick at the first murder had me convinced that it was related to a crime committed against a woman. That seemed to be Imani’s sister. But Hoffman’s too young to have any exposure to that case. Dolby left the force decades before Hoffman even joined. So, what’s the link? What’s Hoffman’s connection to Dolby or Tucker?’

      Malik wasn’t one for swearing, but he did so under his breath.

      ‘There is a connection to Tucker.’

      Barton frowned. ‘There is?’

      ‘Yeah. I checked through the old duty rosters,’ Malik explained. ‘When Hoffman first started as a rookie, he worked on the same response team as Tucker. They’d probably have been partnered up for some of Hoffman’s initial training.’

      Barton’s shoulders dropped as the realisation hit him. Was there a chain that began with Dolby, passed through Tucker and ended with the man who’d been mentored by him?

      ‘One rotten apple can spoil the whole barrel.’

      ‘Looks that way. If Tucker and he got friendly, maybe Hoffman was learning more than just how to fill in a pocketbook.’

      They turned the final corner into Hoffman’s street, and any hope Barton had held onto vanished because the road was already choked with emergency vehicles. Two marked police cars blocked the route, their blue lights pulsing against the gloomy sky and reflecting off the black tarmac. An ambulance was stopped half on the kerb, its rear doors open, though the paramedics weren’t rushing. They were standing by the vehicle, talking in a huddle.

      Uniformed officers were already stringing up the blue and white crime-scene tape, cordoning off the entrance to the block of flats. It was the unmistakable signature of a major incident. A Ford Focus pool car was parked with one wheel up on the kerb.

      ‘God help us,’ Barton muttered, pushing himself out of the car the moment Malik stopped. ‘Looks like it’s happened again.’
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      Barton and Malik strode towards the entrance of the block of flats. Blue and white tape, shivering in the biting wind, was being pulled across the pavement. An officer readied his clipboard when they reached the cordon. Barton couldn’t quite place the name, but the face was familiar from the corridors at Thorpe Wood. A grey pallor gripped the man’s features, his gaze flickering to the upstairs window.

      ‘Hello, sir.’

      ‘Is the person who called this in still at the flat?’ Barton asked.

      ‘Yes, DS Zelensky from child services, and she’s refusing to cooperate,’ the officer replied, his voice low. ‘We need her gone to preserve the scene, but she won’t budge. Do you know her?’

      That wasn’t what the man really wanted to ask. He was wondering how a child services sergeant came to discover a murder.

      ‘I do. I’ll take her out of there. What’s happened?’

      ‘Did you attend the Folksworth death?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘It’s the same,’ he whispered, baring his teeth. ‘What do you want us to do?’

      ‘Carry on as normal. The scene is yours. I’m going to have a look, then we’ll get out of your hair.’

      ‘Okay. Is this your case?’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Nail them, sir. Nobody deserves to die like that, whatever they’ve done.’

      The officer had clearly recognised Hoffman. Barton pushed the implications away. Time was ticking. ‘We’ll get there.’

      CSI wouldn’t want them parading into the flat, but Barton doubted the killer had been careless. He and Malik climbed the stairs, put on shoe covers and gloves, and stepped inside. The cold hung in the air, suggesting the heating had been off. Though nicely furnished, the place was strangely empty and more resembled a hotel suite.

      He suspected Hoffman’s home had become almost a tomb as his mistakes had closed in on him. Without Zelensky, his isolation would have been absolute. A slow death caught in his past, while the spiders, in this case Bradshaw and Fisk, administered the final blow in the office.

      Like Dolby, Hoffman sat thoroughly bound in thick black electrical tape, the strands glistening under the lounge light. The web connected his body to the fireplace mantel, the television, the sofa, and a heavy, low table. Zelensky was crouched at his side, head bowed, reaching through the tape. She didn’t seem to have noticed them arriving.

      Malik began to step forwards, but Barton’s arm extended as a silent, restraining command. Barton calmly strolled into the middle of the lounge, his focus entirely on Zelensky.

      ‘Maria,’ Barton said, his tone low and even, a voice of quiet, irrefutable authority. ‘The guys have got a job to do now. You know that.’

      She shook her head as both hands squeezed tighter on Hoffman’s closest arm.

      He approached her, his large, steady fingers settling gently but firmly on her back. She had only a charcoal suit on, and her jacket was cold to the touch.

      ‘Come on. Let’s get you somewhere warm where we can talk.’

      The weight of his hand and the professionalism in his voice finally broke her defiant resolve. Her grip loosened, and she slowly disengaged herself from the black tape, trembling as she stood.

      Barton nodded at Malik, who came forwards and helped her out of the room. Barton stayed behind. When they’d gone, he crouched next to the dead officer and lifted his head. Like Dolby, his mouth was covered, but Hoffman had died with tape blocking his nose. He would have suffocated in minutes.

      Barton was about to leave when he remembered the connections from the other scenes. There were no sleigh bells down the side of the chair. Other than the web, there was nothing obvious. Then he spotted it. A small spider drawn on the wall in what also looked to be lipstick.

      He recalled the text on Dolby’s hand. Barton knew Hoffman was right-handed, so it was that hand he checked the back of. He breathed in sharply at the similar writing and letters, although this time the initials were GCPr.
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      Barton called Control, delivered an update, then returned outside. Zelensky had climbed into the rear seat of Malik’s car so Barton slid into the front next to Malik and lowered the heating blast so he could hear himself think.

      ‘You must have had an awful shock,’ he said, glancing back at her.

      She stared past him, her face impassive, her skin still ghostly pale. ‘I was kind of prepared. Weren’t you?’

      ‘I suppose.’

      ‘Who the hell is doing this?’

      ‘We’ll catch them. I have no doubt we’ll solve the case now.’

      She frowned, then let out a small gasp. Her voice escalated as she lost control. ‘I can’t believe my career has come to this. What a fucking mess. I can’t go on. I won’t risk my sanity. Just take me home!’

      Barton was briefly distracted by the arrival of an ambulance under full sirens and two further marked cars. The quiet street was rapidly disappearing under a sea of blue lights.

      ‘That’s not a great idea,’ he said firmly. ‘You shouldn’t be on your own.’

      She growled her reply. ‘I would say my being around people is more dangerous at this moment.’

      ‘I’d be worried you might do something hasty.’

      ‘Like kill myself?’ she flippantly replied.

      ‘It’s a possibility. Or quitting the force. You can take as much time as you need before making any decisions. Get your head together after everything that’s happened.’

      Zelensky shielded her eyes with her hands. ‘Shall I send you a statement about how I found him? Ensure the file is up to date.’

      Barton hated to say yes, but they needed the minutiae.

      ‘How about Malik here comes to your house with you? He’ll take the details down.’

      Zelensky nodded as the fight drained out of her. ‘Fair enough. Sorry I compromised the scene.’

      ‘Don’t worry. I suspect that whatever this is will have played itself out long before any tests are back.’

      ‘How do you know I’m not involved?’

      Barton smiled at the woman who’d been his sergeant for many years before she left to join child services to investigate welfare issues. She had been coming to his house at Christmas, except for the previous year when Hoffman had taken her to Norfolk. She was a bit of a closed book outside work, but he had the measure of her character, even if he couldn’t read every thought racing through her mind.

      ‘I can trust you, Maria, but that means you need to trust me. I’ll have someone from Peer Support relieve Malik this afternoon and get Occupational Health involved.’

      Zelensky’s head dropped, preventing Barton from seeing her face. She probably wouldn’t let anyone in.

      ‘What about my car?’

      ‘It’s best you don’t get behind the wheel now. We’ll arrange someone to fetch it later.’

      He gestured for Malik to start driving, and they set off. The silence in the vehicle was total and oppressive until they reached her home. Nobody could think of anything appropriate to say. When Malik stopped, she finally looked up.

      ‘This is the end for me. I was on my last reserves anyway,’ she said, her tone dull. ‘Besides, I knew.’

      ‘Knew what?’ Malik asked.

      Her eyes dropped to her lap. ‘I guessed, but I chose to ignore the truth. I told myself it was stress, just the job, only a little debt that got out of hand. But then, when I was almost certain, I moved out but failed to report him. I didn’t do the honest thing. Not for me, not for anyone. Even now, I don’t think I’d turn Hoffman in given the chance again. I’m supposed to be a fucking police officer, instead I’m worthless.’

      Barton frowned at hearing that. With Zelensky overwhelmed by guilt, she might end her career whether she truly wanted to or not. He doubted she’d known for certain what Hoffman had been up to, but her gut had told her to get out, and that was what she’d done. If she needed to make a confession to ease her conscience, she could do so further down the line.

      Barton gave a thought to the lipstick. A woman scorned? It was possible, but Zelensky would have to be an incredible actor to be involved. Still, the links were there. Dolby knew Tucker, who worked with Hoffman, who was in a relationship with Maria.

      ‘I would keep your thoughts to yourself for the moment. Let’s see how this pans out. Holly said you’d better be at ours on Christmas Day. She has a crazy plan and needs as many sane helpers as possible.’

      Zelensky cracked a smile, or maybe it was a grimace, but he understood how important it was to have something to look forward to. If she didn’t attend, she would at least grasp he was on her side. He would offer support even if some blame could eventually be apportioned to her.

      Barton frowned as he blurred his own lines.

      She opened the car door and stepped onto the pavement, leaving her confession of guilt hanging in the air before she walked away up her path. Malik got out to follow.

      ‘I’ll look after her,’ Malik said, ‘but you’ll have lost me for the rest of the day.’

      ‘No worries. Keep her safe. I’ll leave your car at the station. You’ll need to get a taxi when you’re ready to leave.’

      Once they’d gone inside, Barton made the calls to request the officer support for Zelensky. He rang Leicester with the news update and directed him and Minton to Hoffman’s address. Leicester listened without commenting until his boss had finished.

      ‘That’s terrible. I’ve no idea how to reply to that.’

      ‘We’ll do our grieving later. Will you be okay to carry on?’

      ‘No problem, sir. What’s our focus?’

      ‘Immediately canvass the nearby properties to see if anyone saw anything suspicious, in particular any sightings of any older men. Maybe we’ll get lucky and a recording doorbell will give us something, although I doubt we’d see a clear facial shot. I’d say that will be your last effort on the investigation.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Hoffman was suspended, but he was still on your team. Not only that, but he’s a serving member of Cambridgeshire Major Crimes. There are too many conflicts of interest.’

      ‘We’re close, though. I can feel it.’

      ‘I know. I’ll ring Troughton. That’s his decision to make, and it won’t be an easy one with a couple of days until Christmas.’

      ‘Understood,’ Leicester said. ‘A few points from our visit with Tucker’s ex-wife: she mentioned he and Hoffman gambled together.’

      ‘Well, that makes sense now.’

      ‘She also said Tucker and Grazioli were tight. Too pally, was what she said. It makes me think if Tucker was corrupt, Grazioli would have had an idea of it, even if he wasn’t on the take himself.’

      ‘It’s funny you mention that. Maria suspected Hoffman was bent but didn’t tell anyone, so it seems neither of them did the right thing.’

      Barton cut the call. He didn’t contact his boss, not yet, in case he was told to hand the files over immediately.

      Barton would be back at the station shortly, although he wouldn’t be returning alone.
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      I’m still annoyed that I taped over his nose so he couldn’t breathe. It hadn’t been part of the plan. That had been for him to wait for death, to feel the slow creep of acceptance, like the others. But something about the look on his face changed everything. There was no regret in those black eyes. Hoffman looked at me as if I were as bad as him, or maybe he was just tired of carrying the weight of his own corruption. It provoked me in a way that I thought I had under control.

      I’d surprised him with the cosh, then, before he came around, I put on a balaclava and stayed to watch. But hearing him struggle for air was too much. I wandered around the flat instead, wanting to see the life he’d built from his deceit.

      That was when I realised that Hoffman, like Dolby, was punishing himself. The place was a shell. Her things gone. The pale, unfaded rectangles where the photos used to be were open wounds. His world had emptied. It was over for him long before I walked through the door.

      I rushed back to the lounge to remove the tape after deciding he should stay in his empty existence for a little longer. Hoffman deserved to pick through the wreckage, yet I was too late. The light had already left him. He was still, his body finally as quiet as the surrounding rooms.

      I hadn’t just killed him, though. I had given him an out. Shown him a mercy he didn’t deserve, and the thought of that made my skin crawl.

      I sat there in the blazing glare of his lounge, and doubt settled in my bones. Is this what I’m doing now? Providing an escape for people who deserve to be punished?

      Regardless, I must carry on. The sequence is almost there. GCPa, TiT and GCPr all done. GCYTC and JM to come, then ES. The initials are the key, the mark of their shared greed or failure. They will spread the message far and wide. They are the lesson that needs to be learned. I cannot stop now. If I stop, the deceit remains buried in the dark, forgotten by everyone but me.

      I have to finish the web. I must reach my final targets and complete the story. There are only two days left for me to act, but the snow is still falling, hiding my tracks and muffling the world. Justice walks beside me. My ally. A living, breathing presence demanding change.

      Nobody can stop me now.
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      Malik had left the keys in the ignition, so Barton got out of the passenger side and slid into the driver’s seat. Ten minutes later, he had parked outside PC Grazioli’s door. First, he rang the pathologist, who answered with efficiency.

      ‘Petrova.’

      ‘DCI Barton here. You’ll have another body by the end of the day. Similar MO, taped up, writing on the hand, been dead for hours, will you be able to fast-track?’

      ‘Very busy, John. It’s not just the home fridges that are bulging at this time of the year. How urgent?’

      ‘I’d like an estimated window of death and analysis on the initials, but I can wait for the rest.’

      ‘You failed to say how urgent.’

      ‘Tomorrow.’

      ‘Impossible, unless your friend helps. I’ll ring him to see if he’ll arrive this afternoon. Bye.’

      Barton chuckled as he left the car, knowing he could cope with any amount of abruptness if competence sat behind it. He texted Mortis to expect a call.

      Grazioli opened the door swaddled in a duvet. He had deteriorated since he was preparing to leave the hospital, the dark bags under his eyes now highly prominent, but he waved Barton in.

      ‘I was about to make a Cup a Soup.’

      ‘You’ll have to bring it with you.’

      ‘Where to?’

      ‘Thorpe Wood. There’s been another incident.’

      Barton was a great judge of character, and an even better reader of people, but he found it hard to discern what was going on behind Grazioli’s eyes. He waited for the other man to speak.

      ‘I take it someone else has died?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘It’s not public knowledge yet.’

      Grazioli threw off the duvet to reveal a furry set of pyjamas. Barton raised an eyebrow.

      ‘They were a joke present from my wife,’ replied Grazioli defensively. ‘They have sentimental value. It helps that they’re warm.’

      ‘I understand. You must miss her. Grief’s a funny thing. It’s tough when death is sudden and completely unexpected.’

      ‘Yes, she was only popping to the shops and her car got bumped from behind into the oncoming traffic, which wasn’t moving fast. Nine times out of ten it would have been a relatively minor crash, but, for some reason, an artery tore and she died in her seat.’

      ‘Sorry to hear that.’

      ‘Yeah. So why do I need to come to the station? I’m signed off.’

      ‘Three officers down. You were close to at least one of them. We need a recorded statement.’

      ‘Surely you don’t think I’m involved.’

      ‘Not at all. I’ll be getting several people in, mostly to cover my arse, you know how it is.’

      Grazioli gave him a suspicious look but went upstairs to change.

      While he waited, Barton made another decision. He texted Minton to tell her and Leicester to ask Uniform to do the canvassing. They should collect Eisley instead. He and Grazioli were the only men mature enough to fit the old man’s description from various witnesses. Barton now strongly suspected both knew more about what had been occurring than they had let on.

      Grazioli gingerly stepped downstairs a few minutes later. He resembled the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man with all the layers he had managed to cram on.

      Barton observed his pained expression with concern.

      ‘Are you going to be okay?’

      ‘Yeah, yeah. You’ll be taking the interview?’

      ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world,’ Barton lied.

      There was no way he’d be leading the discussion given their history, even though he would have liked to. That was the real reason he’d driven straight over to Grazioli’s, to bring the man in himself.

      Once they were in the car and Barton pulled away, his questions began.

      ‘Didn’t you ever fancy Major Crimes, Graz?’

      ‘Not really. I enjoy the variety of basic police work. Being a sergeant was tough for me. My paperwork was never amazing, and I struggled with going from being a mate and a joker to hauling people over the coals when they messed up.’

      ‘Like in Hampshire?’

      ‘Yeah, like down there.’

      Barton realised that Grazioli didn’t know about the plastic spider found where Tucker went into the water, and he wouldn’t have heard about another having been drawn at Hoffman’s yet. Yet, however rough Grazioli felt, Barton suspected he would be keeping his finger on the pulse of events.

      Barton waited until they were closer to the station before probing further.

      ‘Do arachnids mean anything to you?’

      ‘What, like spiders?’

      ‘Yeah. Such as the one on the wall at Dolby’s place in Folksworth.’

      ‘No, not at all. It’s a bit cryptic, isn’t it? Was the guy responsible saying it was a trap or something?’

      ‘Could be that.’

      ‘What on earth is happening, John? Tito’s gone, and now you’ve picked me up. It feels like a set-up.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Everyone’s linked together. Dolby to Tito, Tito to me and Bradshaw, Hoffman suspended.’

      Barton bared his teeth at the inadvertently accurate description of what had happened to Hoffman.

      Grazioli was no fool; he caught the reaction immediately.

      ‘You’re kidding. That’s who’s been done this morning? Really? How? Please, not the same as Dolby? John, talk to me!’

      ‘I told you. I can’t tell you any more, but it does seem like someone’s targeting officers with chequered pasts.’

      ‘Not targeting, John. They’re killing them. The problem is, once someone starts playing God, the definition of a chequered past becomes whatever the man with the grudge wants it to be.’

      Barton considered what he could or should tell Grazioli. His gut told him it was nothing. He gave the nervous man a grim smile. ‘I’d be worried if my past wasn’t lily-white.’

      Grazioli swallowed hard. ‘Is that it? Me next? Who then? Maybe you, John. Perhaps this guy is crazy, and he simply hates the police.’

      ‘If that’s the truth, he’s got a long memory. Listen, Graz, be honest, and I’ll do the best I can for you. Is there anything you want to tell me?’

      Grazioli barked out a laugh. ‘No, mate, not me. Straight down the line.’

      Barton focussed on the driving as he remembered Eisley using the exact same phrase. He realised Grazioli had brought another name into the mix.

      ‘How come you mentioned Bradshaw?’

      Grazioli scowled before giving a slow nod. ‘Right. After you first moved to CID, Tucker, Bradshaw and I all worked together.’

      ‘I didn’t know that.’

      ‘Yeah, he was a git then, like he is now. It was him who gave Tucker the nickname Tiny Tim as a joke, because he was the opposite of skinny and frail. Over time, with his first name being Tom, it morphed into Tito.’

      Barton’s eyes widened at his not knowing that, but he realised he and Zander hadn’t called Tucker Tito when they’d been colleagues, so the moniker must have stuck later.

      ‘I thought it was a shortening of Tom Tucker. Well, you live and learn. I’ve been calling him Tito for years, too.’

      Grazioli didn’t reply. He was miles away.

      They reached their destination and headed inside. Grazioli knew the drill. He’d be treated as helping with inquiries, but the implication was clear. He had a cloud of doubt hanging over him. They didn’t need to arrest him, because any refusal would only focus the interviewers’ minds. If he asked for a solicitor, suspicion would be further raised.

      Barton instructed an officer to take Grazioli into a waiting room. Grazioli surprised Barton by stopping at the entrance and holding out his hand.

      ‘You’re a good man, John. I hope you solve this, for my benefit and probably a lot of others.’

      Barton decided he had nothing to lose by shaking hands, even though the officer had some tough questions to answer. ‘Will do. You think of anything, let me know.’

      ‘I’ll say only this,’ Grazioli said, his voice dropping. ‘Beware when the poachers become the gamekeepers.’
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      Barton headed through the main office to speak to Troughton. Bradshaw and Fisk were nearby, huddled over a desk. What was Grazioli driving at when he mentioned Bradshaw? Why had he mentioned poachers and gamekeepers? Perhaps he was simply disseminating distrust to muddy the waters, or maybe the warning contained some truth.

      Troughton beckoned Barton in as soon as he appeared at his door.

      ‘Terrible business, John. Poor Hoffman.’

      Barton gave his superior a curated version of his day, which swiftly got the man’s full attention.

      ‘So, PC Grazioli’s here, knowing his career’s on the line, with friends deserting him, some by choice, others via the mortuary.’

      ‘Yes, and he’s scared.’

      ‘That’s natural. I’ve spoken to the IOPC. They’ll be up and running to take this over on the twenty-seventh.’

      ‘By which time, I reckon it will be finished.’

      ‘Let’s hope so. Bedfordshire Police will assume control of your investigation until they’re directed by the IOPC on the twenty-seventh. There’ll be a changeover role for you only, starting tomorrow at twelve, so be here then.’

      Barton resisted the urge to explain that if they weren’t on top of the case immediately, it was unlikely to end well. ‘Grazioli needs interviewing now, but Major Crimes or our CID can’t do it.’

      ‘No, of course not. You know I’m concerned how all this will look to the public. It’s lucky we have Bradshaw and Fisk here.’

      Barton opened his mouth to mention Grazioli’s comment about the type of gamekeepers they had, but Troughton was thinking of the backlash in the newspapers if it turned out to be corruption. As it was, the press release he would be forced into releasing the next morning at the very latest would put him under considerable pressure. If the police couldn’t protect themselves, how could they protect the public?

      ‘So, my team is completely off the case,’ stated Barton.

      Troughton nodded.

      ‘Yes, and out of the office, but you’ll carry on until Christmas Day to ensure a smooth handover. All the other departments are lined up to support the change, but you, Bradshaw and Fisk still have the possibility of solving the puzzle. It would really help me out if you were to catch a break before Christmas, John.’

      Since Barton believed there would be more incidents before the denouement, there was a chance of that happening. Lacking complete confidence, he merely gave a small wave and left the room.

      He expected to feel deflated about Troughton’s cold regard for the loss of three lives, but he supposed the man had a political job to do. However, Barton would revisit the cases and mourn the deaths after the dust had settled. He doubted Troughton would.

      Leicester and Minton were back in the office. He walked over and ushered them into a meeting room.

      ‘Is Mick Eisley downstairs?’

      Minton bobbed her head. ‘Yes, he was calm on the way here, but cautious. I was driving, but he said nothing to Leicester in the car.’

      Barton looked at his sergeant. ‘What did you think?’

      ‘I think he’s either aware of what’s been going on, or he’s guessed somehow. I quite liked him, seemed the solid type, the unflappable sort who never used to let work get to them. But something’s changed today. I would say he isn’t in control, and that’s an unfamiliar experience for him.’

      ‘Control of what?’

      Minton had been nodding. ‘The narrative?’

      Barton laughed. ‘I’ve no idea what that means.’

      ‘There’s almost a story playing out here,’ Minton explained. ‘I believe he has a part to play, but he doesn’t have any influence over it. Perhaps it’s the truth that’s coming through, and he isn’t able to frame it in a way that stops him getting damaged by the conclusion of events.’

      He wondered if that was why Grazioli was unsettled.

      ‘I’ve been in to update Troughton, and the plan is what we expected.’

      Leicester tutted. ‘We’re being shut down.’

      ‘Correct. But for my Major Crimes team, the lovely news is you won’t have to return until the new year.’

      Leicester beamed at him. It was quite a gift for those with young children.

      Minton folded her arms. ‘What about me?’

      Barton wasn’t sure, but he’d take responsibility for giving her a well-earned break. Not only that, she’d seen some tough sights, which would need processing.

      ‘Relax for a few days, then drop Crenwick an email on the twenty-seventh, but I’ll have a word with him to arrange a longer time away. Now, it’s not a complete holiday. IOPC will need the most complete, detailed and accurate notes and statements imaginable, so start on them this afternoon. You might receive a phone call from their team, but I suspect they’ll initially be focussing on getting up to speed. Other than that, Merry Christmas!’

      Barton smiled as they filtered out. They hadn’t asked about who would be interviewing Eisley and Grazioli, but that was understandable in their haste to get home before someone changed their mind. For a moment, Barton considered whether he wished he were leaving with them, but he wasn’t kidding himself.

      He wanted to see the case through to what he now suspected would be a devastating end.
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      Barton took himself off to the kettle and made a coffee. He knew he should eat something, but he had no appetite. It was great not to be thinking about food all the time, but he also knew he wasn’t giving his body everything it needed. Perhaps his mind wasn’t quite at its rapier best, either. He supposed he’d been away from the job for a year, so it might take a little while to be at full battle speed.

      He checked his watch. Troughton would have spoken to Bradshaw and Fisk about their new responsibilities, so it was time for Barton to haul both into a meeting room to prepare them for their discussions with Eisley and Grazioli.

      When they had taken their seats, Barton asked the obvious question. ‘You’ve enjoyed your fair share of autonomy in your current roles. What’s your stance on working under me?’

      Fisk rolled his broad shoulders. ‘I just want to make certain that when this is all done, we’ve caught everyone who’s been poisoning the well.’

      ‘Right, that’s good. Were these two men on your list of suspects?’

      Fisk demurred to Bradshaw, who scowled briefly before answering.

      ‘Everyone’s a suspect, John. You should know that. Don’t worry, we’ll pry the truth out of them.’

      ‘Okay, I suggest you talk to Eisley first, seeing as he’s retired. Get him talking, ask him how he feels about what’s happened. Try to catch him out on what he knows. Officers spread gossip from crime scenes, as do some CSI and ambulance crews, but I reckon someone close to our operation is spreading the news deliberately.’

      Bradshaw was studying him intently. ‘Why do you believe that?’

      ‘The general demeanour of the people you’re about to encourage to open up is suspicious. It’s more the type of behaviour you see from officers within a tough investigation where they’re being bombarded from all angles. Go easy on them, at least at first. The most important thing is they tell us how they feel about what happened to their colleagues, even if they had been walking the wrong path.’

      Bradshaw scoffed. ‘The only talk I’m interested in is a confession.’

      Fisk had been twiddling his pen as though the discussion didn’t involve him, but his eyes arrowed into Barton’s.

      ‘Do you reckon Dolby’s dead girl is the root cause of this?’

      Barton studied Fisk for a moment. He exhibited a degree of stiffness and detachment, coupled with an unlikeable demeanour.

      ‘Do you?’

      Fisk didn’t take a second.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, I agree. That poor woman was the catalyst. Consider the events that have followed: a retired police officer who’d broken the law was left to die, another current officer has been punished and drowned, while the final one was cruelly killed. There’s a vigilante out there, taking out the people they see as deserving retribution. Are they finished?’

      Both men were studying the table. Barton had experienced enough of their sullen behaviour.

      ‘I’d like an answer to that question from each of you. Fisk!’

      The younger man peered up from under hooded brows. ‘Who knows?’

      Barton couldn’t help glaring at the surly officer but remained quiet.

      Fisk dropped his pen on the desk. ‘I reckon quite a few people suspected Hoffman of being corrupt, but the other two deaths don’t seem connected. I don’t really have an opinion on them, sir.’

      There was a tinge of disrespect in the reply, which was duly noted.

      ‘And you, DI Bradshaw, do you suspect it’s over?’

      Bradshaw barked out a hollow laugh. ‘It’s never over. There are always more. It’s a conveyor belt of mischief and theft. That’s why I love my job. I knew from the moment I set eyes on Hoffman that he was guilty. Having him hand over the items on CCTV helped, of course, but I’d have collared him anyway.’

      His arrogant face was getting right under Barton’s skin. ‘I advise you to do your best work, because by midday tomorrow, you’ll be off the case.’

      A cold flame of resentment flickered to life in Bradshaw’s gaze. ‘Troughton never said that.’

      ‘Do you think when Beds police arrive that they’ll want you sniffing around?’

      ‘I suppose not.’

      ‘Make it count, gentlemen. I’ll observe on the monitor.’

      The two investigators traded a glance. Barton tried to read the silence between them, but it was a closed book.
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      Barton entered the monitoring room. While he waited for the interviews to start, he took out his mobile and rang Woodston Welding Services. To his surprise, the call was answered.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Hi, Dickie, DCI Barton. Good of you to pick up.’

      ‘I answer the phone approximately twice a month. I’d play the lottery today if I were you.’

      ‘Will do. I’ve got a couple of questions,’ said Barton. ‘Have any of your staff mentioned anything to you since they heard their colleague died?’

      ‘There’s been some chatter, but, as I mentioned, he didn’t make friends. One of the youngsters said a strange old fella asked for Mark Smith about a year ago.’

      ‘Did he describe him?’

      ‘Kid’s eighteen, so he might be referring to anyone over thirty. He recalled white hair but couldn’t remember anything else.’

      ‘Did the old man speak to Smith?’

      ‘No. The lad came to get him, but Smith told him to say he wasn’t there. The bloke nodded and left.’

      Barton wondered if some mugshots might trigger the worker’s memory, but at least it was another mention of a much older person, matching the sighting in the car at Folksworth.

      ‘I’ll drop in and speak to him if that’s okay.’

      ‘All right. You’ll have to wait until the new year, unless you’re popping to Portugal, which I think is where he said he was going. We closed yesterday, so it’s just me here finishing the accounts. Open again on the fifth.’

      Barton exhaled with frustration, but he had an important question now he had Dickie’s ear.

      ‘Noted. I was also wondering about Smith’s mobile. Did he have an interest in the latest handsets?’

      Dickie cackled heartily. ‘Hardly. He had a smartphone, but it was a hundred-quid Chinese thing, which he often moaned about.’

      ‘Definitely no Apple fan.’

      ‘Hell no.’

      ‘Brilliant. Thanks, Dickie. You might get a follow-up call next year. A different team’s taking over.’

      ‘I hope you catch the guy who did it. Mark was a solid bloke, and that’s a rarity these days.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Barton ended the conversation at the same time as Mick Eisley appeared on the interview room screen.

      When Eisley walked in, his lips pressed together at the sight of Bradshaw across the desk.

      ‘What’s this? A hijack?’

      ‘Not at all, Mick. Do you mind if I call you Mick?’

      ‘Yes, I do. You can refer to me as Mr Eisley or sir.’

      The reprimand hit home. Barton watched Bradshaw’s frame stiffen, his spine turning to iron as the resentment took hold.

      ‘We’ve been seconded to conduct this discussion with you. I’m sure you’ll understand why we’re recording it.’

      ‘If I’d known you two snakes were going to be here, I wouldn’t have come in.’

      Bradshaw’s smile was skeletal. ‘You must want to clear your name.’

      ‘That didn’t take long,’ Eisley scoffed. ‘The bastard always gets his man, eh? Whether he’s guilty or not.’

      Fisk adjusted his tie and took a brief glance over at his boss.

      ‘What DI Bradshaw is trying to say is, we appreciate you assisting us. You knew two of the victims. Some background would be nice.’

      Eisley splayed his fingers out on the table. ‘Fair enough. I would suggest that Tucker veered from the righteous path at times in his career. There were rumours about him, then he left. I’m not sure why he was allowed to transfer out of county, but they were different days. What’s the phrase? Brushing the dirt under the carpet.’

      Fisk smiled as convincingly as Bradshaw. ‘You disliked him.’

      ‘I didn’t actually, but it seems the whispers were true. Someone clearly thought he finally needed punishing.’

      ‘Not you?’

      Eisley merely shook his head.

      Bradshaw took over.

      ‘You worked with Clive Dolby. What are your views on him?’

      ‘Corrupt. His disappearance was more bullshit. He escaped justice for what he did to that girl. That went hard with me at the time. It did for everyone at the station. I’d say his past caught up with him, too.’

      ‘It looks like Clive punished himself. He lived a quiet life and gave thousands to charity each year. Perhaps he made amends in his own way.’

      ‘I don’t know anything about that.’

      ‘Any views on Hoffman?’

      ‘It’s sad. I heard he’s another bent copper, but I’ve never met him.’

      Bradshaw hummed, which caused Eisley’s hands to clench.

      ‘For a retired sergeant, you seem to be on the ball. Knowing my nickname is Bastard, despite us never having crossed paths, and Hoffman’s death hasn’t been released to the press yet, nor what happened to him.’

      ‘You understand how the rumour mill works.’

      A pause in questioning let the tension rise. Barton could sense it through the monitor.

      Bradshaw leaned forwards. ‘I didn’t think it worked for retirees. Who told you about Hoffman being under investigation?’

      Eisley settled back in his chair.

      ‘I never said he was.’

      ‘You said he was bent.’

      ‘Just what I heard.’

      ‘Who told you that then?’

      ‘A clever cop never reveals his sources.’

      Bradshaw’s finger pierced the air. ‘Still fighting the good fight, are we?’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘Tell me what you know. Admit to what you’ve done!’

      ‘Piss off. This stinks. In fact, you stink. Perhaps you’d like to get something off your chest.’

      Bradshaw started to rise from his seat.

      Fisk put a hand on Bradshaw’s arm but kept his gaze coolly on Eisley.

      ‘Interview terminated.’
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      Barton waited for Eisley to be escorted out, then seized the internal phone and jabbed the numbers for the interview room. He took deep breaths while it rang, trying to stop his blood pressure spiking.

      ‘DI Bradshaw speaking.’

      Barton skipped the preamble. ‘That could’ve gone better.’

      ‘He was overly defensive,’ Bradshaw snapped. ‘I sensed deceit.’

      ‘That’s because you were accusing him, Inspector. I said to tread softly. Keep him talking, get him onside, not have him spitting bullets.’

      ‘You can’t teach me to suck eggs, John. I know when to react and change tack.’

      Barton had kept his eye on the screen and saw the next arrival being led in from the corridor.

      ‘How about you just stick to my instructions for Grazioli rather than what you think is best? Treat it like a conversation between colleagues, not a courtroom cross-examination.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Barton put the phone down, the sir dripping with just enough sarcasm to be an insult if not an outright challenge. His mobile beeped on the desk: a text from Malik telling him to check his emails. He found a new message at the top of his inbox and opened it while Fisk began the formalities, informing Grazioli the discussion would be recorded.

      Malik had written one paragraph.

      
        
        Before we were taken off the case, I was still fishing for gossip about anyone and everyone who might be connected to the incidents. Tucker wasn’t well regarded, but it was mostly around his fitness. A young PC said Grazioli was a sexist dinosaur, but the most interesting feedback concerned Fisk and Bradshaw. Too good to be true was the general opinion. Ruthless, even corrupt. An officer who got sacked for gross misconduct reckoned Bradshaw planted evidence. Obviously it’s hard to prove that. I read the report, and it seems the guy was bang to rights. I suppose it’s possible Bradshaw made sure of his conviction, but I would be inclined to believe it was sour grapes by the guilty party.

      

      

      Barton absorbed the information, an added weight settling in his gut. He focussed back on the monitor to watch the conversation Bradshaw was having with Grazioli.

      ‘It must be tough for you to lose a close friend like Tucker,’ Bradshaw said, his voice now oily and sympathetic.

      ‘Well, we were closer years ago,’ Grazioli replied. ‘But yes, such a waste. He’d hit rock bottom, so the only way was up.’

      ‘Did you ever suspect him of anything less than professional behaviour?’

      ‘Are you asking if he was fit for the job?’

      ‘Kind of.’

      ‘He was always on the bigger side, but he was strong,’ Grazioli said. ‘His problems had begun to mount up, though. I think he struggled to sleep. Insomnia’s a terrible thing. The nights can be long, and there are a lot of temptations out there.’

      Bradshaw smiled. ‘Like gambling. Did he owe you money?’

      ‘Yeah, two hundred quid. I’ll have to take it out of the collection plate at the funeral.’

      Barton frowned, but, to his surprise, Bradshaw laughed. The rest of the discussion went in a similar vein. Grazioli would have had more strenuous chats at a church fête. In fact, the only person in the room who seemed to be uncomfortable was Fisk.

      He snatched glances at his boss as though he wasn’t sticking to the script. Barton leaned closer to the screen, ready for Bradshaw to go for the jugular, or at least unsettle the man now he’d let him have it so easy, but instead he ended the interview. When Grazioli had left, Bradshaw turned to the camera and gave it a firm nod.

      Meanwhile, in the background, Fisk ran his hands through his hair.

      Barton would sit in the quiet that evening and consider how he would respond. Fisk didn’t know it yet, but Barton would be having a little chat with him, and he planned to make sure it was a conversation the man never forgot.

      Then he would deal with Bradshaw.
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      When Barton returned to his desk and checked the rest of his emails, he found an informal report from the pathologist stating Hoffman had died by suffocation – 5 a.m. was the estimated time of death. It was obvious Mortis had assisted Petrova in the examination because there was a request at the end of the email asking Barton to contact him.

      He called straight away.

      ‘John. I’m glad you rang. I was wondering if you’d have finished for the day, but I think we’ve cracked the written initials on the bodies.’

      ‘That’s great news,’ Barton said, leaning back in his chair. ‘Reveal all.’

      ‘Anya checked for writing on Tucker’s body but didn’t find any so the issue slipped from her mind, but she’s now been told about the TiT written on the spider. It got us thinking. So, Dolby had GCPa on his hand, then Hoffman with GCPr scrawled on one of his. We started thinking about what TiT signifies.’

      ‘It was Tucker’s nickname from years ago. Tito.’

      The line went quiet for a few seconds.

      ‘Ah! Perhaps we’re not right. You see, my guess was it stood for Tiny Tim.’

      Barton felt a sudden jolt. He remembered exactly what Grazioli had told him in the car. ‘Wait. Mortis, Tom Tucker was nicknamed Tiny Tim as a joke from Bradshaw about his weight, but it became Tito over time.’

      ‘That was rather cruel.’

      ‘It was the nineties. People got called worse.’

      ‘I suppose, but that indicates my theory is intact. If TiT is Tiny Tim, then GCPa could stand for the Ghost of Christmas Past. GCPr would be the Ghost of Christmas Present.’

      ‘Scrooge.’

      ‘Yes, that’s the theme. I assume you’ve read the book.’

      Barton briefly closed his eyes while he tried to recall whether he had or not. ‘I’m not sure. But I have watched the Muppets version.’

      ‘Have I ever told you that you’re a heathen?’

      ‘Not for a few weeks.’

      ‘I don’t know what it means for your investigation, but there is one irrefutable conclusion which I’ve arrived at.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Scrooge was visited by four ghosts. His old partner, Jacob Marley, the two I’ve mentioned, and one more.’

      ‘The Ghost of Christmas Future.’

      ‘Well, the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come, but yes. I’d say that means if your killer is sticking to the script, then you’re going to have another visit.’

      ‘A murder yet to come.’

      Barton scowled as he dragged up what happened at the end of the Muppets’ story.

      ‘Wait a minute. Didn’t Tiny Tim survive?’

      ‘That’s the flaw in my theory. Scrooge himself hasn’t appeared yet, nor has Jacob Marley, and Tiny Tim’s already frozen to death. Perhaps this is the X-rated version of the novel.’

      Barton’s brain was whizzing as he thought about what message was being sent by leaving the writing.

      ‘The crimes are clever and extremely premeditated.’

      ‘Yes, this has been well planned. There is a positive.’

      ‘I could use one.’

      ‘Dickens designed the novella specifically to explore the notion that even the most hardened, selfish individual has the capacity for transformative change. It’s a tale of redemption. There’s likely an Ebenezer Scrooge in your story who learns from the past, sees the future and takes the necessary action to prevent that future from coming to be. Perhaps identifying Scrooge is the key to solving this conundrum.’

      Barton had made a deduction.

      ‘The Tiny Tim angle is interesting. Even I didn’t know the Tito nickname originated from that; only a few others would. People who knew him decades ago. I guess somebody could have asked a person from that time and been told, but it narrows the field.’

      ‘Makes sense. The Ghost of Christmas Past death would indicate it was punishment for behaviour years ago, or over many years.’

      ‘Dolby left the police under a cloud after a woman died. In a way, he escaped scot-free.’

      ‘The Ghost of Christmas Present could represent an incident that’s occurred recently.’

      ‘Hoffman had been suspended on suspicion of theft at a crime scene.’

      ‘While the future, or the murder that is yet to come, is about something that will happen if someone doesn’t change their ways.’

      Barton scratched his head.

      ‘How does that fit? You can’t glimpse the future.’

      ‘I wouldn’t take it too literally. After all, Tiny Tim’s been wasted in this tale, and two of the victims were ensconced in tape. That errs considerably from the original. I would say you’re dealing with someone smart, or at least methodical. This must be incredibly important to them because, with this many clues and deaths, they’re highly likely to be caught at some point, then it’s prison for life.’

      ‘You’re an intelligent chap, Mortis. That’s my concern. I can’t see how the person or people involved in this would jeopardise their future for justice over an admittedly nasty crime decades ago or a series of thefts, even if they were committed by the police. The fact is, I simply don’t have enough evidence yet, and I need to be extremely careful if I want to consider the arrest of serving or ex-officers.’

      ‘Whoever this is wants you to connect the dots, but this killer will be remarkably dangerous. I suspect the message is more important than their safety.’

      ‘I know. It feels like there’s a piece of the puzzle missing, or I’ve got all the pieces, but I haven’t put them together correctly.’

      Mortis took a moment to consider his reply. ‘If I were you, I’d sit in a dark room and let it all wash over me.’

      ‘You’ve read my mind. I’ve got a lot to think about.’

      ‘There is one other possibility. All these clues and evidence have been left deliberately to give you the chance to solve the case. Whatever happens next might not be inevitable.’

      ‘I hope you’re right.’

      ‘It’s interesting, isn’t it?’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘Well, you thought you had a Christmas killer,’ Mortis replied, his voice sinking to a low growl, ‘but it turns out you’ve got a Christmas Carol Killer, and you have front-row seats to the grand finale.’
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      After updating his notes and ensuring the files were ready for the morning, Barton left the office and went home. He needed time to think, away from the oppressive hum of the station. There was also the handover the following day to consider. He wondered if the incoming team would want him dragging Fisk and Bradshaw in to explain their performance during the interviews, or if they would even go as far as questioning whether the pair had some involvement in the killings.

      He walked into the house to the sound of animated hollering from the lounge. His son was on his Xbox, shouting to his mates over WhatsApp. Hearing a teenager screaming, ‘Kill him, kill him,’ wouldn’t help Barton’s concentration, but it was the normal soundtrack to his home.

      He found Holly loading the dishwasher in the kitchen. ‘Ooh,’ she said. ‘You’re wearing your thoughtful face. So cute.’

      ‘Yep, I need some peace to ponder,’ Barton admitted. ‘I fancied taking Gizmo for a stroll with his new coat and snowshoes, but I can imagine the look in his eyes when he realises I’m about to drag him out into the cruel winter.’

      ‘Apparently we’ve got a night of snow again, then a few days of sleet or even rain before a big thaw on Boxing Day.’

      ‘A white Christmas Day would be lovely, but I’ll no doubt be focussed on midday when the visiting hordes from hell are pounding on the door.’

      ‘Very funny. I’ve invited a few extra single mums, that’s all. It’ll be fun.’

      ‘It’ll be chaos.’

      Holly beamed at him.

      ‘I know! I can’t wait. A buffet dinner will be easier for me. I’ve got loads of helpers, the Belling dual oven, our big microwave, and my huge new air fryer that Santa’s getting me.’

      Barton grinned. He’d forgotten all about it, having bought one back in August when she’d first mentioned wanting one. Hopefully, it was still in one piece in the loft where he’d hidden it.

      ‘Fingers crossed,’ he said, as much for his benefit as for hers. ‘How was your day?’

      ‘So busy! I’ll need to hire another full-time person in the new year.’

      ‘Congratulations.’

      Holly glanced over at him. ‘Judging by your tone, something dreadful has happened. What is it?’

      ‘One of my old team was killed. Kevin Hoffman. Maria was dating him for a while.’

      Holly stamped over towards him. ‘The guy Maria brought to ours a few years ago at Christmas?’

      ‘Yes, him.’

      Holly, tea towel in hand, lashed him across the back. ‘Why in God’s name didn’t you tell me immediately?’

      ‘My head’s so full of conflicting information I can barely think straight. Maria and Kevin split up a while back, but she’s obviously cut up, threatening to quit the police.’

      ‘Will she be on her own this year, then?’ Holly asked, her voice concerned. ‘In fact, will she be alone tonight?’

      ‘Malik stayed with her today, even though she wanted him gone. He texted me while I was driving home to tell me that the trauma support team had arrived, so he’d left them to it.’

      ‘Give me her number. Are you okay?’

      ‘I don’t know. My team have always been so important to me, but I have to process his death later.’

      She gave him a quick hug. ‘Oh, John. Be careful.’

      ‘I’ll be all right. By the way, you’ll see a payment email from Amazon tonight. I’m going to buy someone a present. Will Amazon wrap the gift and deliver it in time if I put the order through tonight?’

      ‘They will at a price.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll stretch my legs first then get to it.’

      ‘A walk will do you good but leave my delicate pooch here.’

      Barton gave her a tired salute and left the room.

      Five minutes later, he had pulled on a thick parka and a pair of wellies and was plodding towards the rowing lake. It was usually pitch black down there, but the fresh snow provided enough reflected light for him to see okay. It was exactly what he needed: solitude and a blank canvas to sort through everything he’d heard and identify the intended victim of the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come.

      It was chilling to think events would play out so soon. Chance and opportunity were colliding. Life and death hung over the case like mistletoe, only in this version people were getting killed, not kissed.
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      I anticipated news reports about my actions on the television and Internet. Instead, the headlines are still preoccupied with winter weather and the price of turkeys. I’ve been a fool. It was a mistake to expect the truth to be revealed. I should have forecast the blackout. As ever, it’s the same old instinct. Bury the facts, hide the filth and keep the public in the dark.

      Nobody is learning their lesson.

      The original plan was for my next victim to live. I wanted them to have the hope of salvation, a chance to carry the message forwards and for me to be an educator, not just an executioner. If I want people to learn, to truly understand that corruption cannot be tolerated in any form, they will need a witness who can speak of the shadows I’ve shown them.

      How often is it that those in charge are ruthless, greedy and convinced of their own righteousness? They must be presented with the facts. Everyone must fear the consequences of staying the same. If I show mercy now, my lesson might not be taken to heart. They may simply take their survival as a sign that they’ve got away with it once more.

      There are two days left until the bitter end. The snow will become a white shroud for a dying city, but first, the festive facade must be torn away. The public needs to see the rot beneath the tinsel.

      The Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come is usually a silent, ethereal figure. Mine will be one of action.
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      Barton jolted awake, blinking hard at the blurry but familiar ceiling. It wasn’t a nightmare that had woken him, it was a connection. Not a complete one, but an insight that carried the gravity of a death sentence.

      He jerked upright, sending an angry creak through the springs as he swung his legs over the side of the bed. His feet hit the carpet with a muffled thump. The hour on the digital clock glowed an unnerving 5 a.m. The exact estimated time Hoffman died.

      Barton got up and grabbed the thick jumper and jeans he’d worn for his walk. The near rock-solid conviction from his first waking moments began to crack and crumble as he dressed. Surely, he didn’t have to leave his warm house and check now. Perhaps a cup of coffee would give him some clarity.

      He considered ringing Control, who might send Uniform, but it wouldn’t be an urgent call based on his uncorroborated hunch about who the next victim was. A shiver ran through him when he considered how he would feel if he was right, and the police arrived too late.

      Decision made.

      As he pulled a sock onto his left foot, the bedside lamp clicked on. The abrupt yellow glare blinded him.

      ‘John? What’s wrong?’

      ‘I’ve got to look into something for work.’

      ‘Now?’

      ‘Yeah, I won’t get back to sleep.’

      Holly’s expression solidified into concern as she absorbed his wide gaze. ‘Are you having a heart attack?’

      He forced himself to laugh, the sound tinny in the quiet room. ‘No, don’t be daft. I’m fine. Close your eyes. I’ll be back soon.’

      Barton pressed a quick kiss onto her forehead and was out of the bedroom door before she managed another word of protest.

      He tiptoed as best he could down the stairs to the kitchen, grabbing his coat and boots. He caught his reflection in the hall mirror, his face pale and drawn against the stark contrast of his ink-black eyes.

      It was bitterly cold outside with the occasional snowflake circling in the streetlights’ beams. Thick ice covered the car. The Land Rover would heat up relatively quickly, but he couldn’t wait. He fervently sprayed and scraped until a window finally opened to the world, then he set off.

      The roads were treacherous, scored with deep, icy ruts where the drifted snow had begun to melt then refrozen. The rigid channels tugged maliciously at his steering wheel, making the roads like a deranged Scalextric track. But with each perilous corner he took, his conviction grew colder and tighter. He might be wrong about the timing, but he wasn’t wrong about the person.

      He found the end-of-terrace house and killed the engine. The TV or a dim downstairs light appeared to be flickering. He navigated the icy driveway to the side of the property where the entrance was located, his footsteps crunching loudly on the surface. He paused. At just gone five in the morning, it would have been quiet even without the muffling effects of the snow, but he felt very much alone.

      Beneath the shadowed porch, his skin tightened. The door was ajar.
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      Barton brought out the small torch he always carried and shone the beam at the door. He peered closer. It hadn’t been jemmied. Most old uPVC doors used a Euro-cylinder lock, a weakness rectified in newer models. The intruder had removed the plastic backplate of the handle to expose the lock, likely employing a snapping tool to apply a sharp, sideways force. The cylinder would have broken at its weakest point, usually the middle, with a sound like a dry twig cracking. A screwdriver would then trip the internal mechanism with a soft metallic clunk, unlocking the door in seconds.

      With a nudge of his finger, it swung fully open.

      Damn, he thought. He hadn’t brought any kind of weapon or even a larger torch, assuming he’d be either wrong or too late. A detailed conversation for backup would take vital time he might not have to spare, but it was procedure for a reason. He called Control and spoke firmly when the operator answered.

      ‘DCI John Barton present at 294 North Street, Stanground. DS Zelensky’s address. Burglary in progress. Heading in now on radio silence.’

      Barton cut the line, accepting he would have to go in alone. The hall was unheated and unlit, with the reflecting snow outside allowing him okay vision. The only sound was the shallow, rapid rhythm of his own breathing. A flight of stairs went directly up, but he knew the door on his right led to the lounge, the room where previous victims had been found. He depressed the handle and opened the door.

      A single, lit white candle in an antique brass holder sat on a dark, polished wooden coffee table, the flame providing a warm, central glow that contrasted with the surrounding shadows. The yellow flickering flame and the twinkling of the tree’s lights were enough for him to make out Zelensky seated in an armchair.

      The tape criss-crossed her white pyjamas, so she looked like a moth caught in a shimmering web. The unmistakable signature of The Christmas Killer.

      One arm had been raised with the black tape, mimicking a marionette, but her head hung low. With her blonde hair hanging down, her face was out of view. Barton peered around the rest of the room, his ears pinned back for sounds, but the house was as quiet as the grave.

      He sent up a silent prayer hoping it wasn’t already one.

      ‘Maria,’ he whispered, then realised he was being stupid. The job on Zelensky appeared complete.

      She didn’t stir. He remembered the covering on Hoffman’s mouth and nose. After a deep breath, he approached, his footsteps tapping on the laminate flooring. The web was particularly intricate this time, and he had to feed his fingers through the gaps to put them under her chin. As he did, he spotted her left arm had been secured to her lap. The back of her hand was clearly visible, as were the initials written on it.

      GCYTC. The Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come.

      Barton crouched and lifted Maria’s chin. Her lips were covered in tape, but her nostrils weren’t. He pushed her hair to the side so he could observe her face.

      ‘Maria!’

      Her eyes blinked open. They bored into his, pleading. He found an edge of the tape over her lips and raised it at the edge, so she was at least able to breathe through her mouth. Her words were gasps, raw and uneven, clawed from the depths of her throat.

      ‘He’s still here.’
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      Barton rose to his full height. As he pivoted, he caught a sudden, fleeting flash of motion at the edge of his vision near the doorway leading back into the hall. Before his eyes could fully focus, the silhouette of a head lowered to the glaring candle, a puff sounded, and the light was violently snatched away.

      It plunged the lounge into a gloom of greys and blacks.

      He didn’t need sight to know what to expect. Zelensky’s faint, terrified whimper was all the confirmation he needed. The killer stood between him and escape. Barton let out a guttural sound and launched himself across the room, rushing towards the dense shadow that blocked the way.

      He managed to grab a handful of rough coat material, probably the collar, and pushed hard. His momentum was instantly and brutally countered. The assailant seized Barton’s parka, the fabric tightening painfully around his throat. They tussled and grappled, exchanging harsh, ragged breaths, both straining for a firm purchase. Barton was tall, but no longer powerfully built. The sheer, unyielding, focussed force he met shocked him. For perhaps the first time in a physical confrontation, he found himself not to be the stronger man.

      The darkness amplified the noise. Their feet scuffed violently on the solid surface, their grunts deafening. In the void, Barton was shoved with savage efficiency, the impact slamming him hard against a wall. Before he could recover his bearings, a firm blow, likely a clenched fist, cracked him under the jaw.

      His head snapped back, and the world dissolved into nauseous, swirling confusion. He instantly released his grip on the man’s coat. Trying to reorient himself, he stumbled towards the hall. Tasting blood, he managed to grab the stair banister for support. The attacker’s breathing, heavy yet controlled, sounded sickeningly close, a chilling counterpoint to Barton’s own desperate, blind gasps. He twisted around and flung his arms high, calling on his reserves, guarding his temples, bracing for the follow-up strike.

      His assailant didn’t pause. A solid step thudded closer. Barton advanced to drive a shoulder home, but a sideways shove threw him away. His move had been blocked with contemptuous ease. He backed off, raising his block again. The next attack, delivered with terrible, surgical precision, hammered into the side of his right wrist, which he had held over his ear. A white-hot pain eclipsed all sound.

      The floor rushed up to meet him. Dazed and leaden, he hit the ground hard, his mind a blur of static. He tried to push himself up, his strength failing, but a final powerful blow to the back of his head dropped him back down. A damp, firm pressure traced the back of his hand, followed by the clear, thudding footfalls of the aggressor moving away. They were unhurried. The steps of a man in total control.

      They were the echoes of Barton’s defeat.
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      Barton allowed his head to clear for a few seconds, then forced his body upright. After another pause, he hauled himself to his feet. He swayed for a moment, then, after some deep breaths, felt stable enough to move back into the lounge. He flicked the main light on and was pleased to see Zelensky staring at him, her eyes wide but alert.

      The first thin howl of police sirens drifted in from the distance. He walked over and tugged at the solid binds around the victim, but his efforts were laboured, so he kneeled and put a hand on her arm.

      ‘The cavalry is coming.’

      Zelensky shouted as best she could. ‘Get this fucking tape off my mouth.’

      Smiling, Barton worked at the edges, worried about taking the skin around her lips with it, but the material hadn’t been pressed down with the same lethal intent as before. It was as though it was expected to be removed quickly. He asked the obvious question as he peeled back the strip.

      ‘Did you see his face?’

      ‘He had a grey beard and a hood,’ she gasped as her mouth was finally completely freed.

      ‘Is it too soon for Santa jokes?’

      ‘I’d say so. He was also wearing night-vision goggles when I came across him in the kitchen, which was where he pulled a knife and held it against my throat. A beanie or similar was put on my head and tugged over my eyes. He made me tape my legs together until I could barely move, then he completed the web.’

      ‘How did you know he hadn’t left?’

      ‘He’d only just finished.’ The muscles in her throat worked as she swallowed hard. ‘I was expecting the same treatment as Hoffman.’

      Barton, while tired, still couldn’t stop considering the timing. Was it careless for the attacker to use the same hour for Zelensky as Hoffman? It was almost as if the killer accepted the risk of being caught.

      The mention of night-vision goggles indicated a professional, or at least someone familiar with tactical gear. Was there a blind spot in their investigation? Maybe Imani had a new boyfriend, perhaps ex-forces, or even a contact from her past who had offered to settle the score for her.

      Zelensky’s breath juddered, probably as the reality of her close escape sank in. Was the script finished now if the murderer was following A Christmas Carol? Weren’t there the ghostly visitations, then Scrooge woke and had his epiphany?

      ‘It’s okay, Maria. It’s over now. The final message has been sent.’

      ‘I really hope so. Imagine if my week got worse.’

      Barton let out a dry laugh. ‘That’s the spirit.’ He raised his eyebrows as he realised the pun. ‘I’d better meet the response team and bring them in. I’ll just be a minute.’

      He walked out of the door and into the hall where he found the light switch and clicked it on. He frowned at his right hand. Written clearly across the skin in thick black ink was a single letter.

      
        
        F
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      Barton stepped outside into swirling snow. Two female PCs appeared through the white haze.

      ‘DCI Barton. Situation under control. Suspect left a few minutes ago. Height, approximately six feet, grey beard, thick coat.’

      One of the officers frowned at him.

      ‘Are you saying the burglar was dressed as Father Christmas?’

      He recalled stating a burglary was in progress so as not to explain himself but to get assistance swiftly. As for whether the guy’s clothing was red, Barton didn’t know.

      ‘That is possible, but it wasn’t a robbery. It was the guy responsible for the recent murders.’

      Both women exchanged glances.

      ‘He’s definitely gone?’ one of them asked.

      ‘Yes. There’s another victim inside and you’ll need your cut-down tools to free her. I’ll ring Control to get more patrol cars here immediately, and see if we can see anything from any local cameras. Unfortunately, the weather’s not going to help us find him. Be mindful of the scene. It was an attempted murder.’

      Barton took out his phone. The call connected and he explained the situation to the operator. They would know exactly who and what to mobilise. He glanced back at the house. Zelensky had no close family nearby, and this rental property could hardly be described as safe, not until the killer was caught. She’d have nowhere to go except for a hotel, and she probably only had the money for a budget one.

      He returned inside as another response vehicle arrived, its blue lights painting the falling snow. He found Maria free and talking to the response officers.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m okay. They’ll want to drive me to A & E for a check-up, but I’d rather not go.’

      ‘You’ve had quite a scare, and it will take CSI days to process your house, so get checked out.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll head to the hospital. I can write a statement while I’m waiting.’

      ‘See. Every cloud has a silver lining. Have you got anywhere else you’re able to crash for a while?’

      Zelensky’s shoulders slumped at the thought of arranging another place to stay.

      ‘Maybe I’ll head to the coast or something,’ she murmured.

      Barton imagined his wife tapping him on the shoulder.

      ‘We have an annexe. Live with us until after Christmas. You’ll feel safe, there’ll be people about, and Holly would kill me if I didn’t insist.’

      Relief washed over the woman’s face, and she pulled herself together.

      ‘Thank you. That would be a weight off my mind. How did you know he’d be here?’

      ‘It was a guess. I figured that something else would happen today or tomorrow. The killer’s been taunting us by loosely following the story of A Christmas Carol. His first murder was someone who’d committed a crime in the past, Dolby, then Hoffman was suspended for theft, so that was his present victim. I thought who might be the future, and you came to mind. It’s become clear Hoffman was guilty of breaking the law, but you still kept quiet. It was your duty to tell your superior officer.’

      Zelensky scowled, then winced.

      ‘That’s true. I had my suspicions and I never told anyone. Even now I haven’t, and in a way it doesn’t matter, but part of me wanted to protect what was left of his reputation.’ Her frown returned. ‘That means it has to be someone who knows us.’

      ‘Looks that way. What I can’t get my head around is the motivation for committing crimes like these. We’ve spoken to those who have links to the dead, but it’s complicated with them being serving or ex-officers and having no firm evidence. I suppose the problem’s been taken out of my hands anyway.’

      ‘You’re leaving again?’

      ‘The investigation’s being passed to the IOPC. I’ve got a handover to Beds police at lunchtime. It’ll be for them to decide the direction of the investigation. They might get a break because some of the DNA tests are due back this morning.’

      Barton smiled as he realised Maria wasn’t listening. She was gawping at the initials on her hand. Not having been involved in the core inquiry, she wouldn’t be aware of their meaning.

      ‘I’ll explain tonight,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a chat by the fire, a glass of port and try to get our heads straight. How does that sound?’

      ‘Just what’s needed.’

      The paramedics arrived and escorted her out to the ambulance. She paused at the front door.

      ‘Seems like I owe you again, John. You saved my life.’

      Barton nodded. ‘Let me know when you’re done at the hospital and, if I can, I’ll fetch you.’

      ‘Will do. Thank Holly for ringing, too. It meant a lot.’

      Once Zelensky had gone, Barton’s gaze lingered on the chair and the hanging tape where she’d been sitting. Leaving an investigation in such a state was galling. It felt as though Major Crimes had been paraded like a bull in a showring, and he loathed the sensation of being manipulated. ‘Play’ was the right word. He’d been given too many unnecessary clues.

      It was time to filter out the distractions and try to guess the final scene, but a significant barrier existed.

      By midday, the case would no longer be his.
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      Barton took a moment to text his wife.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry, Holly. There was trouble.

      

      

      

      

      

      She texted back almost instantly with one word.

      
        
          
            
              
        Shock!

      

      

      

      

      

      He sent another quick message explaining why he hadn’t returned home and that he was safe. She replied immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re forgiven, but you owe me a long Boxing Day nap.

      

      

      

      

      

      After ensuring the scene was secure and Zelensky safely on her way to hospital, Barton stayed to direct the arrival of what felt like all the spare officers in the county. They fanned out through the streets, but the conditions were appalling. At just gone ten o’clock, he knew it was time to return to the office. He called Mortis using the hands-free.

      ‘Hello, John. You know Tuesday is my snooker morning at my friend’s house, or are you trying to put me off from a distance now?’

      ‘Just ringing to say you were right.’

      Barton explained what had happened earlier that morning. Mortis was quiet while he absorbed the information.

      ‘So, Zelensky was the last ghost, but you had an F written on your hand.’

      ‘Yes. What does that mean?’

      ‘It has to stand for Fred.’

      Barton frowned, navigating the Land Rover through a slippery roundabout. ‘It’s been a while. Who was he?’

      ‘Ebenezer Scrooge’s nephew, the son of his dead sister, Fan. He’s the narrative contrast to his miserly uncle, embodying the warmth and generosity of the Christmas spirit. Despite being repeatedly rejected, his constant, cheerful invitations to his Yuletide celebrations emphasise Scrooge’s isolation and coldness.’

      ‘That does ring a bell. Doesn’t Scrooge turn up at Fred’s party at the end and is warmly welcomed?’

      ‘That’s correct. It’s the concluding part of his transformation. He immerses himself in the games and festive joy. I suppose it shows he’s fully embraced his change as he reconnects with family life. Fred is the embodiment of virtue throughout the story.’ Mortis chuckled. ‘It fits, John. You’re consistently positive and strive to make the right choices, even under considerable strain.’

      In the background, a voice ribbed the retired pathologist about taking his next shot.

      ‘At least I survived,’ replied Barton. ‘What do you reckon? We’ve had the last ghost. Is it over?’

      ‘It could be, but I doubt it,’ Mortis said, his tone turning serious. ‘Even though the three spirits have appeared, other main players haven’t. If you remember, Jacob Marley was a spectre, too, and so far he’s a no-show, and you still don’t know who Scrooge is.’

      ‘Brilliant.’

      ‘Are you all right? Sounds like you received a few solid blows.’

      ‘There’ll be some bruises and redness but nothing too serious. I’d better go. Thanks for taking a break from your busy schedule. I’ll see you on Christmas Day.’

      ‘Excellent. Do we need to bring anything?’

      ‘Earplugs, Kevlar vest, morphine, the usual.’

      ‘Take care, John. You’re approaching the final curtain, but what happens once it falls is anyone’s guess.’
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      Barton reached Thorpe Wood station at eleven o’clock. DCI Hallberg and her team from Bedfordshire Police had already arrived and were seated in the office. Hallberg spotted him walking in and came out to greet him.

      ‘John! Good to see you again. Shame it’s under these circumstances.’

      He shook her hand. She was in her mid-forties and could be described as unremarkable. Business suit, a lick of make-up, sensible hair, but she’d progressed by having a sharp mind with the ability to separate the wheat from the chaff. He knew little about her outside work except she allowed herself a large glass or two of expensive Chablis at the end of every week.

      ‘Yes. If you give me an hour to update the system, we can get started on the handover.’

      ‘We’ll be ready,’ she replied with confidence.

      If anyone could solve the case swiftly, it would be her. The team she had arrived with would be the tip of the iceberg. With three dead, the investigation would spread across the entire force unless they could get to the bottom of it quickly. Those present would have done their research and read the files.

      Barton cracked on and gave Hallberg the nod when he was ready. She marshalled her officers and escorted them into a meeting room. He followed them and walked to the front. She took a seat and gestured for him to begin.

      ‘I’m DCI Barton. To give you some background, the department here has been decimated by the flu. I was brought in to head an investigation into the death of Mark Smith, who turned out to be Clive Dolby, a disgraced police officer from three decades ago. Over the last few days, the case has accelerated with the drowning of serving uniformed officer, PC Tom Tucker, then DC Kevin Hoffman of Major Crimes was killed using a similar method to Dolby.’

      Barton’s eyes wandered over the ten men and women present. There were no surprised faces.

      ‘Around 5 a.m., Hoffman’s ex-partner, Sergeant Maria Zelensky, was attacked in the same manner, but I had a hunch and arrived in the nick of time. What I’m about to tell you next relates to Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, which I understand sounds bizarre, but I think it will be key to how you put this investigation to bed.’

      After a few frowns, notebooks were opened and Barton began what became a two-hour presentation with a break for coffee on the events since the gruesome discovery in Folksworth. He included more of his hunches, his final findings and his doubts regarding those linked to the deaths who seemed less than honest.

      At the end, he invited questions.

      But instead, Hallberg raised a hand to get everyone’s attention. ‘First, I’d like to draw some of my own conclusions.’

      Barton tilted his head her way. ‘I’d love to hear them.’

      ‘From what we’ve read and deduced, witnesses and suspects are thin on the ground. Whoever is responsible is organised and effective. With the lack of evidence, both physical and forensic, it’s clear they have an unusually high level of understanding on how to leave no trace. If you combine that with the personal knowledge of the victims, it’s not a giant leap to suspect the perpetrator is likely current police or retired.’

      Barton nodded. ‘That’s our conclusion too. We’re expecting the rest of the DNA reports back today from the initial killing – as you know, they take time – and the murderer has moved swiftly, forcing us to be more reactive than proactive.’

      ‘I can understand that.’

      ‘With a serial killer, which is what we’re now dealing with, the first murder is usually the most important. Clive Dolby. I’d say it was reasonable to state he was murdered for the crime he committed against Grace Imani when he was in uniform. The most obvious person to benefit from that was her sister, Latoya, otherwise known as serving officer, PC Imani.’

      Hallberg checked her notes. ‘Her boyfriend until a little less than a year ago was DC Fisk, who was investigating the allegations against DC Hoffman. The Grace Imani incident may have been a long time ago but there are people from that era still around. Notably, the deceased PC Tom Tucker, who was a friend and colleague of PC Marco Grazioli. Both have less than perfect records.’

      Barton nodded. ‘Indeed.’

      ‘A retired sergeant, Mick Eisley, knows more than he’s letting on, but, given the opportunity, didn’t come clean when interviewed. It’s also fair to say, having viewed the footage of his and Grazioli’s visit here, that the two officers quizzing them, Fisk and Bradshaw, performed a job unreflective of their considerable experience, especially having been primed by you.’

      ‘That’s also true.’

      Hallberg listed the names with the fingers and thumb of her right hand. ‘Mick Eisley, Latoya Imani, Marco Grazioli, Stephen Fisk and Nathan Bradshaw.’

      She paused and glanced around the room, then smiled at Barton.

      ‘Is there anyone else you’re interested in?’

      ‘There have been multiple sightings of older men. One appears to have been in rude health, so I’m wondering if that was a person in disguise. Maybe one of the five you’ve just mentioned. The person who tackled me this morning was certainly no frail gentleman.’

      Hallberg tapped her fingers on the table. ‘You’ve lived this case for a week. What would your next move be?’

      ‘In light of what happened today, I would bring the five in for the full works. Bradshaw and Fisk did a terrible job yesterday, but, in a way, that’s fine. They’ll think they’re off the case and won’t be expecting to return. Your most skilled officers will need to probe hard because they’re both clever men. After all the interviews, everyone will have categorically made their position clear, or they will have lied.’

      Hallberg linked her hands. ‘I concur. With everything on tape, their goose, if you excuse the timely pun, will be cooked one way or another. Excellent. I’d like to have them here first thing in the morning, giving us the whole of tomorrow. What one gives us, others might confirm or contradict. Let’s have a quick comfort break, then DCI Barton can take what I’m sure will be many questions. Then we’ll prepare for interview tomorrow.’

      Barton had a concern before they paused the meeting.

      ‘I suspect you’ll need to pressure the individuals to get them here.’

      ‘Do you think they’ll refuse?’

      ‘Eisley possibly will. The others are all serving officers, so, to a certain degree, they’d be following orders from a superior, but I’d like a word with Detective Superintendent Troughton first.’

      Hallberg chuckled. ‘Excellent point. Why should our necks be the only ones on the chopping block?’

      ‘Exactly. There’s also the matter of danger.’

      ‘With the person or persons responsible facing a life sentence?’

      ‘Yes. I wouldn’t be surprised if they expect to be confronted. It’s obvious we’re being left crumbs to lead us to what should be a final display. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. I’d say show extreme caution if you encounter him. There could be a risk of collateral damage.’

      The door opened and Zander rushed inside.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt, but you’re going to want to hear this.’

      Hallberg beckoned him forwards. ‘Speak freely if it’s to do with the investigation.’

      ‘There’s a strong DNA match from the phone found at Dolby’s property in Folksworth. The person in question definitely held it in their hands.’

      Triumph flared in Barton’s chest, but it was quickly tempered by an instant realisation. His voice was flat. ‘The match isn’t to a known criminal.’

      ‘I’m afraid not. It was on the staff elimination database. The sample belongs to Detective Constable Stephen Fisk.’

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            75

          

          DCI BARTON

        

      

    

    
      Barton’s head swivelled towards DCI Hallberg. The room, which had been buzzing with the low hum of professional interest, went suddenly vacuum-sealed quiet.

      Hallberg slowly rose from her seat, her focus fixed on Zander. ‘Perhaps my Christmas won’t be ruined after all. It’s DI Zander, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘Thank you for informing us immediately. I believe Fisk is working out of your office, John?’

      ‘He is. I’ve been elsewhere today with the Zelensky fallout, but I can soon have him taken to a secure room.’

      Hallberg studied Barton, her expression unreadable. ‘I was about to ask why you weren’t getting your cuffs out, but I recall something from the file. You asked Dolby’s boss about the phone he used, and he remembered it was an old one. He also said Dolby didn’t get on with the latest technology.’

      ‘Yes,’ Barton agreed. ‘I don’t think the mobile found at the scene belonged to Dolby, but Fisk doesn’t strike me as the type to leave a phone behind.’

      ‘But is Fisk involved somehow?’

      ‘I’d say not directly,’ Barton replied, though he didn’t sound convinced.

      Hallberg held his gaze for a long moment. ‘The perpetrator hasn’t put a foot wrong so far. Leaving a burner phone behind would be entirely out of character for him, especially if he revisited the property to eat those cookies and drop a dead bird. I suspect all the aforementioned acts down to the sleigh bells were designed purely to bamboozle us.’

      A thin, tired smile appeared on Barton’s face as she reeled off the specifics of the case. She had clearly done her homework.

      ‘Great point, although it was the cake that the neighbour left that was taken.’

      ‘Of course. We shall have to grill our upcoming interviewees about whether they prefer home baking to shop biscuits.’

      Barton bobbed his head in response, but he was still focussing on the DNA find.

      ‘The phone is a red herring. Obviously, Fisk needs to explain himself, but, before we ask him about it, perhaps we should consider how his DNA got on the item.’

      Hallberg’s team had been remarkably quiet throughout most of the meeting, but now one of the younger detectives cleared her throat. ‘Planting the phone near Fisk wouldn’t have been hard if the person responsible knew him. A friend or a colleague could have left it nearby, and he’d have moved it without a second thought.’

      Barton smiled, the logic clicking into place. He looked at Zander. ‘Check if Bradshaw and Fisk are still in the office, then come back. But make sure somebody keeps a discreet eye on them.’

      ‘No problem,’ replied Zander, striding from the room.

      Since he was handing the investigation over, Barton felt he could speak more openly.

      ‘I’d say we don’t wait until tomorrow to do these interviews. Certainly not for Bradshaw and Fisk. Imani’s a single parent, so I struggle to see her taking an active role when she has so much to lose. Grazioli nearly had pneumonia yesterday and isn’t the type to take revenge for someone he’d never met. We can haul those two in tomorrow morning.’

      He paused, thinking of the tussle in the dark at Zelensky’s house. ‘Mick Eisley, on the other hand, matches the older gentleman’s description and has less to lose. He’s fit, still looks strong, and he hates the fact that Dolby slipped away without answering for his crimes. I suggest we also collect him immediately.’

      Hallberg rubbed her chin. She wasn’t one to make snap decisions unless forced by the evidence. Her eyes met Barton’s. ‘That’s sound thinking. Perhaps Eisley was Tucker’s partner when he first started at Lincolnshire Police.’

      Barton hadn’t considered that. ‘He probably trained him.’

      ‘We’ll do as you suggest. Who knows what might happen by tomorrow, right?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      Zander returned and took a seat, his expression drawn.

      ‘Bradshaw’s here, but Fisk called in sick this morning.’
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      Murmurs rippled through the room. The news that Fisk had phoned in ill was, in many ways, a more damning piece of evidence than the DNA find itself.

      For once, Barton wasn’t the one in charge. He turned to Hallberg, acknowledging the shift in power. ‘What would you like me to do?’

      Hallberg didn’t hesitate. She pointed at six of her team and rattled off their names with practised command.

      ‘Your task is to locate Fisk and escort him back here. Visit his home, his girlfriend, his parents, whatever it takes. I’d rather not put out an all-patrol broadcast just yet, but the DNA match gives us the authority to do so if he isn’t at any of those three addresses.’

      She pointed to two of her other officers.

      ‘Bring Mick Eisley in. Take a Taser team with you, just in case. We’ll see how we get on this afternoon, but otherwise arrange with Uniform to collect Grazioli and Imani with you at eight in the morning. Those who I haven’t allocated stay here and prepare with me for an interview with Bradshaw. Zander, take him to a waiting room, please. Let’s see how he responds. John, how can we make the best use of you?’

      Barton puffed out his cheeks while he considered her question.

      ‘I want to run my eyes over the file from the start. Check to see if I can make a connection that’s been missed so far. I’ll also follow up with the welfare teams who supported Imani after Dolby’s history was revealed, and I’d like to get Zelensky to verify exactly what she remembers from her attack this morning. Then I’ll watch your interview with Bradshaw.’

      He paused, thinking back to the previous day. ‘It’s possible he and Fisk are working together, or one of them is turning a blind eye, but, on balance, I reckon the expression on Fisk’s face when he glared at his boss during the chats with Eisley and Grazioli was disgust.’

      Hallberg shook her head. ‘He must be aware how pulling a sickie would look with everything that’s going on.’

      ‘True. Maybe he’s keeping his head down because he knows what his boss is up to. Bradshaw, on the other hand, might be hiding in plain sight, but you have a strong angle of attack now that his partner’s DNA is on that phone. He believes he’s infallible, so we can grill him on how he missed his partner being involved in the murders, even if we aren’t sure he is.’

      ‘Excellent. Okay, everyone proceed. John, stay for a moment, please.’

      The room cleared quickly as the Bedfordshire team mobilised. When they were finally alone, Hallberg walked towards Barton. The ordinariness about her had vanished, replaced by the sharp intensity of a hunter.

      ‘I see you’re unconvinced by some of this, and so am I. It feels like you’ve been following a line of breadcrumbs, all leading to the end of the story. We’re forced to follow due process, but the killer knows that. He’s counting on us being predictable, so we can’t get ahead of him.’

      Her eyes bored into his.

      ‘We need a wild card, John, and you’re it. Corruption sickens me, so I’m giving you free rein tomorrow. If you find a way to stop him, take it. I’ll deal with the fallout and the paperwork later. Just damn well derail whatever this guy has planned.’
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      Barton grabbed his laptop and headed to see Troughton. Finding the man absent, he strode to the observation room. He browsed the case’s digital files, searching for any detail that had slipped through the cracks, then called Zelensky, who said she was being discharged. Holly was already on her way to the hospital to collect her. The thought of them chatting together in the annexe made the knot in his stomach loosen, if only slightly. Unfortunately, Zelensky didn’t have much more to say about the attack on her.

      Zander knocked on the door and told him Bradshaw was being brought to interview room two.

      ‘Stay and watch with me, Zander. We need all the help we can get. How did he respond when you informed him what was happening?’

      ‘He recoiled as if it was his DNA that had been discovered on the phone, then he looked annoyed, saying he had dinner plans tonight with an old friend. You know people like Bradshaw make my teeth itch. The desk sergeant told me that he found it hard to believe the happiness on his face after he’d marched Hoffman out of the building. It was close to ecstasy. It’s tough to accept one of our own can find such relish in destroying an officer’s career.’

      Barton couldn’t help but agree. ‘In my experience, he’ll pay for that type of malice, one way or another.’

      Barton watched the monitor as Bradshaw was led in. The man’s gait was a casual amble, but, after hundreds of hours spent studying footage, Barton immediately recognised the distinct telltale mannerisms of the guilty. He noted the nervous adjustment of his cuffs and the manner in which Bradshaw’s eyes reflexively tracked the corners of the room, seeking an exit that didn’t exist.

      When offered a solicitor, Bradshaw scoffed at the lead interviewer, DS Pickering.

      ‘What I want is to go home and get changed. You’re badgering me. Perhaps even attempting to frame me.’

      ‘Frame you for what?’ asked Pickering coolly.

      A dismissive grunt was Bradshaw’s only reply, his nostrils flaring slightly as he avoided her gaze.

      ‘Ask what you need to, so we can stop wasting each other’s time.’

      ‘Is there something from your past that you aren’t telling us about?’

      ‘What does that even mean?’

      ‘Have you ever broken the law?’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘Who do you think killed Clive Dolby?’

      ‘I’ve no idea.’

      ‘I hear you’re an excellent judge of character.’

      Barton smiled at the interview technique. Rapid questions, easily parried by an experienced officer like Bradshaw with non-committal rebuffs, followed by the interviewer’s swift change in direction to catch him off guard.

      Bradshaw was unable to stop himself. ‘The best.’

      ‘Is DC Stephen Fisk a good person?’

      ‘In what context?’

      ‘Is he the type to break the law?’

      Bradshaw’s jaw bunched. His nostrils flared again as he breathed slowly, controlling himself. Barton couldn’t fail to be impressed. This man was sharp.

      ‘I suppose anyone might under certain circumstances. Tell me what you’ve uncovered.’

      ‘You knew he was dating PC Imani a year ago.’

      ‘I did. A brief affair. Are you suggesting he helped her punish Dolby for what he did to her sister?’

      ‘By “punish”, you mean the two of them taped Dolby in a web, left him to perish, then reported him missing. Is that your theory?’

      ‘I thought it was yours.’

      Pickering was ready to deliver the shock. ‘Fisk’s DNA was found at the scene.’

      Bradshaw didn’t even flinch. ‘So what? You understand how unpredictable those tests can be. Maybe it was transference from Imani.’

      ‘After a few dates twelve months ago?’

      Bradshaw smiled. It was the same cruel, confident smile he’d worn when he’d interrupted his meeting and ordered Hoffman to stay.

      ‘Well, I am surprised. Goes to show, you never truly know anyone.’

      ‘Even if you’re the best judge of character.’

      ‘Fisk is a bright boy, the consummate professional. If he’s gone rogue, it’d be a smarter person than you who catches him.’

      Pickering’s smile was condescending, designed to irritate Bradshaw.

      ‘You failed to read the type of man he is, which suggests your judgement is, perhaps, merely adequate.’

      ‘My record speaks for itself.’

      ‘Yes, I heard about the innocent PC who killed himself after your recent internal investigation.’

      ‘He was guilty,’ Bradshaw snapped, the first real crack in his veneer.

      ‘And another who cried foul play.’

      ‘You’re a detective. You understand how much easier it is for offenders to blame the system than accept their own weaknesses.’

      Pickering conveyed a tight nod and shifted gears again. ‘Your interview with Mick Eisley was not what DCI Barton asked for. You went in too hard, forcing him to clam up.’

      ‘Yeah, I got carried away. Dishonesty drives me crazy. I want a clean police force, that’s my motivation. He was holding something back, I know it. Officers like him are a disgrace.’

      ‘Ex-officers?’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Then you treated Grazioli lightly.’

      ‘Barton instructed me to ease off. I still asked him some robust questions.’

      Barton and Zander watched for an hour as Pickering used all her skills, swinging from the past to the future, to being complimentary and flattering, to rude and sarcastic. Except for the odd burst of controlled anger, Bradshaw never wavered. He was either better than her, or he was innocent.

      A knock at the observation room door broke the spell. A member of Hallberg’s team stood there.

      ‘DCI Hallberg asked me to update you. There’s no sign of Fisk. His parents haven’t seen him, but they mentioned he’s been unduly stressed for the last year. He seemed upset about a break-up. Latoya’s name hadn’t come up lately, but it was clear he was no longer the confident lad he’d been before he dated her.’

      ‘Okay, and Mick Eisley?’ asked Barton.

      ‘No lights on in the house, no response to the doorbell, no answer on his phone.’

      ‘I assume both of their details have now been passed to Control.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Thanks for letting me know.’

      Pickering had just finished the interview when Barton turned back to the screen. Bradshaw’s gaze lifted to the camera, a knowing glint in his eyes, as if he saw the observers through the lens. Then he stood and strolled confidently out of the room.

      ‘Thoughts, Zander?’

      ‘I hope he isn’t crooked because he’s switched on.’

      Barton folded his arms, the letter F still on his hand feeling as if it were burning into his skin. His fists clenched with frustration. Eisley and Fisk were in the wind, and they had no choice but to let Bradshaw walk out of the front door.

      Christmas Eve was only hours away, and Barton was gripped by the cold, hard belief that whatever came next would happen on his watch.
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      Barton could barely put one foot in front of the other by the time he arrived home. Luke had gone to bed and Layla was out with friends, but he found Holly in the dining room surrounded by a sea of Christmas paper and sticky tape.

      ‘Evening, do you want a hand?’

      ‘John, we’ve been married for over twenty years, so I’ve seen you wrapping presents,’ Holly replied, not looking up from a particularly stubborn box. ‘You should know by now that what I need at times like this is a large port. Get to it.’

      He poured them both a measure and handed her a glass. As he took a long, restorative sip of his own, he remembered Zelensky. ‘How’s Maria?’

      ‘She’s fine. Shaken. She just wanted some scrambled eggs, a warm drink, and a shower. Then she was going to sleep.’

      ‘You aren’t worried about her?’

      ‘No, she’s made of tough stuff. I’ll take her to the café tomorrow. That’ll keep her busy, as will preparations here for the big day. You did right asking her to stay.’ She gave him an impish grin. ‘I’d have kicked your arse otherwise!’

      His wife found present wrapping an onerous task, best tackled in one fell swoop. Her temper was likely to be frayed, and his efforts were way below her standards, so he left her to it and went to the lounge. He chuckled at the tree, which she’d clearly redecorated after his and Luke’s cackhanded efforts.

      He didn’t put the main lights on, the twinkling bulbs providing enough illumination to see as he slumped into his armchair. Gizmo raised a lazy eyelid, then shut it again. All was well in the dog’s world, but the police world was fracturing.

      He took another taste of his drink and thought of Bradshaw and Fisk. If they were up to no good as a pair, it was obvious who the weak link would be. Bradshaw had appeared guilty in the observation room but of what, Barton remained uncertain.

      Fisk’s disappearance helped no one. Barton retrieved his mobile. He had Fisk’s personal number, a relic from a previous joint operation. He pondered for a minute. With the blue light of the screen reflecting in his tired eyes, he began to type.

      
        
          
            
              
        This is your last chance to do the right thing. Ring me now. I know you’re panicking and perhaps in deeper than you ever imagined, but hiding will look bad when it’s time to be accountable. You’ll go down with the rest. I can help you, but you have to help me. I need the truth. Your DNA was found in the bungalow at Folksworth.

      

      

      

      

      

      Barton briefly debated the final line. Revealing the DNA evidence results now meant losing the shock value during a formal interview, but with him being AWOL, that was a moot point. He needed to prevent whatever was coming next. Fisk had done something wrong, and Barton’s belly, diminished as it was, told him that if he had to hope one of them would behave honourably, it was Fisk. He also had a higher probability of breaking than the battle-hardened Bradshaw.

      Barton pressed send.

      Content with his gamble, he switched on the TV and flicked through the channels. He stopped at The World’s Strongest Man and turned up the volume. A memory surfaced of Luke many years ago watching and asking why his father didn’t enter because he’d definitely win.

      Barton’s smile faded as he thought about how he’d been bettered that morning. It was a blow to his self-esteem. The rapid weight loss had come at a cost to his strength that he hadn’t fully reckoned with. While the giants on the TV lumbered around performing epic feats, his eyes grew heavy and he slipped into a doze.

      He had just dreamed about dropping a massive Atlas stone on his foot when he jumped, startled by the sharp, rhythmic vibration of the phone in his hand.

      He checked the screen.

      Fisk.
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      Barton blinked himself awake for a few seconds, his pulse quickening as he answered.

      ‘Thank you for ringing, Stephen.’

      There was no reply at first, only a brief, sharp whistle of wind that caused Barton to suspect the call was being made from somewhere outside. For a concerned moment, he wondered whether Fisk had been taken, and it was the killer on the line, but he decided he’d soon find out and pressed on.

      ‘It’s okay, Stephen,’ he said, his tone steady. ‘You can talk to me.’

      ‘I’m not sure what to say.’

      The voice was hushed, but he was certain it was Fisk’s.

      ‘Are you safe?’

      ‘Yeah, yes, I am. I suppose that’s why I did what I did.’

      ‘Panic and run?’

      A short, uneven laugh proved that the man was still functioning. To confirm that, the reply came back stronger.

      ‘I have no idea what’s going on, but people, officers, are dying. I’ve been doing my job, investigating corruption and deceit, long enough to grasp when something’s not right. My body has been screaming at me for days to leave, fight or flight, but I can’t fight what I don’t understand, so I left. You won’t see me again until it’s over.’

      ‘Until what’s over?’

      Another laugh trailed off.

      ‘Don’t play with me. You must sense it, too.’

      Barton eased himself out of his seat and stared outside, the twinkling Christmas lights reflecting in the dark windowpanes. ‘Yes, I can. Which is why I need your cooperation.’

      ‘What do I know? I only worked with you for a day or so.’

      ‘You knew all about Hoffman.’

      ‘We got lucky. Another detective from a different force had been using a wholesaler in Birmingham Jewellery Quarter to shift his stolen goods. We had the business under surveillance for weeks, but nothing, then in walks Hoffman. Wrong time, wrong place. He was unlucky, but it meant we could follow him, look into his past, and see what further crimes he might have been involved in.’

      Barton frowned at the thought of Hoffman taking from crime scenes, the public’s homes basically, while he was working for him.

      ‘What did you find?’

      ‘Nothing else. He was a wreck living a lonely life. Just a few mates, Grazioli and Tucker, and a failing relationship with Zelensky.’

      ‘Which suggests he and those two men were closer than we’ve been led to believe.’

      ‘I think maybe in the past. They’ve all had their problems. Tucker lost his way with gambling, and Grazioli was spoken to about his drinking, then got implicated in the theft of some alcohol.’

      ‘He told me one of his team was responsible.’

      This time the laughter from Fisk was bitter.

      ‘An officer under him stole a van full of it. We almost caught him, but he slipped abroad, believed to be somewhere in Greece. His phone records were damning. There were texts to Grazioli, which suggest he was aware, possibly involved, perhaps just a kickback, but that guy’s a crook. No doubt about it, exactly like Tucker was.’

      ‘Why weren’t either removed from active duty at the same time as Hoffman?’

      ‘I’d say they’ve been honing their craft for decades. They were expert at it, a little here, a little there, to make their lives easier. They made smart plays with a minimal chance of suspicion falling on them. Both were knowledgeable officers who understood how life was, so they rarely made mistakes. We couldn’t find concrete proof.’

      ‘What about Hoffman? How long do you think he was on the take?’

      ‘Perhaps when he was in uniform with Tucker. You know how young guys can be influenced by the older ones. There were a couple of reports from back then, but nothing stuck. Remember, if a criminal says the rest of my gear’s been nicked, it only increases his sentence. Even if he wants a deal, it’s his word against the police, and the system is liable to turn a blind eye.’

      ‘Not everyone’s as conscientious as you.’

      Fisk snorted down the phone. ‘Right.’

      ‘Look, I could tell that you thought Bradshaw was going off plan in those interviews, but you didn’t say anything.’

      ‘He’s my boss. How could I?’

      ‘You can tell me now.’

      ‘Okay, okay, but it was only a feeling. That’s it. The reason I’m so suited to this job is that I don’t go off guesses and hunches. I deal in cold, hard facts. I deal in evidence. It’s not fair to speculate when I have nothing to back it up, especially considering Bradshaw’s record. He’s simply too good.’
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      Barton checked his watch. It was eleven. The meaning behind the phrase too good was obvious, but it was time for crystal-clear clarity.

      ‘No more riddles, Stephen. I need to hear it plain.’

      There was a long silence from Fisk. Barton suspected him to be calculating the risk, terrified that whatever he confessed would find its way to Bradshaw.

      ‘You have to talk to me, Stephen. I’m the only one left in your corner.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘You understand how you being off sick today looked? Do you really believe your boss has your back? He’s infamous for his ruthlessness. You must be aware of that.’

      ‘I am. Look, sometimes he seems to know things that defy logical explanation. He hounded that boy who killed himself when we had no other evidence than some missing trainers from a crime scene. Yes, they were a nice pair, which would appeal to a youngster, but any number of people could have removed them.’

      ‘Yet Bradshaw felt certain and pursued him relentlessly.’

      ‘Like a pit bull. When I said we didn’t have much, Bradshaw shouted at me that corruption had to be punished in all its forms. He actually scared me. I love this job, but my stress levels have blasted through the roof since that case. He’s forced me to become as hard as he is.’

      ‘Did this change begin a year ago when you were seeing Latoya Imani?’

      Fisk breathed slowly, then replied.

      ‘A year before that, then ongoing. I started disliking myself. It was a dream when I hooked up with Latoya. She was such a pleasant person. I loved her and her kid, but my head was all over the place. Splitting up on top of everything else nearly pushed me over the edge. I told Bradshaw I wanted a change of scenery, but he said not yet. When I insisted, he took me for a drink. He was sneaky and smart, never saying too much, but he left me with no doubt that if either of us went down, we would fall together.’

      Barton stopped pacing.

      ‘Which is practically an admission of him having done something illegal.’

      ‘I figured he’d made the remark in jest. Look, I’m an intelligent guy. I achieved a first in my degree at university, but he’s sharper than me. That’s tough to admit, but it’s the truth.’

      Barton wondered whether Bradshaw was brighter or just more prepared to bend the rules.

      ‘I need you to come in tomorrow.’

      ‘No way, sir. Not until this is over.’

      ‘You’ve said that, but you won’t explain to me what this is. I thought you only believed in facts. Hard evidence.’

      Fisk let out a small cackle, suggesting he was closer to the precipice than Barton had suspected.

      ‘Nice technique, sir. Perhaps I’ve been learning from the wrong guy.’

      Barton tried a different tack.

      ‘Why do you consider Bradshaw to be so gifted?’

      ‘It’s as if he can see how their minds work.’

      A recollection speared Barton’s mind. ‘Grazioli warned me about poachers becoming gamekeepers.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s what it’s like. He knows every move.’

      ‘As if he’s walked that path himself.’

      There was another pause. ‘Are you tracing this call?’

      ‘No, I’m in my lounge with my slippers on. Listen, do you think Bradshaw might have blurred the boundaries of criminality or actually stepped over the line himself?’

      ‘I’m not sure. He told me that years ago, back when he was partnered with Grazioli, they arrested a minor drug dealer. During the operation, a roll of twenty-pound notes, the dealer’s entire weekly takings, vanished from the suspect’s garden shed. Because he was a low-level player, the loss of that money put him in a life-threatening position. He insisted the cash had been present, but it was never mentioned as evidence during the trial.’

      Barton clarified the implication. ‘The dealer said the police must have taken it.’

      ‘Yep. Bradshaw implied to me that Grazioli was responsible, but never actually made the accusation. I heard from another officer that both Grazioli and Bradshaw were investigated. Bradshaw could prove that he was never at the scene on his own, but Grazioli couldn’t and got suspended. It appeared his fate was sealed until the cash miraculously showed up in some long grass. CSI reckoned they’d searched the area, but they didn’t take detailed videos and photographs like they do nowadays. Grazioli was off the hook.’

      ‘Someone had his back.’

      ‘Exactly, and who do you think was the one to discover the money?’

      ‘Not Bradshaw?’

      ‘No, it was Tucker.’

      Barton couldn’t help a sharp intake of breath. ‘Tucker looked after his buddy by returning the loot, whereas Bradshaw had left him for dead.’

      ‘It seems so. Grazioli moved down south shortly afterwards to get away from the taint that was following him around, but it’s not clear if it was Tucker or Grazioli who took the money. I don’t reckon Bradshaw was involved because when I pushed for more information, his resentment over Grazioli and Tucker evading the consequences was intense.’

      ‘Interesting.’

      ‘He hated that they’d got away with it. He loathed them.’

      ‘Over that one thing, years ago?’

      ‘Bradshaw reckoned they were still up to their little games, but he could never get anything solid, and he has tried, even when he’s supposed to be working on another case.’ Fisk’s tone relaxed as though it was a release to finally talk to someone about his boss. ‘You know how everyone’s on edge when we turn up?’

      ‘I’d say scared is more accurate, but yes, especially after word got out that Bradshaw hounded that lad to death without strong evidence.’

      ‘Yeah, well, Tucker and Grazioli weren’t at all worried. When we showed up, Graz used to shout that the professional snitching department had arrived. Tucker was ruder and would dismiss Bradshaw with a crude wave. It drove him mad. He can’t stand anyone getting the better of him.’

      ‘So perhaps this is about Bradshaw’s revenge. He’s been taking out corrupt officers. Dolby, Tucker, Hoffman, almost Zelensky.’

      ‘Maybe, but I can’t believe I’ve been working with a killer for so long without suspecting him. Is my judgement really that poor? I’m shaken to the core, and I keep doubting myself.’

      ‘Okay, well, it’s an impressive performance if it is Bradshaw. Perhaps he isn’t operating on his own.’

      ‘Yeah, that Eisley knows something. I know he does, unless my radar really is off.’

      Barton paused to acknowledge the comment.

      ‘There goes that hunch again. Look, you’ll come to trust that more and more as you progress. Have you any thoughts to how all this might end?’

      ‘I’ve no idea.’

      ‘Perhaps the more important thing is to consider who’s next?’

      ‘Maybe it’s this missing Jacob Marley angle, and it’s his old partner, Grazioli.’

      ‘I’m not sure that’s dramatic enough. There’s only one day to go. I’m worried it will be something – how can I put it? – theatrical. The whole point of A Christmas Carol is the powerful change the visitations cause.’

      ‘Look, I’m so tired I can’t think straight. I am sorry about the interviews. Bradshaw ordered me to follow his lead.’

      ‘Don’t worry about that now. Tell me where you are, and I’ll pick you up tomorrow. We can go in together.’

      ‘No.’

      Barton guessed he had run out of time, but there was a final fact he had to reveal, even if he could guess the reaction.

      ‘Stephen. I know what you did.’

      ‘Pardon?’

      ‘In Folksworth.’

      ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’

      ‘You were present at the crime scene.’

      ‘That’s rubbish. I had nothing to do with the investigation. My DNA has been planted there.’

      ‘No, I’m talking about twelve months ago. Somebody discovered that Mark Smith, aka Clive Dolby, was living there. You were dating Imani, and I’m guessing you were the person seen outside his bungalow banging on the door in a scarf, hat and big coat.’

      There was no denial, just a sudden, empty silence as Fisk cut the call. Barton stared at the phone’s blank screen. He’d put Fisk in a corner, and the only way out for the young detective was to vanish back into the night.
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        Christmas Eve

      

      

      So, the final day has arrived. Part of me never wanted events to get this far. They should have been able to follow the clues, investigate, and I should have been found out. It appears they’re not up to the task, which is a concern. I suppose I’ve been dishonest for so long that I’m too devious for them.

      It had to be done, though. The tainted, many of whom I know or knew, must be weeded out if the organisation is to survive. They deserved to be punished, both literally and publicly. Ebenezer Scrooge needed to learn. He had to want to transform. Change isn’t easy. The public has to believe in that narrative.

      As for old Jacob Marley, the original partner, he was doomed from the start. Today is the day he understands that.

      This morning shall be my last visitation. Although this time, I’ll be appearing in front of two people. There’s a chance of salvation for one of them, because John Barton isn’t a lost cause.

      The question is, will he be too late?
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      Latoya groaned as the thunder of footsteps hammered across the landing.

      ‘Mummy, has he been?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Father Christmas!’

      ‘He didn’t come last night, Abigail.’

      Her daughter’s face distorted in the way only an eight-year-old’s could. It was a total collapse: devastated eyes and huge rolling tears. Imani pulled the girl into the bed, wrapping her arms around her.

      ‘Tonight is Christmas Eve, so he’ll be here soon. You’ve got one more day to be naughty or nice.’

      Abigail pushed her mother away, already pivoting. ‘I’m going to tidy my toys to make sure I get what I want.’

      ‘You tidied them yesterday.’

      ‘Yes, but I’ll play with them first, then put them back. That way I’ll be opening a new scooter in the morning.’

      ‘Cunning thinking.’

      ‘No, it’s wise.’

      Latoya watched her run off and heard footsteps clomping down the stairs. She had ballroom-danced when she was younger, being graceful, whereas her daughter, Abigail, had inherited her dad’s plodding gait. She pictured her ex laughing for a moment. He hadn’t been a great father, but then again, it had seemed as though life wanted them apart, and he’d simply gone with the flow.

      Fisk popped into her mind as she lay back in bed. For a while, she’d thought he was her destiny, but he’d fallen to pieces over the space of a few months. He’d become so angry that she hadn’t trusted him enough to leave him alone with her child. She’d understood it was time to end it, despite still being in love. Part of her had wanted to keep trying, but the poison destabilising him hadn’t been going anywhere. That toxin had been Bradshaw.

      At this point, a fresh complication had arisen. A letter had been posted through her door, identifying the village where the man who had driven Grace to suicide was now living. Latoya had considered long and hard what to do, discussing it with Stephen. In the end, she’d decided to do nothing. It hadn’t been murder, her sister had been troubled, and it had been over thirty years ago. She didn’t want Abigail touched by any of that.

      Stephen hadn’t agreed. He’d shouted at her and said he was going to find Dolby and talk to him. To what end, she’d had no idea. When her boyfriend had acted oddly a few days later, she’d demanded to hear what he’d done but he’d refused to answer. It had been the final straw, and she’d finished with him. He’d grabbed his stuff and left.

      Afterwards, life seemed unreal. Abigail kept asking when Stephen was coming around next. After months of her saying he was busy at work, her daughter had finally stopped mentioning him.

      Imani forced herself out of the warm bed. She had food preparation for tomorrow, a mountain of wrapping and there were still a few items to pick up. Cranberry sauce for her mum, for one. Christmas would be another quiet affair this year, but a day full of love and the usual traditions. She would plate up and organise dinner, her mother would wash up and they’d have a few drinks.

      They’d play some games, whatever Abigail wanted, then a walk, or a scoot in her daughter’s case. Perfect. Well, almost. She had to admit she was lonely, and Christmas tended to amplify that.

      A few days’ break from her job was appreciated, but she knew by the time Boxing Day had come and gone, she would be yearning to get back. A pang of guilt struck her. She’d jeopardised her career by not saying anything about the bungalow in Folksworth.

      She’d known it was the same village she and Tucker had attended, but hadn’t put two and two together until Stephen had knocked on her front door. Her heart had leapt as she’d thought he’d come to apologise and to make another go of it. When he’d explained his reason for calling – to tell her that the body she and Tucker had found was none other than Clive Dolby – her heart had dropped through her feet. He’d insisted she kept quiet, and she had. But why? She’d done nothing wrong, and nor had he. At least that was what he’d told her.

      Imani headed downstairs and popped her head into the lounge.

      ‘Coco Pops?’

      ‘You said they’re full of perserfatives.’

      Imani laughed, having explained about healthy eating.

      ‘I reckon it’s okay during the holidays.’

      The doorbell rang.

      ‘I’ll answer that, Abigail, then I’ll bring breakfast in.’

      ‘Thank you, Mummy,’ her pride and joy sang out.

      Imani went to the door and swung it open. Her face fell, but she chose her words carefully. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘If you want your child to live, you’re coming with me.’
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      The alarm blared at six, jolting Barton awake. He had contemplated an earlier start, but it had been a late night notifying Control about Fisk and emailing the details of the phone call to Hallberg.

      He trudged downstairs after a quick shower and had a bowl of All-Bran, half of which he didn’t finish. There had been no messages or missed calls on his phone.

      Holly stood next to him as he was lacing his shoes. ‘You were restless during the night.’

      ‘My mind’s whirring.’

      ‘I’m not surprised with Hoffman and the others dying. Are you safe?’

      ‘It’s the wicked who are being punished,’ Barton said, pulling his coat off the back of the chair. ‘I’ll probably be okay.’

      She scowled at him. ‘You’ve taken a lot on in a short amount of time. Do you want to at least talk about it?’

      ‘I will, but I’m fine. I’m tired physically, and mentally I have to deal with what’s happened to Hoffman and Zelensky. Besides, I reckon it will be over today.’

      ‘What makes you say that? The Barton belly?’ She gave him a hug and a squeeze. ‘I miss it – well, I didn’t during the night when you rolled on top of me.’

      He returned the cuddle, feeling the anxiety in her arms. ‘Are you all set for the big day? I know I’ve left you stranded.’

      ‘Yes, you have, but most of the food is coming from the café and is already prepared. I’ve got loads of little helpers. It’ll be fun.’

      ‘Tin hats needed.’

      ‘Rubbish. You’ll love it.’

      ‘I could be late tonight.’

      ‘What’s the chance of you having to work tomorrow?’

      Barton shrugged. ‘Six-seven, six-seven.’

      Holly whacked him on the arm. It was a Gen Alpha phrase Luke had picked up, which meant so-so or average. He shouted it all the time, driving his mother crazy.

      ‘You’ll be needing your tin hat now if you use that expression again.’

      Barton was about to leave, then stopped and gave her a gentle kiss on the lips.

      ‘I’ll text once I know for sure that I’ll be free tomorrow.’

      He left Holly with a concerned expression on her face.

      Outside, Barton didn’t need to defrost the car. There had been a notable rise in temperature. While there was still thick snow sitting on the roofs and gardens, the roads were beginning to melt. His wipers made short work of the sleet on his windscreen, and he drove to Thorpe Wood.

      Of Hallberg’s team, only she and a male sergeant were in the office. Her fingers pecked rapidly at her laptop.

      He raised an eyebrow at her. ‘Last-minute shopping?’

      ‘That’s what my team are doing. Hopefully, they’re out collecting a couple of much-needed presents, namely Imani and Grazioli, and revisiting Fisk’s and Eisley’s addresses. Imani booked a few days’ holiday with school having broken up, so she should be at home. Grazioli ought to be in bed, but I’m not confident of finding Fisk after your conversation last night.’

      ‘No, I don’t reckon you’ll see him this side of Christmas.’

      Hallberg lifted her hands from the keyboard. ‘Is he involved?’

      Barton had slept on that conundrum.

      ‘I’d still say not. He’s made mistakes, but I believe he’ll own up to them. Whether that saves his career or not will be for others to decide.’

      ‘What about Eisley?’

      Barton opened his mouth, then smiled.

      ‘I was about to repeat what Bradshaw said about being a great judge of character. Men like Eisley don’t turn bad, not unless they really have no choice. I’d like to speak to him, perhaps off the record, if that’s okay.’

      ‘You’ll have to find him first.’

      Hallberg’s phone rang. She listened, her frown increasing as the seconds ticked by.

      ‘Okay, do that,’ was all she said before cutting the call. ‘Terrible news at Imani’s, John.’

      His body tensed. ‘Not another web?’

      ‘No. A young girl called Abigail answered the door when my team knocked. Said her mum was making breakfast but when my officers went in there was nobody else in the house.’

      ‘Shit. Is the kid all right?’

      ‘Yes, her grandmother lives next door, so she’s gone there. My people spoke to a woman outside scraping her windscreen. She saw Imani getting into a modern black estate car and thought it looked odd. Imani still had her pyjamas on although she didn’t seem to be under duress. Two officers have stayed at the scene in case she returns.’

      ‘That’s sensible.’

      Hallberg’s pen tapped a frantic, irregular code against her desk.

      ‘Wait a minute, where’s Bradshaw? He said when he left, he’d be here early.’

      She directed her sergeant to look for him while staring at Barton, as though he might have a solution to what was about to become a nightmare.

      ‘John. You’re closer to this than anyone. What do you want to do?’

      He cocked his head to one side.

      ‘I’d give Bradshaw some time. You’ll soon have an update about whether Eisley, Fisk or Grazioli are home. We’ll go from there.’

      ‘Okay. Quarter of an hour, then all hell’s going to break loose.’

      Barton went to his desk and updated the case-file notes from the previous evening’s phone call with Fisk. By nine o’clock, half of Hallberg’s team had returned. They were empty-handed, and the time was up.

      Hallberg had recovered her poise and was ready for action.

      ‘Okay, John, I’m calling for a full roll-out. Flood the city with officers. News programmes, radio announcements, social media. Do you know what? I still don’t understand what the heck is happening, but I want Eisley, Fisk, Grazioli, Bradshaw and Imani in front of me by this afternoon.’

      Barton glanced out of the window while he considered the names.

      ‘The more I think about it, the more I’m sure Fisk isn’t your problem. Bradshaw is the bad egg there. Grazioli appears to be a wrong’un as well, but I reckon if I can chat to him, he’ll open up. He should still be feeling rough, so he’s unlikely to have gone too far. Gossip could have reached him, so he might be in hiding like Fisk, but I’ll shout through his letter box. Eisley’s the same, although I’ve an idea where he’ll be. How about I set off and visit them both?’

      Hallberg picked up on his confidence.

      ‘That’s worth a try. Would you like anyone with you?’

      ‘Yeah. Actually, no. I might want to talk man to man, friend to friend, or at least old-timer to old-timer. It will be better if I’m alone, and you need the bodies. I’ll keep in touch.’

      Hallberg’s face was pale.

      ‘Good luck, John, but be careful. I never thought I’d say this but, out there, police officers are dying.’
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      With the roads awash with melting snow, Barton’s Land Rover would handle the conditions better than any pool car, so he was swiftly on his way. Most morning traffic headed into Peterborough, so he made good time driving out to Eisley’s address in Market Deeping. A weak sun poked through the clouds. At this rate, there’d be no white Christmas at all.

      He parked and knocked on the door, but, as expected, nobody appeared.

      The blinds in the lounge had been left slightly open, so Barton, or anyone else for that matter, could peer in. He smiled to himself. Eisley had suspected he would be paid another visit. Leaving the blinds like that was a calculated decision. Barton glanced towards the Christmas tree. There were no presents beneath it. As a former sergeant, Eisley knew enough to hide valuables from sight. It ensured that a burglar peering in would see an empty room and move on, and the police would assume he was out.

      Barton had a thought. He stared closely at the tree and scoured his memory. Yes, many of the cherished decorations were missing, the sheep-angel from the top had disappeared, and there had definitely been gifts there before. Barton was now certain the retired sergeant was guilty of something.

      The Eisleys loved their old decorations from when their children were little, so he guessed they’d gone to one of their houses. It was possible they had fled to a hotel, but he had an inkling about where Mick would be right now. He had told him that most days he helped out at a community centre.

      Those places were busy at times like these, with many doing food or games in the run-up to Christmas Day, as well as operating as a warm space. Barton returned to his 4 x 4 and entered the details into his satnav.

      When he arrived at Deepings Community Centre, he deliberately drove past, noting the queue filtering in. Once he’d parked, he joined the back of the line and put his beanie on, stooping to keep his head low.

      Eisley’s deep voice greeted people at the entrance.

      ‘Merry Christmas,’ he said to the scruffy man in front of Barton.

      Barton stepped forwards.

      ‘Merry Christmas, Mick.’
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      Barton studied Eisley’s face. The man didn’t appear overly surprised to see him, but neither did he seem terrified. It was a look of tired acceptance that made Barton confident his suspicions were on the money.

      ‘You were expecting me, Mick.’

      ‘I was.’

      ‘Because you guessed I’d put the pieces together.’

      ‘Correct, but I don’t think you’re here to arrest me. One honest man recognises another.’

      Barton shrugged. ‘Although you haven’t been truthful, or should I say you’ve withheld something?’

      ‘Right again.’

      As he studied Eisley, the answer slipped into his mind. Eisley would have fought back had he alone stood in the firing line, and his wife clearly possessed a resilient spirit.

      ‘Let me guess – your kids were threatened.’

      ‘My grandchildren.’

      ‘Did you get a call?’

      ‘A letter.’

      More visitors arrived behind Barton. ‘Is there a place we can talk?’

      Eisley took a deep breath, his shoulders sagging slightly. ‘Yeah, there’s an old storeroom. Come with me.’

      Barton followed him through a busy hall set out with chairs. People were chatting and pouring drinks while others lifted food from cardboard boxes. A woman gave Eisley a concerned look as they passed, but he settled her worries with a quick smile. They entered a dusty room, containing nothing but broken furniture and a stack of folded tables.

      Barton considered the implications of what Eisley had said. ‘You’ve moved your loved ones so they’re not in danger?’

      ‘Yeah, they’re safe. With a friend of my brother’s.’

      ‘Let’s hear the truth, then.’

      Eisley exhaled deeply.

      ‘An envelope arrived addressed to Detective Sergeant Eisley. The timing struck me as strange after such a long retirement, but I opened the letter without much concern. The writer promised a reckoning for the past. It branded me a guilty man, claiming that a blind eye carried the same weight as a lie. If I told anyone what I knew, the sender said they’d be heading to Willoughby Avenue to make a collection. There would be no further warnings.’

      ‘But you didn’t really know anything.’

      ‘I was to be vague, so the murders would be hard to investigate.’

      Barton nodded as he understood the predicament Eisley had been put in.

      ‘Willoughby Avenue?’

      ‘It’s where my son’s kids’ primary school is.’

      ‘So, you told us a bit, but decided you would never endanger the young ones.’

      ‘Got it in one.’

      ‘You risked volunteering here today because your family was hidden, and I suspect part of you hoped I’d come.’

      Eisley seemed to shrink into himself.

      Barton recognised shame. ‘In a way, the killer was right. You do feel guilty for turning a blind eye all those years ago.’

      ‘Of course I do, but I was a sergeant. The instruction to forget about what happened to that girl originated from miles above my pay grade.’

      ‘There were still avenues, routes for you to complain.’

      Eisley appeared to have a sudden sour lump in his throat. ‘You’re well aware that type of thing was career suicide in those days.’

      ‘True, but it would have been the right course to take nonetheless.’

      Eisley closed his eyes, almost as if in pain. ‘Look, there was not one man among us who didn’t feel regret, from the new recruits to the inspectors. I reckon even Tucker felt bad about brushing her death under the carpet and letting Dolby escape scot-free. But the order came from further up. We had to suck on it.’

      Barton understood how things used to be, then experienced a brief haunting concern about whether anything had really changed.

      ‘You were professionals, taking orders. I suppose with the girl dead there was no evidence, best to hush it up. Exposing the force’s involvement didn’t benefit anyone, and Dolby had resigned anyway.’

      ‘That’s the way it was. I like to think I’d do something differently if I had my chance to take the honest path again, but I had two little kids and a wife with postnatal depression. If I’m candid, I’d probably still turn my head.’

      Barton gave the man some slack on hearing him speak from the heart.

      ‘I detect your wife’s hand in part of this.’

      ‘I was lucky to find her. She’s always been the rock for our family.’

      ‘A wise person once told me that behind every successful man is a strong woman. Although I think it might have been my wife who said that.’

      Eisley chuckled. ‘Well, you’ve been fortunate, too. In my defence, I always tried to be fair even when there were tough calls to make. Perhaps on that occasion I made the wrong choice.’

      ‘That’s why I’m not here with the cuffs, because you were put in a difficult situation. Keep up the good work here, Sergeant. I’ll be careful with what you’ve told me.’

      Barton got a meaty, thankful handshake in return, but neither said any more.

      As he left the building, something Eisley had said gave him pause for thought. Finally, a plausible reason for everything had emerged. Now, at least in some respects, the killings made sense. Barton needed to get back to Peterborough and quickly.

      They had been right that the motivation stemmed from a dead person, but it wasn’t the one they had first thought.
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      Barton returned to his car and, for a few seconds, rested his head on the steering wheel. He focussed on the previous week’s events, then pushed further back to the descriptions of old men outside the bungalow in Folksworth. A smile crept onto his face. He could guess who they were now.

      He considered the case as a whole. He’d been given all the clues, and a part of him felt foolish for not having reached the solution faster. Had he been too slow? Was he past it? He shook the thoughts away. A detective couldn’t afford to be too hard on himself. The evidence had surfaced over a few frantic days, leaving them scrabbling to investigate, whereas the perpetrator had spent at least a year meticulously planning his moves.

      The important fact was that, should his theory prove true, the end was nigh. Imani, a young single mother, had been taken, which complicated everything. He pushed the concern for her safety to the back of his mind and focussed on the location. Where would the final statement be delivered?

      He rang Hallberg while he drove to Grazioli’s home, but it went straight to voicemail, suggesting she was on another call. The message he left was simple.

      ‘I’ve solved it. I hope I’m not too late.’

      Not going into detail gave him further time to think about some of the strands that made less sense and to consider whether he was better off talking to the culprit alone. Threatening Eisley was actually a genius move. The killer knew Major Crimes would eventually speak to the retired sergeant. He became a complication, a possible suspect, and therefore a distraction that wasted valuable hours. Fisk and Imani had been used for the same reasons. While the police were looking one way, the rest of the plot steamed towards its dreadful conclusion.

      When Barton hit the parkways around Peterborough, a conversation re-emerged. Just a snippet, but it was enough. He had been told where it would end. He simply hadn’t known to listen.

      He did a U-turn at the next junction. The dual carriageway for his new destination was clear of traffic. He put his foot down, the Land Rover’s engine roaring in response as he ate up the distance to Farcet, then his phone rang.

      ‘DCI Barton.’

      ‘It’s Hallberg. What’s happened?’

      Barton ran her through the conversation he’d had with Eisley, then told her what he suspected and where he was heading. Seconds crawled by. He pictured her frantically trying to fit his words into the file she’d read.

      ‘Are you sure, John?’

      ‘Not 100 per cent, but nothing else makes sense. I could never put my finger on why a man like Bradshaw would commit such serious crimes. In fact, risking a massive sentence didn’t align with anyone we’d spoken to.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll have units en route,’ Hallberg said, her voice tight. ‘We have armed response ready to go. How do you want to play it?’

      ‘Initially, I wasn’t a component in his plan, now I think he wants me there for the finish. Have your team drive to the Haddon Road entrance to Crown Lakes but keep them in their vehicles until I say. I might be able to defuse the situation and nobody else will have to die.’

      ‘Got it. Stay in touch.’

      ‘Will do. I’m arriving now.’

      He turned into the car park where one vehicle stood alone: a big black Mercedes estate. It looked like a hire car, sterile and out of place against the winter backdrop. The doors were wide open.

      Everyone was there. Imani, Grazioli, and, of course, Bradshaw.
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      Barton parked at the other end of the small car park and used the stroll over to evaluate the situation. When he reached the Mercedes, he crouched next to the passenger side where Bradshaw sat. There was no point in talking to him. He was taped securely into the seat, mouth covered, head fixed securely to the headrest. His eyes, an alarming mix of terror and fury, locked onto Barton’s.

      Behind him, also tightly bound, was Imani, still in her pyjamas. Her eyes were closed, but her shoulders heaved.

      One of Bradshaw’s arms had been attached to his chest, so the back of his hand was facing outward. The initials JM had been written on the skin in black marker. In the driver’s seat, Grazioli sat with his spine as straight as a soldier’s. He tapped a heavy-bladed knife against the steering wheel and grinned, though that didn’t quite alter the deranged flatness in his gaze. He was dressed in a fitted blue suit, which accentuated his powerful physique, the one Barton had grappled with in the dark.

      ‘Oh, John, I am pleased to see you.’

      ‘Why is that exactly?’

      ‘To prove the police haven’t completely lost their soul. You’ve displayed honesty, integrity, and, most importantly, talent. There’s hope yet. And now you’ve come to watch me settle up with my old buddy, Nathan. A greedy, selfish, heartless man, just like Jacob Marley.’ Grazioli leaned over and rested a hand on Bradshaw’s leg. ‘My partner in crime.’

      At Barton’s shocked face, the killer laughed.

      ‘Not a recent partner, but once upon a time, we were conspirators. Taking things until we almost got caught. Well, I nearly did. Bastard here left me exposed, even kept the money. I had to ask Tucker to match the missing cash and place it back in the garden. Ever since then, I swore I’d have my revenge.’

      Grazioli reached up and savagely gripped Bradshaw’s jaw, fingers sinking into the flesh.

      ‘But he became untouchable. He became the watcher. Still corrupt, but, instead of pursuing money, he craved power at any cost. He left evidence instead of taking it.’

      Barton could believe it, but his mind was searching for a way to get the captives released unscathed.

      ‘Latoya is innocent in all this, Graz. Let her go.’

      ‘Are you certain, John? You see, I told her, anonymously of course, a year ago that Dolby lived in Folksworth, and she never followed it up. Admirable, I suppose, if not a touch pathetic. I expected more. But when he died, and she had attended the scene, the lady didn’t pipe up. She realised who he was and still kept schtum. She is no angel.’

      ‘There’s a small girl who needs her.’

      Grazioli finally released Bradshaw’s face, then peered at Imani in the rear of the car.

      Barton’s mind raced. Grazioli was fervent, and there was nothing more dangerous than a zealot who thought he had the moral high ground.

      ‘I don’t understand, Graz, are you some kind of Ebenezer Scrooge in this story? How have you changed? You’re continuing to break the law, by killing. That’s a million times worse than theft. Or is your plan to ruin the reputation of the police?’

      Grazioli sat back in his seat and focussed on the edge of the steel blade.

      ‘No, John, I’m not Scrooge. Not by a long chalk, but I am Jacob Marley, the dreadful partner, cut from the same cloth as devious Bradshaw here. I’m also the ghost of the past, present and future. I’ve stolen and lied throughout my entire career. I’m the worst of the worst, and I’ll never change. I can’t. Just as Bradshaw and Tito were destined to cheat the system for the rest of their days. We’re beyond help. We’re not Scrooge.’

      ‘Hand yourself in, then. Nobody else deserves to die.’

      Grazioli pointed the knife at Barton.

      ‘How did you know I’d finish things at Crown Lakes?’

      ‘You told me that when you left the force, you were going to spend time here again. I’ve also guessed that when you pulled Tucker out, it was you who’d pushed him in. I bet you parked at the car park and went back to knock at his landlord’s door, knowing he would be out walking and vulnerable in the snow.’

      ‘Well done. Did you guess how I got Fisk’s DNA on the phone?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Back from when he was dating Imani. He used to pop in the station to fawn over her. I left the mobile near him and he moved it.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘I assume you’ve guessed the catalyst for all this.’

      ‘Yes, it was your father.’
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      Barton watched as a smile crept onto Grazioli’s face.

      ‘Correct. It’s true I returned to care for him. It was convenient with the heat on me in Hampshire. The twin pincers of vascular dementia and Alzheimer’s were seizing Dad, but he remembered the past so vividly. It obsessed him. The only serious mistake he ever made haunted him.’

      ‘Clive Dolby being allowed to leave unpunished.’

      Grazioli nodded once, lips tightened.

      ‘My father, the superintendent, was the one to instruct everyone to back off and let the memory of that dead girl die with her. It was all he could focus on as he faded, a need to set the record straight. When he explained his sense of failure, it shone a bright light on my own distasteful life, and I experienced a shame so all-consuming I almost threw myself off a bridge. I had to make amends, as much for my dad as for me.’

      Barton noticed Imani struggling. One hand was nearly free. As he opened his mouth to distract Grazioli, he caught a whiff of something foul. A heavy, eggy scent. Had fear caused an occupant of the vehicle to lose control?

      ‘The neighbour spotted an elderly man,’ said Barton, ‘white hair, arguing through his car window with Dolby in the street outside the bungalows. That was your father.’

      ‘Yes, I didn’t know he’d gone there to confront him until he told me a few days later, but he couldn’t remember what had been discussed. I paid Dolby a visit and he argued with me. Reckoned he’d paid his price. He lived a quiet life, took no joy and gave to charity. He thought he had made amends.’

      ‘Perhaps he was right. The girl was troubled. His crime wasn’t worthy of a death sentence.’

      A cold smile split Grazioli’s face. He cackled.

      ‘Is that what you think? Wake up, John! If he’d just shagged her, would he really have spent the next thirty years apologising for it? Dolby had booked a holiday, but he wasn’t abroad, he was lying low. He and Tucker went to tell her to drop the allegation.’

      ‘No!’ Barton gasped.

      ‘Yes. If there was anything decent left in Tucker, it died in the water that day, along with that poor girl. Perhaps only now, at the bitter end, do you realise the scale of our crimes.’

      Barton’s head was scrambled. He struggled with what to say, but Grazioli was steely-eyed and intent.

      ‘The die was cast, and here we are. It’s time for you to depart, John. I can tell your nose is twitching. Do you know what the smell is, apart from Bradshaw’s despair?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Propane. There’s a punctured cylinder leaking in the boot. I suggest you get out of here, but first, it’s your turn to receive a letter.’

      Grazioli climbed out of the car. He put the knife on his seat and stepped towards Barton. He gestured back inside the vehicle.

      ‘It’s a pity my wife’s not in there with them.’

      ‘You said she died.’

      ‘Nope, shacked up in Portsmouth. Got bored with being the skint wife of an uninterested drunken copper, so she ran off with a bloke who owned a DIY shop.’

      Barton prodded a finger at the deranged person in front of him.

      ‘Stop this madness. End it here.’

      ‘I’ve bested you once, but your luck is in. You’re still police and can be part of the change. You’re Scrooge in my little tale. You have hope of redemption.’

      ‘Wait. Aren’t I supposed to be Fred?’

      ‘No, I never planned on bumping into you at Zelensky’s, so bravo for catching me out. I just took the chance to confuse you by scrawling F on your hand, although in a way it does actually fit.’ Grazioli smiled briefly. ‘But our time draws short, my friend. The slate has been scrubbed, but it isn’t clean.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Look who’s dead. Tucker, Dolby and Hoffman. Guilty officers, one and all, but do you think they were the only ones?’

      ‘Aren’t you as bad as them?’

      ‘Yes, and I’m to be punished, too.’

      Grazioli took from his pocket a thick envelope that had been sealed in a small plastic food bag, and handed it over. Barton considered grabbing him, but if he made a mistake or, more likely, lost another scuffle, he would be killed, and so would the others.

      ‘What does it say?’

      ‘It’s addressed to an online blogger who shouts about police corruption. It’s all there. Everything we did, or most of it. The record can be put straight about Imani’s sister’s death. Let her finally rest in peace. There’s a memory card in the file. The public should see the webs we spun for ourselves. Then a new page will be turned.’

      At that moment, Barton fully comprehended Grazioli’s motive.

      ‘It isn’t just me who’s Ebenezer Scrooge, is it?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘It’s the entire police force. We all need to change.’

      ‘Every single one of you, from the top brass to the boots on the ground, must own what happened and acknowledge what’s still rotting under the surface. From this day on, you don’t just act better. You are better.’

      Grazioli reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a small, black plastic box. His thumb hovered over the crude button on the top of it. A detonator.

      ‘Show’s over, John. We’ve got somewhere we need to be.’ He glanced over at Bradshaw. ‘A place I hear is warm, eh, Bastard?’

      Barton considered charging. He would have done so in the past, but Imani’s life was in his hands, too.

      ‘You’re not evil, Graz. Release them. You’ve made your stand. I promise to deliver your letter. The world will listen but, please, let them go.’

      Grazioli’s lips curled into that thin, dark line a man wore when he’d accepted that his days were over. It was time to meet his maker. A final grisly smile in the face of death.

      ‘I need you to save the police, John. It’s what I expect.’

      Barton felt a rush of hope. He stepped forwards. ‘So they can go?’

      Grazioli’s eyes drilled into Barton’s. Seconds ticked by.

      ‘Choose one.’

      Barton shook his head. ‘No, I want both. Blow yourself to pieces if you must, but nobody else.’

      ‘My knife’s on the seat. It’s decision time. There will be more decisions to make in the future, but this choice is now.’

      Barton’s experience in the real world made the logic clear. Get the first hostage safe and adapt from there. He marched to the driver’s side and grabbed the knife. The sturdy steel handle filled his palm, turning his hand solid and lethal. But glancing at the determined man clutching the detonator, gaze lasering his way, Barton knew he would never be fast enough.

      He climbed into the back of the car onto the seat next to Imani, coughing hard at the stench of gas, then began to saw through the thick tape. Her eyes were open now, rolling with fear. She managed a feeble buck as her binds parted, but it was a weak gesture. Her body was empty of fight.

      ‘It’s okay, Latoya. I’ve got you.’

      A high, broken whimpering leaked from Bradshaw. Though the air was cold and damp, sweat slicked his forehead, the droplets running down his face in steady, rhythmic tracks.

      Barton carefully cut the last ties around Imani’s ankles, but she didn’t move. He clambered out of the vehicle and rushed around the front to her side, passing Bradshaw, whose eyes tracked his progress as if his life depended on it.

      Grazioli held the black box aloft like a grim offering, thumb poised.

      Barton reached out and his fingers clamped onto Bradshaw’s shoulder, giving it a hard, final press. Both men understanding that Barton wouldn’t be able to come back for him. He whispered to the bound man.

      ‘God be with you.’

      With a growl, he hauled Imani out of her seat. She was a strong, tall woman. He doubted he could carry her far, but she managed to hook an arm around his neck, and he shunted her up to his chest. Staggering with her weight, he pounded past Grazioli back to his car, stomping to the side that was out of view. He laid Imani on the ground.

      The heavy thud of the Mercedes doors reached Barton as they were slammed shut. His phone rang, but there was nothing anyone could do here. He peered over the bonnet to see Grazioli retaking his seat and closing the last door.

      Barton jerked down out of sight and covered his ears. Seconds later, an almighty boom shattered the peace.
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      The shock wave didn’t just hit Barton. It went through him. A physical force that sucked the air from his lungs and slammed him further into the dirt. He kept low, shielding Imani’s body with his own, as the world rained down around them. Scraps of black metal, shards of glass, and the burning, fluttering remains of upholstery hissed as they landed in puddles.

      Then came the vacuum. A ringing, hollow thing that felt louder than the blast.

      Barton pushed himself up on trembling arms. He peeped over the bonnet of his Land Rover. The Mercedes was gone. It had been replaced by a roaring orange-white furnace that licked at the grey sky. There was no screaming. No crying. Just a funeral for a long, brutal conspiracy of silence. The propane had turned the car into a crematorium.

      Imani coughed, her lungs fighting against the acrid, chemical smoke. Barton lifted her into a sitting position and leaned her against the side of his vehicle. Her pyjamas were torn and dirty, her face a mask of soot and shock. She didn’t say thank you. She didn’t have to. The look in her eyes was that of a person who had seen the mouth of hell and been hauled back at the last second.

      Blue lights pulsed against the houses in the distance. The sirens sang a discordant chorus, coming from all directions as Hallberg’s roll-out finally converged on the one place that no longer needed them.

      Barton didn’t stand to meet them. He stayed on the ground, leaning against a tyre, as the thick envelope pressed into his ribs. It carried the weight of thirty years of lies, stolen cash and a dead girl whose name had been whispered in the dark for too long.

      Hallberg arrived moments later, her car skidding to a halt in the damp earth. She ran towards them, her expression concerned, shouting orders to the armed response team, who had already fanned out with pointless precision.

      ‘John! Imani!’ She dropped to her knees beside them. ‘Are you hit? Are you okay?’

      Barton shook his head but couldn’t find his voice. He reached into his pocket. After a moment’s thought, he withdrew his hand.

      Hallberg scrutinised Barton’s face, then glanced at the fire. She nodded once, an unspoken gesture that, whatever he was thinking, she would trust him to make the right call.
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      An hour later, Barton sat in the back of an ambulance with a shock blanket draped over his shoulders. The paramedics had cleared him, though his ears still rang with a high, persistent hum. He watched the forensics team, clad in white suits, as they picked through the blackened skeleton of the Mercedes. They were searching for remains, but the explosion had left nothing except scorched fragments.

      Zander threaded his way through the crowd of officers, appearing older than he had the last time Barton had seen him, his face lined with worry. He climbed into the ambulance next to Barton.

      ‘Imani’s going home,’ Zander said quietly. ‘She’s physically fine. Mentally, who knows? Her kid, Abigail, is waiting with her grandmother.’

      ‘And Fisk?’

      ‘Turned himself in at Thorpe Wood twenty minutes ago to confess. Bradshaw, the Folksworth bungalow, all of it. He’s broken, John, but he’s telling us the whole story.’

      Barton blew out a long breath. The chains were falling off, one by one.

      He stood, the emergency blanket sliding to the floor.

      ‘Drive me to the station, Zander. I need to speak to Troughton.’

      Barton dropped down from the ambulance. The spiteful, steel sky glared down, heavy drops leading its attack, pitting the remaining snow. Zander took his car keys from him and drove to Thorpe Wood, opting for quiet focus instead of conversation.

      Troughton’s office was open when Barton got back and knocked. He was beckoned in.

      ‘Take a seat, John. Close the door.’

      After dropping into a chair, Barton dipped his head to acknowledge his boss, but he didn’t comment.

      Troughton leaned forwards over his tidy desk, eyes stony.

      ‘So, talk me through what happened.’

      Barton ran through his eventful day, leaving little out. When he’d finished, the Chief Superintendent was frowning more than he had at the start.

      ‘Grazioli, eh? He obviously lost his mind. Such a shame to lose all those fine officers.’

      Barton wasn’t sure how to respond to the thought of Hoffman, Tucker, Grazioli and Bradshaw being described in that way, so he again stayed silent.

      Troughton rubbed his hands together. ‘I don’t believe we want too much of that coming out. There’s a lot of discussion about what to say to the press. I’m confident the Chief Constable will make the correct call. All above our pay grade, eh, John? We have you to thank for clearing this up so swiftly.’

      ‘My pleasure.’

      ‘Don’t be coy. You saved Zelensky and Imani. You’ll get a commendation, I’m certain of it.’

      ‘Although not a public one.’

      Troughton steepled his hands, his devious nature preventing a direct reply. ‘Do not underestimate your role in all this. It won’t be forgotten. You came through when we really needed you. I’ve spoken to DCI Cox. She’s returning on Monday, and Zander will have cleared up this unsavoury Hoffman business, so it’s operations as usual.’

      Barton carefully hid the incredulity threatening to break through. Troughton was polishing the medals at the same time as he was burying the bodies.

      Barton pushed himself to his feet. ‘I’ll write my report and be on my way.’

      His boss hadn’t finished with him. ‘My idea of calling in experienced and successful detectives as and when we need them should get the go-ahead now, thanks to you. There’ll be some adjustments. How do you feel about that?’

      ‘What are those adjustments?’

      ‘You’d require a bigger team, that’s clear, and we ought to use you more regularly. I suspect you were a touch rusty after so long out.’

      As always, Troughton missed very little.

      ‘I’d be interested, but I want more time off.’

      ‘What for?’

      ‘I’ve realised what I’d lost when I took my sabbatical. It wasn’t my nerve, or my strength, or my commitment. It was my resilience. I couldn’t tolerate any more tough cases or ruined lives. I couldn’t stomach the destructive people, the sadness and the waste.’

      ‘But now you can?’

      ‘Yes. It’s what the police do. We soak up the trauma and violence, so the rest of the country doesn’t have to. We wade through the vile water of horrific crimes to keep everyone else dry. We protect the public. And in return, they trust us to do the right thing.’

      Troughton remained silent, as Barton anticipated, allowing him to continue uninterrupted.

      ‘I need some time to get my strength back.’

      ‘Excellent, I’ll be in touch. Once again, well done. Sterling work.’

      Barton stamped out of the office. He’d complete his paperwork at home. He walked through the station, not speaking to anyone. He wanted no congratulations nor questions. Only space to think.

      He reached his car and accelerated away. He didn’t drive directly to his house and shortly pulled over to the side of the road.

      He took a moment, then removed the envelope Grazioli had given him from his jacket. Troughton planned a quiet conclusion, those fine officers remembered fondly and the embarrassment hushed up. The system would stay exactly as it was.

      Barton stepped out of the car. The rain was steady now, harsh and persistent as he pictured the killer’s face when he had handed over his message. Barton had initially thought the envelope had been put in plastic to stop it getting wet, but that wasn’t the reason. Grazioli was smarter than that. He had wanted to keep Barton’s fingerprints off the paper.

      A few seconds ticked by as he considered the fact Grazioli could have simply posted the message himself. He had risked it being destroyed or the contents being handed to senior officers like Troughton. A bleak smile touched Barton’s lips. Grazioli had sensed that Barton also understood that change needed to happen, and he would therefore make the right choice, even if that caused waves.

      Barton walked to the red postbox, unzipped the sandwich bag, then carefully slid the letter through the slot. He listened to the faint final thud, returned to his car and didn’t look back.
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      Sitting at the kitchen table with her friend, Shirley, Peggy stared at the unexpected presents. The neighbours had really stepped up since her husband died, making sure she wasn't forgotten at Christmas.

      Shirley chuckled loudly, her hand trembling slightly around a glass of sherry; it wasn’t her first of the morning.

      ‘Look at all these gifts, Peg! Come on, open them. Do the big one.’

      ‘Okay,’ Peggy replied, a happy grin spreading across her face. ‘You can help me.’

      Together, they pulled off the festive wrapping to reveal a large, soft mass of fabric with various holes in it.

      Peggy frowned as she unravelled the object. ‘What is it?’

      Shirley held up the contents, her eyes widening.

      ‘Oh! I got one of these last year. It’s a wearable blanket. A giant hoodie. They’re thick, with a fleece lining. Warm as toast. Saves you having to turn the heating on. They’re brilliant for us skint pensioners.’

      ‘How lovely,’ Peggy whispered, feeling the soft material. ‘Shall I wear it now?’

      Shirley helped her pull the massive garment over her head, and as her friend disappeared into the fleece, they both broke into giggles again.

      Peggy emerged, appearing tiny inside the oversized hood.

      ‘Wonderful! Who’s it from?’

      Shirley searched through the discarded paper until she found a small plain white label and handed it over.

      Peggy squinted at the typed words, her brow furrowed in confusion.

      ‘Who the hell is John Barton?’
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          DCI BARTON

        

      

    

    
      Barton stood beside Zander at the door to the lounge, both men surveying the chaos. The noise levels were off the scale. Visitors occupied every seat, and children of varying ages crawled over the carpet or tugged at the decorations on the tree. Laughter echoed from every corner as guests sipped their drinks and pulled crackers.

      Holly had invited most of the regulars from her coffee shop and the house was bursting at the seams. The kitchen and dining room mirrored the lounge’s festive congestion.

      Barton shook his head, though a grin was forming. ‘What happened to peace and goodwill to all men?’

      ‘What were you expecting? A cheeky glass of sherry while you watched The Snowman? You’re a hero now, and they don’t get quiet Christmases.’

      ‘Very funny,’ Barton muttered.

      It turned out Grazioli had set up a camera in a tree overlooking the car park. The entire event, the stand-off, the explosion, but more importantly Barton carrying Imani to safety, had been streamed live to his contact. By the evening, Barton had featured on the national news. A freeze-frame of him staggering with the weight of a fellow officer in his arms was already being hailed as the image of the year.

      Zander pointed towards the sofa where Mortis sat beside his girlfriend. While she chatted animatedly with a laughing Zelensky next to her, Mortis slumbered. Head tipped back, mouth open, catching flies.

      ‘I wonder why he’s so tired.’

      ‘You don’t want to know.’

      Zander laughed. ‘Good for him.’

      Barton had a moment of melancholy. ‘That’ll be us before we realise it. Life’s like a slow, grey undertow, dragging you inch by inch away from the safety of the shore until you’re lost forever in the deep water. Luckily, you’re usually dozing at the end, so you barely notice.’

      Holly appeared in the doorway and tapped a spoon against her wine glass.

      ‘The buffet’s ready! Please make your way to the dining room.’

      She stepped aside as kids were gathered up and guests filtered out, a dash of hungry families.

      Holly studied the two men. ‘Why the long faces?’

      Zander hooked a thumb towards his friend. ‘John’s being maudlin.’

      Barton shot daggers back. ‘No, I’m not.’

      ‘What’s he saying?’ asked Holly.

      ‘That soon we’ll be the ones falling asleep on the sofa mid-conversation.’

      She put her arm around her husband. ‘What rubbish. He’s been doing that since his twenties.’

      Barton rolled his eyes at Zander. ‘Have I told you how much I love my wife?’

      Zander roared with laughter and departed with Holly to join the queue.

      Luke paused at Barton’s side, frowning after filtering through the crowd. ‘What next? Animals? We might as well, then it actually would be a zoo.’

      Barton ruffled his son’s hair and let him continue with the others. He didn’t follow. Instead, as the room emptied, he sank into an armchair, the hubbub dwindling until it was nothing more than a muffled hum from the hallway.

      He hadn’t been at his absolute best during the investigation. Mentally, he was still the detective he’d always been, but physically, there was a long road ahead. But he had time now. There would be changes for him and the police, especially when that letter landed. Grazioli would get his way.

      A little face peered from behind Lily’s leg: her son, Tommy. The boy watched him with wide, curious eyes before toddling across the floor. Barton instinctively opened his arms when the boy reached him. As he lifted the child, a sudden surge of strength rushed through his chest. Any doubt dissolved, to be replaced by a calm, clear focus.

      For the next case, the real John Barton would be back!
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      Another book from Ross Greenwood, Death at Wells Harbour, is available to order now here:

      https://mybook.to/WellsHarbourBackAD
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            THANK YOU!

          

        

      

    

    
      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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      We hope you enjoyed reading The Christmas Killer. 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.

      

      
        
        Death at Wells Harbour, the next instalment in The Norfolk Murders series by Ross Greenwood, is available to buy now by clicking on the link below:

      

      

      
        
        https://mybook.to/WellsHarbourBackAD
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      While doing research for this book, I spoke to several serving officers about corruption in the police. They said it was a rarity, which is why it’s front-page news whenever someone does go rogue.

      A relative of mine told me that nearly all officers are hard-working, but they’re a representation of their communities. They have the same number of bad apples and those who can’t see past feathering their own nests as in any other walk of life. Only a few are inherently evil. That might sound a touch negative, but he had just retired after thirty years of service.

      I believe most of those who take the oath do so with noble intentions. They want to make a positive difference. The reality, however, is that they are under intense pressure, working in tough conditions, and are chronically short-staffed, while the press remains content to focus on the negative. Unfortunately, extreme stress often manifests itself in destructive ways.

      Of course, a few sign up purely for the fantastic opportunity to legally taser other human beings.

      ‘Will there be more in the killer series?’ you (hopefully) ask. I’m looking forward to writing another for the Norfolk series next. You’ll have to check Amazon and see if there’s a pre-order, especially if Wells is one of your favourite places. But a little Barton idea is peeping out from under its shell.

      Please write a review. I love to read them, especially the good ones!
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