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      The wind tormented the branches of the trees, bending their boughs and ripping leaves from their stems. The weather forecasters had predicted a storm and this time they had been accurate. Jakub Woźniak clung to the handlebars of his bicycle as he navigated the lane he travelled every day at 4 a.m. A gust knocked into his side, threatening to sweep him into the hedgerow, but Jakub, refusing to be beaten by the weather, sank further onto his saddle and pedalled on, hunched over the bike like a vulture waiting to swoop on a dead animal.

      His mind swam with troubled thoughts; his wife, Emily, had learned she was to lose her job as a receptionist, and soon there would only be his salary coming in until she could find more employment. It was so difficult to find work. In the old country he had worked as a clerk for the police in Wyszków, some fifty-five kilometres north-east of Warsaw, on the highway to Bialystok. It was not the most exciting job: he was responsible for checking various databases; recording and modifying offences in relation to road traffic incidents; logging collisions and accidents and corresponding with the insurance companies. However, he earned a decent salary that, over there, would have fed a family, paid for a house and allowed for holidays each year.

      Love had caused him to leave his homeland and follow his heart to the Staffordshire countryside where he had queued with other world-weary hopefuls at the social welfare office every week for months, looking and hoping for employment, only to be turned away. Week after week, he scrolled through websites and sent off his CV to be considered for a position, yet he never even made it to an interview. Gradually, his enthusiasm had been sucked away. It hadn’t helped that he’d found the English language almost impossible to learn. Even after eighteen months in the country, he could still only master basic sentences. Luckily, Emily had found him this position or he might have given up altogether and returned to Poland.

      He reached the end of the lane and, avoiding the whipping branches that hung near the brick-arched entrance to Bromley Hall, he entered the grounds. He recalled the first time he had set foot here. He had been overwhelmed by the quintessential English countryside surrounding the Hall. The Hall, and its grounds, represented everything he loved about the UK – the smell of freshly cut grass and the gentle hum of bees buzzing between brightly coloured blooms.

      The Hall had been a family home in the late nineteenth century, and was Elizabethan in style with curved gables, chimney stacks that resembled classical columns and large mullioned windows of the period. It boasted an ostentatious entrance hall and a magnificent oak-panelled Long Gallery, over a hundred feet in length. Now, it was a world-renowned hotel and spa, frequented by celebrities and those who earned far more than he ever could.

      Jakub would not be using the entrance hall this morning, nor would he ever be invited to the balls that took place each Christmas in the magnificent ballroom. He navigated his bike through some of the fifty acres of grounds and along the sweeping drive. The wind had ripped the last remaining leaves from the trees and hurled them onto the ground where they had clustered and now spun in small, rustling whirlwinds that chased about the car park. Jakub buried his neck further into his scarf, cursing the weather. Of all the times for his car to break down and need a new head gasket. These were now the darker months, when winter was beginning to set in and the clocks had been turned back, so mornings were dark, and afternoons were dark and everything was gloomy.

      He was surprised to spot chef Bruno Miguel’s striking yellow Citroën DS. Bruno, who, in Jakub’s opinion, was one of the better-tempered commis chefs, had purchased it in September on a finance plan, and was terrified the brand new vehicle would suffer damage in the staff car park, so he stationed it as far away from the other cars as possible. Ordinarily, Bruno didn’t turn up until six o’ clock, leaving most of the preparation to the younger chefs. Jakub dismounted, bending to remove the cycle clips that protected the bottoms of his jeans from the filthy pedals and oily bike chain. He wheeled the bike to the rear of the Hall and into the alleyway that led to the kitchens. Now that he was protected from the wind, he removed his gloves and the beanie hat that had been pulled well over his ears. He hated late autumn in this country; it was cruel, especially when your only transport was a two-wheeled, second-hand bike.

      Above him, in the Hall itself, the pampered guests would be fast asleep under Egyptian cotton sheets, heads resting on goose-feather pillows. They wouldn’t have to worry about getting up at three thirty every morning to come to work in the foul weather to clean up the mess that had been left by the guests, collecting wet towels discarded by the pool, washing out showers smeared with soap and expensive body lotions, or cleaning toilets till they gleamed – all for a pittance; then, aching from scrubbing floors, tiled bath surrounds and glass-fronted cubicles, having to pedal three miles back home again in atrocious weather conditions. No. They wouldn’t have to do any of that. They’d get up when they felt like it, take a shower or bath, don the luxurious white cotton robes and fluffy slippers in their bedrooms, then wander down to breakfast. They would spend the rest of the day loafing beside the pool, reading books, snoozing or basking in the famous spa area, being pampered by an entire team of therapists and fitness gurus.

      He felt the rage that sometimes consumed him mount as he unlocked the kitchen door and entered the darkened hallway. He shrugged off his outer garments and hung them by the door, on one of the many pegs used by the employees. He walked past the kitchen where two of the chefs were preparing breakfast. An aroma of bacon wafted out, and he swallowed the saliva that collected in his mouth; he had only grabbed a cup of coffee before setting off. If he were lucky, he’d be able to blag some toast or even a slice of bacon from Bruno, although these days it was more difficult to get free food or titbits. Management had really clamped down on such things, and all food now had to be accounted for – no more cheap or free meals for the staff. That was only one of the austerity measures they had implemented. The staff cuts were the most recent. He growled quietly. Management, in its wisdom, had fired his wife who earned a good salary working full-time on the front desk, meeting and greeting clients, yet he, who earned the minimum wage, had been kept on. If he could find another job he’d ditch this bunch immediately.

      Bruno was one of the friendlier chefs. The rest were a bunch of sour-faced wannabes, who all hoped to go on to bigger and better establishments. Jakub couldn’t stand any of them. He was here to do a job and that’s all he did. He came in, he worked all day and he went home again, home to a miserable wife who now had no job and who, only the day before, had discovered she was expecting their second child.

      Jakub collected the cleaning equipment from the cupboard. He would start in the men’s changing room before starting on the spa. He might only be a cleaner, but he was thorough. A job was a job, and he would do it to the best of his ability, even if that job were beneath him. It paid some of the bills and, heaven knew, they needed his wage now more than ever.

      He wheeled out the cleaning trolley and paraphernalia that accompanied it. The floor cleaner was a large industrial machine that had seen better days, but it still worked. It made a racket so it was best to use it while the guests weren’t present. Nothing spoils a relaxing stay at a luxury spa more than someone attempting to clean around you with a machine that sounds like a band comprising several kettledrums and a whole army of bagpipe players.

      The spa itself was housed in a purpose-built extension, adjacent to the Hall, that featured a twenty-six metre saltwater pool with two large whirlpools. It boasted several bio thermal rooms designed to invigorate and relax, an arctic cold ice room with an ice fountain, steam rooms and a sauna. Each of the zones was designed to stimulate different senses. Finally, there was the aspen wood sauna, subtly hidden away within the suite. Jakub had never tried out any of it, even though he was often alone at work. The CCTV cameras that whirred quietly were watching his every move, and he would most certainly be spotted if he suddenly decided to jump into the pool for a swim or enjoy a spell in one of the solariums.

      Jakub was not impressed by the opulence here. Poland had many equally impressive resorts and spas that had been enjoyed by Europeans for centuries. A flame of fondness for his country flickered in his chest.

      The men’s changing room smelt of stale sweat and testosterone. It always seemed to reek that way, no matter how often it was cleaned. The air con hadn’t been working in there for some time, even though Jakub had reported it, and the stench lingered in spite of air fresheners positioned around the room. Jakub emptied the bins and cleared away the dirty towels that had been dumped on a bench, before cleaning the toilets and showers. It was the same routine every day.

      He ought to persuade Emily to return to Poland, although it was unlikely she would want to leave her family who lived nearby in Stafford, only twenty miles away, especially with another baby on the way. There were days when he was homesick, but he reasoned that to return so soon after leaving would be to admit defeat. His family had not wanted him to leave Poland. Still, he was young at thirty and had time. He would go back when he was ready, although he was less sure about how long he could bear to stay at Bromley Hall. His temper might just get the better of him if he wasn’t careful.

      He shut the cubicle doors to the showers and moved into the spa area, donning the obligatory protective footwear. The sound of the water being pumped around the pool echoed eerily as he padded past it, pushing the heavy cleaning machine in front of him, in the direction of the saunas and steam rooms. He put on the necessary headphones that shut out the constant noise generated by the machine and thought about his son, now almost two years old, who wanted to go on a steam train like Thomas the Tank Engine for his birthday at the weekend. Jakub wasn’t sure they’d be able to get to the Severn Valley for such an outing if his car wasn’t mended. Head gaskets were very expensive parts to replace.

      As he moved the cleaning machine around in a circular motion, his eyes alighted upon a pile of clothes, folded and left outside the aspen sauna on one of the ‘relax’ beds. He scowled. Some guest had not read the rules. It was forbidden to enter the spa area before 8 a.m. He was tempted to pick up the clothes and hide them in the changing room so whoever was in the sauna would be obliged to race around naked, hunting for them. He sidled up to the clothes. There was a suit and shirt, and an expensive watch had been left on top of the pile.

      Jakub sneered. A watch like that cost a lot of money, and yet the owner didn’t seem to care that it might be stolen. They were either naively trusting or didn’t give a damn about the cost. He struggled with his conscience before deciding the owner would not miss the watch. They would merely claim its value from an insurance company and purchase another. Jakub checked the camera above him. It was pointing in the opposite direction, focusing on the ice room at that moment. It would gradually move to cover the whole of the area. The guest could well afford to lose it and Jakub needed the money. He checked for anyone watching him and was about to slide the watch into his pocket when he stopped. He had never been a thief. He couldn’t stoop so low as to steal from someone, no matter how tough times were.

      He moved away and edged past the sauna with the machine. No doubt the occupant would complain about him making a row. It was five thirty. He would stand up to management if they took him to task about it. As he moved past the glass-fronted door of the sauna he stopped, all thoughts of management forgotten. A dark-skinned man was curled on the floor in a foetal position. Jakub gingerly opened the door, recoiling from the tremendous wave of heat. His mind could not comprehend what he was seeing. The body was not, as he had first thought, a dark-skinned man. It was charred. Large chunks of skin lay on the floor. Jakub stared at the body, which resembled a large piece of przysmak piwny – beef jerky. Suddenly, he remembered the watch on the pile of clothes. He had seen it only recently, on the wrist of the man who had fired his newly pregnant wife for no other reason than cost-cutting. Jakub had taken issue with him and asked for Emily to be reinstated. The man had fobbed him off and checked the time on his watch, as if he had somewhere more important to be. Jakub had thumped the desk and blown his top before being sent away with the threat that if he did not cool down, he would be joining Emily on the dole queue. This wasn’t a guest in the hotel. This was the hotel manager. The broiled body on the floor was that of Miles Ashbrook.
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      Detective Inspector Robyn Carter chewed on the stub of a pencil and frowned at her computer screen.

      ‘Boss, we’ve got an informant who claims he’s spotted our man,’ shouted Sergeant Mitz Patel from his desk, replacing the phone receiver and grinning. ‘He’s emailing a photo across of him. Saw the appeal and recognised our perp immediately. Goes by the name of Nick Jackson.’

      She nibbled some more. ‘Okay, let’s see what the caller’s got.’

      They’d been fielding calls since late the night before from people claiming to have seen the man they were searching for. Most had proven to be crank calls or dead ends and, after very little sleep, Robyn was feeling irked by the lack of information and beginning to doubt the television appeal was going to turn up any leads.

      ‘Photo’s arrived,’ called Mitz.

      Robyn bounded across, leant over and stared at the grainy photograph that had been snapped by a mobile phone. It was of a man wearing a Nike baseball cap pulled over his face, a dark blue hooded top and jeans. He lugged a grey and green rucksack, the same rucksack he had carried when he robbed the village store in Doveridge and in Newcastle-under-Lyme, before disappearing off the grid. He was about to get into a red Vauxhall Sierra. The number plate was visible. After a frustrating night, she could, at last, feel the adrenalin begin to pump through her body. This looked exactly like the man they’d been hunting for. They might actually have located their suspect.

      She tapped the screen with the pencil. ‘Looks like our appeal has turned up trumps. That’s definitely the rucksack – Karrimor Urban 30 from Sports Direct.’

      ‘Seems really dumb to have a luminous green rucksack.’

      PC Anna Shamash, the technology expert in the team, lifted her head. ‘Tracked the mobile number from the anonymous caller. Call came from Elm Street, Newcastle-under-Lyme.’ Anna permitted a small smile of satisfaction to flash across her usually serious face.

      Robyn stood against the wall, arms folded, watching the proceedings unfold. Mitz was tracing the vehicle owner in his usual calm manner. Anna’s fingers flew over her keyboard. She was gifted when it came to anything to do with computers. She now had a dot, depicting the suspect’s car, showing on her screen. She watched it as it headed towards Stafford. ‘Vehicle’s headed down the M6.’

      ‘I have the vehicle’s registered keeper.’ Mitz raised his head like a meerkat’s. ‘It belongs to Sean Holland of 32 Albion Street, Newcastle-under-Lyme.’

      She felt a flicker of apprehension. Something wasn’t quite right. ‘How come this Sean Holland is involved? Why does he own the car and not Nick Jackson?’

      ‘Related somehow, or maybe he’s a very good friend? Vehicles are sometimes registered to a person who is not the actual owner.’

      She shook her head. ‘No. I’m not happy about that. Find out what you can about Sean Holland too.’

      ‘Roger. I’ve got several Nick Jacksons on the database. Running through them now.’

      Robyn picked up the communications radio and spoke to PC David Marker out on the streets of Stafford. ‘Unit one. Suspect in vehicle headed down the M6 in the direction of Stafford. Red Vauxhall Sierra.’ She gave them the registration.

      There was a response from the radio, ‘Roger that. We’ll intercept at junction fourteen at the A34 exit.’

      ‘Anna, keep an eye on that vehicle. What’s the estimated time to junction fourteen?’

      ‘Twenty minutes, guv.’

      ‘Unit one, ETA twenty minutes.’

      ‘Roger. On our way.’

      ‘Unit two, Matt, where are you?’

      ‘Just outside Sainsbury’s, boss,’ replied Sergeant Matt Higham. He was new to Robyn’s team and had transferred from Oxford so his wife could be closer to her family. They were expecting their first child and had just taken out a mortgage on a large house. At thirty-one, with a bald head and a round, unlined face like a large baby’s, Matt was a joker.

      ‘Head towards junction fourteen and rendezvous with unit one.’

      Anna spoke up. ‘Sean Holland has no previous, guv. Sixty-six, widowed, no children. Used to run a small window-cleaning business.’

      Robyn shook her head. Sean Holland didn’t fit in. ‘How come a retired man in his sixties is friends with a thirty-something-year-old criminal?’ She tilted her head to one side and tapped the pencil against her teeth – a staccato rhythm. ‘We’ve been too eager to get Nick. We can only really identify the luminous backpack in the photograph. I don’t like this any more,’ she repeated, shaking her head. ‘Mitz, anything on Nick Jackson yet?’

      ‘Still searching through the database. Hang on, I think I’ve got him.’

      The radio burst into a crackle. ‘In position,’ said David Marker.

      Mitz was staring at his screen, concern etched across his fine features. ‘Guv, you need to see this. Now.’

      She hurried to the screen and, reading what he was referring to, stood there, her lips one thin tight line. ‘Shit,’ she whispered. She turned to regain control.

      ‘David, Matt – stand down. Stand down immediately.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Sergeant Matt Higham said, unfazed by the change of plan.

      David Marker’s voice was incredulous. ‘What’s going on? How do you know Jackson isn’t our perp?’

      The pencil spun around and around between her fingers. ‘He’s not our man. Nick Jackson couldn’t have robbed the stores. He doesn’t drive. He can’t. Nick Jackson is blind.’

      There was a crackle and another crackle then, ‘Returning to base.’

      Robyn refrained from thumping the wall. It was the backpack. Mitz had been right. It was a stupidly conspicuous colour. It drew attention to him. What robber, who attacks people with knives, would choose a fluorescent backpack, yet go to great lengths to hide his face from cameras? A robber who knew a fluorescent backpack would be memorable. She headed towards the coffee machine in the corner. The adrenalin that had coursed through her veins was subsiding and she needed a caffeine fix. She shoved a paper cup in place and stabbed at the espresso button. The machine burst into life, bubbling and spitting, before black liquid squirted into her cup.

      The door opened and, without ceremony, DI Tom Shearer swaggered in.

      ‘I’ve run out of sugar again. Thought I’d come and see if my neighbour could spare me a spoonful.’ Robyn scowled at him. She was no fan of Detective Inspector Tom Shearer. He had transferred from Derbyshire, following the departure of one of her colleagues. She had had several run-ins with the man, who treated everything and everyone with a cavalier attitude. She ignored his smug expression and the overwhelming smell of aftershave that accompanied him.

      ‘What do you really want, Shearer?’

      ‘Decent coffee. You have a coffee machine. I haven’t yet convinced Mulholland I’m worthy of such pampering. Besides, the machine downstairs is bust again and I need a drink. My head is pounding.’

      ‘Help yourself.’

      ‘Thanks. I’ve had a shitty morning.’

      ‘Join the club.’ She took her paper cup of black coffee from the machine and handed Shearer an empty cup to use.

      ‘I bet, in a game of top trumps, my morning has been shittier than yours.’ He held her gaze and gave a lopsided grin. His eyes were pink through lack of sleep.

      ‘Go on. I’ll start.’

      ‘I thought you might. You like to take the lead, don’t you?’

      She ignored his comment. ‘I spent all last night fielding calls about possible sightings of a man we believe has robbed village stores and caused GBH to several innocent victims, including a young woman and an elderly man, both of whom are currently seriously injured in hospital. We chased up all the leads and drew blanks. The team came back in at six a.m. and we finally got a break this morning, from an unknown informant who sent us a picture of the suspect getting into a car. We traced the car, deployed the units to apprehend him, only to discover we’d been following a blind man – a blind man being driven by a friend.’ She downed her coffee in one, squeezed the cup tightly and hurled it into the waste paper bin.

      Shearer’s lips twitched slightly. ‘Now that’s shitty,’ he replied. ‘Although I can see the humour in it.’

      ‘So, bet you can’t trump that.’

      Shearer pulled out his cup and blew on the hot froth. ‘Is this cappuccino or Fairy Liquid in hot water?’ he asked, causing her to smile.

      ‘I should have warned you. It makes a lousy cappuccino.’

      ‘Cheers for that. Oh well, that just about puts the proverbial icing on the cake of a horrendous morning.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘I woke up with a really sore throat.’ He coughed. ‘I’m sure I’m coming down with something.’ He took another sip and grimaced. ‘That aside, I was called to Bromley Hall at six a.m. while you were all comfy here. It was blowing a right gale and the Hall is down winding lanes. A weathered bough snapped off a tree, crashed onto the Porsche and dented the bonnet, which set me up nicely for what was to come. Got to the Hall and was led to the spa area which is off to one side. It’s very nice there, all blue and white walls – makes you think of Norway and fjords. And there’s the top-of-the-range sauna. It’s what they call a wet sauna and is heated by an electric stove.

      ‘The deceased, Miles Ashbrook, the hotel manager, must have really liked it hot. I think it’s fair to say he was done to a crisp when I got to him. He was definitely somewhat overcooked. I spent all morning sweating away thanks to the humidity, picking through bits of cooked skin, and trying to establish the time and cause of death. It appeared he had a heart attack and keeled over, which was no surprise – he’d poured so much water over the rocks on the stove the place had heated up to over 110 degrees Celsius, well above what’s recommended. Miles Ashbrook was cooking in there for over five hours. Gruesome just about covers it. It’s put me off bacon for life,’ he added, sipping at his drink. His nose wrinkled. ‘This really does taste of soap.’

      Robyn shrugged. ‘You win. I think being humiliated in front of my team and having no idea of the whereabouts of my suspect is nowhere near as bad as trawling through bits of barbecued human skin. Anything suspicious about his death?’

      ‘I don’t believe so. I couldn’t be certain at first, although there didn’t seem to be anyone else involved. The door to the sauna wasn’t locked or blocked, so Miles wasn’t imprisoned in the sauna, and given the spa is locked after seven at night and no one is allowed in the area, there seemed little cause for suspicion. Guests’ key cards don’t work after that time and only staff key cards are operational all the time. Also, there’s a camera that rotates and films the place. I rooted through the CCTV footage and spotted him stripping off to his boxers, taking a shower in the ice area and entering the sauna at eleven o’clock. He was completely alone, and no one else appears on the footage all night. The camera moves from area to area. We fast-forwarded it, although no one came into shot until the cleaner who found him. At some point while he was in the sauna, Miles Ashbrook appears to have suffered a severe heart attack. I’m waiting for an autopsy report to determine how much alcohol was in his system in case that had a bearing on it and he had meandered in there half-cut. I checked with the bar staff and he certainly hadn’t been drinking in the champagne bar, so if he had chugged any alcohol, it was in his office. So, other than being on drugs, or having a desire to top himself by cooking himself to death, I think it was an unfortunate accident.’

      ‘How old was he?’

      ‘Forty-one. Two years younger than me. Probably spent too much time behind a desk, and I have no doubt his job managing that place was stressful. I’m confident the autopsy will show that Miles Ashbrook had a heart attack. I doubt his death will be mourned by many of his colleagues. Those I met didn’t seem too upset by it. The commis chef was more interested in getting the breakfasts ready in time for the guests coming downstairs, and the chap who found him – Jakub – made it clear he wasn’t one of Mr Ashbrook’s greatest fans. He told me, “What goes around…”, from which I gathered Miles was not Mr Popular. However, what manager or person in charge is popular? Apart from you, of course.’ He drained his cup, wincing as he did so. ‘That is the most disgusting coffee I have ever drunk. Still, it’s helped remove the smell of burnt flesh.’

      He balled his cup and threw it in the bin. ‘Better phone the garage. Pissed off about my Porsche. It was my mid-life crisis purchase. By the way, I wondered if you’d heard the latest?’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘According to the rumour mill, Mulholland is being considered for promotion. If that happens, there’ll be a vacancy for a detective chief inspector. I believe in being fair, so I thought I’d let you know, to give you a chance to practise your arse-licking skills. And, of course, give you the opportunity to prepare your CV. It must be well out of date by now.’

      He grinned and walked off, leaving Robyn open-mouthed. Mulholland hadn’t mentioned a promotion or even that she was thinking of moving on. Robyn would ask her straight out when she saw her later. Rumours were exactly that – rumours. She brushed aside thoughts of Tom Shearer with his mocking powder-blue eyes and concentrated on her case. Heaven help them if Shearer became the new DCI. She’d have to seriously consider transferring.
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      DCI Louisa Mulholland’s honey-coloured eyes blinked in surprise. ‘I don’t know how these things get out. For the record, I have been invited to consider applying for the position of superintendent. However, it would mean moving to Yorkshire. It’s a fair distance from my friends and family.’

      ‘Nice walks in Yorkshire. The Dales are beautiful.’

      ‘Nice walks here too, DI Carter.’

      ‘True. So, no plans to race off up north?’

      ‘I’m not sure yet. As soon as I am, I’ll let everyone know rather than rely on the gossips to decide when the news should be made public. So, tell me. What happened?’

      Robyn explained the unfortunate incident of chasing the wrong man.

      ‘And how are you going to resolve this one, Robyn? We can’t make an additional appeal tonight.’

      ‘We had another breakthrough. A call from a woman who thinks the robber is her live-in boyfriend, Wayne Robson. She was rooting through a cupboard searching for stuff to donate to a charity and uncovered a backpack filled with cash. She’s currently hiding out at her sister’s until we bring Robson in. Scared of what might happen if he finds out she rang us. Says he’s got a temper.’ She waited for Louisa to comment, but she didn’t.

      ‘Carry on.’

      ‘I’ve sent PC David Marker and Sergeant Patel to bring him in for questioning.’

      Louisa Mulholland nodded approvingly. ‘Let me know when Wayne Robson has arrived. I’d like to observe the interview and hear what he has to say for himself.’

      ‘Does that mean I’ll have to be extra polite to him, ma’am?’

      ‘Indeed, DI Carter, it does not.’

      

      It was well after 9 p.m. when Robyn left the station and headed for the gym. She no longer felt tired or disheartened. Wayne Robson had been officially charged and was sweating it out in the cells, waiting for his case to come up. Robyn felt a weight had been removed from her shoulders. It could so easily have gone the other way, and she could still be scrabbling about hunting for the man who stole for the thrill of it and thought nothing of those victims he had mutilated.

      She shook herself and tried to clear her thoughts. She changed into her gear, noting that Tricia was in again. Her Adidas bag was resting in its usual spot in front of locker fifteen. The woman was never out of the place. Ever since her divorce she had become a gym junkie. Robyn didn’t have much to do with the woman. In fact, Robyn didn’t have much to do with anyone. When she was in the gym she was completely focused on her training, and tonight would be no exception. She had signed up for the Staffordshire Ironman Triathlon event, taking place on 17 June, and she was determined to win it.

      As she pulled on her Lycra shorts she asked herself why she felt this constant need to prove herself. She glimpsed at her lean frame in the mirror and saw what her team must see every day – a woman with large dark circles under her eyes, who had the hungry look of a bird of prey. She had not aged much, and although she was in her forties, her posture was that of a much younger woman. Robyn was not hung up on looks or ageing. As long as she could do her job and train as hard as she did, all was as well as it was ever going to be. She studied her hands and removed the ring she always wore, putting it safely into her purse before locking it up in the locker. It had been given to her by Davies, and she refused to hide it away. It was almost two years since he had been killed in an ambush in Morocco. Davies, a military intelligence officer, had been her rock, her man, her true other half. He had died unaware she was pregnant. Robyn wished he had known about the baby, even though it had not been born. The miscarriage had been another damaging blow and almost cost Robyn her sanity. She banished the sad memory. Tonight she would drown out all thoughts of the past, all thoughts of her job, and concentrate on improving her physical condition.

      There was no one in the gym at all. Tricia must have finished her routine and gone to the swimming pool. Robyn was glad of the solitude.

      She set up the squat rack with a freestanding barbell and grunted her way through six sets of varying weights and repetitions, starting with just the barbell as a warm-up and moving up to the final couple of sets using 80–85kg weights. By the time she had completed the final set she could feel the lactic acid building in her arms and sweat beginning to trickle down her back. She wiped her hands on the towel she always carried and shook the lactic acid away, striding about the gym, avoiding her reflection in the mirrors.

      Next on her agenda was a Romanian dead lift. She completed three sets of eight to ten repetitions, using 50kg weights, followed by the same number and sets of shoulder shrugs.

      Immediately following this, she did three sets of dead lifts and was moving onto the cable hamstring curls when she spotted Tricia observing her. She lifted her hand when she saw Robyn had noticed her and hurried over. ‘Look, I know it’s bad form to interrupt when someone’s training, but I need to talk to you.’

      Robyn wiped the sweat from her face. Some had already got into her eyes and it was stinging like crazy.

      ‘I’ve got about another half an hour to do.’

      Tricia chewed on her lip. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll wait for you.’

      Robyn gave her a curious look. This was most unlike Tricia. Ordinarily they nodded or exchanged a brief ‘hi’ and, at a push, pleasantries. They’d only had a few conversations in the past year, and one of those had been about Robyn’s job after Tricia had seen her on television. Robyn decided it must be important if she was willing to hang about and wait. ‘Okay. I’ll catch you in the changing room. What’s so urgent?’

      ‘I’ll tell you when you’re finished. I’ll wait for you there. I want to talk to you in private,’ she added, as one of the regulars entered the gym.
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      Tricia was on her mobile in the changing room, her face unusually devoid of make-up. She ended the call as soon as Robyn appeared twenty minutes later. Robyn dropped down onto one of the benches and, rubbing a towel over her face and neck to soak up any remaining sweat, asked, ‘What’s this about?’

      Tricia sat down next to Robyn and took a deep breath. ‘I’m going to sound stupid, but please hear me out. My friend Miles Ashbrook died this morning.’

      Robyn recognised the name. This was the man DI Shearer mentioned.

      ‘I’m sorry. I heard about it. Heart attack.’

      Tricia nodded. ‘That’s what we were told. I was with Miles’s mum when the policeman arrived. He was a tall guy, bit angry-looking. Nice blue eyes though.’

      ‘DI Shearer.’

      ‘He told us Miles was in the sauna when it happened.’

      Robyn wondered where the conversation was going, and hoping Shearer hadn’t gone into too much detail about the state of the body. He could be a little blunt at times. ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Thing is, that can’t have been the case.’

      ‘Miles having a heart attack? I’m sure DI Shearer was right, and there’ll be a coroner’s report to prove cause of death.’

      Tricia shook her platinum blonde head. ‘Not that. I’m not questioning that he had a heart attack, it’s that I don’t believe for a minute he’d have taken a sauna. And that leads me to suspect his death wasn’t an accident.’

      ‘Did you not discuss any of this with DI Shearer?’

      ‘I was in too much shock. Then I felt silly bringing it up. He seems so fierce. I can imagine him telling me to calm down and not be hysterical. I was hoping you would know him and would tell him for me.’ Tricia flushed pink with embarrassment.

      There was no cause for them to suspect anything untoward about Miles Ashbrook’s death. Shearer might be grouchy, and forthright to the point of being offhand, yet he was one of the best officers she knew when it came to investigating crime scenes. He would have looked at every possible scenario – of that, Robyn was convinced and said so.

      Tricia shook her head again. ‘No. Miles would never have taken a sauna. I know he wouldn’t. I’m not making sense, am I? Sorry… Give me a moment and I’ll explain why I think this is a set-up.’

      ‘Look, let me get showered and we’ll take this somewhere we can talk properly. It’ll give you a chance to collect your thoughts.’

      ‘My house isn’t far away.’

      ‘Okay. Give me the address and I’ll meet you there. That way you won’t have to hang about here. I won’t be long.’

      Robyn stood under the hot shower, letting the water beat against her neck and hair. She needed to be quick. Tricia was so certain that Miles Ashbrook had not voluntarily gone into the sauna that Robyn felt she might be right. She sensed a familiar prickling of excitement that occurred when she felt she had a new case, or at least an inkling of one. And, if Tricia was right and Miles Ashbrook had not chosen to take a sauna, meaning his death was suspicious, Robyn would take huge delight in proving Shearer wrong.
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      Cassidy Place was only a ten-minute walk from the gym, so Robyn left her car in the car park and strode towards Tricia’s house. Tricia lived in a trendy area made up of terraced Victorian houses that had been renovated in recent years. Each house had a tiny front courtyard that was only big enough for a couple of large flower tubs. Tricia had opted for two bay trees in pots on either side of a cheerfully painted red door. Robyn pressed the buzzer and pulled up her coat collar around her neck. After the stormy morning, it was now an icy, cold, starlit evening. Robyn began to wish she had driven here. Her hands were beginning to numb. She rang again. There was no answer.

      She was about to leave, cursing the woman for messing her about, but thought she would try the handle first, just in case Tricia was in the bathroom and hadn’t heard her ringing.

      The door opened into a carpeted hallway and a staircase. She called Tricia’s name. Once again there was no response. The sound of a television, showing some sort of cop movie with gunfire and sirens, told her someone was in the house and that something was definitely awry. Tricia was not here to greet her, and yet the woman had wanted to talk to her. There was no way she would leave her house unlocked like this if she were not here. Robyn edged towards the sound of the television, her senses on alert as she approached the sound of wailing sirens. She nudged the door open with her foot and peered into the room

      On the settee sat two teenage boys, game controllers in their hands, completely absorbed in shooting at villains, who were racing muscle cars. Neither noticed her presence. She was about to call out when she heard Tricia behind her.

      ‘Did they not let you in? Hey, you two. Turn the bloody set down. I told you to listen out for the doorbell. You wouldn’t hear it if it was as loud as Big Ben.’

      One of the boys twisted in his seat and grinned sheepishly. ‘Sorry, Mum.’ He had Tricia’s fair hair and long face, while his brother had a round face covered in freckles and a cheeky smile that endeared him to Robyn immediately.

      ‘Soz, Mum. I wanted to catch Josh. Hi.’ He nodded at Robyn.

      ‘That’s Joshua and Ryan – the terrible twins. They’re supposed to be doing their homework,’ she said in a no-nonsense voice. ‘Aren’t you, boys?’

      Ryan nudged his brother, who reluctantly paused the game and dropped the controller onto the settee. ‘I haven’t got much. Can we finish our game afterwards?’

      ‘No. You should have done it ages ago when I was out. You know the rules – homework first. You can play again tomorrow. It’s already late and you have school in the morning. Go on, hop to it.’ The boys sidled out, leaving the women in the lounge.

      ‘Sorry about that. They’re good lads, really. They get a bit carried away once they’re playing on the Xbox. It’s addictive. I was up in the loft and didn’t hear the doorbell. I wanted to get this photograph album to help explain.’

      Robyn was surprised that Tricia was a mother to two boys. It had never crossed her mind that she would have a family as she seemed to spend all her life at the gym.

      The front room was welcoming. Two large plump settees with several flattened cushions on them were facing a large television screen. A black cat lay zoned out on one of the settees, oblivious to Robyn’s arrival. There was a glass-fronted cabinet housing a variety of medals and trophies, presumably won by Tricia’s children, and on the wall hung three black and white photographs of her with her two boys, all beaming at the camera and striking a range of poses. It was a far cry from the sort of place Robyn had imagined Tricia living in – a sterile flat with just the basics, much like her own home.

      ‘Sit down and I’ll explain.’ Tricia dropped onto the settee next to the cat. ‘I know this is going to sound far-fetched, but I genuinely believe Miles Ashbrook’s death was no accident.’ She took a breath and began her story. ‘I met Miles when I was at university, way back in the nineties. We were on the same business studies course and ended up next to each other in a lecture one day. It was a dreadfully dull lecture and, halfway through, he passed me piece of paper with a noughts and crosses grid on it. I filled in my space and he filled in his and somehow we managed to spend the entire lecture playing the stupid game. At the end of the hour, we were told we were getting tested on the contents of the lecture the following day. Since neither of us had a clue what had been said, we had to ask for help from our fellow students. We managed to blag some notes from one of the really clever students, photocopied them and arranged to do a cramming session back at my flat. That’s when it all began. That was the night Miles fell in love.’

      Robyn watched as Tricia’s face took on a faraway look. She opened her album and passed it to her. ‘That’s Mark.’ The photograph was of a handsome young man with a chiselled jawline, a mane of blond hair that was swept back with some strands falling forward, and deep navy-blue eyes. Robyn was struck by the similarity between the man in the photograph and Tricia.

      Tricia gazed at the picture. ‘He was my brother – my twin brother. Twins run in the family. You’ve seen my pair. Mark and I were twins. We were very close, which was surprising given we were different sexes. We liked the same sports and music and lots of other stuff. We even ended up going to the same university, although Mark studied electronics. He was heavily into machines and gadgets. At university we shared a flat. It made sense, given we were both poverty-stricken students, and our parents were glad we were together for the first year, just to keep an eye out for each other. The night Miles came back to cram for our test, he met Mark and kaboom! Mark felt the same way, and soon Miles had moved in with us. It was good having him there. He was a laugh.’

      She stood up, uncertain of what to say next. ‘Did you fancy any tea or anything? I feel I’m being rude not offering you anything.’

      ‘No, thanks. I’m fine.’

      Tricia sat down again. ‘They were an item for ten years. They bought a house together in Stafford after they left university. Mark took up a position at the JCB factory and Miles found work in Stafford, as a trainee manager at a leisure centre. They were really happy. Mum and Dad accepted their relationship and Miles used to drop around for Sunday lunch with Mark. I was surprised at how well my parents got on with Miles and how they took the relationship in their stride. They must have suspected Mark was gay. Anyway, Mark got a promotion at work and treated himself to a new motorbike. He’d always wanted a BMW and so he bought one for his twenty-eighth birthday. He claimed it was his pre-mid-life crisis present to himself. I remember joking and asking where mine was. We always got similar presents for our birthday when we were younger,’ she explained, the sadness evident in her voice.

      ‘He rode it to work the following day. There had been a hard frost the night before… He hit a patch of black ice and… lo— lost control of the bike on the A50. He slid into the path of a lorry…’ she finished.

      Robyn spoke quietly. ‘I’m so sorry. That must have destroyed your world.’

      ‘It did. And Miles’s. He sold the house and dropped off the grid for a while. I think he went on a retreat or something, to help straighten his head out. He returned a few months later, went back to his old job and rented a flat. He became a loner – stopped socialising. I didn’t see him like I used to, but I still visited his mum a lot. She lives in Uttoxeter, so not far away. She told me Miles took it all very badly and hadn’t found another boyfriend since. Sometimes I bumped into Miles at her house. We chatted a bit but he never wanted to talk for long. I think it was because I reminded him too much of Mark, and that reminded him of what he’d lost.

      ‘Mark’s death had a profound effect on us all. Mark was always the go-getter who wanted to grab life by the horns. I was the quiet one – Miles too. Mark made everything seem fun, even if it was just a barbecue. Mark would make it extra special and put on crazy games. He loved life so much.’

      She turned the pages of the album, tracing the face of her dead brother.

      ‘That’s them. They went to Ascot races together. Mark loved dressing up for occasions like that.’

      She pointed out Mark, in top hat and tails with a pink velvet bow tie, his arm draped around the shoulder of a man in his late twenties, Miles Ashbrook. He was a slightly bigger build than Mark, with dark-brown hair and a happy smile on his face.

      She showed Robyn more pictures of family events, and her brother and Miles Ashbrook.

      ‘I’m glad I have these photographs. Nowadays everything is on your phone or in the Cloud. It isn’t the same as turning pages and seeing the faces of those you love. That’s why I took the twins to the photography studio last year. I had the best photos of us made into prints. I wanted to have something tangible.’

      Robyn nodded. She had photographs of her and Davies that had not seen the light of day since he had been murdered. She couldn’t bring herself to look at the faces of the couple so in love during those happier days.

      ‘It was a huge hole in our lives when Mark died. I think that’s why I got married. I’d been seeing Travis for a few months before the accident. Soon after we buried Mark, Travis asked me to marry him and I agreed. We muddled through all the years the boys were little, but last year I hit forty and decided I was going to live my life the way I wanted to, and that meant saying goodbye to Travis. It wasn’t acrimonious. We both knew it was on the cards. The twins see him regularly.’

      Robyn waited patiently for Tricia to get to the real point of the meeting.

      ‘For a long while, I didn’t just have one brother, I felt as if I had two brothers. I often hung out with them both. And that brings me on to why I am convinced Miles’s death was not an accident. Miles had a heart condition – he had an unstable coronary artery. He knew he had it and he always took care not to overdo any exercise regime. Mark was more gung-ho and went on some of his more extreme activities alone. Miles always went along to support Mark, but he would never participate if it were something that would put strain on his heart. He most certainly would not have taken a sauna. He knew the heat would be too much for his heart and would cause problems at best and serious harm at worst. We found out about it early on in their relationship. Mark wanted to go travelling after university and really wanted to go to Asia – that was, until Miles refused to join him. It was then he revealed his problem. He couldn’t take heat or humidity. If Miles wasn’t willing to travel to far-flung countries with the man he loved on account of the heat, he most certainly wouldn’t have walked into that sauna. Can you understand why I think there is some foul play involved?’

      Robyn’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. ‘I can. And I think it’s worth running it past DI Shearer. I’ll ask him to look into it again.’

      ‘Would you?’

      ‘I can’t promise anything, but it does seem suspicious.’ Tricia seemed relieved at the prospect, although Robyn wasn’t sure if she would be able to convince Shearer to reinvestigate. She stood up to leave.

      ‘I’ll let you know if we turn up anything unusual.’

      Tricia heaved an audible sigh, filled with sadness and regret. ‘Thanks. I want to do right by him. Mark would have wanted me to.’ Robyn felt a sudden empathy with the woman.

      She headed back outside, her breath making clouds in the air as she assured Tricia she would do what she could.

      Robyn jogged back to her car. In spite of the promise she had just made, it was going to be tough persuading Shearer, or indeed Mulholland, that she had grounds for following her gut instincts over this. Some of her hunches had proven wrong in the past. And if Mulholland were to move on, leaving the position of DCI vacant, Robyn would have to show she was capable of being a responsible officer who toed the line. She shook her head. The reality was, she would never be considered for the position, and if she stomped on a few toes it was no big loss. She wasn’t looking forward to treading on Shearer’s though. He had a habit of retaliating if undermined. She might have to be a little more subtle this time.
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      ‘The man had a heart attack. The coroner’s report will prove it and I don’t appreciate you muscling in on my cases. This one, Carter, is firmly closed.’ Tom Shearer put his hands on his slim hips and stared at her. Robyn refused to be intimidated by his stance or icy stare.

      ‘I’m not disputing he had a heart attack. I’m pointing out that he was not likely to use a sauna given his medical condition.’

      ‘I don’t care what his medical condition was or was not, the fact remains he removed his clothes, he put them in a neat pile, took a shower and he walked into that sauna where he keeled over and died! Maybe he wanted to die. Have you not considered that possibility? Maybe he was sick of his life, although this is an extreme way of doing it.’

      Robyn felt sideswiped. That possibility had crossed her mind, but then Tricia’s face loomed in front of her. The woman was convinced there was some foul play. Tricia knew Miles, and she would have also known if he was depressed. It didn’t fit.

      Robyn folded her arms. ‘I don’t buy it.’

      ‘I also don’t give a shit whether you buy it or not. I am not looking into his death as suspicious. I have stacks of other stuff to deal with – last night’s stabbings in the town centre, for one. I have to go and tell some parents that their children are dead.’

      Robyn had heard about the incident outside the nightclub. A fracas had occurred at 2 a.m. and Shearer had been called out to it, but only after two young men in their late teens had been knifed to death. No wonder he was in a rotten mood.
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