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      Jordan Kilby didn’t hear the car. He was only aware of the rush of cold air as the vehicle drove past so closely, he felt metal against his elbow. His reaction had been swift and violent. Tugging the handlebar to the left, he’d met with gravel and a raised kerb. The bike had ridden it and toppled, taking him with it.

      He lay sprawled on the damp grass verge, chest rising and falling quickly, his heart hammering like it would explode. His legs were entangled with the front wheel and his wrist exploded with pain when he attempted to lift it. He didn’t dare check his other limbs for fear of what he’d discover. He cursed the motorist who had almost killed him. Then he cursed himself and the cans of beer that had dulled his senses and made him deaf to the vehicle’s approach.

      He stared into the dark starless night and cursed the clouds that covered the moon and had made him invisible to other road users. Then it struck him, the car had been crawling past, not travelling at high speed. He hadn’t heard any engine noise.

      Ahead of him, the vehicle had drawn to a halt and the driver’s door opened. Jordan turned his head, squinted into the darkness and swallowed hard. A lump formed in his throat and stuck there. He recognised the car. He knew who had driven him off the road. The driver approached him, slowly, casually, as if prolonging the anticipation of what was to come. Inside Jordan’s head, a terrified voice screamed at him to get up, make good his escape, but he knew it was futile. His limbs refused to cooperate.

      As the person drew closer to him, the clouds above parted for a moment, allowing moonlight to fall on them both and on the object gleaming in the person’s gloved hand. More terrifying was the look on his attacker’s face. Jordan’s mouth opened and closed, no sound escaping. His mind curled into a ball like a terrified animal, leaving him unable to function. He couldn’t even plead for his life. He waited as his assailant smiled at him, pressed two fingers to his lips and then held them aloft to Jordan, the gesture of a kiss.

      Jordan was never going to walk away from this.
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      The crows were to blame. Their hoarse caws had penetrated Jane Marsh’s dreams and as their cries had grown louder, they’d towed her from her cosy, sleepy state into full consciousness. Opening one eye, she read the digital display on her clock and sighed. It was only 5 a.m. She still had two hours before she had to get up and make the journey to town with her bread, cakes and jams for the farmers’ market. She needed those two hours to rest up. She wasn’t getting any younger and every minute in bed was savoured. Two more precious hours and she couldn’t enjoy them because of the bloody crows.

      She kicked off the bedcovers, swung her legs over the side of the aged divan and ambled to the window to see what all the fuss was about. Her husband, Toby, was already downstairs, grabbing an early cup of tea while listening to Radio 4 before he started work on the John Deere. It had been misfiring and he wanted to give it a quick look over before he was forced to call in the engineer. Farming wasn’t as lucrative as some of the locals imagined it to be, and Toby was used to being a crop farmer, mechanic and jack of all trades. He wasn’t miserly, but he’d rather resolve any mechanical issues himself than pay handsomely for call-out charges.

      The commotion was coming from the far field. Crows were circling excitedly around a scarecrow her husband had erected. One or two were landing and pulling at its face. Fat lot of good it was doing. The crows were supposed to be put off by it not landing on it and pecking at it. She slipped on her dressing gown and padded to the top of the stairs.

      It was a bright, crisp morning, heralding a beautiful June day. Toby had wanted to collect silage before the rain arrived. She hoped he got the tractor fixed in time. That was another problem with farming: you were hampered by the perversities of the weather – one day it was as warm as the south of Spain, the next, wet and humid. The weather forecast had predicted a few days of hot and sticky weather. At the moment there wasn’t a cloud in sight. Good day for selling jams, she mused. She entered the farmhouse kitchen with its smell of old pine furniture that had been there ever since they’d moved in. The house had belonged to Toby’s parents. Jane wasn’t keen on the dark oppressive furniture that made the place seem lost in a bygone age: the outdated kitchen table, stained over the years, and the wooden floor to ceiling dresser that held their best china plates, but retained a deep-rooted smell. They’d never been able to afford new furniture or a complete kitchen revamp, and although she wasn’t fond of any of it, she’d got used to it. It somehow belonged to the house. That was the main problem with living in the place – it was outmoded and reminded her that time was ticking by too quickly. Their twelve-year-old Labrador, Brandy, raised her head from her basket and stared in Jane’s direction, with milky eyes. Her tail thumped on detecting the arrival of her mistress. Jane caressed the animal, hands running through her oily coat. Yes, they were all getting old.

      Toby, mug of tea in one hand, was flicking through a tractor operational manual, lost in terminology she would never understand. He only looked up when she approached the sink, and he threw her a smile.

      ‘You’re up early. Thought you didn’t have to get off until seven.’

      ‘I don’t,’ she said. ‘It’s the crows. They’re making a right racket outside. I couldn’t sleep. They’re pestering that new scarecrow you put up.’

      Toby put his manual aside and cocked his head, eyebrows furrowed.

      ‘Scarecrow? I haven’t put up any new scarecrow,’ he said.

      Jane’s face clouded in confusion. ‘Then what is it they’re attacking in the field?’
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      Silence hung in the offices of R&J Associates, broken only by the odd snuffle coming from Duke, the Staffordshire bull terrier, who’d been confined to his basket for almost half an hour, and was clearly bored.

      Ross Cunningham scratched his nose and shrugged. He gazed at his cousin, Robyn, dressed casually in jeans and a loose-fitting baby blue jumper that brightened her sallow complexion. She was wearing the same intense expression she’d worn ever since they’d sat down to discuss his findings. For the last four months, he’d been trying to help her determine the validity of a photograph she’d received that hinted her fiancé Davies had not been killed in an ambush near Marrakesh in March 2015, over two years ago.

      It was proving a difficult task, and in spite of Ross’s contacts and skills as a private investigator, he’d found little to confirm it had not been a hoax. Robyn, as usual, wasn’t giving up until she had all the facts and at the moment they were still missing vital information, in the shape of Peter Cross, Davies’ superior, the man who’d know for sure if Davies had been alive that day.

      ‘We can say with almost certainty, the photograph was taken at Birmingham Airport,’ said Robyn for the third time.

      Ross nodded. Robyn always chewed information over and over until it made sense to her. Her mind never stayed quiet. If something didn’t feel right, she’d pick at it, worry it, until it fitted in with her thoughts or conclusions.

      ‘And Davies’ name wasn’t on the passenger list for the flight that got into Birmingham that day?’

      ‘The airline ran checks on all their flights from Morocco that arrived in the UK before three o’clock, and Davies wasn’t on any of them.’

      ‘Which means one of three things: he used an alias, he took a private flight arranged by intelligence, or that photograph is a fake. Pretty much the same three thoughts that have been bouncing about since I received the wretched picture.’ She dragged a hand through her long, dark hair.

      They’d set up a whiteboard like the ones Robyn favoured at work. The photograph in question took centre position. Robyn scowled at it and threw down the latest email Ross had handed her.

      ‘I don’t know why she’s suddenly backed off.’ The ‘she’ in question was Peter Cross’s ex-secretary, Daphne Hastings, who’d promised to talk to Ross back in March but since then had cancelled their meeting. ‘You don’t suppose Peter Cross put pressure on her?’

      Ross tilted his head and grimaced a response. It was almost a rhetorical question that both had pondered on several occasions. The email had been Ross’s latest attempt to get the woman to change her mind. She’d replied saying she was bound by the Official Secrets Act and couldn’t talk to anyone about her work, or about those connected to it.

      ‘I’m pretty much done with this,’ said Robyn, pushing her chair back from the desk. ‘We’ve wasted hours of free time chasing our tails. I haven’t heard anything about or from Davies since January, when I got this photograph. There have been no further incidents or sightings of him, and the surveillance cameras you set up for me after that intruder got into my garden have yielded nothing.’

      ‘Well, at least I’ve stopped worrying about you possibly being in danger.’ Ross gave a weak smile. ‘For a while there, I thought somebody was after you.’

      Robyn agreed it had been on her mind as well. ‘I’ve decided it has to be a hoax. What I can’t work out is why somebody would send this to me. It’s a cruel prank to play on anybody. That’s what keeps bringing me back to the thought there might be some truth in it.’

      Ross agreed with her. ‘We’ve got as far as we can, Robyn. Sorry. I really wanted to find out something positive, if only to give you closure on this. I know how it eats into you. I feel like I’ve let you down.’ His face crumpled. Robyn stared at the man who’d stood by her when life was unbearable, the man she’d always looked up to. Ross was her only close relation and he’d gone out of his way to support her. His craggy features looked mournful, and as she glanced from him to Duke, with his eyes downcast and head hanging over his basket, she choked back a laugh. ‘You do realise you resemble that animal a little more every day,’ she said, aiming for levity.

      Ross grinned. ‘You mean, I’m in great physical shape, of course?’ He patted his flat stomach. Weeks of long walks with Duke and sticking to his wife Jeanette’s strict diet had paid off. He is looking good, Robyn thought to herself.

      ‘Of course. Listen, you haven’t let me down. I’ve spent far too long even considering the possibility of Davies being alive, or a more sinister scenario. The fact remains, if he was alive, he’d have contacted me by now. The hidden cameras haven’t revealed anyone or any suspicious activity in or around my house, over the four months they’ve been in situ. I’m going to have to accept this photograph for what it is – a hoax – and move on. However, if I find out who set me up and wasted my time, and more importantly, got me half-believing Davies was alive, I’ll throttle that person.’

      ‘You’ll have to join the queue. I’m at the front of it,’ Ross replied. ‘And I think Jeanette wants a few strong words with them too. She’s been most upset about this. Says it’s completely unfair you’ve been targeted like this.’

      Robyn smiled at the thought of petite Jeanette, with immaculately coiffured hair, dressed in one of her 1940s outfits, being cross on her behalf. She might rise to shaking her fist at somebody, but that was about the extent of the range of her anger. Jeanette was the kindest, sweetest person on the planet.

      ‘Now that, I’d like to see,’ said Robyn.

      ‘You’d be surprised. Right, we’ll call it a day and I’ll get on with some PI work. I have yet another insurance claim to look into. The fun never stops, does it?’

      ‘Want me to walk Duke for you?’

      At the mention of his name, the animal raised his head.

      ‘He’s part of my ploy. I’ll be taking Duke on a nice long stroll past my quarry’s house on the off chance we’ll catch the man doing something he shouldn’t be doing. No one gives a dog walker a second glance. You up for it, Detective Duke?’

      ‘I’ll get off too. I need to get some shopping. Schrödinger ate my last tin of tuna this morning. I’d better stock the cupboard again.’

      Creases formed around Ross’s eyes again. ‘My cousin, Catlady.’

      ‘You mean Catwoman, the feline, femme fatale of Gotham City.’

      ‘No, I definitely mean Catlady. You’ve become one of those women who buys gourmet tins of cat food, or who cooks pieces of organic chicken for their feline friend. Duke gets whatever is left over. No pampering for him.’

      ‘That’s because, like his owner, he’s a guzzle guts.’

      Ross held up his hands. ‘Me-ow! You win. Anyway, it’s good to see you smile.’ He studied her carefully. ‘Give me a call if you need anything, or if you want me to pick this back up.’

      ‘Cheers. I think we’ll lay it to rest.’

      Robyn trotted back down to her car and reflected again on the photograph of Davies. Five months had passed since its arrival. There’d been plenty of time for whoever was responsible to have made him or herself known. She had to let it go.

      As she bounded lightly from the bottom stair and into the building’s entrance, her mobile buzzed. She noted the caller ID.

      ‘Hi Mitz. Everything okay?’

      Sergeant Mitz Patel’s voice was composed. ‘Sorry, guv. I know it’s your day off but there’s been a suspicious death in Colton. Looks like a murder.’

      ‘Stay on the line and give me the details. I’m on my way.’

      As Robyn rushed outside to her aged VW Golf, phone clutched to her ear, she was completely unaware of the man observing her from inside a black Audi. He waited until she’d left, then pulled away from the kerb, lips moving as he spoke into a hands-free phone.
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      The village of Colton, a thirty-minute drive from Stafford, held a timeless charm, enhanced by its medieval church and an ancient stone bridge that traversed a quaint brook. The bridge today was obliterated from view by the emergency vehicles that littered the lane.

      Robyn parked in the first available space and headed towards the commotion. Villagers had gathered near the scene and she had to repeatedly ask them to move so she could make her way to the field, now cordoned off with police tape. She called out, ‘If any of you believe you saw any suspicious movements or activity here yesterday, or this morning, please make yourself known to the officers, who will take a statement from you. If not, would you please kindly move away. Thank you for your cooperation.’

      A makeshift tent had been erected around the victim, and several officers were combing the area around it. She recognised several of them, eyes fixed to the ground as they hunted for any evidence.

      She donned her white protective clothing, flashed her warrant at the officer guarding the tent entrance and entered. Mitz was inside, his face unreadable.

      ‘SOCO?’

      ‘Matt was first officer on the scene.’

      Matt Higham was her other sergeant, a competent officer whose take on life always kept the team buoyed up. He was their joker, light-hearted and at ease with most situations. Today, his face was etched with concern, his usually bright eyes downcast. He was recording the scene with his bodycam, ensuring he’d captured every minute detail.

      Robyn was struck by the victim’s crucified pose. The killer had ensured the man’s arms were tightly bound to the wooden pole fixed crudely to a large stake. A thin belt had been tied around his neck to further attach him to the post. At about five foot six, he only just reached Robyn’s shoulders. He was slight in build, almost delicately so, his hooded top and jeans hung limply on his slender frame. He had been an ordinary-looking young man whose most attractive attribute was his dark wavy hair that hung just below his ears and lifted his sharp features.

      Robyn had an instant flashback to a weekend spent in Paris with Davies. The scene reminded her of a painting she’d seen at the Louvre, of the crucifixion of Jesus. Had this man been deliberately arranged to emulate that well-known tableau, or was it simply to create the impression of a scarecrow? The man’s face bore several marks where small pieces of flesh had been ripped from his cheeks. On the ground below him was a sheet, scrunched and positioned at his feet. It was stained bright red with blood.

      ‘Any identification?’ she asked.

      Mitz held up a black wallet in a transparent plastic bag. ‘This was found about 100 metres from the road.’ He pointed towards a marker stuck in the ground near the field entrance. ‘There’s ten pounds in it and a credit card. Name is Jordan Kilby. Waiting for more information.’

      ‘Nothing else? No mobile phone? Car or house keys?’

      Mitz shook his head. An involuntary shiver ran through Robyn’s body as she looked at the gruesome sight in front of her. It took a few moments for her to be able to study the young man’s face and wonder why somebody would torture and murder him this way.

      Harry McKenzie, the pathologist, had arrived ahead of Robyn and was checking Jordan over for clues as to time and cause of death. He spoke quietly. ‘There are several superficial lacerations to the exposed skin, largely around the facial region, most certainly made after his death.’

      Matt spoke up. ‘The farmer, Toby Marsh, who discovered him, said crows were attacking him. He stood by the body and kept them away until we arrived. There used to be a scarecrow here but it disintegrated over time and only the post remained.’

      Harry nodded. ‘There are marks on his hands and face produced by something sharp – could be beaks. Have you recorded everything here?’

      Matt spoke. ‘All done. Did you want to move the body?’

      ‘In a sec. I’ll need to determine cause of death although it’s probably due to…’

      He lifted Jordan’s hooded top carefully. Mitz turned away at the sight of the bright red intestines bulging from the stomach wound.

      ‘You okay?’ mouthed Robyn.

      Mitz nodded. ‘Just caught me unawares. I’ll be fine.’

      The sight before them was one of the grisliest Robyn had seen. Between the murder and the crows, Jordan Kilby was a complete mess.

      ‘Connor, do you want this?’ Harry called.

      Connor Richards appeared instantly. ‘What have you got?’

      ‘Another feather but you never know. It might yield something.’

      Connor lifted the black feather, trapped under the hooded top, and placed it in a plastic evidence bag. Robyn nodded in his direction. Connor, in charge of Forensics for the last six months, had moved from Southern Ireland to take up the position. Robyn was glad he’d done so. He ensured the department ran efficiently and was as much a workaholic as her. She liked his gentle demeanour and ability to remain completely unflustered no matter how daunting the task. He winked at her.

      ‘This reminds me of the Hitchcock film The Birds,’ he said. ‘That scared me rigid. I was only fifteen when I watched it.’

      Harry continued studying the incision on Jordan’s abdomen. ‘The most likely cause of death is exsanguination. It looks like the weapon entered his intestines and was driven upwards towards his heart. I’d say it was a very sharp implement. Can we cut him down now, so I can get him back to the lab?’

      Connor agreed.

      ‘Any idea of time of death?’ Robyn asked.

      ‘Body temperature and state of rigor indicate he’s been dead about twelve hours. Probably murdered sometime late last night, between ten thirty and midnight. Death was most likely from a stab wound, puncturing one of the major blood vessels in the abdomen. I’ll give you a detailed report confirming that. As you can see, there was significant bleeding, which indicates a cut to an artery – possibly, given the location of the wound, the abdominal aorta. I’m assuming the blood on the sheet is the victim’s.’

      ‘We’ll get that checked,’ said Robyn.

      ‘There’s bruising to his right wrist, nothing on his left. Could have been caused through struggling against his bounds, but there’s an absence of chafing I’d associate with repetitive movement against twine, and these bounds are very tight, making any movement almost impossible. There’s no chafing or bruising around his neck. My first impression is he was dead before he was strung up. The crows seen attacking him might have made the marks and tears on his body. I’ll have to examine them in more detail to confirm that.’

      Robyn stared at the bloodied sheet, like red waves lapping at his feet, and wondered if the killer was sending some message she had yet to comprehend.

      Matt joined them. ‘I’m done here. Anna is with Mr and Mrs Marsh, the people who found our victim. They live in the farmhouse over there.’

      Robyn looked into the distance and saw the roof of a farmhouse half-hidden behind oak trees and hedgerows. She didn’t need to go across. PC Anna Shamash would get a full statement in her usual efficient yet compassionate manner. ‘Good. Head back to the station and write up the details. Harry, you nearly done?’

      ‘I’ll only be a few more minutes then we can cut him down and move him out of here.’

      Robyn took a last look at the body. Whoever had done this had planned it. They’d known about the post in the field and had brought twine to tie Jordan up. Had they hoped his body would have remained undiscovered long enough to be mutilated by the crows? She left the forensic team to do their job, removed her protective clothing, exited the tent and marched across the field, head down towards the squad cars. This was the crucial golden hour where they had to collect as much evidence as possible, before trails ran dry and witnesses’ memories dulled. A handful of locals were still gathered, hoping for news. No doubt rumours were flying.

      Mitz, behind her, let out a soft groan. ‘Amy Walters is there,’ he said.

      ‘Why am I not surprised?’ Robyn had had several run-ins with the eager journalist. Amy, who was also writing a book about serial killers, had taken a three-month sabbatical to do research for it. Robyn had heard on the grapevine she was back in Staffordshire, working as a freelance reporter for the Stafford Gazette, and was keen to uncover further material for what she hoped would be a bestseller.

      Amy’s short, blonde, spikey hair stood out among the crowd clustered behind the cordon. Stylish in a fuchsia leather jacket, skinny jeans and with sunglasses propped on her head, she resembled a tourist at a holiday resort rather than a reporter at a murder scene. Robyn noticed she was talking to a couple next to her, undoubtedly recording everything they said.

      She spotted PC David Marker talking to a man, holding an eager dog on a lead. ‘Instruct David to canvas the area and ask the crowd if anybody saw any unusual activity. There’ll be a briefing at three. Ring me if you need more time here.’

      She watched Matt drive away. He’d ensure all the footage from the scene was loaded for them to watch. ‘If Connor finds anything of note, let me know. See you back at the station.’

      She strode back to her car and was about to duck into it when she heard a voice she recognised. ‘DI Carter, have you anything you’d like to say for the Stafford Gazette.’

      ‘Amy, you know I can’t comment at this stage.’

      ‘But a body of a young male has been found, hasn’t it? Can you confirm that?’

      ‘I can’t confirm anything until we’ve identified the victim and notified the next of kin. Please don’t ask me any more questions, Amy. I have an investigation to head and I can’t waste time here.’

      Amy gave her a knowing smile. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

      ‘Go through the proper channels. I’m not talking to you,’ said Robyn, slamming her car door and driving off, past the field and down the lane.
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      Dark clouds the colour of charcoal had replaced the clear blue skies of the morning. The back of Robyn’s neck was damp due to the humidity that wrapped itself around her as soon as she left her car and marched into the station. On days like this she hated the large south-facing windows that heated up her office, making it unbearable to work in.

      ‘No air con?’ she asked Matt.

      ‘Broken,’ came the reply, ‘or budget cuts mean we aren’t allowed it on yet. It’s not officially summertime and this is freak weather.’

      ‘You can say that again. It’s boiling in here.’ Robyn picked up the internal phone and punched in a number to request an electric fan.

      ‘I don’t care if he has taken the last two. My officers can’t conduct an investigation in these conditions. Don’t bother. I’ll fetch it myself.’ She threw the receiver down with a huff.

      Matt, hunched over his desk, spoke. ‘They’ve run out of fans. I asked when I came in.’

      ‘We’re getting one,’ said Robyn. ‘I’ll make sure we do.’

      She stomped out of the office, pulling at the jumper clinging to her body and wishing she’d had the foresight to wear something lighter. It’d been crisp and cool when she’d come back from her morning run and dressed to visit Ross. She hadn’t anticipated a sweltering day at work.

      DI Tom Shearer’s office was a floor above hers. The door was shut so she knocked loudly and waited for him to call. When he did, she plastered a smile on her face, the picture of friendliness. Shearer’s face usually wore a permanent look of disappointment and today it was extra miserable with furrowed brows and a glistening sheen of sweat visible on his forehead. He’d rolled up his sleeves and was scowling at some paperwork. The other occupants of the room looked as red-faced and uncomfortable as him. PC Gareth Murray, ruddy-faced at the best of times, resembled a rosy red apple. In spite of the two desk fans whirring noisily, Shearer’s office was marginally less disagreeable in temperature than her own.

      ‘Yes, DI Carter,’ he said with no preamble and a quick glance up from his paperwork.

      ‘I wondered if we could borrow one of your fans. It’s like an oven downstairs.’

      ‘And it feels like the chilled aisle in a supermarket in here, does it? I don’t think so. It’s impossible to work in here even with the perishing things. They make such a racket. Bloody global warming!’

      ‘So that’s a “no” then,’ said Robyn, maintaining a fixed smile. She’d learnt a while back, letting Shearer rant for a while was usually the best way to handle him. He’d see reason once he’d had his say.

      ‘There aren’t any others available. There’s been a run on them for obvious reasons. I’d be most grateful if you’d lend me one of yours.’

      Shearer glared at her. ‘You’d think in this day and age we’d be able to keep a building cool on the three warm days a year we get.’

      Robyn nodded in agreement. Gareth kept his eyes lowered. Shearer had only just begun his tirade. It took a further ten minutes of listening to his pontificating before she escaped with one of the fans.

      Back in her office, Matt ran a large hand over the top of his bald head, wiping perspiration from it. He sighed in relief as Robyn plugged in the electric fan and a blast of cool air shot towards him.

      ‘Is it me, or has it got really warm in here?’ he asked. ‘I’m not going through some sort of male menopause, am I?’

      Robyn threw him a grin. Matt could always be counted on to ease any tension.

      David Marker had returned and was collecting information from the police database. Robyn settled behind her desk and read through it: 23-year-old Jordan Kilby lived in Newborough, a village set between Burton-on-Trent and Rugeley, with his girlfriend, Rebecca Tomlinson, a 24-year-old admin assistant at Pharmacals Healthcare, a medical facility specialising in distributing wound dressing and drugs to the NHS. Jordan Kilby had no previous convictions, a good track record of employment and had worked as a delivery driver for Speedy Logistics since 2012. On the surface, there was nothing dubious about the man at all, but as Robyn knew, it was surprising what secrets people hid.

      ‘Matt, who’s informing the girlfriend?’

      ‘Michelle Watson. She’s the new liaison officer. She was in here a minute ago while you were locating a fan. She’s headed to Pharmacals Healthcare, that’s where the girlfriend, Rebecca, works.’

      Robyn read through the rest of the notes quickly. Rebecca Tomlinson had a son, six-year-old Dylan. A quick look at the child’s birth certificate revealed no named father and Robyn wondered if it was Jordan. It was always painful to deliver such dreadful news, especially when children were involved. Robyn glanced at her watch. It was only just coming up for one o’clock. There was time for her to accompany Michelle and return for the briefing. The sooner she got some information on Jordan Kilby, the sooner she could track down his killer.

      ‘I’ll go with her. It might help me get a feel for Jordan Kilby. Learn a little about him. While I’m out, keep gathering as much as you can.’

      

      Pharmacals Healthcare was a futuristic development of six enormous dome-shaped warehouses located in a private business park covering several hectares of land. It was accessed via electric gates manned by a guard in a green uniform bearing the Pharmacals Healthcare logo of a serpent entwined around the letters P and H. He requested both their ID cards and buzzed the reception before allowing them entry.

      They drew up outside the office block in front of the first of the warehouses – a glass-fronted building, exposing the starkly furnished offices and admin staff bent over flat-screen computers. Robyn glanced up. It was like a giant square goldfish bowl. All the desks were placed in front of windows with views of either the entrance or over the warehouses and loading bays, so the occupants could watch the comings and goings.

      They showed IDs again at reception and asked to speak to Rebecca in private. The receptionist escorted them into a bland room with magnolia walls, an oval-shaped table, six padded seats and a television screen. She scurried off to fetch Rebecca, leaving Robyn staring out of the only window that afforded a view of the back of a warehouse. They waited in heavy silence for the door to open again, and to break the terrible news.

      

      Michelle sat beside Rebecca Tomlinson, ready to offer further support to the young woman who’d let out a howl of distress on learning the dreadful news about Jordan and wept for a full five minutes before being able to speak. Rebecca’s full lips trembled as she battled to regain control. She kept her head high, her eyes fixed on Robyn. ‘This can’t be true. It’s not him. Maybe somebody stole his wallet.’

      Her accent was pure Brummie, with no trace of her Bajan roots. She tugged at the sleeves of her silk, fire-engine-red blouse, pulling them over coloured bangles in orange and red, far too cheerful for such a sombre occasion.

      Robyn shook her head sadly. Rebecca’s eyes misted again. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘Please, no. No. It can’t be him.’

      She plucked once more at her sleeves, eyes wide, searching Robyn’s face for confirmation.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ said Robyn.

      ‘How?’ Rebecca could hardly speak the question. ‘A traffic accident?’

      ‘No, he—’

      Before Robyn could finish, Rebecca shook her head and spoke again, her voice a low moan of anguish. ‘Oh no. Oh no. I understand. You’re a detective. You’re here because my Jordan was killed. Detectives only visit when somebody’s died in suspicious circumstances.’ She stared at Robyn in horror. ‘Did someone murder him?’

      ‘I’m afraid there’s a strong possibility he was attacked and killed.’ Robyn wasn’t going to divulge any of the facts. The heartbroken woman was struggling enough to comprehend what she was being told. There was no need to make it harder for her.

      ‘I knew it.’ Her breath turned into a series of involuntary inhalations that quickened as she fought to control her emotions.

      ‘Rebecca, I need to learn as much as I can about Jordan. I know this is impossibly difficult for you. I can come back another time if that’s easier.’

      Rebecca squared her shoulders and gradually the huh-huh-huh sounds quietened. ‘Go ahead. I’m okay.’

      Robyn marvelled at this woman’s strength.

      ‘How long had you been with Jordan?’

      ‘I met him late last November.’

      ‘So about six months?’

      Rebecca confirmed with a brief nod. ‘I know we’d not been together long but I knew Jordan was the one – my soulmate. Before I met him, I was a hard-working single mum with a little kid whose father had done a runner as soon as he found out I was pregnant. I had no time for relationships or anyone other than my boy. Then I met Jordan – last November. He delivered a package to Longer Life Health where I worked in Birmingham, and asked me to sign for it. He told me I had the loveliest eyes he’d ever seen, and then apologised for such a cheesy chat-up line. He asked me out there and then. I refused. I told him I had a little boy and no time for a relationship. When I left the office later that day, he was standing outside with a bunch of flowers for me, and a football for Dylan. We spent our first date in Eastside City Park in Birmingham, him and me, playing football with Dylan, and we all laughed and laughed. It was a perfect day.’ She blinked away the memory that had lifted the corners of her mouth. ‘We moved in with him two weeks later and the last six months have been amazing. He’s the best thing that’s ever happened to us.’

      ‘Did he confide in you? Did he have any concerns or worries?’

      ‘Yes. There are no secrets between us. He had no major worries. We struggle a bit with money at times, but what couple doesn’t? We’re a very fortunate, happy couple.’ Rebecca was still referring to Jordan in the present tense. Robyn didn’t contradict her.

      ‘And he hadn’t been acting at all suspiciously?’

      Rebecca shook her head.

      ‘No mention of any odd phone calls, misdialled numbers, weird emails or letters?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      Rebecca appeared lost in thought for a moment. Fresh tears sprung to her eyes. ‘He stayed out last night. He went out with some of his footballing friends. He does that now and again. They head off to a pub, have a lads night, and he’ll sometimes crash at one of their houses rather than drive home, especially if he’s had too much to drink. He’s sensible like that. I’d rather he stayed over. I only worry about him otherwise.’ She looked at Michelle who gave her a small smile of encouragement.

      ‘Going out on a Sunday night? I’m not sure I’d be up for that with work the next day,’ Michelle said.

      The corners of Rebecca’s mouth pulled upwards slightly but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. ‘They’re football crazy. They all play for the same local football side. There was some football match showing last night on television, and the landlord at the pub has Sky.’

      ‘When did you last see Jordan?’ Robyn asked.

      ‘Yesterday afternoon. We all watched a film together – Kung Fu Panda – before he went out.’ Her face suddenly took on a faraway look. ‘He left just after five. He took his bike because it was a nice evening. I had dinner with Dylan and went to bed at about ten and read. Jordan sent a text at eleven thirty saying he’d had too much to drink, so he was going to stay over at Owen’s.’

      ‘Owen?’

      ‘Owen Falcon. He lives in Colton.’

      Robyn wrote down the man’s name, her pulse quickening as she did so. Colton was where they’d found Jordan’s body.

      ‘And that was the last you heard from Jordan?’

      Rebecca nodded. ‘I sent him a text this morning, before I took Dylan to school, but he didn’t reply. I didn’t think much of it at the time. He doesn’t always get a chance to check his phone when he’s got tight drop-off schedules. I figured I’d catch up with him later today… but I won’t now, will I? He’s not coming home. Oh Lord.’ Rebecca drew in a noisy, shuddering breath. Hot tears breached her lengthy eyelashes and splashed onto the table, forming two miniature puddles. Michelle put an arm around her shoulders.

      ‘It’s okay. We’re going to take you home now. Have you got somebody we can contact, to stay with you?’

      Rebecca sniffled noisily. ‘Dylan. What will I tell Dylan? He’ll be in bits. He loves him so much. How am I going to tell my little boy?’

      ‘PC Michelle Watson is going to stay with you at home for a while. We’ll help you through this.’ Robyn’s heart sank at the sight of the woman, fighting to regain control. Whoever had committed this horrible crime had wrecked more than one life. He’d sabotaged an entire family.
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      PC Anna Shamash was showing signs of wilting in spite of the cool air coming from the electric fan that whirred and clicked as it turned left to right. Her thick dark hair was pulled back from her face in a twisted knot, clipped hastily on her head. Several damp tendrils hung limply around her cheeks. She fanned herself with a manila folder.

      ‘We’ve taken statements from all the bystanders at Top Field in Colton where we found Jordan, and completed door-to-door enquiries. It’s going to take forever to go through all the information. I’ll make a start before the briefing.’

      ‘Mitz with you?’ asked Robyn.

      ‘Should be back in a few minutes. He sent me on ahead.’

      Anna settled into her seat and began typing. Robyn rang Speedy Logistics, the company Jordan worked for, and spoke to his manager, Graham Valence, who was shocked to hear of his death.

      ‘Jordan sent me a text round about eleven thirty last night to say he had an upset stomach and wouldn’t be coming in. Some of the lads pull a sickie on a Monday after a heavy weekend, but not Jordan. He never did and it wasn’t like him to drop us in it last minute. He was never off sick. He didn’t take a day off in the five years he worked for us. Good lad. Kept his head down, did his job and didn’t piss about like some of them. I contacted another driver to cover for him. Poor Jordan. I didn’t realise it was as serious as that. What was it that killed him?’

      ‘I can’t comment other than to say we’re investigating the nature of his death.’

      ‘It’s a bloody shame. I don’t know what else to say. I’ll tell the others. We’ll want to send someone to attend the funeral.’

      ‘Can you tell me a little about him – who his friends were, what sort of man he was.’

      ‘He was a grafter. He came in, did his job and went off again. He got on with us but none of us are best mates here – not with these schedules. The life of a logistics driver is a lonely one – you load your van, you collect your schedule, you make your drops and if you’re unlucky and have a really busy day, you come back and do it all again. There’s no social club or canteen. Some of the guys, especially the smokers, hang about in the yard when they finish, but not Jordan. He didn’t stay here after his deliveries like some do.’

      ‘He didn’t seem unduly worried of late?’

      ‘He was pretty het up last Friday when he returned from his round. I saw him pull up and park the van. Slammed the door and stomped off, head down. I could tell he was annoyed.’

      ‘Did you speak to him?’

      ‘No, he brought his delivery sheets to the main desk, dumped them on the counter and collected his bike he kept there without a word to anyone.’

      ‘Was that normal behaviour?’

      ‘It was a little unusual for him. He wasn’t one to lose his rag, although he wasn’t chatty at the best of times. He had off days like all of us. It’s a stressful job and it’d been a long week. No doubt he’d got cut up on the road or stressed out by traffic or something.’

      Robyn rang off, gathered her thoughts and prepared for the briefing. The first drops of heavy rain like fat tears began to patter against the windows, the noise gradually intensifying to compete with the whirring of the fan. She shut her eyes, pictured Jordan Kilby and shuddered. What sort of maniac would go to the trouble of staging such a grim murder scene?

      

      Everyone had returned to headquarters and Robyn began the meeting as she always did, with her whiteboard at the front of the office, and pen in hand. She’d attached a photograph of the victim to the board. He looked ghoulish with his head hanging and his face ravaged. Beside it, she’d placed a picture of Jordan smiling, taken from an old Facebook profile.

      ‘Our victim’s a delivery driver with no prior convictions. He lived in Newborough with his girlfriend, Rebecca Tomlinson, and her son, Dylan. On Sunday evening, he went to a pub with friends, and sent a text message to Rebecca at eleven thirty to say he intended on spending the night at Owen Falcon’s house. He sent another message, a few minutes later, to Graham Valence, his logistics manager, claiming he had an upset stomach and would be unable to come in to work the next day. He is usually reliable, so Graham took him at his word, and another delivery driver was called in to replace him. Although Jordan Kilby’s wallet was found, we’ve not yet discovered his mobile phone. The forensic team are completing a thorough search of the entire site, and might come across it. In the meantime, I’d like Anna to contact his phone provider and try to triangulate his location when he sent those two messages. His friend, Owen, lives in Colton, and I want to talk to him as soon as possible.’

      Mitz nodded gravely. ‘I’ll get hold of him straight after this meeting.’

      They watched the footage from the crime scene and made notes. As soon as it ended Robyn spoke again. ‘It seems particularly sadistic to not only stab him in a premeditated act, but to then string him up and encourage scavengers to feed on him. The sheet at his feet looks like it’s been deliberately placed there. The more I think about it, the more I believe our murderer is sending a message to us, or to somebody else. Let’s bear that in mind as we work through this investigation. Matt, anything to add?’

      ‘Not much, guv. As you can see, the body was tied to an old broom handle attached to a stake. There’d been an old weathered scarecrow hanging from it but it disintegrated and was removed a month ago. Toby Marsh, the farmer, was using the field for silage this year, so didn’t bother replacing the scarecrow. He’d intended to lift the post this week before he made the first cut, but had forgotten. He’s got problems with one of his cutting machines, so he’s not up to speed with his other jobs.

      ‘The perp attached Kilby’s wrists to the broom handle, using strong twine, available from most do-it-all stores, or online. Harry McKenzie suggested our victim was tied to the support after he’d been killed. Kilby’s neck was fastened to the stake using what we believe to be his own belt, to keep him upright.’ Matt replaced his notes and waited for comments.

      Robyn spoke. ‘When I was there, Harry McKenzie found a black feather from a bird – notably a crow – that might have attacked Mr Kilby. I’m not holding out a lot of hope, but if the killer deliberately placed the feather on his body, we might obtain some DNA from it. It appears from Harry’s initial findings, Mr Kilby was stabbed to death in situ. That would mean he chose to, or was forced to, traverse the field at night, then was stabbed while standing beside the stake. I wonder if he arranged a late-night meeting with somebody there. If he did, there might be evidence of that on his mobile. I can’t hang about on this, so Anna, please make sure you get all the relevant information from his phone provider and check his call history. Mitz?’

      Mitz took a deep breath. ‘We conducted a door-to-door and took statements from anyone who thought they’d spotted unusual activity over the last couple of days. There are a few leads that need chasing, notably a black car seen late yesterday evening, travelling very slowly through the village, and pausing by the churchyard.’

      ‘Definitely. David, you okay to do that?’

      David raised his thumb in response. Robyn folded her arms and let Mitz continue.

      ‘Mr and Mrs Marsh, the couple who found Jordan Kilby’s body, have given full statements. Neither recognised Jordan, but I found out something that might be worth following up. Jordan’s father is Nathaniel Jones-Kilby of NJK Properties.’

      Robyn’s eyebrows lifted high on her forehead. ‘That is interesting.’

      Nathaniel Jones-Kilby owned NJK Properties, a construction and house-building company responsible for purchasing ex-green belt areas and erecting large housing estates on them. He was also a close friend and ally of local MP Stewart Broughton. It had been reported in the papers he’d recently received hate mail due to his continued support for the planned High Speed 2 railway line, which was due to cut through much of the Staffordshire countryside. There had been several heated debates about the planned line through the county, and each time, the ever-present Nathaniel Jones-Kilby had sided vociferously with his friend Stewart Broughton on the subject.

      ‘That HS2 line is, as we’ve read in the newspapers, a contentious affair and has sparked a lot of fury among local communities. Mr Jones-Kilby is not a popular man. Colton is one of the villages affected by the proposed route, isn’t it?’ asked Robyn.

      Mitz nodded. ‘I checked the latest proposals on the government website and it seems the route will not only go through Colton, but will cut through the Marsh’s land – through Top Field.’

      ‘That was where Jordan’s body was found. Have you spoken to Toby and Jane Marsh about that?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘For what it’s worth, I genuinely believe they didn’t recognise Jordan Kilby,’ said Anna. ‘They were both horrified about what had happened. Yet, in light of this, I think we ought to follow this up. They have a motive and they may have been involved.’

      Robyn definitely wanted to delve deeper into their backgrounds before she discounted the possibility that either Toby or Jane Marsh was involved. ‘If somebody murdered Jordan to get at his father, we’ll have plenty of potential suspects. The man is thoroughly disliked. Mitz, drag up as much information on Nathaniel Jones-Kilby as possible before I speak to him. He might be the reason Jordan was murdered. I’ll talk to Mr and Mrs Marsh about their land. Have we got anything else?’

      David spoke up. ‘I’ve been checking through the statements we took in Colton. Apart from the car mentioned earlier, one witness was walking his dog at about 10.30 p.m. and spotted a van parked outside the village hall. Unfortunately, he didn’t get a number plate for it. It was “dark-coloured”.’

      ‘What van did Jordan drive?’ asked Robyn.

      ‘Dark blue. All the Speedy Logistic vans are dark blue.’

      She added the word ‘van’ to her whiteboard. ‘Could it have been Jordan’s van?’

      David scratched at his chin and grimaced. ‘I doubt it. The vehicles stay in the yard at night. I’ve seen them locked up behind the gates when I’ve driven past.’

      ‘Anna, when you’re done with the telephone company, check all the automatic number plate recognition points and speed cameras in the vicinity for that time. See if any vans, dark or otherwise, went through them.’

      David spoke again. ‘I checked up on Rebecca Tomlinson, Jordan’s girlfriend. There’s nothing suspicious to report. Good attendance at school, good grades in her examinations. She was a receptionist for five years at Longer Life Health in Birmingham, which offers alternative treatments to its clients – reiki, shiatsu, Indian head massage, all forms of therapy and homeopathic treatments. The owner said she was an exemplary employee. She resigned from there the third week of December, and left immediately, and took up the position of admin assistant at Pharmacals Healthcare 8 January this year. Parents are both deceased. She’s a single mother. No convictions.’

      The internal phone interrupted them and Matt answered it. Robyn wound the meeting up, replacing her pen beside the whiteboard. ‘That’s about it for now. Let’s get cracking on this. There’s a fair bit to get through, but I have faith in you all. Thank you.’

      Matt replaced the receiver and called out. ‘Guv, there’s somebody in reception. Wants to talk to you urgently.’

      ‘Who is it?’

      ‘Desk sergeant didn’t say. Just that he’s put him in interview room three.’

      Robyn headed downstairs. She had so much to do and she hadn’t got time to waste. She hoped this wouldn’t take long. She took a breath, pushed back the door to the interview room and stopped in her tracks. She recognised the gentleman sat in a chair, his eyes dark with anger. He scowled at her.

      ‘I’m Nathaniel Jones-Kilby,’ he said without rising from the seat, ‘and I want some answers.’
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      ‘Let me say how terribly sorry I am—’

      Nathaniel Jones-Kilby lifted a hand and interrupted Robyn. ‘We’re all very sorry, no one more than me. What I want to know is what are you doing about it?’

      ‘Everything we can, Mr Jones-Kilby. My officers are working flat out on it now.’

      ‘And are you prepared to tell me what happened to my son? So far, all I know is he was murdered. If you won’t give me the exact details, I shall have to talk to your superior, DCI Flint. I’m sure he’ll tell me what I need to know.’

      ‘Sir, that really isn’t necessary.’

      Nathaniel stared hard at her. ‘Then tell me now. Every single detail.’

      ‘We don’t know the cause of death yet, Mr Jones-Kilby. As soon as we do, I’ll be sure to contact you. We only know it’s likely he was killed and his body left in the field.’

      The man in front of her was bristling with anger, anger Robyn felt, that came from fear and from not being in control. This was a man who was used to getting his own way. He ran a very successful and profitable company. He rubbed shoulders with entrepreneurs and other highly motivated men. Here, he had no control. He could not order anyone about or demand they operated the way he wanted them to, and above everything else, he’d just learnt his only son was dead. Robyn would only show him respect, even though she found him uncommonly abrasive.

      ‘Let me assure you, sir, we shall do everything possible to find out not only what happened but who was responsible and bring that person to justice.’ Her words were sincere. Robyn felt the same way about every injustice or heinous crime. It was her mission to establish the facts, uncover the truth and do right by those left behind.

      Nathaniel glared intently at her. ‘Make sure you do, DI Carter, or I shall do everything possible to bring you down.’

      With that, he stood up and marched towards the door without looking back, leaving Robyn reeling from his verbal attack. There’d been no need for such harshness. Was his anger disguising guilt?

      Mitz stuck his head around the door and waved a piece of paper. ‘I’ve arranged to meet Owen at his house. Want to come with me?’

      ‘Definitely.’ She accompanied Mitz to the squad car, her mind now on questions she wished to ask Owen, Nathaniel’s rudeness forgotten.

      The heavy downpour had cleared the air. Nevertheless, she turned on the car’s air conditioning. She refused to get hot and bothered again. The afternoon traffic was beginning to build up and they were stuck in a line of stop-start cars at every traffic light, leading out of Stafford town centre. It was the same most days at this time. At this rate, it would take almost an hour to reach Colton and Robyn didn’t want to waste a minute. She gave an exasperated sigh.

      ‘I’ve had enough of this. Put the siren on.’

      Mitz obliged and they pulled out from the queue of traffic, overtaking the line of vehicles. Robyn ignored the surprised looks. She was used to those. Instead she found herself staring at the grey pavements and the occasional tree reflected in the large puddles that spilled into the road to be washed away in noisy waves as they drove through at speed. She wondered how long Jordan Kilby would have remained hanging in the field if it hadn’t been for Jane Marsh spotting the crows. He might have been there days, in full sight of everyone yet undiscovered. The thought left her cold.

      The town with its roads cluttered with houses gave way to more open countryside and bungalows perched above sloped gardens as they raced into Milford, sped past green verges, wide pavements and old-fashioned phone boxes. Huge horse chestnut trees in leaf dotted along the roadside added to the village’s appeal. They shot by the large common, deserted thanks to the rain, and Shugborough Hall, a historic estate Robyn had never visited in all her years of living in Stafford, even though it was only seven miles from her house. The estate had been taken over by the National Trust the year before, and according to David Marker, who was heavily into history, had some ‘amazing follies’. With the siren blaring they soon left it – and the entrance to Cannock Chase that lay just beyond – behind them, receding dots in the rear-view mirror. Robyn often cycled through Milford and over the Chase, especially when she had an Ironman contest to prepare for. She had one of those looming, in less than two weeks. She’d upped her regime the last four weeks and had been training hard, not only in her local gym, but also outside, pounding the streets and roads from Stafford to Cannock.

      Cars pulled over at the sound of their approaching siren, blurred faces watching them as they sped by. Fields of bright yellow rapeseed raced by her window, and thoughts turned again to Jordan Kilby. She wanted a list of names of all who’d made contact with him the night before. She’d speak to each of them. She wondered how close they all were. Friends didn’t always know every detail about each other. Neither did lovers. A vision of Davies flashed before her eyes and she blinked it away. Had Kilby kept things from Rebecca? She suspected he might have, even though Rebecca had been sure they had been open.

      They followed the twists and turns of the winding lanes that finally emptied them onto a straight that ran alongside the railway line. A silver train whistled by and for a while ran parallel to them. A large sign, ‘No to HS2,’ and another, ‘HS2 will kill me,’ were pinned to ancient oak trees. This was where the new HS2 line would be laid, cutting through these fields and across this land, causing homes to be flattened. Nathaniel Jones-Kilby had been a staunch supporter of the new line. Had it cost him his son’s life?

      Three swift turns and they drove towards Colton for the second time that day, this time stopping beside one of the houses before the field in which they’d found Jordan Kilby, a few hours earlier. Mitz drew into a driveway and breathed out. ‘Not too hairy a ride for you?’ he asked with a small grin.

      Robyn responded with a grin of her own. ‘Nah! I’ve been with far scarier drivers – David Marker for one.’

      Mitz chuckled. David was renowned for his ultra-safe handling of vehicles, which in the past had earned him the nickname ‘Slug’.

      Owen’s detached house was a 1960s brown-brick bungalow, in poor condition with a front porch, wooden slatted blinds at all the windows, and a large, black satellite dish attached to the front wall. His front garden had been replaced by tarmac and a Honda motorbike stood on it, propped up on its stand.

      Robyn pressed the bell but when no chimes were heard, rapped loudly at the door. A man appeared and nodded as he scratched at a scraggy beard on a tired, washed-out face. His hooded eyes gave him an appearance of a bird of prey, an image born out further by his rounded shoulders that threw his head forward. Robyn held up her warrant card.

      ‘DI Carter,’ she said. The man grunted. ‘And this is Sergeant Patel. I believe you spoke to him on the phone.’

      ‘The man rubbed once more at his beard. His voice was lighter than she expected and polite. ‘Come in.’

      They crossed the threshold into a sitting room. It was surprisingly modern inside the house and very stark, as if its owner only popped in and out, now and again. A large, brown, velvet settee with red cushions and a matching chair appeared to be the only furniture in the room. An enormous television screen dominated one wall. On it two knights fought, the sound of steel clashing against steel amplified by the surround sound speakers, giving the room the feel of a cinema. Owen muted the film and picked up an open can of beer from beside the chair, held it to his lips, sipped and then spoke.

      ‘Can’t get my head around it,’ he said. ‘He was here last night. What happened?’

      ‘I’m sorry, it’s an ongoing investigation so I can’t release details for now.’

      ‘There’s a rumour going around he was found in a field.’

      Robyn refused to be drawn in by the questions. Owen chugged the beer. ‘Was he attacked or did he top himself?’

      ‘What makes you think he’d commit suicide?’

      ‘I don’t really. He had no reason to. He wasn’t depressed or taking any medication as far as I know. He wasn’t pissed out of his skull or high. He didn’t take any drugs. He wasn’t that sort of bloke. So, I don’t really know what made me say it. Trying to make sense of why Jordan was found dead in a field near my house, I suppose. What do you want from me?’ he asked, with a sigh.

      ‘To find out what happened last night.’

      Owen wiped foam from his top lip and shrugged. ‘Nothing much. We met up with some of the crowd at the Fox and Weasel down the road, to watch the friendly between Ireland and Uruguay. Wrapped it up at about eight fifteen. Jordan came back with me. We had a couple of cans, played FIFA 17 on the Xbox, then he crashed out on the settee and I went to bed. I thought he was going to stay overnight. I didn’t hear him leave. I was well out of it. He had a drop to make first thing, so I guessed he’d gone home to get changed. I got up before eight and he’d already left by then.’

      ‘How would he have got back home?’

      ‘Bicycle. He always cycles in the warmer weather – cycled,’ he said, correcting himself. ‘He didn’t want it to be nicked, so he left it in my garage. Like I said, the pub’s only down the road. We walked to it together.’

      ‘And you didn’t hear him leave?’

      ‘Nah, I was dead to the world.’ He stopped at his own words, took another drink. His can trembled slightly in his hand.

      ‘Did anything happen last night?’

      ‘Like what?’ Owen asked.

      ‘Somebody take offence at anything that was said. Maybe somebody took a dislike to Jordan. That sort of thing.’ Robyn watched his face as she spoke. Owen’s head jerked from one side to the other, an involuntary movement. Was it a sign of nervousness?

      ‘Can’t think of anything. We weren’t out to cause trouble, if that’s what you’re suggesting. It was just some mates having a drink. It was quiet in the Fox and Weasel. Only a few others in.’

      Robyn made a note. ‘And can you give me the names of the others who were there with you?’

      ‘Callum Bishop, Jasper Fletcher and Dean Wells. We know each other from football. We’ve played for the local team, Blithfield Wanderers, for the last four years. Landlord’s our team manager so we usually hang out at the Fox and Weasel.’

      ‘The landlord’s the team manager?’

      ‘Yeah. Joe Harris. He doesn’t play, but he used to. He manages us now. He sorts out our kit for matches on a Sunday, washes it, all that sort of stuff. And his pub sponsors the team.’ Owen rubbed a hand over his face. ‘Look, I don’t want to be rude, but I’ve been at work all day, and I’m a bit knackered. Can we wind this up? I don’t see what else I can tell you.’

      Robyn gave a tight smile. ‘I appreciate that, Mr Falcon. We won’t keep you much longer. I’d like addresses of where your friends live, any contact details, that sort of thing. Obviously, we’re doing our best to find out what happened to Mr Kilby in the hours before his death.’

      Owen’s shoulders slumped. ‘Sure. I didn’t mean to be rude. Poor Jordan. He was a good bloke.’

      ‘You see him often?’

      ‘Now and again. More often when it’s football season.’

      ‘So, he wasn’t an especially close friend.’

      Owen laughed loudly, too loudly. ‘No, he was okay. We hung out a bit, that’s all. He was into some weird shit I didn’t get – he liked Marvel characters – not my cup of tea at all.’

      ‘But he stayed over last night?’

      ‘Only cos it was too far for him to ride home after drinking a skinful. He didn’t want to fall off his bike. He came back to play me on the Xbox and then decided he was still too pissed to go home. Asked if he could crash here so I said okay.’

      ‘What about the others you met? Did they drive home?’

      ‘Jas was having a night off the booze so he drove. They all live in Rugeley. Jordan doesn’t live near any of them.’

      ‘So, he played on the Xbox and then asked to stay over? He didn’t think he should go home to his girlfriend?’

      Owen let out a snort. ‘Rebecca? Nah. I imagine he was glad to get away from her nagging for the night.’

      ‘Nagging?’

      ‘Bossed him about. He was probably glad for some time out.’

      ‘You not keen on Rebecca?’

      Owen winced and spoke again. ‘It’s not that I’m not keen on her. She’s a bit too full on for my liking. It was all “hun” this and “hun” that, and touchy-feely stuff all the time when she was with Jordan. Made me feel uncomfortable.’

      ‘You not got a partner, Mr Falcon?’ asked Robyn.

      He shook his head. ‘I prefer my own company. I can’t bear all that pressure to please. I had a long-term girlfriend, but we split up. Had a few dates since then but nothing serious.’

      ‘Did Jordan tell you about anything that might have been troubling him?’

      ‘He was a pretty laid-back bloke. I don’t think much bothered Jordan.’

      ‘And he was just a friend?’

      Owen’s eyes flashed for a moment. ‘If you are inferring we were involved in a physical relationship, Detective, the answer is no, we weren’t.’

      ‘I’ll take details of your other friends and let you get on with your evening. Thank you for your help,’ said Robyn.

      ‘That’s it?’

      ‘For the moment. We might need to ask you more questions later.’

      ‘So, you going to tell me what happened to him or do I have to listen to the crap that’s flying around – Jordan hanged himself, he was shot in the head, he was nailed to a post. There’s all sorts of rumours.’

      ‘We can’t reveal any details for the moment. Please try not to listen to the rumours. You will be told in due course and for now, I’d be grateful if you’d keep our conversation confidential. Don’t talk to any journalists or anyone, please.’

      Owen studied his can once more. ‘Poor bastard,’ he said.

      

      As she sat in the car with Mitz, she spotted Owen peering out from between the slats of the blinds. He hadn’t seemed terribly upset at his friend’s death, and the involuntary shaking suggested he was nervous about something.

      ‘I know what you’re going to say,’ said Mitz, putting the squad car into gear and reversing out of the driveway. ‘Check him out. He was a bit shifty.’

      ‘I love it when the power of telepathy works,’ she replied.

      ‘He was definitely hiding something,’ Mitz said. ‘It was the way he kept jerking his head, and looking away when you asked him questions. It wasn’t simply because he was uncomfortable.’

      ‘Maybe that’s all it is and he’s emotionally challenged so he can’t express his feelings. He admitted he doesn’t like “touchy-feely” stuff. Or maybe he didn’t really like Jordan that much. Just because they played for the same football side doesn’t mean they had to like each other.’

      ‘True, but you wouldn’t go out for a drink with somebody you didn’t much care for, or have them back to your place to play on your Xbox,’ said Mitz. ‘He’s got to be keeping something back from us.’

      ‘I think so too. He said Jordan intended to ride his bike home. I wonder where it is. I’ll give Connor a ring and ask him to keep an eye out for it. It might still be at the crime scene somewhere.’ She lifted her mobile and then spoke again. ‘We might get something more out of Jordan’s other friends. Fancy trying any of them now?’

      ‘I have nothing else planned for tonight.’

      ‘You sure? I don’t want to overwork you.’

      ‘I’m coming voluntarily,’ said Mitz. ‘I’ll not settle tonight if we don’t start building up a picture of what happened. You know what it’s like.’

      Robyn knew only too well. Once she became involved in a case, nothing else took priority – not even thoughts of her dead fiancé.
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