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			Author’s Note


			In Muse, Kate refers to an earlier case where several severed human feet were found in and around Abbeyford. That case is based on a real-life event that took place in the city of Bath in the UK (whilst I was actually living there!).


			My fictional interpretation of that case is found in the novella, Tasteful, which also has more than a little bearing on the events of Muse...


		


	

		

			Prologue


			The naked woman lay sprawled on the wooden floor. Her head was turned to one side, one cheek mashed against the hard boards. Her eyes stared ahead. Hair fanned out from her head in a thick auburn spray, one tendril drooping over her forehead. It fell over her squashed cheek and trailed in the dust on the floor. Her arm was twisted awkwardly, elbow and palm pointing upwards, her fingers splayed.


			Mae Denton put down her pencil for a moment and flexed her own fingers. She’d been sketching in total concentration for at least ten minutes, and her hand was cramping. Not to mention that her pencil point had been worn down to a nub. Looking critically at her life portrait so far, she regarded the model lying on the floor. Poor woman. Not only must she be uncomfortable, but she must also be very cold... Mae could see gooseflesh on her own arms, and a cold draft crept around her ankles, so God knew what the model must be feeling.


			“They do get paid well,” her friend Lucy had said, when Mae had pointed this out to her in an earlier class. “In fact, I’ve even thought of having a go.”


			Mae had laughed. “Not in front of Johnny and Kai, you wouldn’t.


			“Oh, wouldn’t I? Give me thirty quid and I’ll strip off here and now for you.”


			Smiling at the memory, Mae sharpened her pencil, although she could see by the clock that the class had only a few minutes left to run. The curtains to the classroom had not yet been drawn and the windows showed an uncompromising blackness. It was mid-January and darkness fell early.


			“All right, everyone, time’s up for today. Please gather everything you need and return anything to the cupboards that doesn’t belong to you.”


			Mr Barker took the evening life drawing class, as well as several of the lectures during the week. There was an unkind rumour going around the college that he did so because he was an old perv, but Mae thought this was probably untrue. There had been a few teachers at the Abbeyford College of Art and Design whom she would not have fancied being trapped in a classroom with alone. Mr Neville for example, who’d left under something of a cloud last year, not to mention that psycho who’d killed those girls, or persuaded them to kill themselves, all those years ago. That had been well before Mae’s time at the college but, of course, something like that was always going to pass into gruesome legend. Still, she reminded herself, at least they weren’t all like that…


			The model had got off the floor, rather stiffly, enveloping herself in a grubby beige dressing gown. She was in conversation with Mr Barker, rubbing at the arm she’d been lying on. Mae looked again at her sketch, not best pleased with what she’d done. Still, there was always next week. They tended to have the same model for a month at a time and they were only a fortnight into drawing this particular one.


			Johnny caught her eye from across the room and winked. He mimed lifting a pint to his mouth and raised his eyebrows.


			Mae shook her head with some regret. A session in the Green Man after a class was always fun – she knew Lucy would be there with Anna and Taya and Kai – but tonight she had an appointment to keep.


			She mouthed back, I can’t and shrugged.


			“Why not?” asked Johnny, as he caught up with her at the door.


			“I’ve got to—” She stopped herself saying meet someone. It would only lead to questions. “I’ve got to be somewhere.”


			“Where?”


			“Never you mind. It’s not important.” They were outside now, with the others, everyone calling goodbye and heading for the car park or the footpath that led back to Abbeyford town. The life drawing classroom was on the very edge of the campus. “Are you going to the pub?”


			“Yeah, course. Why don’t you sack off this mysterious appointment and come?”


			Mae looked up at his handsome face, his dark hair drawn back into a bun on the top of his head. He was so tall she had to tilt her face right back. “I really can’t. But I’ll be as quick as I can. I’ll try and meet you guys there.”


			“Want me to walk you there – wherever there is?”


			“No, I’m fine. You go on. I’ll see you later.”


			Johnny hesitated, but her tone was firm. “All right. See ya later, alligator.”


			Mae watched him walk off in the direction of town. It was a shame; he was so cute, but he just wasn’t her type – even considering, well, her situation as it was… Hot on the heels of that thought came the other, that made her look at her phone and begin to hurry off down the other path, the one that led to the quarry.


			She was twenty yards down the path when something in the woods to the side rustled, a twig snapping. Mae pulled herself up, her heart thumping. She was using the torch on her phone to light her way and she swung it towards the direction of the sound. A pair of eyes flashed red in the torchlight and Mae gasped, before realising that it was a deer, just a deer. The animal turned and crashed away through the dead bracken, its white rump glowing briefly in the light before disappearing in the darkness. 


			Ruefully, Mae shook her head. She wasn’t that jumpy normally, but these woods could be spooky, especially at night. She caught sight of her phone screen before the backlight dimmed and faded and saw the time. Better hurry… She walked on, quickly, her boots scuffling through the fallen leaves.


			Behind her, hidden by blackness, the person who’d been following her stepped out from the edges of the woodland. As Mae began to walk again, they moved quietly after her, treading almost without sound, following the girl as she walked further and further into the night, further into the darkness.


		


	

		

			PART ONE


		


	

		

			Chapter One


			“I’m guessing you’re doing Dry January this year then, Kate?”


			DI Kate Redman had just walked into the lobby of the Abbeyford police station, where PC Paul Boulton was manning the desk. Somebody had forgotten to take down a length of Christmas tinsel from the top of the computer monitor. It twinkled through the safety glass that, ostensibly, protected the officers on reception from both Covid and any recalcitrant customers they were booking in.


			“What?” 


			“Dry January. I guess you have to do it anyway?”


			“What are you talking about?” Belatedly, Kate clocked what he meant. “Oh. Ha ha. Yes, I suppose I am.” She hadn’t spared Dry January a thought, given the other things on her mind at the moment.


			Paul’s gaze fell to her belly. “Oh, well, I suppose you’ve got other things on your mind at the moment.”


			“You can say that again. By the way, that tinsel needs to come down, it’s bad luck after the twelfth.”


			Winking at him as he rolled his eyes and reached for the tinsel, she let herself in the door that led to the offices on one floor and the cells and interview rooms on another. Kate would normally have taken the stairs – the main office was only two flights up – but at six and a half months pregnant, she thought she’d earned the right to take the lift.


			The office was busy. For once, most of the usual crowd were there; not on leave, out interviewing or escaping to the pub or canteen. Kate waddled across to her desk and subsided, with a sigh of relief, in her chair.


			DS Chloe Wapping, who sat opposite her, gave her a wave of greeting. “Bird, you’re fatter than ever.”


			“Gee, thanks. How to lift a girl’s spirits in one short sentence.”


			“You surely don’t have much longer to go.”


			“Afraid so. A few more months yet. Well, it all depends really.”


			DS Theo Marsh bounded up to the two women. “Kate, mate. How’s it going?”


			“Well—”


			“You look like you’re having twins!”


			Kate rolled her eyes. He said this every day and it never got any less annoying. “I am having twins, you idiot.”


			Theo giggled. “I know, I know. Want a coffee? Oh no, right, you can’t have one. What a shame. Mwahahaha.”


			Kate raised a stapler threateningly. “Would you bugger off? Get me a herbal tea if you actually want to do something useful.”


			Chloe grinned at her from across the table. “Bet you’re going to miss this, right?”


			“Huh.” Kate returned the stapler to her desk and turned her attention to her computer. “Right, what have we got? Is Mark going to debrief?”


			She looked across to the office of DCI Mark Olbeck, her old friend and colleague (and boss) but, as usual, he had his phone headset on and was busy talking and typing at the same time.


			“Think so. There’s that fraud case that keeps coming unstuck.”


			“Oh, God, that one. It’s like a bad smell that keeps hanging around.”


			“I know—” The rest of Chloe’s remark was interrupted by the ringing of her desk phone. She picked it up and answered in the standard manner.


			Kate turned her attention back to her screen. She looked at her list of emails, groaned inwardly and then clicked on the icon for her calendar. She looked at the dates a month from today. Would she still be working then? Was it possible that she might actually be a mother by then? It seemed incredible. Seven and a half months – no, that was too early. Far too early for comfort. She patted the mound of her belly. “Hang in there, guys,” she murmured, under her breath. It still, even now, seemed incredible enough that she was pregnant, let alone pregnant with twins.


			She remembered the scan, the first one, twelve weeks along. She and Anderton had waited nervously in the hospital waiting room, women in varying degrees of bulginess surrounding them. Kate had had terrible morning sickness for the first six weeks, bad enough to take some sick leave from work, but at three months, it was finally abating, thank God. Perhaps that should have been a clue, but she and Anderton had still had the shock of their lives when the flickering images on the sonography machine had shown two little trembling hearts.


			Afterwards, Anderton had said “All I heard after that was a massive rush of blood going to my head. It literally fizzed.” Kate had said nothing but had gasped and turned to her partner with a smile that had a touch of mania about it.


			“Do you want to know the sex?” the sonographer had asked and they’d both said “No!” in unison. As Anderton had said to Kate in the car on the way there, “There are so few real surprises in life, aren’t there? But this is one of them.”


			Well, more fool them because there was that other, double surprise waiting for them. Kate had almost got used to the idea now and she was actually glad, very glad, because she knew that this pregnancy was probably her last shot at becoming a mother. A little gremlin that hadn’t popped up for a while now whispered in her ear You already are a mother, aren’t you, really, don’t you remember your teens? and she set her teeth and mentally swatted it away.


			“Kate?”


			Kate came back to reality to realise that Chloe was waving at her. “What?”


			“Just had a call from the front desk. Another girl’s been reported missing.”


			Kate sat up. “Oh, really?”


			No fewer than three girls, all late teens or early twenties, had been reported missing in the past two years. Despite extensive investigations, none had yet been found, alive or dead. Kate recalled the missing women; Hannah Treeble, Saskia Devonshire and Prisha Kumar. Not to mention the Bristol girl, Poppy Taige, who had disappeared a few years ago and had also never been found.


			“Her parents reported her missing. She went to a late art class last night, at the art college and never came home.”


			Normally, missing people would be dealt with by the uniformed officers. Because of the multiple cases still not solved, it had been passed to their department to investigate. Kate thought back to what had happened before when the calls had come in.


			“You took the Devonshire case, didn’t you Chloe? I mean, you did first contact with the relatives and so forth?”


			“Yeah. Me and Martin. Rav and Theo were on the others though.”


			“Right.” Kate thought about looking through the files but decided against it. After a moment’s thought, she heaved herself out of her chair and went to Olbeck’s office. 


			“Mark?” At least he was no longer on the phone. He waved her inside.


			“You’re looking very well. Blooming.”


			“Blooming fat,” said Kate, grinning. “But thanks.”


			“What’s up? We’ve got debrief in twenty minutes.”


			“That might be sooner once you hear. Another girl’s gone missing.”


			Olbeck looked concerned. “Oh no.”


			“Yes. Another young one, a student at the art college.”


			“Right.” Olbeck tapped his fingers against the top of his desk. “God, not another one. Right, Kate, find out what you can before we all meet. You can speak to the others about it.”


			“Do you want me to take it on?” Ordinarily, this would be below Kate’s paygrade but given the seriousness of the situation, she felt like she should offer.


			Olbeck pondered. “Actually, you know, yes, I would. We need experienced hands on this.” Then he smiled. “Unless you think you might not be around here for much longer to see it through.”


			Kate groaned. “I don’t want to tempt fate. But it’s fine. I’ll take it on.”


			“Good woman.”


			They said goodbye and Kate returned to her desk, sitting down again thankfully. Each day this pregnancy brought a brand-new sensation, if not actual pain, then definite discomfort. 


			The name of the most recent missing girl was Mae Denton. Kate read through the scant notes that the front desk had taken. The girl’s parents had reported her missing when she failed to come home last night, from a late-night art class at the Abbeyford College of Art and Design. Kate knew it fairly well. Her brother Jay had gone there, years ago now, and there had been that awful case with the suicides and – what was that other one? – oh yes, the death threats received by several women, including a student at the college. Shaking her head at the depravity of humankind (not for the first time), Kate looked up the address details for the Dentons and began to gather her things together.


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			Normally, the Abbeyford officers worked in pairs, particularly if their destination or interviewees were known to be suspicious or even downright dangerous. This time, nothing warranted pulling another officer away from their work – Kate could easily deal with this on her own.


			It was a beautiful winter day, the skeletal trees outlined against the low golden sunlight slanting down through the scudding clouds. The ground glittered with frost. All very picturesque, thought Kate, as long as you could observe it from a warm car or house.  The twins would be born in the spring and Kate was glad. She remembered her sister-in-law telling her the best time to have a young baby was in the summer. “If you’re going to be up and down all night, at least it’s not freezing cold,” Laura had said. Kate was due in April, but she knew well enough that very few first babies arrive on schedule. As she pondered, one of the twins shifted within her and kicked her painfully in the bladder. “Easy, guys,” she murmured, patting her belly once more.


			Perhaps they could have a little dinner party before the twins arrived, she mused. Just a few guests. Olbeck and Jeff, Chloe and Carl. Maybe Rav and Jarina but they’d recently had another baby so would probably decline. And Theo and DCI Weaver, newly married – Nic, Kate, Nic, how many times?


			As she entered Arbuthon Green, the suburb in which the Dentons lived, Kate reminisced about Theo’s wedding. It had been rather fun. The couple had hired a barn for the reception. They’d had a hog roast and a country and western band, which given Theo’s usual taste in music was absolutely hilarious, but it had been a hoot. Kate, being rather too pregnant for much dancing, had sat it out on the hay bales that were dotted around the barn, holding her lemonade and cheering on Anderton, Martin and Rav who were do-si-do-ing with the best of them.


			Arbuthon Green had come up in the world since Kate had moved to Abbeyford. Once one of the most insalubrious areas of the town, it had slowly gentrified over the years and now rivalled neighbouring Charlock for the most affluent, middle-class suburb in the area. The Denton’s house was a three-story sixties townhouse – not Kate’s favourite period of architecture – but she could see it was well maintained, the gravel driveway in front neat and weed-free, a potted bay tree by the front door.


			Kate parked and heaved herself out of the car. She was barely halfway to the door when it opened and a woman who had to be Mae Denton’s mother looked out. Her face was drawn with anxiety, her dark hair pulled back into a careless bun.


			“Are you – are you from the police?”


			“That’s right. Are you Mrs Denton?” Kate showed her warrant card as the woman nodded and opened the door to admit her.


			Kate was ushered into the sitting room, a bright, open-plan space with the kitchen at the back. A modular sofa looked comfortable, and Kate subsided onto it trying to stifle a groan of relief. There was a man in the room, seated opposite her and at once he got up, his hand outstretched.


			“I’m Steven Denton, Mae’s father. I can’t tell you how worried we are, this is so out of character for her, she never does anything like this—”


			Kate interrupted him as gently as she could. “I’m sorry, Mr Denton, I can appreciate it must be terribly worrying for you and your wife. If I can just take down some details, we can get started on trying to find her as quickly as we can.”


			“Yes – yes of course.” He sat back down abruptly, looking near tears.


			Mrs Denton came into the room. She was almost wringing her hands. “Could I – would you like a cup of tea?”


			Kate marvelled at the instinct of the British – even in the direst circumstances, a hot beverage would be offered. It was heart-warming, in a way. “No, no thank you, Mrs Denton.”


			Mae’s mother perched herself on the sofa next to her husband. “We – Mae’s not – she’s not a wild one, not really. She isn’t thoughtless. She’d never stay out all night and not tell us, not ever.”


			“Yes, I see.” Kate gently took the parents though the standard questions. Mae was nineteen, studying Fine Art at the Abbeyford College of Art and Design. She didn’t have a boyfriend (privately, Kate thought that you know of, but of course, she said nothing). Her best friends were Lucy Atkins and Johnny Papmier. Kate noted these names down – they would both have to be spoken to.


			“It sounds so obvious, but I presume you’ve tried ringing her?” Kate asked, eventually.


			“Of course we have.” Tears were trembling on the edge of Mrs Denton’s eyelids. “That was the first thing we did. It just keeps going to voicemail. I’ve left her no end of messages.”


			“And you’ve tried her friends?”


			This time it was Mr Denton who spoke up. “We’ve got Lucy’s number, that’s it. I tried – I tried to find the others through Facebook, but they don’t seem to have – I mean, I couldn’t find them.”


			“Does Mae have Facebook? What about Instagram?”


			One of the tears escaped and tracked its way down Mrs Denton’s face. “Yes – yes, she had both. Do you think I should try messaging her friends on Instagram? I don’t really know how it works…”


			Neither did Kate, if she was honest, but she said nothing of the sort. “I really would attempt to reach her friends on any kind of social media platform you can. We’ll be contacting the college to get their contact details, which we can pass onto you with their consent.” She smiled as reassuringly as she could. “I know it’s very difficult, but please do try not to worry. The chances are Mae will be home very soon.”


			But would she, though? Kate doubted herself, even as a couple of uniformed officers arrived at the house to stay with the parents, and Kate could say goodbye. There had been too many girls go missing recently. Kate eased herself into the driver’s seat. Time to adjust it again, although there was only so much space to be had before she couldn’t actually reach the pedals. One of the twins kicked and wriggled as she attempted to get comfortable. Boy, it was an odd sensation… Chloe had asked her more than once what it was like, and Kate had, uncharacteristically, been lost for words. Like having an alien inside you, she’d said once, and Chloe had grimaced in horror.


			As Kate drove away, she thought about that, the innate strangeness of growing another person – or in this case, two other people – inside your own body. “Wait until they’re born,” her oldest friend Hannah had told her, herself a mother to three. “There’s nothing that prepares you for the total mind-melt of actually seeing your own face in someone else’s.”


			Kate rubbed her stomach. “Settle down, you guys.” How odd to think that there would soon be two new people in the world, all being well. All being well… Kate didn’t dare to think that thought. I can’t lose them. Stop it, woman, stop it. They’re fine and healthy and all will be well. 


			Once the search for Mae had been set in motion and the case taken on, Kate handed her notes over to Chloe and sat in with Olbeck to brief him. She was eager to get home, to put her feet up and talk to Anderton, if he were home. He’d been so busy lately and she knew it was because he was trying to bring in as much money as he could before the babies arrived. She loved him for it, but it meant that they hadn’t had much time together, just the two of them. They really should make the most of it whilst they still could. 


			She drove home in a blaze of winter sunlight, the pavements glittering as if rimed with tiny diamonds. The house was empty and silent when she pushed open the front door. Kate sighed. An added pang came when she remembered Merlin, her beloved cat, as likely as not would have come to greet her as she came into the house. No more. Three months ago, Kate had come downstairs in the morning to find him lying in front of the cold woodburning stove, equally as cold. He had been an old cat, she knew that, and she’d been prepared, as much as you could ever be prepared but, oh my word, the pain... He’d lived a lovely long life with her but still, she’d wept and wept, tears dropping onto his dulled fur as she stroked his head over and over again. Even Anderton, coming downstairs after her, had had to clear his throat a couple of times.


			One of the babies kicked her, startling her out of her melancholy. One of them clearly had their foot in her bladder as well, again. Thank goodness for a downstairs loo. Kate took care of business and then went into the kitchen. She could see the little Acer maple tree that marked Merlin’s grave at the end of the garden, its branches bare now. When they’d planted it in the autumn, the leaves had been almost startlingly scarlet. Poor old cat. Why don’t you just get another, Theo had suggested, when she’d been particularly mopey at work one day. He didn’t understand. Perhaps only pet owners would understand… 


			Sniffing a little, Kate regarded the contents of the freezer. She’d become a much better cook over the past few months, to Anderton’s delight, but tonight, it would be something very simple indeed. She didn’t have the energy for anything more elaborate than something on toast. In fact, even that was too much for her at the moment. Kate waddled into the living room and lay down on the sofa. Five minutes rest, that was all… She turned on her side, cupping her belly with both hands, and drifted off to sleep.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			The morning papers had been delivered by the time Kate and Anderton had come down to breakfast – unusually early for once. The fine weather had departed, and the day was grey and blustering, the odd squall of rain freckling the kitchen windows as Kate made toast and filled the kettle with water. She allowed herself one coffee a day and it was particularly welcome that morning.


			Two newspapers were waiting on the table for her perusal – The Times and the semi-local paper which covered news across Somerset and Avon. Kate reached for the nearest, the West Country Comet.


			“I feel we might be the last people in the country to actually have a paper newspaper delivered,” she remarked to Anderton, who was busy slapping marmalade on his toast.


			“Well, perhaps. Comes in useful for fire lighting, though, doesn’t it?”


			“Mmm.” Kate took a sip of coffee, unfolded the paper and scanned the headlines. Britain sending weapons to Ukraine; a Conservative minister engulfed in a sex scandal; graffiti artist Banksy’s latest work selling for an unprecedented sum… Nothing very gripping. She turned the front page over and choked.


			“What is it?”


			Kate didn’t answer him for a moment. She was too busy reading the headline on the second page – Local Police Baffled by Mystery of Missing Girls – and taking in the by-line of the journalist who had written it. By Tin Johnson. 


			Tin. After all these years. Kate had once been virtually engaged to him. They’d parted fairly acrimoniously, but there hadn’t been anything to tie them together – no children, no shared assets, no mutual friends, even. She hadn’t thought of him in years. Last time she’d heard or seen of him – how? Facebook perhaps? – he’d married and was living in New York.
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