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			Prologue

			The children’s entertainer performing in the park wasn’t particularly good, but that didn’t seem to bother Poppy Olbeck or, indeed, her older brother Harry. They squealed with delight as he brought forth, seemingly from nowhere, a rather squashed bunch of flowers and flourished them at the small crowd of children and parents watching his display.

			DCI Mark Olbeck leant across to his husband Jeff. “Does anyone actually find clowns funny?” he murmured.

			“Children find clowns funny.” Jeff gave him a grin. “Only adults find them deeply disturbing.”

			Olbeck chuckled. “You’re not wrong. Like something out of a horror film.”

			“Stephen King’s IT.”

			“Exactly. Isn’t there an actual recognised clown phobia?”

			“Probably.” Jeff looked down at their excited children and smiled. “But these guys are enjoying it.”

			The clown finished his act to a smattering of applause and the crowd began to disperse. It had been a warm, summery morning but now the clouds were drawing in across the sky and darkening. Olbeck glanced up. “Better make a move. I think it might tip it down in a minute.” Jeff concurred. They gathered up the change bag, put Poppy in the pushchair (not without some protest from Poppy) and, taking Harry by the hand, began the walk home.

			“Let’s take Bishops Avenue,” suggested Jeff. “Then I can get a few bits for dinner at the corner shop.”

			Bishops Avenue was a wide B-road, rather bare of trees but lined each side with cars parked end to end. Abbeyford, as a medieval town, was always chronically short of street parking, hence why Jeff and Olbeck had decided to walk to the park. The houses were nondescript, fifties and sixties red brick semis mixed with the odd Victorian cottage. Most had small front gardens with low walls or fences marking their separation from the narrow pavement.

			Jeff got what he needed from the shop and returned with a bulging Bag for Life. “Thought I’d do us Mexican tonight.”

			“Fantastic.”

			“The kids always enjoy putting together the fajitas, don’t they?”

			“They do,” agreed Olbeck. “They also enjoy making a huge mess at the same time.” Jeff laughed. “But it sounds good.”

			They smiled at one another and Olbeck felt a rush of joy. This is as good as it gets; family, love, relaxation…

			“You know, we’re very luck—”Olbeck began, cut off by a shout up ahead that made him flinch. Even as he was doing so, he wondered how long, if ever, it would be before he didn’t automatically assume that it was some homophobic abuse coming their way. It didn’t happen much anymore, but it had happened enough for it to be on his mind in this situation. He knew, just as if he’d read Jeff’s mind, that his husband was thinking the same thing.

			But this time, he was wrong. Up ahead, in one of the small front gardens, a small group of men were fighting. Three seemed to be attacking one other, who was fighting back with great swings of his fists and kicks with his feet.

			As an experienced police officer, Olbeck didn’t hesitate. “Get the kids out of sight!”

			Jeff was already wheeling the buggy around and taking Harry’s hand, talking all the while in a calm voice to reassure and distract the little boy. Olbeck ran towards the men, calculating as he ran whether the situation could be defused by a dressing down by himself. He didn’t think so. As he watched, a blow caught the struggling man on the jaw and he fell backwards like a toppling tree, hitting the ground hard. One of the other men went to kick him, but his companion put a hand out to stop him.

			Olbeck had already called the incident in to the station by the time he approached the group. The fallen man was still out cold on the ground , and the other three just stood looking down at him without expression. Olbeck’s experienced eye tried to pick out their faces from criminals he’d encountered before but failed. The man who had stopped his companion from kicking the man when he was down was a sharp-faced redhead, his long hair tied in a messy man-bun perched on the top of his head. The other two had no particular distinguishing features; both were white, with doughy, unshaven faces, wearing jeans. All were young; late twenties, Olbeck guessed. The most arresting feature of their appearance was that they were all wearing the same t-shirt: black with a blue logo, a wolf or dog’s face with bared teeth. The words ‘Bite Back’ were printed beneath it.

			The situation had calmed somewhat but Olbeck was still wary.

			“All right lads, what’s going on here?” The expected retort came. “No need for bad language.”

			“It’s none of your business, so fuck off.”

			Olbeck pulled his warrant card out. “I think you’ll find you’re wrong there.”

			He was poised for all of them (bar the bloke on the ground) to take to their heels but they just stared at him blankly. The four of them remained in an unmoving tableau, and behind him he heard the scream of sirens.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“So what do we have this morning?” Anderton leaned hopefully over Kate’s shoulder as she stood at the stove. “Oh. Scrambled eggs again.”

			Kate threatened him with the whisk. “Look, I’m in a hurry this morning, I can’t do anything elaborate.” She turned back to the pan and admitted, “Besides, at the moment that’s the only breakfast dish I can cook.”

			Anderton pecked her cheek. “I’m only teasing. I’m still revelling in having my meals cooked for me for a change.”

			“You’re still in charge of the Sunday roasts for now.”

			“Obviously.” Anderton shook out the paper and laid it on the table. “Why the hurry?”

			“I’ve got yoga before work. All part of my getting fit and healthy campaign for… Well, you know.”

			“Operation Baby,” Anderton said, grinning. “I do indeed.”

			Kate sat down with the plates and they both tucked in, Kate rather more rapidly than Anderton. Merlin, her cat, jumped up into her lap and attempted to curl up. “Not now, boy. I’m out the door in a minute.” She put him back on the floor and he gave her a reproachful glance. His muzzle was turning white and she’d noticed he was moving more stiffly than usual. He’s getting old, she thought, sadly.

			It was another beautiful summer day; the whole country had revelled in almost a week of unbroken sunshine, which after the cold, wet spring was just what was needed. Kate walked to the yoga studio, which was in the Old Town. One of the victims of a murder case had once worked here, which wasn’t a very ‘namaste’ thought that early in the morning, so Kate pushed it aside and concentrated on rolling out her mat and preparing for her asanas.

			As always, the session was hard, but she ended it feeling satisfied that she’d completed it. The hardest part was just showing up, the instructor had said once. Wasn’t that the case for a lot of things? Kate took a very quick shower, changed and headed to work, feeling achy but energised.

			 

			“So, tell me, you’ve either been to yoga or you’ve had a marathon shagging session.” This was DS Chloe Wapping’s opening remark as Kate sat down opposite her. “Or possibly both?”

			“You’re just jealous.” Kate said but immediately thought better of it. Chloe had been single since the death of her boyfriend a couple of years earlier. “Sorry. I mean, I didn’t mean that how it came out.” Damn, this was just making things worse. “Erm, anyway, it was yoga.”

			“Far too healthy for this time in the morning.” To Kate’s relief, Chloe didn’t appear to have registered her first sentence. “You’ll be running next, and doing wheatgrass shots.”

			“Ugh. Not any time soon.”

			“Why the health kick, anyway?” Chloe looked across the desk to her friend and smiled, raising her eyebrows.

			Kate hesitated. She’d let no one know of her and Anderton’s plans for a family, not even Olbeck. She was still coming to terms with the decision herself and it felt a bit like tempting fate. Out loud, she said “Oh, no reason, really. Just getting old and don’t want to end up completely decrepit.”

			“Fair enough.”

			Kate shuffled through the papers in her in-tray. “Right, what have we got?”

			“Martin’s still on that missing girl. Rav’s doing the GBH case from last week.”

			Kate nodded, looking down at her list of things to do. “Okay, I’ll sit down with them both later. Where’s Theo?”

			“Not in yet, I don’t think.” Chloe regarded her own notes for a minute and then shook her head. “Oh, sorry, no, he’s interviewing those blokes we arrested. The vigilantes.”

			“The what?”

			Chloe shrugged. “Sorry, I forgot you missed it. Three guys we nabbed beating ten shades of shit out of some guy they say was a paedophile.”

			“What the hell? In Abbeyford?”

			Chloe quirked her mouth. “Yes, it’s a bit odd, isn’t it?”

			Kate pondered. “Well, it’s not like there aren’t child abusers everywhere—sadly. But it’s not something I’ve come across here, before.”

			“They’re in interview room three, if you want to join in.”

			“I think I will.”

			 

			Before she knocked on the door of the interview room, Kate observed through the glass panel for a moment. The man being interviewed looked to be in his twenties, scruffy, long red hair tied back from his face. It looked naturally that colour, not dyed. Red hair was fairly unusual now, thought Kate, and she wondered why. Hadn’t someone—probably Martin, he was good with facts—once told her that the ginger-haired gene was a genetic hand-me-down from the Neanderthals?

			Shaking off her irrelevant thoughts, Kate knocked on the door and popped her head around. Theo looked surprised to see her. She beckoned him outside for a moment.

			“What’s up, mate?”

			“I thought I’d sit in for a bit.” Kate explained her curiosity. “What can you tell me about him?”

			“He’s called Fox, Sol Fox. Solomon, I think he said. He apparently ‘leads’—” Theo made rabbit ears with his fingers “This group, this group called Bite Back.”

			“And they target paedophiles?”

			“Apparently.”

			“Hmm. Intriguing. Is he talking?”

			“He is, actually. Seems to think that we should be grateful to them for what they do.” Theo met her gaze for a moment and they both burst out laughing. “Yeah, well, that’s what he said.”

			“Right. I’ll hop in with you. I’d like to talk to Mr Fox.”

			“Be my guest.” Theo stood back to let Kate pass through the doorway before him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The man, Solomon Fox, watched Kate as she sat down at the interview table. His solicitor sat next to him, one that Kate didn’t recognise—a middle-aged man in a cheap grey suit. Fox had an arresting face—how appropriate, Kate caught the thought with an inner grin—not good looking but memorable. His nose was large and hooked, his chin protruding, his cheekbones high and sharp. His eyes were a shade of green that was undeniably beautiful, like the fresh leaves of early spring, threaded with brown streaks.

			Kate introduced herself and sat back, letting Theo pick up the interview again.

			“So you admit to assaulting Mr Johnson on the doorstep of his house?”

			“I do not admit it.” He had an unexpectedly nice voice, calm and deep, sounding older than he looked. Which was somewhat ironic, given that he’d been posing online as a thirteen year old girl, according to Theo. “He was resisting arrest.”

			Kate could almost hear Theo’s internal sigh. “You are not a police officer, Mr Fox.”

			“It’s perfectly legal in this country to perform a citizen’s arrest. We have hard evidence of a crime, which, incidentally, we were going to turn over to you lot once we’d got him under control.” Fox looked directly at Kate. “We still will, obviously. We all want this bastard behind bars.”

			Kate said nothing. Theo, after a moment, went on. “So, take me again through what happened, please.”

			“It’s simple. We’re Bite Back, we’re paedophile hunters. We go online, into kids’ chatrooms, and wait for them to approach us.”

			“You never contact them first?”

			“Never.” Fox smiled, cynically. “It’s not entrapment. They contact us and we let them lead the conversation.” The smile dropped from his face. “It doesn’t normally take long for it to get sexual.”

			“In a kids’ chat room?”

			“No, not on there. They normally ask for our number and then get us onto WhatsApp or Snapchat. We try and get them onto WhatsApp so we can keep the pictures and the videos. Evidence, see?” Fox looked at Kate again. “You see, you guys need us. If we can do it, why can’t you?”

			 

			“Time, money and resources, Mr Fox,” Kate said, crisply. “Please, go on.”

			“Eventually they arrange to meet us and that’s when we go get them. That sick bastard Johnson thought he was meeting a thirteen year old girl. You can hardly blame the lads for wanting to stick one on him.” His solicitor opened his mouth and Fox added hastily, “Not that they did, of course. But you could have hardly blamed them.”

			“Where is this evidence?” asked Kate.

			“I gave it to your desk sergeant. We always video when we confront them. Also, the screen shots, stuff like that. It’s all there in the file.”

			Kate sat back, thinking. She was regretting jumping in on this interview, not only because of the subject matter but because she was, despite her quick rundown with Theo, flying a bit blind. Where was the so-called victim? Had anyone started investigating him? She made a mental note to have a word with Sam, the head of IT about, well, everything to do with this case.

			Making up her mind, she stood up and excused herself for the benefit of the tape. “I’ll debrief later, Th—DS Marsh. I have things to do.”

			All three men looked surprised but Theo quickly nodded and turned back to continue questioning. Kate looked once more at Solomon Fox before she left. He had a curious expression on his face that at first she couldn’t quite decipher. Arrogance? Anger? Frustration? She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She gave him a curt nod and left the room.

			Sam Worthington was in a meeting when she got to the basement where IT was located. The screensaver on his computer was a still of a scene from the latest Marvel film; God knew which one, Kate thought, not being a fan of superhero movies. Once, just to tease him, she’d asked whether Batman had been in Avengers Endgame, just to see his face crumple with outrage.

			 

			Chuckling a little to herself, Kate wrote him a short note on a Post-It and stuck it to the screen, obscuring the face of Chris Hemsworth as Thor. On reflection, Kate moved it on the snarling green visage of the Hulk. You can’t cover up Hemsworth…

			Returning to her desk, her previous frivolity fell away as she thought back to what Solomon Fox had said. It was a hideous thought, grown men trying to attract a child—or what they thought was a child. What the hell was wrong with people like that? Kate often felt that about people she encountered in her job, but particularly in this scenario.

			Chloe was still at her desk, but on the phone. Once she ended the call, she turned to Kate with her eyebrows raised. “Any good? What’s he saying?”

			Kate gave her a short precis of what she’d heard. Chloe looked disgusted, either because of the subject matter, the behaviour of Bite Back, or perhaps both. “God, how horrific.”

			“Tell me about it.” Suddenly, Kate was curious about her friend. They’d never talked about children—or having children. Kate hadn’t told her about what had happened to her in her teens. It was odd, thinking back, because they were open and honest with each other about almost anything else. Why was that? Well, whatever the reason, this was not the time and place to begin exploring it.

			Chloe was speaking. “Actually, that was the hospital, where Alex Johnson is.”

			“What’s his status? He’s not dead, is he?”

			Chloe looked amused at Kate’s dramatics. “No, of course not. He’s not even in Intensive Care any more. They’ve moved him to a general ward.”

			“Someone’s with him?”

			“Yes, Dai Williams.”

			“I don’t suppose anyone’s actually interviewed him yet?” Kate answered her own question. “No, no, too early. Did they say if he was fit to be spoken to?”

			“Not in so many words, but that was the impression I got. I’ll head down there, shall I?”

			Kate was on the verge of agreeing, adding the caveat that she would be coming too, when her desk phone rang. It was Sam Worthington, out of his meeting and ready to advise her. She looked across at Chloe and nodded. “Hold on a sec, Sam. Yes, Chloe, go and see what you can get. Thanks.” Chloe nodded and got up, preparing to leave. Kate returned to her phone call. “Sorry, Sam, I’ll be right down. See you in a minute.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			As luck would have it, Kate had already arranged to go for a drink with Chloe that evening before all this happened. They had decided to try out a swanky new wine bar off the high street of Abbeyford, on the edge of the Old Town, which had only opened a month ago. Kate, finishing off her paperwork, looked at the clock—seven thirty pm already—and then across at Chloe’s empty desk. After a moment, she texted her a message. We still on for tonight? X

			While she was waiting for the response, she began to pack up for the day. She was making a real effort to try and keep her desk tidier and more ordered; she kept an eye on Martin, notorious for the elegant minimalism of his desktop, to see how he did it. When—if—she had a baby, there would be no more time for chaos and rushing and not keeping on top of everything.

			Kate was just leaving the office when Chloe’s message pinged back. Sure bird just give me 20 min MYT X

			Kate was beginning to think she was the only one who bothered punctuating text messages anymore. She managed to work out that ‘MYT’ meant ‘Meet you there’. Maybe she should start text speaking too, stop being such a fuddy-duddy. At least I know my emojis, she thought, rather proudly, and sent Chloe back a thumbs up and a winking kiss.

			It was a warm night and the half-mile walk to Dionysus was pleasant. Kate took the path that ran through the most central park in Abbeyford. It was not yet midsummer and still light, dusk very gradually falling. The park was busy with families packing up their picnics, teenagers in huddles, music playing from their Spotify lists, white clouds of vape smoke rising from each circle. Kate passed the small lake with a tiny island in the centre of the park. Ducks and drakes were settling themselves for the night on its bank, sure of their safety across the water. As Kate passed through the far gate, the streetlights blinked on.

			 

			Dionysus was an old coaching inn, once a rather stuffy ‘old man’s pub’, now transformed into something more upmarket. Kate didn’t bother going into the bar, making her way directly to the courtyard. Once a dank space used to store the beer barrels, it had been transformed almost into fairyland, with twinkly lights twined about the walls and the canopy, potted bay trees standing sentinel against the old brick walls and a delicious waft of white lilac coming from somewhere. Kate found a table for two and sat down with a sigh of satisfaction.

			They did table service here, which made it even more appealing. Kate ordered a bottle of prosecco (she wasn’t that keen on the stuff but it was Chloe’s favourite), some olives, some tap water with ice and a couple of menus. Waiting for her friend, she poured herself a small glass and sat back, feeling very relaxed.

			She was waiting mere minutes before Chloe appeared, looking tired. She perked up a bit at the sight of Kate and a waiting bottle in an ice bucket.

			“Cheers,” said Kate, handing her a full glass with one hand and chinking it with her own in another.

			“Oh, God, thanks. Boy, this is just what I need.” Chloe sipped with evident gratitude. “Coo, it’s nice here, isn’t it?”

			They chatted inconsequentially for a bit, eating olives and feeling the tensions of the day drain away. After they’d ordered, Kate sat forward. “Sorry to talk shop, but I need to know how you got on at the hospital.”

			Chloe giggled. “It’s so much nicer debriefing here than it is at the office. Shall we relocate and set up here?”

			“Everyone would love that. Shame it can’t happen.”

			“I know.” Chloe yawned and sat up in her chair. “Well, what’s-his-name, Alex – Alex Johnson—has been moved to a general ward, like I said earlier. He’s still quite badly injured, he concussed himself on the stone step when he fell over and they were worried it was something worse—a bleed on the brain, or something like that.”

			“But it wasn’t?”

			“No, just concussion. He’s got a broken nose and various cuts and bruises.”

			“Could he talk? Did he talk?”

			Chloe topped up her glass and sighed. “Well, he was capable of talking, let’s say. Not that it really helped. Funnily enough—” She cast her eyes ceiling-wards for a moment and then carried on, “He said he’d done nothing wrong, it was a case of mistaken identity, he was going to ‘sue the arse off them’, the same old, same old…”

			Kate pondered. “I mean, I suppose he could be telling the truth.” She gave Chloe a quick precis of what Solomon Fox had told her. “Presumably, Sam and I.T. will be able to ascertain whether it’s actually him or not in the chats and screenshots.”

			“Easily, I would have thought.”

			“What’s he like? Johnson, I mean.”

			Chloe sat back in her chair. She looked very pretty and young in the soft candlelight, the golden prosecco sparkling in the tall glass she held in her hand. Kate was suddenly swamped with a rush of affection for her friend; her poor friend, who’d been through so much over the past few years, but who’d kept going, stronger than she’d once said she was.

			“It’s weird,” Chloe said, slowly. “If he is a paedophile—I mean, if he is—” She broke off for a moment, frowning. “Well, then it’s true what they say, they just look like normal people. Not weird or anything.” She took a sip of her drink. “He’s fairly young, about forty, I’d say. Quite good looking, although it was difficult to tell with the bandages and bruises.” She shook her head. “Makes you shudder, doesn’t it?”

			“Yes, it does.” They were both silent for a moment, lost in similar, horrible thoughts.

			“Anyway…” Chloe topped up both their drinks before Kate could stop her. “Anyway, after that, he just shut up and the nurse came up and chased me out. Dai was still there, but I think Paul Boulton was going to take over. He—I mean, Johnson—isn’t going anywhere soon.”

			“That’s good for the investigation. Sam can take a good look at what Bite Back—stupid name—have given us and see if there’s anything there.”

			Chloe held up the empty prosecco bottle. “Shall we get another?”

			Kate shook her head. “Not for me, bird, but you knock yourself out. I’ll stick to lemonade from now on.”

			“Blimey, you are taking this fitness thing seriously.” Chloe looked across the table at her with a grin. “What did you order?”

			“Caesar salad.”

			“Of course. Well, it’s paying off. You look great.”

			“I was just about to say the same thing to you.”

			They smiled at each other across the dimly lit table.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Kate was in the office bright and early the next morning, eager to crack on. There was something to be said for not drinking (much) the night before. She’d gone back to Anderton almost sober, which made the resulting, ahem, efforts for Operation Baby even better.

			She’d left Chloe at Dionysus at her friend’s insistence, Chloe having spotted a vague acquaintance over in one corner and was planning to join them. It pleased Kate to see her friend returning to more of a normal life. It had taken some time, understandably, but Chloe Wapping was slowly healing.

			Thank God. Kate sent up her gratitude to whatever deity wanted it and turned her attention to her work. It was easier to make a start now that her desk was more organised and she flew through her morning emails and the paperwork she had to complete with a light heart.

			Chloe turned up at about quarter past nine, looking somewhat less fresh than Kate.

			“Oh dear,” Kate said, grinning. “Was it a late one after all?”

			Chloe groaned. “I’d forgotten Amanda could be a bit of a bad influence.”

			“I’ll make you a coffee.”

			Kate ran into Theo at the machine and greeted him. “Any news on Solomon Fox? Has he been charged?”

			“He’s been released. The victim’s still wavering on pressing charges.”

			Kate thought back to her discussion with Chloe on this last night. What had she said? Suffice to say, he said he’d done nothing wrong, it was a case of mistaken identity, he was going to ‘sue the arse off them’, the same old, same old…

			“I had the impression that he was going to want them to be charged,” she said.

			“Yeah, I know. Rav’s down the hospital right now, interviewing him, and he texted to say that he—the vic, I mean—was kind of reluctant but not definite…” Theo trailed away, shrugging. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

			Kate flipped the hot water tap off after filling two mugs. “What’s Fox’s family situation? Where does he live?”

			Theo laughed. “Oh, he’s a posh boy. You wouldn’t think to look at him, but his dad’s some wealthy geezer, got a big house out in Cudston Magma.” Theo paused and added, cynically, “Probably why he can afford to run around hunting kiddy-fiddlers.”

			“Hmm. Well, just let me know what’s happening.”

			“Will do, mate.”

			Kate handed Chloe her life-saving coffee and got back on with what she had to do. The ringing of her telephone half an hour later made her tut with annoyance.

			“I’ll get it,” said Chloe, who was looking a bit more animated. She leant over and picked up the receiver.

			Kate, buried in the paperwork for a tricky fraud case, wasn’t really aware of Chloe’s conversation. She was in the middle of constructing a time-line for significant dates for the case when she became aware of Chloe waving at her.

			“Earth to Kate?”

			“Oh, sorry.” Kate looked up. “What is it?”

			“A body’s been found. In Charlock. Middle-aged man, lives on his own.”

			Kate replaced the fraud case documents in her in-tray. “Right, I’m all ears.”

			“Apparently, it looks like a suicide but they want us there. Who do you want to go?”

			Kate looked about the room. Theo was busy with the Bite Back case, Rav was at the hospital. She looked back at Chloe. “I’ll take you or Martin. Up to you. You get first dibs.”

			“I’ll come.” Chloe looked worried for a second. “Unless you think Martin needs the experience?”

			Kate shook her head. “He’s coming along nicely. Besides, we haven’t worked a case together for a while, have we, bird?”

			“No. Not that this will probably be a case, but I get your point.”

			Kate began to pick up her things. She looked across at Chloe with a grin. “Besides, you could probably do with the fresh air.”

			Chloe snorted. “Yeah, a crime scene is just what the doctor ordered for a hangover.”

			Kate laughed. “Your own silly fault. Come on, let’s go. You can drive.” She looked across at Olbeck’s office but it was empty. He was, no doubt, in yet another meeting. Every time Kate thought of progressing her career, the thought of the endless meetings put her off. Anyway, she could update him more thoroughly once they knew the facts of the case.

			 

			While they were on their way, Kate recalled another, long-ago case, where Anderton had sadistically ordered an extremely hungover Theo to attend a post mortem, before relenting. Theo had almost cried. Had that been after Rav’s wedding? No, Olbeck’s wedding—my god, thought Kate, time flies. She recounted the story to Chloe, which made them both laugh.

			Charlock was an affluent suburb in Abbeyford, filled mostly with Victorian and Georgian houses. What little new building had taken place had been sensitively done. As they turned off the main road, there was a new development taking place, a row of neat townhouses with small paved front gardens, two streets away—according to Chloe’s sat nav—from their destination.

			“’Phoenician Building’,” Kate read from the developer’s board erected next to the first house. “Didn’t they do that failed housing estate near Asharton? It was in the papers not that long ago.”

			Chloe was concentrating on finding the correct street. “I don’t think it failed, exactly. It just wasn’t as popular as they were expecting. My cousin was going to buy a place there and decided against it. Said it didn’t have much atmosphere.”

			“Right,” Kate said, losing interest. They had turned into the right street and she could see activity down at the far end, blue and white tape being unfurled and several uniformed officers standing about on the pavement.

			The house they entered was a large but otherwise nondescript nineteen thirties semi, partly pebble-dashed on the outside with white painted windows. The curtains in all the visible windows were closed. The front garden barely deserved the name – it consisted of a concrete driveway and a square patch of grass. No flowers, no shrubs, no colour. Kate and Chloe held up their identification to the officer on the porch (purely as a formality; they’d both had a pint with him last week as part of a group celebrating Rav’s birthday) and, Kate leading the way, walked into the narrow hallway.
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