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Prologue

The woman stands in the darkened street, her breath coming in short gasps. Running a hand through her hair, she starts to pace, her mind a mess. She shouldn’t have got out of the car. If she returns now, maybe she can fix things before it goes too far and her life is changed forever? Looking at her watch, she sees it’s close to three a.m. The streets are empty. 

Taking out her phone, she dials a number only she knows. It rings and rings, before stopping. No prompt to leave a voicemail. She removes the phone from her ear and waits. Should she ring again?

The shots come from a handgun. Two in close succession, followed seconds later by a third, accompanied by indistinct shouts, the squeal of tyres and the tortured revving of an engine.

Instinct takes over, sending her racing back towards the vehicle. She fumbles for her radio. Shit! She’d left it in the car, propped up in the drinks holder. It digs into her hip when she’s seated, leaving a reddened indentation that’s still there twelve hours later, when she starts her next shift.

Rounding the corner at a full sprint, she then slows to a cautious walk. The street is empty and quiet. Too quiet: as if the whole city is holding its breath, waiting to see what happens next.

The car sits where she left it, parked down the road from the rear entrance to the club. Out of range of the CCTV cameras, but close enough to remain eyes-on-target. The passenger’s side window has blown out, the pavement littered with broken safety glass. The fragments stick to the soles of her shoes as she approaches. Looking into the vehicle, she feels a wave of sickness pass over her. Opening the door, she reaches in, then grabs the radio, toggling the emergency broadcast.

Listening back to the recording in the following months, her voice was steadier than she would have thought possible.

It was as if somebody else had taken over her vocal cords, pushing aside the urge to scream and shout, relaying the necessary information in a calm and professional manner.

“Code Zero. Officer down. Urgent assistance required. Repeat Code Zero…”







  
  
Wednesday 11th September 


Day 01


Chapter One

Detective Sergeant Robinson Foxe swiped himself into Moat House Police Station and jogged up the stairs to the CID office. Pausing outside the double doors, he took a steadying breath, before pushing his way in. The space was half-full, a few stragglers from the night shift shooting the breeze with the incoming day shift. It was a quarter-to-eight and Foxe had already been for a swim. Since the move to Coventry, he’d forced himself to exercise before work in the hope that when he arrived he’d be firing on all cylinders. It had been a month, but he still needed coffee to clear the fog. 

After hanging his jacket on the back of his chair, he unlocked his drawer and removed his mug, then headed towards the communal coffee area at the far end of the room.

A gaggle of detectives were perched on the edges of the desks, laughing over something on a mobile phone. Seeing Foxe approaching, DS Ainsley Martins, a short, squat, pug of a man cleared his throat. As one, everyone looked up, the phone disappearing into a jacket pocket.

“Morning,” said Foxe breezily, ignoring the snub.

A couple nodded; no one replied.

Whatever it was, if it was funny enough, it would probably end up on the private WhatsApp group. A group Foxe had not been invited to join, and probably never would be. Not after what had happened.

Keeping a pleasant smile on his face, he opened the fridge and pushed the Tupperware container with his lunch as far in as possible. From what he could tell, nobody had been petty enough to tamper with his food, but it didn’t hurt to make it inconspicuous. To remove temptation.

Detective Constable Corey Sinclair was busy slopping milk into his prized Villa mug. A brave choice for someone in an office full of Coventry City supporters, most of whom sported at least one tattoo proclaiming their allegiance.

“That milk still OK?” asked Foxe. Sinclair looked at him as if to say ‘would I be using it if it wasn’t?’

Pressing on regardless, Foxe nodded towards the mug. “How do you rate your chances at the weekend?”

“What do you think?” he replied, their difference in ranks meaning he had to at least reply.

Four words. The sum total of Foxe’s engagement with his colleagues that morning.

Pretty much normal.

* * *


As usual, there were more officers than chairs for the morning briefing, and so Foxe took up his customary spot at the rear of the room. He balanced his coffee on the radiator and took out his notepad and pen.

Detective Superintendent Joanna Chartwell was chairing, wearing the only uniform in the room. She immediately handed over to Detective Inspector Sean Pennicott.

“I want to kick off with the latest developments on the unidentified young woman found in the canal near Longford. Through Interpol, we have an ID and the cause of death.”

The level of interest in the room increased. The case had moved frustratingly slowly since a group of teenagers having a kayaking lesson had made the grisly discovery a month previously, just north of the city centre.

Pennicott projected a photograph of a teenage girl onto the main wall screen. Slight in build, she was dressed in shorts and a red T-shirt with a slogan in a foreign language. The girl was smiling at the camera, revealing a mouthful of braces. Her shoulder-length red hair was the only thing recognisable from the pictures of the bloated corpse the team had been looking at for the past month.

“Her name is Marija Pavlović, and she was reported missing from Prokuplje in Serbia in May of last year. She was fourteen at the time she disappeared, probably fifteen when she died. She had run away from her foster home a couple of times previously, but usually came back of her own accord within forty-eight hours. When she didn’t return after seventy-two hours, she was reported missing. Fortunately for us, she had a couple of convictions for shoplifting and drug possession, and her DNA was on the Serbian system.”

“Do we know how she wound up in the UK?” asked Martins.

“Speculation at the moment, but there are people smugglers operating out of that region.” Pennicott’s mouth twisted. “You know how these bastards work. They befriend vulnerable young girls and then kidnap them. She didn’t have a passport, and Serbia isn’t part of the Schengen Area so she’ll probably have been smuggled over in the back of a lorry. Border Force and the National Crime Agency are investigating that angle, but we’re still the lead to try and find out what happened to her, and how she died.”

It was an all-too familiar story. Organised criminal gangs had been expanding their operations from smuggling drugs and contraband to human beings. Whether it was trafficking sex workers, low-paid modern-day slaves, or just people willing to hand over their family’s life savings for a chance at a new life, they were just chattel to the gangs.

“Our working hypothesis at the time she was found was that she was a sex-worker and drug addict, based on the numerous needle marks found, and she most likely died of a drug overdose. If you recall, the initial PM found indications of recent sexual activity. There were also healed scars on her wrists and ankles consistent with shackles.”

The girl had likely been kept against her will initially through restraints. During that time, the gang had probably injected her regularly with heroin. Eventually, she would be sent to work. Trapped illegally in a foreign country, probably with limited English, no passport and a drug addiction, she would no longer need to be restrained; all thoughts of escape would have left her.

“You said the pathologist has determined cause of death,” prompted Chartwell.

There had been no trauma to the girl’s body that could have conceivably been fatal. Bruises around her neck looked as though they were painful, but there was no deep tissue damage, indicating they were probably from a sex act of some description, rather than a serious attempt to harm or kill her.

“The tox screen showed heroin, cocaine and alcohol, but at levels considered too low to be lethal,” said Pennicott. “The second autopsy revealed an abnormality to the heart muscle, probably congenital. The chances are she wasn’t even aware of it. Unfortunately, it was a ticking time bomb. It appears she had a massive cardiac arrest, probably triggered by the cocaine.”

It was a heartbreaking tragedy, but it left the team with more questions. Was the death therefore an accident – did she take the drugs voluntarily? – or had another party administered them to her, in which case the death could be manslaughter or even murder?

“We’ll worry about that later,” said Chartwell, after somebody posed the question. “In the meantime, we have more important things to answer. Namely, how the hell did she wind up in the canal?”

“She was already dead when she entered the water,” said Pennicott. “And her clothes were missing. Unless she was sitting naked on the towpath and toppled in when she overdosed, then somehow floated downstream to the perfect hiding spot, she died in the presence of somebody. And that person then facilitated the disposal of her body in the canal. That’s the person we need to be targeting.”

His face became even grimmer. “And that’s where things get really dark. She could have been in the water for anything up to a fortnight – possibly longer if the conditions were right. They’ve found no trace evidence on the outside of her body, which is not entirely unexpected. But the pathologist did a detailed internal examination and found traces of what she believes might be cleaning solution. She suggests, and I agree with her, that whoever disposed of the body was forensically aware and took steps to scrub the body both inside and out. That doesn’t sound like your local pimp disposing of one of his girls who’s died unexpectedly. It sounds to me like she died with a client who was worried he might have left his DNA on her.”

Pennicott assigned tasks to the assembled officers and civilian staff, before dismissing the meeting. Foxe remained in place, unsure what to do. He’d completed his small part in the operation the previous day, and with only a few weeks in the unit, he didn’t have a backlog of other cases demanding his attention.

Would grabbing Pennicott and asking what to do demonstrate eagerness, or a lack of initiative? Or should he bypass the DI and approach one of the support workers directly? Surely they could find something for him until he got formally assigned to a new investigation?

He’d do that first he decided, as he held the heavy door open for one of the analysts. She smiled her thanks as she expertly steered her electric wheelchair through the gap, with barely a centimetre either side. In fact he’d do that right now. Rosie Watson was her name, he noted from her lanyard and he recalled that she maintained HOLMES2, the case management database. Surely she’d know what was on the unit’s to do list?

“DS Foxe and DC Kennard,” said DSI Chartwell. “My office, please.”

Foxe felt his stomach clench as he caught the smirks from some of the other detectives still in the room. He glanced over at Detective Constable Kennard; as usual, her face was down, its expression inscrutable.

Just what he needed. If whatever Chartwell had planned involved working with her, he doubted it would look great on his CV.

* * *


Chartwell motioned for Foxe and Kennard to take a seat. Foxe relaxed slightly; in his experience, you usually stood for a bollocking. Kennard said nothing, just flicked an errant blonde hair from her face. She sat ramrod straight, feet flat on the floor, palms face-down on her knees. For a meeting with the boss, she’d removed the shapeless hoodie she typically wore around the office, revealing a simple, grey sleeveless top, and a matching knee-length skirt over thick black tights. Seated next to her, Foxe eyed her discreetly out of the corner of his eye. Her arms were toned, her forearms muscular. She clearly spent time in the gym.

The sole interaction he’d had with Kennard had been a brief introduction the day he started. The only other things he knew about her were that she had joined the team just a month before him, having moved south from Manchester, and that she was about as popular as he was.

Chartwell twisted her chair and reached into a teetering inbox on top of the filing cabinet beside her desk.

The buff-coloured folder was bulging with sheets of A4. She slid it across the desk.

“Operation Newlands,” her mouth twisted. “The latest initiative from The Brass. As of today, the two of you will be taking lead.”

Foxe felt his pulse race. Finally! Something to sink his teeth into. He snuck another glance at Kennard; her eyes had flicked towards the folder, but otherwise she gave no response.

“I assume you watch the news?” Chartwell didn’t wait for a response. “Four high-profile burglaries in the past few months. All of them involve high-net-worth individuals; each break-in netted jewellery and other valuables estimated to be worth north of £100k.”

She opened the front cover to reveal the names of the victims. High-profile indeed. Foxe immediately recognised the names of two footballers, the thefts sufficiently newsworthy to have made it onto the main BBC bulletins. The other two names were familiar, but he couldn’t place them.

Nevertheless, he felt himself slump in disappointment. “Burglary, Ma’am?” he said without thinking. “Surely that’s a job for High Volume Crime, not us?”

This particular corner of CID focused on major crime: serious assault, rape, homicide.

That was his speciality. It was what he thought he was signing up for when he joined West Midlands Police.

Kennard said nothing, but he could feel the disappointment radiating off her also.

Chartwell ignored his interruption and tapped the folder with a well-manicured fingernail.

“These burglaries aren’t being committed by junkies looking to fund their next fix. They’re sophisticated, and the victims are targeted.” She sighed. “The stats for burglary and robbery are abysmal. Too many crimes, not enough resources. The powers-that-be feel a new approach is needed for certain cases.”

And somebody pinching a PlayStation and a laptop from a student house doesn’t make the front page of the tabloids, thought Foxe.

“Read through the file, touch base with Neighbourhood Policing, then crack on with it.” A brief look of amusement crossed her face. “It comes with its own budget; try not to spend it all at once.”

* * *


Foxe felt as though every pair of eyes in the room were watching him and Kennard as they emerged from Chartwell’s office. He looked over at his workspace, crammed in the corner beneath the air conditioning unit. In most offices, on a hot summer’s day it would be the most coveted spot in the room. Unfortunately, at this time of year, all it did was rattle annoyingly and bathe his desk in a faintly rotten smell that made him wonder if something had crawled up there and died.

Kennard’s desk was similarly isolated on the opposite side of the room, but the space beside her was unoccupied. A combination of retirements, long-term sickness and promotion had left the unit short of five detectives, two of them inspectors. Budget cuts meant Chartwell had needed to practically beg for replacements. With no internal candidates, the compromise had been a sergeant (him) and a constable (Kennard) from outside West Mids, and one fewer support worker.

His mind made up, he announced that he was moving next to Kennard. She shrugged, but moved a pile of folders that had spilled out of her work area into the adjacent space.

Each workstation had a computer, and a lockable three-drawer, wheeled, filing cabinet underneath the desk. God only knows how long it would take to track down the key to the cabinet next to Kennard, so he simply kicked the brakes off, pulled it out and trundled it like a trolley down the central aisle of the office to his current workspace.

“I’ll have a Mars Bar,” said some wag, as he passed by them.

“Exact money only,” joked Foxe, ignoring the snide tone.

Somebody else started whistling National Express by The Divine Comedy.

It didn’t take long to transfer the handful of items on his desk to his own locker, then wrestle it out to make way for its replacement. As he did so, he stole a glance back towards Kennard. Martins was perched on her desk, muttering something in her ear. Kennard had her eyes down, apparently ignoring him.

Taking his jacket off the back of his chair, he set out again. Martins left his perch and swaggered towards him.

“Take some friendly advice, Crusoe,” he said quietly as he passed. “Watch your back with that one.”

Foxe resisted the urge to correct him; with a name like Robinson, the moniker was as predictable as it was annoying. There were plenty more important battles he needed to fight first. At least nobody had clocked what his middle initial stood for; he could be called far worse.

Shoving the cabinet into its new home, Foxe straightened and wiped the worst of the dust off his right hand before sticking it out.

“Robbie. Pleased to meet you.”

* * *


Amy Kennard had already heard the rumours and hadn’t needed Martins’ warning. She wasn’t about to trust anyone, least of all some southern posh boy in a sharp suit with a silk tie.

When Chartwell had called her and Foxe into her office, she’d been nervous. Had there been complaints? Was she going to be given ‘the talk’ about being part of a team, rather than just sitting in the corner, with her headphones on, doing her own thing? But if so, why was Foxe with her? Whilst she hadn’t exactly warmed to Chartwell over the past few weeks, the woman seemed professional; surely she wouldn’t humiliate her in front of another officer?

Of course; Chartwell wanted the two of them to pair up. Foxe seemed to have as much trouble fitting into the team as she did. Truth be told, Amy felt a little sorry for him. Unlike her, he was putting the effort in. Cheerful hellos as he started shift, offering to make a round of coffees when he went to the urn, attempts to strike up a conversation… it all fell on deaf ears. And that boorish twat Martins didn’t help. He definitely saw himself as the alpha male in the unit. Quite why Chartwell hadn’t clipped his wings was a mystery.

Sympathy aside though, Kennard knew Foxe’s type. Cocky and self-assured, his accent from somewhere in the home counties, he was trim, good-looking and judging by the way he dressed, he knew it. She’d noticed him checking her out in the meeting, even though he’d at least tried to be discreet about it. She knew very little about him, except he had left the Metropolitan Police on bad terms, before trying his luck with West Midlands Police.

Maybe that was the problem, she mused? In a dick-swinging contest, the Met was always going to win. Her own former employer, Greater Manchester Police, wasn’t much better loved. Maybe that was the root of Martins’ insecurities? Was he worried their experience in two of the most challenging policing areas in the country would mean they’d unseat him from his throne?

Who was she kidding? It was the baggage she carried; police gossiped like parents at the school gates. Even if they didn’t know the whole truth, they knew a version of the truth. And perhaps that was even worse.

She was being sidelined: she could feel it. Both her and Foxe had been employed out of desperation, but despite that, they’d been put in charge of bloody burglaries.

She could at least respect Foxe for questioning the decision. That took balls, and to her credit, Chartwell hadn’t slapped him down. Nevertheless, Kennard had applied for this job because she wanted to be on major crimes. If she’d wanted to chase burglars, she’d have dug her uniform out of the wardrobe and joined the Safer Neighbourhoods team.

“Amy,” she said eventually, taking his hand and forcing a smile.







  
  
Chapter Two

The folder was split into four sections: one for each victim. Foxe and Kennard started by reading each file individually, making notes as they went along, before sharing them. 

“Definitely the same gang,” said Foxe eventually. “And it has to be more than one person.”

“They took their time,” noted Kennard. “They must have been inside the houses for ages.”

Her accent was pure Manchester. He wondered why she was here in Coventry; Greater Manchester Police was roughly the same size as West Midlands Police, and whilst it was dwarfed by London’s Metropolitan Police, it dealt with a lot of the same types of crime. He’d ask her about it later, he decided. If the two of them were stuck working together, he wanted a productive relationship. He glanced around the office. And an ally wouldn’t hurt.

“They must have known the homeowners were away,” said Foxe. “Social media?”

Kennard opened Instagram on her computer, searching for the first victim in the file, Layton Moss. She scrolled through the hundreds of photos of the young footballer, until she found the date of the burglary.

“He was on holiday in Portugal. Very nice. Lots of pictures of him and his girlfriend eating out or soaking up the sun.”

Foxe recognised the player from the back pages of the newspapers. He wasn’t especially interested in football, but he’d learned some time ago that a passing knowledge of it was a good conversation starter – this morning’s attempts notwithstanding. Moss was accompanied in most of the pictures by a pneumatic blonde wearing a collection of swimsuits that had to be skirting the edges of Instagram’s Community Standards.

“Lucky him,” said Foxe. “I had four days in Devon; rained every bloody day. I never wore my bikini once.”

A brief smile tugged at Kennard’s lips as she opened a second window.

“Travon Curtis; spent two weeks in the Greek islands. The burglary probably took place a week after he posted this selfie,” she squinted at one of the images. “I swear that’s the same girl, just in brunette.”

A check on the other two victims revealed similar social media usage.

Foxe shook his head. “Seriously, when will people learn? Don’t tell the whole bloody world you’re going to be away for two weeks and your house is empty.”

“To be fair, they probably thought they were secure.” She turned back to the notes she’d made. “All had CCTV and monitored alarms. Three of them had safes that were opened.”

“These folks are definitely more Ocean’s Eleven than Trainspotting,” said Foxe. “Surely it takes specialist equipment to cut into a steel safe?”

“And time,” said Kennard.

“How did they get past the alarms and CCTV?”

She looked at her notes. “Doesn’t say anything in the crime reports.”

“Then the first thing we need to do is figure out what we’re dealing with,” said Foxe. He stood and stretched his back. “Fancy a day out?”

* * *


Layton Moss had finished training for the day and was at home when they called. Foxe had offered to drive, and immediately regretted doing so. The soft-top Audi was a thing of beauty, and a dream to drive, but it hardly did anything to dispel his reputation as a rich posh boy. Amy Kennard certainly didn’t look impressed.

Pulling into the driveway of Moss’s secluded mansion, set well back off the Kenilworth Road, his Audi looked decidedly shabby. A midnight-blue Porsche, with appropriate vanity plates, was parked next to a black Range Rover, with almost the same registration.

“You can see the attraction of this place to our burglars,” said Foxe. He doubted the young sportsman even knew what his neighbours looked like, hidden as they were behind ten-foot fences and bushy green hedges.

Moss was dressed in a tracksuit, waiting for them by the front door.

“Those electric gates are set far enough back from the road that nobody walking or driving past would have seen anyone clambering over, especially in the dark.” continued Foxe.

“But that video camera would have,” said Kennard, pointing.

Up close, the twenty-year-old footballer looked far younger than he did on TV.

“Good morning, Mr Moss. My name is Detective Sergeant Robbie Foxe, and this is Detective Constable Amy Kennard. Thank you for agreeing to see us at short notice.”

“Yeah, course, come on through, we can talk out the back.” The young man had a broad Brummie accent. A regular on Birmingham City’s First Team since before his eighteenth birthday, he’d already played several times for the England under twenty-one side and was tipped to make his debut with the senior side soon.

“We’ve only been here nine months,” he said as he led them around the back. “I moved out this way because everyone in Brum recognises me. I couldn’t even go to the corner shop. Me Nan’s in Coventry, and the press don’t seem to have cottoned on to where she lives, so I can get a bit of peace and quiet.” He smiled shyly. “And she does a cracking Sunday roast.” The smile faded. “My security set up is supposed to be top notch.”

“Would you mind giving us the company’s details?” asked Kennard.

Moss read out the contact number from his phone.

“Any idea how they defeated your CCTV?” asked Foxe. “It’s monitored and backed-up online, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, supposed to be.” He scowled. “The fuckers cut the fibre broadband where it comes through the fence. The security firm didn’t think to angle the CCTV cameras to cover the junction box. As soon as the broadband cut out, they sent someone round, but the house was secure, so they figured the router had gone down or something and just pissed off. By the time an engineer came around to restore the connection two days later, the thieves had been and gone.”

“What about the alarm system?” asked Kennard. “According to your neighbours, nobody heard it sounding and it wasn’t picked up by the security firm.”

“With no broadband or phone, it couldn’t send a signal to the alarm company,” said Moss. “But it was never triggered anyway.” He stood up. “Come and see.”

They followed him back around the side of the house and he pointed to the front door.

“This is new,” he said. “The old one was completely wrecked.” He half-opened it. “They drilled out the lock, but if they opened it, it would break the contact between the door and the frame and trigger the alarm.” He pointed to the top of the door. “So they smashed the window, reached up, cut the contact off the door and super-glued it to the one on the frame so it didn’t trigger.”

Foxe and Kennard exchanged glances. Any doubts that the criminals were lucky chancers had long since evaporated.

“Once they were in, they just needed to switch off the alarm,” continued Moss. He opened a small cupboard, revealing a digital control panel. “Apparently, these things have backdoor codes the engineers can use to get you in if you’ve locked yourself out. You can find them on the internet as long as you know the model number.”

He closed the cupboard door. “Do you want to see the safe?”

* * *


The house was surprisingly tastefully decorated for a twenty-year-old footballer, whose social media feed suggested a love of bling.

“It was only really meant to be a deterrent,” he said. “Not the Bank of England.”

The safe was in one of the house’s six bedrooms. Fixed to the wall and the floor with steel ties, it probably would have been quicker to cut it from the floor and open it elsewhere, but it was clearly too heavy to manoeuvre easily.

“They smashed the fitted wardrobe it was hidden in and cut through the side of it with an angle grinder,” said Moss.

“Was anything valuable taken from the safe?” asked Kennard.

“Yeah, mostly Kelly’s stuff. She had a diamond necklace worth a few quid and some random bits of jewellery. Plus some expensive handbags she kept after photo shoots.”

“Kelly is your girlfriend?” clarified Kennard.

“Yeah, she’s a model and actress.”

That was where Foxe recognised her from. She was the face of one of the big fashion houses. He’d seen her on posters on the underground.

“What else did they take?” asked Foxe. He’d read through the crime report but wanted to see if there was anything else Moss hadn’t mentioned.

Moss puffed out his lips. “Electricals mostly. Laptops, iPads, both TVs, the digital video recorder for the CCTV, obviously.” He looked sad. “The bastards even took my England caps. But to be honest, all that can be replaced; the FA have already arranged for new caps. What really upsets me is the trophies. To know that they’re probably just going to be melted down and sold as scrap really pisses me off.” He looked away, but not before they saw the glistening in his eyes.

When he spoke again, his voice was thick. “It’s daft, but the only one that really means anything to me is the smallest one I had. Just a little itty, bitty thing made of sprayed aluminium. ‘Player of the Tournament for the Under-18s Birmingham Schools League’.” He smiled fondly. “We won the final six-nil. I scored five of them; I was only thirteen. I didn’t know it at the time, but there was a scout there. Somebody told him to get his arse over to watch after I stuck four in the net in the semi-final.” He shrugged. “That’s where it all started. To be honest, they can keep everything else, I just want that one back.”

* * *


After taking their leave of Moss, they swapped notes.

“We should see if the security firm have video footage saved prior to the broadband being cut,” said Kennard. “They probably checked the place out before returning and severing the link. We might get lucky and catch them on a recon visit.”

“Let’s also look into the cutting equipment,” said Foxe. “Angle grinders aren’t small. Are they plug-in or battery powered? Perhaps someone bought one recently?”

“They’d have needed a vehicle,” said Kennard. “Assuming he isn’t diddling his insurance, the living room TV was ninety-inches. That isn’t going in the back of a three-door hatchback.”

“The question is when was the house actually broken into?” said Foxe. “He said the security firm sent someone out as soon as the feed from the CCTV and broadband went down. They reported the house was secure, so it was clearly after then.”

“The break-in was noticed by the internet supplier, so it must have happened before they arrived,” said Kennard. “But the burglars can’t have known it would take two days for them to fix it, so I reckon they probably waited until the alarm company turned up to check the house out, then broke in shortly after they left.”

“Makes sense,” agreed Foxe.

“In which case, they visited at least three times,” said Kennard. “Once to check things out. A second time to cut the broadband and a third time to actually break in. That’s three opportunities for their vehicle to be caught on camera. Assuming they were using the same one each time.”

“Let’s pull all the camera footage in the area and see what vehicles were around then,” said Foxe. He looked at his watch. “I wonder who else is home at the moment? If their method worked that well for Moss, then maybe they thought the same approach would work for their other victims?”







  
  
Chapter Three

Travon Curtis lived on the outskirts of Meriden. The similarities with his fellow football player, Layton Moss, were immediately obvious. 

“Set back off the road, shielded from the neighbours,” noted Foxe as they drove through the powered gates. “What’s the betting those CCTV cameras don’t cover the cable connecting his broadband?”

The turning circle in front of Curtis’ three-storey house had more than enough space for the low-slung Aston Martin and the black Range Rover that seemed to be a legal requirement for professional football players to own.

Curtis was waiting for them on his front doorstep, wearing nothing but swimming shorts, flip-flops and a collection of tattoos.

Foxe introduced the two of them, but Curtis only had eyes for Kennard. Foxe stole a glance at his partner but couldn’t tell whether she found the soccer player’s frank appraisal flattering or distasteful.

“You’d better come through,” Curtis said by way of greeting, heading into the house without a backward glance.

Foxe cocked an eyebrow towards Kennard, but her face remained inscrutable.

The hallway was long enough to play a game of pub skittles, the walls lined with large, framed posters of Curtis in action, alternating with photos of him modelling for several well-known brands. At the end was a kitchen with a breakfast bar the size of a helipad. Summer was in its last gasp, and the day was uncomfortably warm. Curtis poured himself a glass of water and chugged it without offering his guests any refreshment.

“You found the fuckers yet?” he asked by way of a conversation starter.

“I’m afraid not,” said Foxe politely. “We are part of a new task force investigating the possibility that this, and a number of similar burglaries, may have been committed by the same group of people.”

A flash of movement through the open French doors caught Foxe’s eye. It was impossible from this distance to tell if the brunette wearing nothing but a pair of tiny bikini bottoms climbing out of the pool was the same one in the photographs on Instagram, or another similar-looking young woman. Either way, Foxe shifted himself slightly to avoid the distraction.

Kennard’s eyes crinkled, although he had no idea if she was amused at the way he stumbled over his words or felt pity for him.

Curtis was oblivious, petulantly questioning how hard it could be to track down some joker trying to flog England player caps. He poured himself another glass of water, again ignoring his visitors.

Foxe forced his attention back to the matter at hand, and soon ascertained that just as before, the burglars had disconnected the house’s internet, waited until the security firm had satisfied themselves the property was secure, then broken in. They had repeated their trick with the front door, gluing the alarm contacts together. The safe had again been cut open with an angle grinder.

In addition to a one-hundred-inch TV from the house’s cinema room, the thieves had emptied the safe of several Rolex and Breitling watches, a couple of gold chains, and some jewellery belonging to Tandy – Curtis’ nubile companion – along with a number of trophies and medals. Foxe made a note to look into how one might go about disposing of such memorabilia. Could that lead back to their thieves?

It was almost lunchtime, so after leaving the footballer, Foxe drove them the short distance back to the station.

“I think we saw everything we needed to,” said Kennard as they turned onto the main road. “Or at least you did.”

Foxe cheeks flushed. “He wasn’t my type,” he managed, for some reason determined not to let her score an easy point. “Too many tattoos.”

“Ha, nice try,” she said. At least her lack of popularity meant it unlikely his fumbling reaction to the near-naked supermodel emerging from the pool would be shared around the office. Small mercies.

“That hallway was a bit much, don’t you think?” he asked, steering the conversation onto safer ground.

“As was every other room,” said Kennard. “I’m amazed he hasn’t starved to death staring at his own reflection in his swimming pool.”

Foxe chuckled. “Maybe we should have asked him for an autograph for Corey Sinclair. Or brought him into the station for an interview; we could have introduced him to some of the Coventry City fans.”

Kennard’s face darkened slightly.

“If you do, make sure I’m on a rest day; that much testosterone and aftershave in a poorly ventilated room would make me puke.”

* * *


In their absence, some joker had printed a cartoon of a burglar wearing an eye mask and striped jumper, carrying a bag marked ‘swag’. To drive home the point, a banner proclaimed their corner of the office ‘The Burglary Squad’.

Foxe retrieved his lunch from the communal fridge and made two mugs of coffee. Kennard removed hers from her locked filing cabinet. Both of them reflexively sniffed their food before biting into it.

“They used different security firms, and different alarm systems, so it’s unlikely the burglars got the entry codes from a crooked employee,” said Foxe around a mouthful of cheese sandwich.

Kennard frowned. “Maybe, but when I request the CCTV footage, I’ll check the hirings and firings to see if there is anyone who’s worked at both companies.”

“Good point,” said Foxe. “Whilst you’re at it, look them up at Companies House – we’ll look right chumps if they are actually subsidiaries of the same parent company. I’d also like to know if the burglars knew beforehand there were safes fitted, and if so, did they know their location? Both houses are too big to just stumble across them and I can't imagine they just carry angle-grinders with them on the off-chance. Check with the security firms to see if they know anything about them.”

“The CSIs did a thorough job,” noted Kennard, “but found no unexpected fingerprints, or foreign fibres. The scenes both tested negative for DNA. There were no footprints, and if there were any tyre tracks, they were obliterated afterwards. These folks knew what they were doing.”

Foxe pinched his lip thoughtfully. “In which case, it can’t have been their first time. I’ll see if someone can scour the system for similarities with other forces. Professionals like this could be new to the area. Even if they only managed to shift the stolen gear for a fraction of its true worth, it’d be worth travelling for a few of these paydays.”

“Can we use HOLMES?” asked Kennard. The Police National Database stored details of all reported crimes in the UK, but even in the hands of a skilled analyst, just a few key differences between individual incidents could mean connections were missed.

By contrast, HOLMES2 – the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System – was designed specifically to help manage major enquiries. Used primarily for big investigations such as murder, or for disaster management, it used computer intelligence to make links between the disparate facts held within it, even going so far as to suggest future investigative actions.

“Perhaps,” said Foxe, his tone sceptical, “but routine burglaries don’t usually get input into HOLMES. I’m not sure what it would have to work with.”

A look of disappointment flashed across Kennard’s face, before the mask dropped back into place.

“I need the bathroom.” She stood abruptly, leaving Foxe alone with his cheese sandwich.

* * *


Kennard locked the cubicle door and settled on the toilet seat, breathing deeply. Robbie Foxe was the same as all the others, she realised. Dismissive of ideas that weren’t his own.

Of course she knew the HOLMES system was geared towards major investigations; she wasn’t a bloody probationer. But this wasn’t just a series of household burglaries committed by local scrotes. The thieves planned ahead, disabled sophisticated alarm systems and brought cutting gear to open safes. They’d done this before. Perhaps not residential properties, but she’d bet a week’s pay they’d done over small businesses, or jewellers, or even Post Offices. And those were major crimes.

The more she thought about it, the more she became convinced that vital clues were stored somewhere within the police’s sprawling databases, but they needed a sharper tool than keyword searches.

But what could she do? Despite the working relationship they’d started to forge over the past few hours, Foxe was in charge; he called the shots and he’d said no.

The Brass were clearly convinced of the importance of the cases. After all, they’d given it an operational code name, and taken it away from the over-worked, under-resourced Volume Crime department. But Foxe was going to play this by the book; to treat it like just another series of break-ins.

She noticed she was grinding her teeth and forced herself to stop; the last thing she needed was another lecture from her dentist. Besides, why was she getting so het up about it? It was just a bunch of rich people having their houses broken into and their trinkets stolen. It’s not like it was a rape, or a murder, or child abuse. The sort of crimes she thought she’d be dealing with. That she was trained to deal with. Hell, it wasn’t even as if the victims couldn’t afford it.

If the brass really wanted to do some good, they should be stamping down on the dozens of burglaries happening daily on run-down housing estates. The real victims of crime were the poorest in society: the elderly who returned home from the shops to find their door kicked in and their ten-year-old TV missing; their only window on the outside world. Or the single mum, robbed of the tiny amount of benefits she’d squirrelled away to make Christmas special for her kids. Those were the people who made up the vast bulk of burglaries. Burglaries that usually went unsolved, even though the culprit was almost certainly in a council flat on the same estate. Junkies didn’t plan sophisticated movie-style heists – they robbed their neighbours when they spotted an open window or spied them dragging their shopping cart to the local supermarket.

No, it wasn’t the nature of the crime bothering her – it was what it meant to her personally. She and Foxe had been given their own project; rather than seeing it as a snub she had decided she would run with it. This was her chance – perhaps her only chance – to put everything behind her. To restart a career that had been stalled through circumstances beyond her control. To fulfil her potential; to become the ‘natural detective’ her training supervisor had identified all those years ago.

It was all right for Foxe. He had his own baggage to shed, but in the long-run, he’d be fine. From the snatches of rumour she’d overheard, it sounded like he’d been on the right side of history anyway. Eventually, he’d be welcomed back into the boys’ club.

That wouldn’t happen for her; she needed to fight for it.

For a brief moment, she considered knocking on Chartwell’s door and asking her directly for permission to task an analyst to load everything into HOLMES. Hell, she could do it herself if they didn’t want to commit the resources, she was fully trained on the system.

The thought fizzled out as quickly as it had formed. That was a sure-fire way of pissing off Foxe and marking herself as even less of a team player.

No, she’d just have to keep her head down, follow his lead, and bide her time.







  
  
Chapter Four

“You ready?” asked Kennard, when she returned from the bathroom. 

Foxe looked up from his phone, surprised at her abrupt tone, but got to his feet immediately. “Sure. You want to drive this time?”

Kennard paused for a moment, a sudden, irrational feeling of embarrassment. Her fifteen-year-old Fiat had no air conditioning, and its gearbox made a grinding noise when she shifted between first and second.

“Fine. But you’ll have to navigate, I don’t have sat nav.”

Neither Foxe nor Kennard had ever heard of the village of Dorridge. Situated within the Solihull Neighbourhood Policing Unit, it was a half-hour drive from Moat House station. As they drove, Foxe flicked between Google Maps and the internet, trying to get a feel for the area.

“It says here the average house price is second only to London. It definitely sounds like the sort of place our light-fingered friends would be attracted to. Our victim is a musician apparently. Dominic Doyle, aka DD King. Ever heard of him?”

Kennard grunted a no, as she steered the car into the isolated country road given as the victim’s address.

“It’s somewhere along here,” said Foxe, “but it looks like every house for a mile each way shares the same postcode.”

Kennard slowed the car, whilst Foxe craned his neck, looking for house numbers. Behind them a black car flashed its lights impatiently, before blasting its horn and pulling out to overtake, its engine roaring.

“Arrogant fucking Audi driver,” muttered Kennard. Foxe pretended not to hear.

“There it is,” he said suddenly, pointing to their right. Kennard swung into the driveway, stopping in front of a powered gate, again set well back from the road.

“Ticking all the boxes, so far,” said Foxe, as Kennard rolled down her window and pressed the intercom.

A man’s voice with a broad Scouse accent confirmed their identity, before admitting them.

The building had clearly once been a farmhouse, although aside from a few chickens clucking around a brick barn, it showed little evidence of its former purpose.

The man waiting for them on the doorstep wore paint-stained jeans and a scruffy T-shirt.

“Can I get youse a drink?” he asked once they’d entered the spacious kitchen.

Doyle’s face was weathered, with a straggly white goatee; Foxe estimated him to be in his mid-to-late-seventies.

“Bastards cleaned us out, they did,” he said bitterly. “They took all of Gerry’s jewellery, the tellies and the stereo system. They even had a go at the recording studio.” He pointed towards the barn.

“Do you have a safe?” asked Kennard.

“For all the good it did,” he said. “That’s where they pinched the jewellery from,” he looked sad. “We kept it in there because it was too precious to wear. It wasn’t worth that much, but it belonged to Gerry’s mam and her mam before her. They both wore it when they got married. It was supposed to go to our granddaughter on her big day…”

“I understand you also lost some memorabilia?” said Foxe.

“Yeah, they nicked it off the walls in the studio. I’ve no idea what they plan on doing with it. I guess there are dodgy collectors out there who’d pay for it.” He chuckled again. “Come on, be honest. Neither of you have ever heard of me, have you?”

Foxe blushed slightly, and Doyle guffawed. “No need to be embarrassed. I’ll bet you’ve heard of the Beatles though?”

“Of course,” Foxe said, wondering where this was leading.

“The Rolling Stones?”

Kennard blinked. “You weren’t a member of them, surely?”

“Ha, I wish, young lady! No, I was a session musician back in the sixties. Even talented lads like them needed a helping hand on some of their album tracks. I made a bit of a name for myself, because I can play several different instruments.” He reeled off a number of well-known bands and singers from the mid-twentieth century.

“But eventually, I tired of playing other folks’ music and decided to start my own band,” he laughed again. “It’s not as easy as it looks. It takes more than just being able to play a tune, you need something extra. I have no idea what that something is, but I can tell you now John and Paul had it, and Mick practically oozed it, but I didn’t. The NME said I looked like a frightened geography teacher, and that was one of the kinder reviews! These days I make an honest living composing music for stage shows, TV series, and Hollywood films.”

“What was it they stole?” asked Foxe.

“They stole my discs. The lads were always good enough to give me my own gold or platinum discs for anything I worked on, and they’d sign them. They’d be worth quite a bit if I sold them. I used to call them my retirement pot.”

He took a final mouthful of his coffee. “Back then I was a bit of a hippy; into peace and love and all that.” His face darkened. “But bollocks to that now; if I ever find the little bleeders, I’ll wring their sodding necks.”

* * *


Their final visit of the day took them even deeper into the West Midlands policing area, and further away from the station.

“The same MO again,” said Foxe, reviewing his notes as Kennard drove. “But there’s something else I’ve spotted that all three burglaries have in common.”

“They stole memorabilia,” said Kennard. “The players’ medals and caps, and Dominic Doyle’s platinum and gold discs.”

“So either they are stealing to order, or they have the means to fence them,” said Foxe. “You can’t just turn up at a pawn shop with this sort of stuff, especially after the burglary has been reported in the local paper and the national press.”

“I’ll phone Volume Crime when we get back and see if they can point us towards anyone,” suggested Kennard. The meeting with Doyle had seemed to lift her spirits somewhat, for which Foxe was grateful. By his reckoning, they had at least another ninety-minutes stuck in the car together.

He turned to a new page in his pocketbook.

“Right, let’s see what I can find out about our fourth victim. The one bucking the trend.”

* * *


This latest house was exactly the same as that of the previous three victims; isolated behind gates and fences, with an alarm and CCTV, both of which had been disabled by cutting the home’s internet link.

This time, the door was opened by a woman in her fifties, but no sooner had the two officers been invited inside than her husband, Ellis Owen-Lange appeared.

“Mary found the whole thing rather distressing,” he explained after the woman had disappeared back into the house. Foxe stole a sideways glance at Kennard; the woman hadn’t seemed especially upset, but had deferred to her husband without a word.

“Most of the paintings were prints, probably worth a few hundred or a couple of thousand on the open market,” Owen-Lange said, gesturing towards the empty spaces on the walls. “But there were some originals from up-and-coming artists. A few pieces will probably be worth quite a bit if they become as well-known as I expect them to.”

“Would the thieves have known that?” asked Kennard.

The man looked thoughtful. “It’s a good question. I’m known as a bit of a collector, but whether we were targeted or not, I couldn’t say.”

According to what Foxe had read on the journey over, Owen-Lange was a multi-millionaire property developer. His company had made its fortune transforming derelict land into retail parks across the Midlands. The collapse of several high-profile high-street stores, and the financial devastation wrought by the cost-of-living crisis, didn’t seem to have impacted Owen-Lange too much. The expensive cars in the driveway, and the chunky watch on his wrist, suggested he wasn’t short of cash.

The method of entry was a minor variation on the previous burglaries, and the culprits had been as forensically aware as before, but there appeared to be one glaring discrepancy.

“Do you have a safe, Mr Owen-Lange?” asked Foxe.

“No. I’ve never needed one. Why do you ask?”

“It appears you were targeted by a group of sophisticated criminals,” said Foxe. “All of their other victims had safes broken into, and the contents stolen.”

“Well, I’m afraid that if they were looking for a safe full of gold bars and priceless gems, they left disappointed,” he replied.

After a brief tour of the house to show them the empty jewellery boxes in his wife’s dresser, and the space where a large TV had once been, he escorted them to the door. Kennard made a note of the security firm that installed and monitored the alarm and CCTV. It didn’t match that of any other of the other victims.

“My gut tells me it’s the same gang that targeted the other three victims,” said Foxe as they pulled back onto the main road. “But it's a different security firm each time, and he doesn’t have a safe, so it doesn’t look as if they are getting a heads-up from some crooked employee.”

“All of them were burgled a few days after they announced to the world they were out of the country on holiday,” Kennard reminded him.

“I know. But surely that can’t be how they were identified? There must be thousands of people posting holiday selfies on social media. And who follows property developers on Instagram?”

* * *


Foxe used the journey back to the station to update his notes.

“I’m glad I drove,” said Kennard. “I would have been throwing my guts up by now.”

“You get travel sick?” he asked.

“Only when I read. I can do about five minutes before I’m heaving.”

It was the most she’d told him about herself all day.

“Where are you from originally?” he asked. “I’m guessing near Manchester somewhere.”

“Close enough. Salford.”

“A long way from home; what brought you down here? GMP not big enough for you?”

For a moment, her face closed down and he thought she was going to change the subject.

“It’s the furthest south I could go and still have gravy on my chips,” she said eventually.

Foxe chuckled at the deflection.

“Anyway, what about you, posh boy?” She asked, before he could come up with another question. “Where are you from?”

“Buckinghamshire,” he said. “Near Aylesbury.”

“Definitely posher than Salford,” she said. “So why are you so far north? I’d have thought you’d have headed for the bright lights of the Met if you were seeking excitement.”

She was probing him, just as he was her. How much did she know about why he’d left London and moved to the first force that would have him? He knew Martins knew at least some of the details – or thought he did. It was why he was such a dick. Had he whispered those snippets of intelligence into Kennard’s ear that morning?

On the other hand, he’d heard almost nothing about why she’d left GMP. Again, Martins had hinted he knew the reasons, but Foxe was damned if he was going to play the man’s mind games. He’d hear it from Kennard’s own lips or no one’s he decided.

“I figured if I moved any further north, then I’d be forced to have gravy on my chips, whether I wanted it or not.”

* * *


They arrived back at the station shortly after seven. Mercifully, most of the day shift had left and they weren’t forced to contend with the smirking visages of Martins and his cronies. Foxe’s personal phone had rung twice whilst in the car; both times he’d sent the call straight to voicemail.

“Hi Mum,” he said, when he finally made it home. “Sorry I missed your calls, I was in meetings.”

“At that time? You work too hard,” his mother admonished. It was a conversation they had been having weekly since he’d joined the police. She never seemed to appreciate the irony that if he’d pursued the career his family wanted him to, he’d have regularly been working far later. Albeit probably over an expensive bottle of wine and three course meal, paid for on expenses, rather than a can of Carling and a microwaved ready meal.

“Anyway, how are you?” he asked.

“Good. I’m playing the dutiful golf-widow; your dad’s at the club as usual. I was just ringing to remind you Saturday is Hetty’s party. It’ll be lovely to see everyone.”

Foxe groaned inwardly. The temptation to claim he was working was almost irresistible.

“Make sure you dress nicely,” she said. “There’s somebody I’d like you to meet…”

This time Foxe’s groan was audible.
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