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For Duncan. Always at the scene of the crime.

 




Chapter One

7:00 P.M.

 

Pain.

Fierce fire across his chest, up his arms, burning the muscles. More intense than any he had ever known.

It was…awesome!

“Go, Paul!”

“C’mon, man!”

“Push it.”

“Push it!”

With one last, titanic effort and with a strangled, inarticulate bellow, Paul Best pushed the massively stacked barbell that last, all important, near impossible centimetre up over his heaving chest, locked his arms, held for one second, two, then let go. The men on either end of the barbell staggered as they took its weight, hauled it back, and let it drop with a crash on the support framework behind Paul’s head.

“Sweet!”

“Brilliant, mate!”

“Un-be-fuckin’-lievable!”

Face flushed, near blinded by his own sweat but grinning like a loon, Paul lay momentarily exhausted on the bench, gasping like a landed fish, and accepting his mates’ extravagant praises. A new gym record. A new personal record. A whole one point two five kilos over his last best weight, way beyond anything any of the other guys in that gym could bench-press.

But still not good enough. It was never good enough.

Paul waited for his heart and breathing to slow back to something like normal, dragging a towel one of the guys had thrown at him across his eyes to clear the sweat. The small crowd of enthusiastic admirers who had surrounded his bench drifted back to their own workouts, some inspired by what they had just seen; a couple completely demoralised. Still grinning, Paul sat back up on the bench and accepted the water bottle held out by one who had stayed, one of the two men who had taken the weight from him. “Thanks, Rob.”

His mate stood to one side, shaking his head in amazement. “That was just beyond, man, y’know?”

Paul wiped the towel across the top of his pumped chest and under both armpits before hanging it around his thick neck. “Was, wasn’t it?”

“Want me to spot some more, or do you want to stretch off?”

Paul squinted at the clock on the far wall. “Nah,” he said, standing up from the bench. “Think I’ll just grab a shower and get going.”

Rob frowned. “You sure?” It was a standing joke at the Heavy Metal gym that Paul would be there all the hours God sent if he could, and the staff frequently almost had to throw him out at closing time which was still three hours away. Even Paul might not have anything left to give after that last display, but hitting the showers without stretching off? That was like… Rob struggled for an appropriate comparison but couldn’t find one. Similes weren’t really his thing. But whatever it was like, it was wrong. Paul Best didn’t cut corners in the gym.

“Okay.” Rob sounded uncertain. “Fancy a shake then? I’ve got some of the new protein formula from that show up in Brum. Doesn’t taste like shit. Pure protein. That’s what it says on the label. I mean,” he added, “it doesn’t say, doesn’t taste like shit, just…well, y’know what I mean.”

“Nah, mate. Thanks all the same. Save it for tomorrow, yeah?” Paul pointed his finger at Rob as if aiming a gun, winked, and made a clicking sound with his tongue. “Things to do tonight, y’know?”

Rob shuffled his feet uncomfortably. “Oh yeah. Right.”

Paul laughed. “You in tomorrow?”

Rob nodded vigorously. “Course.”

“Good man!” Paul thumped his friend on the shoulder then made his way across the crowded gym to the small changing room and shower area. All around him, standing, sitting, lying and squatting, men, and some women, pushed, pressed, pulled and lifted barbells, dumbbells, kettlebells and, in one instance, a sandbag. Soft grunts, gasps, and the occasional guttural cry punctured the air which was heavy with sweat and muscle rub.

He stopped just short of the changing room door. On the bench there lay a man, stretching out his arms and pectoral muscles, eyes closed, psyching himself to press the impressively loaded barbell resting over his head on its stand. Either side of the stand were two other men, ready to lift the weight up and over to him and stand by in case he needed their help. Paul came and stood over the man on his back. To the untrained eye, he might have appeared as built as Paul himself. His skimpy vest, like Paul’s, did little to conceal his massively overdeveloped chest and arm muscles. But with the eye of the obsessive, Paul could see the differences: the lack of definition here, the extra eighth of an inch of fat there. And the weight this man was going to try to press… Paul’s grin became positively wolf-like. It was heavy all right, heavier than anything else anyone was pressing in the gym right then. And a good five kilos short of what Paul had just shifted.

“Warming up, Danny?” Paul said, just loud enough for everyone around to hear.

The man on the bench hissed in what might have been a reaction to Paul’s words or might have been part of his mental preparation. He opened his eyes but stayed staring at the ceiling. He nodded once to the men on either side of his head. They heaved the weight up from its rest, brought it forward until the bar was over his chest and he could grasp it, waited until they were sure he had a firm hold, arms locked, then let go and stepped back. For a moment, the weight stayed right where it was. Then, very slowly, teeth bared in a rictus of effort, his breath a series of sharp hisses, the man on the bench let the bar come down until the metal was just resting across his heaving chest. With a cry like a yelp of pain, he then thrust powerfully upwards. The bar moved, an inch, then another. On either side of him, the helpers shifted uneasily. Veins stood out on the forehead of the man on the bench as he strained against the weight. The bar moved another inch, then part of another. Then inexorably sank back downwards. The two standing men stepped in, seized the ends of the barbell, and hauled it back into its place on the stand.

Paul laughed out loud. “Bad luck, Danny,” he yelled, as he threw open the changing room doors. “Like to stick around and help you out but things to do, people to see. You know how it is.” He turned and stood for a moment in the doorframe, arms held out at his side as if inviting everyone there to gaze adoringly at his powerful body. “I mean, you know how it was. Keep taking the tablets.”

Dan Thompson lay on his bench, gasping like a man who had run a marathon, while his training partners shuffled uncomfortably off to one side, avoiding any eye contact with him. “Prick!” Dan gasped. “Fucking little prick!”

The door swung shut behind Paul but didn’t completely muffle the sound of his mocking laughter.

In the changing rooms, Paul pulled his sweat-sodden vest up over his head, tossed it to one side, and stood in front of the mirror, admiring his body in the almost dispassionate way a car enthusiast might admire a sports car he had built from scratch. Biceps pose. Triceps pose. Quad flex. Yeah, looking good. Looking big and looking really good. And burning Thompson had felt good too. So good it had just about made him forget the nagging in his gut. But not quite.

Rob’s confused surprise at his early exit from the gym had been a laugh but tearing himself away from his training so early had not been easy for Paul. Not at all! The obsessive compulsion that was part of his life, that was almost all of his life, that drove him through the pain and privations of bodybuilding day after day, week in, week out, was all but impossible to ignore. Besides, it would have been cool to hang around and bask some more in the mingled admiration and envy of the other guys there.

But when sweet deals came along, you had to make the most of them. And tonight’s deal promised to be so sweet Paul would be able to keep himself in allegedly delicious protein drinks for many months to come. And not just milkshakes. He whistled happily to himself as he took one last admiring look over his shoulder at the reflection of his flared lat muscles and enviable narrow waist before padding off to the showers.

 

AS FAR AS Dave Lyon was concerned, there were two questions you just shouldn’t ask on a first date. Not that this was a date.

Was it?

Meeting someone you’d made contact with via a mobile phone app wasn’t going on a date, was it?

So, what was it? A getting-to-know-you session? A hookup? A quick shag?

No, no, and… Dave paused. Definitely getting ahead of myself there. And anyway… He glanced down at the jacket and tie he was wearing. Like this says, “Wanna shag me?”

He’d been working late at Foregate Street station, helping his immediate boss, DI Claire Summerskill, get on top of the backlog of paperwork that had been set to overwhelm her when the text had come through on his phone, and he’d had no time to go back to his flat to change. Not that he’d have known what to change into if he had. The other guy’s profile picture had been a head and shoulders shot, with no indication if he was a T-shirt and jeans or bow tie and cummerbund kind of guy. This, Dave thought, not for the first time that evening, is a bloody ridiculous way to meet anyone. He toyed with the idea of taking his tie off to try to strike a balance between smart and casual. Which’ll look really cool if he comes in and sees me doing it. “Nice to meet you. D’you mind if I start taking my clothes off now? It’ll save time overall.”

Leaving his tie on, Dave scanned the bar again. He’d been the one to name the meeting place and had deliberately chosen somewhere outside Worcester city centre. It minimised the chances of bumping into colleagues or, worse, anyone he might have advised, cautioned, or arrested recently in the course of his duties. Which was why he found himself in a small pub he didn’t know, halfway between Worcester and the nearest town, Malvern. On the map it had appeared ideal but, in reality, had all the charm of a bus shelter.

He drummed his fingers on the small bar table he was sitting at. It was already ten minutes after the time they’d arranged (although how many minutes either way did “ish” actually mean?) and there was still no sign of “Al.” Dave realised he was mentally putting speech marks around the man’s name. Who used his real name on a gay mobile app? And it was then, as if to ironically underscore his thoughts, a man’s voice called out behind him. “Lenny!”

So much for my bloody surveillance skills.

The new arrival had come in through an unnoticed side door and was now striding towards him, hand held out. Dave rose. “Al.” The man’s handshake was reassuringly firm. He wasn’t fat, he wasn’t bald and, given the pub’s admittedly dim lighting, he even looked around the age he’d claimed to be in his stats. A good start.

“Alan, actually,” said the other guy with a small laugh.

“Right. And it’s Len,” said Dave, wondering why either of them was being so particular with his lie. “So… What can I get you to drink?”

 

“WHAT HAVE WE got to eat?”

Claire Summerskill, key still in the front door which she had just pushed open, regarded her eldest boy sourly. “Hi Mum,” she said, with sarcastically assumed jollity. “Good to see you. Hard day at work? Come in. Take the weight off your feet, and I’ll make you a lovely cup of tea while I run your bath.”

Tony Summerskill rolled his eyes but dutifully stepped up, pecked her on the cheek, took her bag from her and hung it on the hallway stand. “Sorry, but I am starving!”

“Where’s your dad?” said Claire, taking her coat off. “He was supposed to be getting your tea tonight.”

Tony was already on his way up the stairs heading back to the teenage sanctuary of his bedroom. “Emergency meeting. OFSTED. Or OFCOM.” He shrugged his shoulders. “NATO? Something like that. Sounded stressed.”

I’ll give him bloody stressed! “And where’s Sam?” Claire called up after him.

“He’s up here. Starving too!”

“Can I have beeeeeans?” came a plaintive cry before a curly head thrust itself through the bannisters on the landing and beamed down happily at her. “Hello, mummy.”

“Hello, love. I’ll be up in a…” But four-year-old Sam had already pulled his head out from between the wooden poles and run back to his room to continue with whatever was currently gripping his young imagination. “You are old enough to make your own food you know, Tony,” she shouted up at her eldest. “And to feed your starving brother.”

“True,” Tony conceded from the top of the stairs. “But only when there’s something in the house to cook in the first place. Which there isn’t. And I couldn’t go out to hunt and gather any because…”

He jerked a finger over his shoulder from where the happy cry of, “Beeeans,” was repeated.

“But the food shopping…” Claire began before realising too late the trap she had dug for herself.

“Was your job this week,” Tony completed for her. “It’s written on the fridge door. Can’t blame Ian for that.”

Claire frowned slightly. She’d noticed the way Tony had taken to referring to his stepfather as “Ian” rather than “Dad” lately. There might not be anything to it, but— “Shit,” she muttered to herself as she reached for the coat she thought she’d done with for the day.

“Shiiiit!” came a happy echo from upstairs.

 

8:00 P.M.

 

Walking down the street, feeling fine. T-shirt so tight it might have been sprayed on. Sleeves cut so high they were hardly deserving of the name. It was getting chilly. Most guys would have had on a sweater or a coat, but when your body was packed with this much muscle, it tended to keep itself pretty toasty. And hey, if you had it why hide it away?

People told Paul he swaggered. He told them that was bollocks. When you looked this good, you didn’t need to swagger. And when your lats were this wide, it was bloody hard to walk any other way.

“Yo, Paul! Heard about the bench press at the gym. Sound!”

Paul turned, clocked his mate, Daz, and gave him a thumbs-up and a broad smile, but kept walking. Worcester was a small city. News travelled fast, very fast via social media. But not all of it, thank God. If tonight’s little job ever got out… Paul considered briefly. Actually, he didn’t give a shit if it did. And in any case, given who was involved, that was highly unlikely, wasn’t it?

He pulled his phone out of his back pocket, not without some difficulty given the tightness of his jeans, to check the time. Eight o’clock. Better ease off a bit. Wouldn’t do to be too early. Could raise some awkward questions.

Paul slowed his walking pace as he carried on to his destination. But he still swaggered.

 

“I HAVE TO admit, Lenny,” Dave’s new friend leaned across the small table and lowered his voice, as if the four other people in the tiny pub were dying to hear what they were talking about, “Alan’s not my real name.”

“No?” Dave did his best to fake at least some surprise.

“Nah. Not even Al.” He paused, waiting for Dave to pop the question. “It’s Duncan,” he said when Dave didn’t.

Dave raised his nearly empty pint glass in a toast to the other man. “Hi, Duncan.”

“Hi.”

There was another pause. They both knew this would have been the moment for Dave to admit he wasn’t actually “Lenny.” “So, why Al?” Dave said.

“It’s after the song. Y’know.” Duncan paused, and when Dave said nothing, “‘You Can Call Me Al’.”

“Ah. Right.” Dave considered this. “You a Paul Simon fan then?” he ventured.

“No.”

“Oh. Okay.”

They considered their drinks. “So. You really Lenny then?” Duncan asked.

For a moment, Dave considered saying that he really was. But then what if this did…go further? At what point did he come clean? Second date? First shag? The morning after? Sod it. “Actually, I’m Dave.”

“Right!” Duncan beamed and returned the toast. “Hi, Dave.” His forehead furrowed in thought. “So, why Lenny?” Dave went to answer, but Duncan flapped his hands. “No! No! Wait, let me guess.” Duncan leaned in even more closely—closer than Dave would have preferred—and peered at him as if close scrutiny of his handsome companion’s face might yield an answer. Dave sighed inwardly. All part of the game he supposed. Duncan clicked his fingers. “That guy from the book. Mice and Men.”

“Of Mice and Men,” Dave corrected automatically.

“Yeah. That one.”

“Big, stupid Lenny from Of Mice and Men?”

“Yeah.” Duncan’s smile quickly faded as he realised the possible insult. “No?”

“No. But thanks for the comparison.”

Eager to redeem himself, Duncan pressed on. “Lenny Henry?”

“I’m not black.”

“Lenny Bruce?”

“I’m not Jewish.”

“Lenny Face?”

“I’m…not even sure who that is.”

“It’s an emoticon.”

“Really? No.”

Duncan sat back in his chair and laughed. “I give up.”

“Lenny the Lion,” Dave said, almost apologetically.

Duncan considered. “I have no idea who that is,” he admitted.

“A puppet,” Dave said, beginning to wish they were talking about almost anything else. “It was an old family joke. Because my surname’s… Well, my gran on my mum’s side used to call me that. She thought it was hilarious.” He ground to a halt before admitting, “No one gets it anymore.” He’d thought it was mildly witty and amusing when he’d chosen it. As a conversation piece, it was, he now realised, complete rubbish. He would never use it again.

Duncan laughed again, uncertain. “Right.”

And that should have been a cue for them to talk about families. Or lions. Or whether they came here often. Or any damn thing. But Dave was just a fraction of a second too slow, and before he could stop him, Duncan asked the first of the two questions which, so far, Dave had managed to keep them away from.

“So, Dave, what d’you do for a living?”

 

“SO. HOW WAS your day?”

Claire’s husband, Ian, sank down at the kitchen table and leaned back. “Bloody awful.”

“Tony said something about OFSTED,” Claire said as she dished out the beans.

“OFQAL,” Ian corrected. “OFQAL tells us what we have to do. OFSTED comes along every three years to tell us how wrong we’re getting it. There’s been major reworkings of core syllabi. Again. Science department has completely cocked things up, so we all had to stay behind and get told off.” He regarded his plate dismally. “Beans?”

Sam chortled. “And how about you?” Claire asked Tony. She genuinely wanted to hear about her son’s day, but she was keener not to sit through another of Ian’s rants about educational reforms. Well, he never wanted to listen to her bitching about police initiatives, did he?

“Same old, same old,” Tony mumbled.

“Done your homework?” Ian asked.

Tony gave an exaggerated sigh. “Yes, I’ve done my homework.”

Claire groaned inwardly, recognising the lie with a mother’s instinct, and anticipating the ructions it would eventually cause. “And how about you, Trouble?” she asked of her youngest, the only wholly happy face at the table, albeit one now covered in tomato sauce.

“Had beeeeans,” he proclaimed.

“No, I mean what about at school?”

“Had beeeeans!”

Claire groaned. “We are so in trouble with social services if they ever find out.”

The family continued its meal in more or less silence for another minute or so.

“I led a multi-million-pound drug bust today,” Claire said finally.

“Really?” said Tony, showing signs of actual interest in his mother.

“No.” Claire’s tone was acid. “I spent eight hours reviewing incident forms and filing case notes.” She reached for a bottle of beer. “But thanks for asking.”

 

“POLICE! WOW!”

Dave gave a thin smile. Please don’t say it! Please don’t say it!

Duncan leaned in close again. “So, did you bring your handcuffs?” he asked in a low, mock-thrilled voice.

He said it.

“’Fraid not. I do, however, have a standard issue Taser if you’re up for something really kinky.”

Duncan laughed, with just enough uncertainty to suggest he wasn’t sure how far Dave was joking. “No, but seriously,” he began.

“What do you do?” Dave asked hurriedly. He had no interest whatsoever in knowing. He hated the fact that as soon as guys learned what his job was, they made all kinds of assumptions about him based solely on that. He hated even more that, very often, those assumptions were right. He nevertheless realised he did exactly the same about them. Couldn’t he and Duncan enjoy at least a brief moment of spurious excitement at the thought that one of them might be a film star while the other was a shy millionaire? Anything other than a police officer and…

“I’m in retail.”

So much for spurious excitement.

“Not very interesting, I suppose,” Duncan added with a self-deprecating shrug.

Dave’s small smile could almost have been taken as denial.

“Not as interesting as your job.”

Dave thought of the day’s paperwork.

“Guess we’ll have to make our own excitement then, won’t we?” Duncan said. “Another round?”

“Cheers.” Dave watched Duncan as he made his way to the bar. His jeans and jacket hit the right note of smart casual that Dave had missed. No tie. Should I take mine off now? Too much of a signal? Got to stop thinking about it. Feels like it’s choking me! He focused on Duncan to take his mind off the apparently shrinking tie. Nice enough guy. Not much of a spark. But… He studied Duncan more closely as he stood at the bar ordering their next round. Neat little arse. Okay, he concluded, he could probably spend another hour or so in pleasant enough fashion in this pub, just making human, non-police contact with another gay man.

Just don’t ask the other question!

 

9:00 P.M.

 

Paul picked his way cautiously through the shadows. It hadn’t been this dark last time he came, he was sure of it. Hadn’t there been a light or something in the stairwell? Paul was massive. He took shit from no one. He only had to look pissed off at another guy to make him back down. Trouble was, he was also just the smallest bit…wary of the dark.

He came to the door. To his irritation, it was locked, and not just in the way he’d expected. It was chained, the padlock old-school and heavy.

“Hello?” His voice echoed, in a way he was bloody sure it didn’t in daylight. He steeled himself and called out again. “Hello.”

There was a sudden sound behind him. He whirled round, fists clenched tight, pumped biceps bulging…and dropped his hands the instant he saw who it was. “Thought there was no one here for a minute,” he said, his adrenalin rush giving his words an unwanted edge. It wouldn’t do to sound scared. Definitely not good for business.

There was a flash of light reflecting off metal. The key to the padlock. “Let’s go in, shall we?”

Paul laughed, keen to completely erase any suspicion he might have been spooked, but a little louder than he intended. “Yeah, let’s! After you.”

 

10:00 P.M.

 

Claire lay in bed and groaned. Then she threw her arm across her eyes to keep out the damn light. “How much longer?”

Ian didn’t even turn from the sheaf of papers he was reading. “I’ve just got to get this last section mugged up for tomorrow. If I don’t, Alex is going to rip me a new one.”

Claire sniggered. “Alex? He’s your deputy head, not a mafia boss. The worst he’d do would be to tut, wag his finger, and give you more time.”

“I may not be out chasing criminals all day,” Ian said testily, “but my deadlines are every bit as important to me as yours are to you.”

Behind her shielding arm, Claire rolled her eyes in exactly the way Tony had rolled his eyes at her earlier. She recognised the tone of tetchy, wounded male pride. “I’ve not been chasing criminals. Not today.” She thought of Alex, the rather quiet, desperately serious man who was her husband’s line manager. Then she thought of DI Jim Rudge, her former line manager, and Chief Superintendent Clive Madden, the superior officer she reported to now. Now there were two guys who could really rip you a new one. She sighed. She wondered if Ian even knew what that meant. “You’re going to ruin your eyes, you know.”

“I don’t need glasses.” Ian’s tetchiness was even more pronounced. “It’s like I’ve said before, we just need…”

“…a brighter light in here. Yeah, yeah.”

There was an uncomfortable silence for a minute. “Why don’t you read your book?” Ian said. “I’ll only be a few more minutes.”

Claire briefly considered the latest soft-porn bonkbuster on her bedside table. Ian’s sister, Sal, had foisted it on her. “It’s great!” Sal had said. “A real page-turner. It’s about this woman who, y’know, does it for money.” Then she’d given Claire a small wink, pretending she’d done it so none of the men present could see, and added, “And it’s a bit of a turn on too.”

Claire had got one chapter into it and felt physically sick. The tastefully packaged, watered-down S&M had been so far removed from the lives of either the working girls or the victims of sexual violence she had dealt with through her work. The book had been on her table unopened for several weeks now. She decided that tomorrow she’d give it to the local second-hand bookshop. It was Christian Aid, but they seemed to like that kind of thing.

Unexpectedly, she found herself wondering what her sergeant, Dave Lyon, was getting up to right then. Hadn’t he said something about a date? No, not a date. Dave had gone so far out of his way to avoid that word she hadn’t been quite sure, at first, what he’d been talking about. She knew he’d broken up with his boyfriend, Richard, soon after starting at Foregate Street station, but then he’d told her that Richard hadn’t really been a boyfriend at all. If he was a suspect in an interview room, I’d be extremely suspicious of someone so bloody fussy over words. Well, whatever it was he was up to this evening, she wished him well of it. It’d be a waste if he wasn’t up to something spicy, a good-looking guy like him. She’d make a point of asking him tomorrow. She smiled sleepily. She’d also make a point of calling it a date and asking if he’d found a new boyfriend. That would get right up his nose. Be a good way to start the day.

Claire yawned pointedly and stretched out in the bed. Her toes came into contact with the bare skin of her husband’s calf. Lucky, lucky Sergeant Dave. She turned to Ian. “Don’t suppose…?” she murmured.

“Not a chance,” her husband replied, turning a page of his papers. “Go to sleep.”

 

“NEARLY CHUCKING OUT time,” Duncan said with a small smile.

“Is it?” Dave checked his watch. Rather to his surprise, the time had flown by quite pleasantly in idle chat. After the usual show of interest in handcuffs and a casually phrased question as to whether Dave had ever been involved in any salacious investigation into the wrongdoings of celebrities, which he’d rebuffed with a firm “no”, Duncan had seemed happy to move on from talk of Dave’s job. They’d chatted about films and music and local matters, and Dave had had to admit to himself, there had been a little chemistry there after all, though it was more of a slow burn than a flash and bang kind. Not that he’d completely ruled out a bang yet. He sank the last of his pint. “Better be making our way then?”

Duncan finished off his own drink. “Yeah.”

They stood and regarded each other over the bar table and its collection of now dead beer glasses and empty peanut packets. They’d reached that point. Shall I? Could I? Dave wondered. Nice enough. But is enough…enough? Back to his place? But what if it’s miles away? Back to mine? But what if he wants to stay the night? Will I be able to cope with him at six tomorrow morning when I’m having to get up and get out? I mean, he’s all right, but…

And then Duncan asked the second question.

 

MIDNIGHT

 

Paul lay, eyes open to the stars overhead. They were cold and distant. It was dark, but that didn’t bother Paul anymore. Neither did the icy metal under his back nor the ruin of the once crisp, white T-shirt stretched across his powerful chest which had, such a short time ago, been the envy of the cheering gym rats.

“Hey, you!” came an angry voice from a short distance away. “What d’you think you’re doing?” There was the crunching of someone approaching, scrambling down the embankment and across the gravel towards him. “Get up off there now, d’you hear me? You young idiot. You want to cause an accident? You want to get yourself kil—”

Ted Garnham, station master at Worcester Shrub Hill train station, came to an abrupt halt and stared down in horror as he saw, close to, the violated body that lay across the railway tracks. He was instantly and copiously sick.

 

01:00 A.M.

 

Mobile ringing. No nonsense, standard ringtone. Dave’s eyes were open after the second ring. For just a moment there was the thought, Duncan? Please God, no. But then he remembered. He and Duncan had not exchanged numbers. The number on the phone screen was enough to clear his head and bring him to fully focused wakefulness. “DS Lyon.” He listened to the terse report from the night’s duty sergeant and was out of bed and reaching for his clothes before it had finished. “I’ll be there in ten minutes,” he said. “Yeah, well there isn’t going to be much traffic about at this time of night, is there?” He tucked the mobile under his chin as he was struggling into his trousers. “You’ve called DI Summerskill?” He sighed at the answer. “Then call again and leave it ringing.”

Shaking his head, Dave ended the call, threw the phone on the bed, and finished dragging on enough clothes to be warm and decent.

 

AND I-I-I-I-…WILL always love you-oo! Will always love you-oooo!

Claire shifted on the bed. Oh, that song had got her into such trouble. Had she ever been so stupid, so…young? So much in love? Of course she had. She groaned. Turned over. Tried to drag a pillow over her head. Had to block out the song. No. Had to change the ringtone on her mobile, that’s what she had to do. Or get Tony to change it for her. She didn’t know how to do it. Bloody song. Bloody mobiles.

Mobile!

Claire lurched upright in her bed and snatched for the phone, sending the steamy paperback on the bedside table flying across the room in the process. The damn thing was playing at full volume. It must have been ringing for ages to get so loud. Next to her, Ian swore blearily, still more asleep than not, and pulled the duvet in tighter around himself. With a jab of a finger, Claire silenced the emoting diva. “Summerskill.”

After several seconds and two requests for clarification, she was up to speed and clambering out of her bed, ignoring the muffled protests of her husband at being dragged back into the waking world. “I’ll be there straightaway,” she said to the desk sergeant. “I don’t know. Fifteen minutes?” The person at the other end spoke again. “Yes, I’m sure he said he could do it in ten but it’s easier for men, isn’t it?” And she ended the call and threw the phone down on the bed.

“Lives nearer too,” she muttered to herself as she picked her way over her and Ian’s clothes left scattered on the bedroom floor. “I should have said he lives nearer.”

 

01:30 A.M.

 

“Traffic!” She made her way down the overgrown bank that led to the rail track.

Dave snapped his notepad shut. “Always heavy at this time of night,” he said drily. She saw him half raise a hand and go to say something, perhaps to warn her? Her face dared him to try it, and his possible warning turned instead into an indication of where she needed to go. As if she had to be told.

“He’s been moved, hasn’t he? Why?”

Dave indicated a man in a heavy coat and peaked cap sitting on an abandoned sleeper. A couple of uniforms were talking to him and one was handing him a cardboard cup of something hot. “Andrew Garnham,” he said, consulting his notepad. “Duty station master. The body was across the rails. First rule of the job apparently—clear the track. Whatever you find.”

Summerskill knelt down beside the body. Around them, SOCO officers had set up lighting, taped the area off, as much as they could without obstructing the rail line, and had begun their work of meticulous investigation.

“Gave him a nasty shock when he found it,” Dave added. Claire winced at the use of it but said nothing, too focused on what lay in front of her. “Even more of a shock when he moved it.”

“I’ll bet it did,” she said softly. “What the hell has happened here?”

Dave flipped his notebook closed and took in again the macabre sight his boss was contemplating. “It looks as if someone has tried to cut his head off.”




Chapter Two

“HARDLY WORTH GOING home,” Dave said three hours later as the preliminary SOCO crew were packing their bags, and a still shaken Mr. Garnham was being led off.

“That’s because you haven’t got kids,” Claire snapped. “See you at 8:30 as usual.” And she left. Her bad temper was in no small part due to the prospect of a difficult day ahead after precious little sleep but also to the complete lack of anything even approaching evidence on the scene. The location and the time had practically guaranteed a low chance of witnesses while a cursory inspection of the CCTV situation confirmed the scene of the crime was a virtual blind spot. The body had been photographed, examined in situ, and taken for post-mortem. The cause of death was fairly obvious, but Claire prayed the examination would reveal something about the method which in turn might yield up the ghost of a lead to the killer.

 

AT HALF EIGHT precisely, a quick shower having done little to make up for his lack of sleep, Dave pulled up outside his boss’s house, turned off the ignition, and waited. In the couple of months since his start at Foregate Street, he and Summerskill had fallen into a pattern of Dave picking Claire up most mornings. Partly, it was common sense: Claire’s house was practically midway between Dave’s current flat and the station. Partly, it was also economy: “Car-sharing’s green,” Claire had said, and Dave had hoped that meant a sharing of the cost of the petrol. It hadn’t. Mostly, though, it was just a way of getting DI Summerskill into Foregate Street Station and to her desk on time. In many ways, Dave had quickly found, this was the most demanding aspect of his job. Given the night’s events, he’d doubted today would be any different. But he had still underestimated just how late she would be.

When Claire did finally emerge from her small detached house, it was with a truculent Tony in tow. “Sorry,” she said as she bundled the fourteen-year-old into the back of the car, though her tone wasn’t particularly apologetic. Dave was amused to notice she automatically put a protective hand on the top of Tony’s head as she shoved him in, just as she would have done with someone she was arresting. “Can we drop him off at the school on the way?”

“Course,” Dave said, starting up the engine and trying to remember just which of the speed cameras on the way to Foregate could be trusted not to pick them up. “Morning, Tony.”

“Dave.” Tony gave a brief smile in reply before lapsing into adolescent morning moodiness.

“Thought you went in with your dad?”

“That’s supposed to be what happens,” Claire said, “but someone wasn’t able to drag himself out of the bathroom this morning.”

Tony plugged himself into his phone, Claire glared out of the window with occasional murderous glances back at her son in the mirror, and Dave focused on the speed cameras. The journey passed in uncomfortable silence.

When they arrived at the front gate of Monastery Grove High, Tony opened the door and went to leave without a word, but Claire turned around and stopped him with a hand on his leg. “See all your mates over there? You make me late again and I swear I will get Dave to put on the lights and siren, and as you get out, I will kiss you and wave goodbye to you for as long as you are in sight. Now go. Right,” she said to Dave, as soon as her stunned offspring stumbled out of the car, “now get us to the station before Madden tears us a new one.”

With a small but satisfying squeal of tyres, Dave pulled off. “Tear us a new one?”

“It’s what everyone says these days.” Claire pulled down the passenger sunshield to check her makeup in the mirror. “Get with it.”

 

“YOU’RE LATE,” SAID DI Rudge, the instant he saw them.

“You’re right,” Claire replied.

Jim Rudge grunted as he strode past her on his way out of the tiny office they shared at Foregate Street station. “Hope you got your filing done last night, girl. Madden’s got a stick up his arse over it.”

“I bet he’s none too thrilled about the wrong kind of body on the tracks too,” Dave said quietly.

“Yes, I did the paperwork,” Claire said, “and did you cover for…?”

“Of course,” Rudge called back over his shoulder, already halfway down the corridor. “Don’t I always?”

Which was, she had to admit, only the truth. A valleys girl from Pontypridd, Claire didn’t take crap from anyone. Her mam used to say she took no prisoners, but they’d all agreed she ought to stop saying that after Claire entered the police force. Compared to Jim Rudge, however, there were times she felt like Mother Theresa and Florence Nightingale rolled into one. Possibly the most cussed bastard she’d ever met, in the five years Claire had known him, she’d watched Rudge grow more and more dog-in-the-manger in the face of endless reform and escalating bureaucracy. She’d seen it harden into a personal crusade against a twenty-first century that was slowly but inexorably leaving him in the cold. But for all that, Rudge was still the only one of her immediate colleagues who had anything important in common with her other than being in the service. He had a family, two sons, and a wife he’d been married to for over thirty years, and Claire had never heard him say a bad word about any of them. And by now she’d lost count of the number of times Rudge had twisted the truth with their superintendent when she’d turned up late for work because one of the kids had been ill or she’d been on the school run, or Sam had hidden the car keys or one of the hundred and one other things that happened to a family on a daily basis. Rudge understood. “Catch you later,” she yelled after him.

“Make coffee,” came back from around a corner.

“In your dreams.” She followed Dave into the office. “Morning, Jenny. Terry.”

DS Terry Cortez made a nod back in their general direction and a vague noise that might have been a greeting intended for both of them and might not, muttered something about following his boss, and exited the office.

“Busy, busy, busy!” said WPC Jenny Trent cheerily as she walked over to Claire’s desk and dumped the small pile of files she had been carrying into the inbox.

“When is it not?” Claire said, though she thought it hadn’t been quite so busy until she and Dave had shown up. She picked up the top sheaf of papers and brightened at the official tag it bore. “Say what you like,” she said mostly to herself. “But he’s bloody quick. When he wants to be.” She grabbed the coat she’d only just slung over the back of her chair and turned to Dave. “C’mon, you.”
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