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      For Ruth and David

      
   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Run as fast as you can, because captivity means certain death. Oblivion. No mercy is ever shown to those who fail and no second
         chances are given. That is The Game.
      

      
      Barney has played The Game over and over again in the cocooned comfort of his room, but the real thing is different. In the
         real thing your feet squelch and skid on mud and stinking cow pats. In the real thing your muscles throb with tearing pain,
         adrenalin pumps through your body and makes your heart thump like a drum. In the real thing your burning legs are filled with
         molten lead, slowing you down as the hounds close in.
      

      
      In the moonlit darkness everything is in half-seen silvery shadow and the familiar landscape is transformed and twisted into
         a fearful alien world – the world of The Game.
      

      
      He can hear the throaty roar of quad bikes and the eager barking of hounds in the distance, a little louder with each passing second. They are getting closer and closer and if he doesn’t run they’ll catch him.
      

      
      He has to move quickly. He has to outrun them. It is all uphill now, through the glowering trees and then across a stream.
         But he needs to rest, so he stops and bends double, catching each breath. With the confidence of youth he’d thought he was
         invincible. He’d thought this would be easy. No problem.
      

      
      ‘I can’t go any further. Wait for me. Hang on.’

      
      He turns, and in the light of the full moon he can see Sophie’s slender body quite clearly, her pale flesh glowing like alabaster.
         She has slumped down on to the grass a few yards behind him, her head bowed in defeat over her splayed knees, and he feels
         a stab of anger because she should have waited until they reached the shelter of the trees. He knows that when they are still,
         they’re vulnerable. This is no time to take a rest, not while they’re exposed to the enemy.
      

      
      ‘We’ve got to get a move on or they’ll catch us. Can’t you hear them?’ When there’s no reaction he barks an order. ‘Get up.’

      
      Sophie shakes her head slowly. She looks utterly exhausted and her fine, fair hair is plastered to her forehead with sweat.

      
      ‘My new trainers are ruined,’ she whines. ‘Whose idea was this?’

      
      ‘Just shut up, will you.’

      
      ‘Where’s Dun?’ He sees her look round anxiously but there’s no sign of the other boy. ‘Maybe he’s been caught. Maybe the dogs
         have got him.’
      

      
      She sounds close to tears and he knows that involving her was a big mistake.

      
      ‘You’re talking crap. Dun went off in the other direction. He’ll be fine.’ He feels like slapping her but that would never
         do.
      

      
      ‘I want to go home,’ she moans, like a tired child.

      
      ‘No way. We carry on. Just try and keep up. It’s not far to the stream now – me and Dun reccied it yesterday. Come on.’

      
      He retraces his steps and holds out his hand to her. His hand is scratched and filthy but she snatches it and he hauls her
         to her feet. Then he hears the shot, sharp and sudden, exploding in the night air.
      

      
      ‘What was that?’ He can feel her body tense with fear.

      
      ‘It’ll be some farmer after vermin. Come on.’

      
      ‘They’ve got guns. You never said they’d have guns.’

      
      There is panic in Sophie’s voice now and he knows she’s losing it. He grabs her wrist and she cries with pain as he drags
         her forward. The sheltering trees are close now and if they can get to the stream there’s a chance that the water will put
         their pursuers off the scent.
      

      
      ‘Of course they’ve not got guns, you stupid bitch.’

      
      ‘You told me this was meant to be a game.’

      
      He doesn’t answer as he pulls her onwards. They have to keep going and once they cross the stream maybe they can relax a little.

      
      They stumble on, making for the cluster of trees looming ahead against the grey, starry sky. Sophie tries hard to keep up
         but somehow she always falls behind. She is a liability, and all the desire Barney ever felt for her is evaporating. He can
         hear her breathing, wheezy as though her lungs are about to burst. He’d asked her here because he thought it would be a chance
         for them to be alone. Stupid idea.
      

      
      ‘What was that?’
      

      
      Sophie has stopped again and she’s standing quite still, frozen as if she’s been turned to stone by some magic spell. If she
         carries on like this, he knows he’ll have to abandon her … leave her to the mercy of the hunters. ‘What are you on about?’
      

      
      ‘That noise. There’s someone here. One of them’s caught up with us.’

      
      ‘You’re imagining things. Come on or I’ll have to leave you behind.’

      
      As she starts to move towards him, he hears it. A crack, like a foot on a rotten twig. Sophie was right. There is someone
         there.
      

      
      ‘Dun,’ he calls. ‘Is that you?’

      
      No answer. Of course it isn’t Dun. He headed off half an hour ago, making for the chalets to fool their pursuers. Dun ran
         for the school; he was fast and knew what he was doing. Maybe they should have ignored instructions and stuck with him.
      

      
      Suddenly Barney wants to be out of there. He grabs Sophie’s hand and pulls her towards the trees, ignoring her squeaks of
         protest. But as soon as they reach the wood, he hears the sound again – a rustling and soft footsteps somewhere ahead of them.
         And something else. The distinctive double click of a gun being cocked.
      

      
      Then comes the light – so bright that it dazzles his eyes. He hears Sophie gasp as he puts a defensive hand between himself
         and the beam. It is focused on him, blinding him, so that he can’t make out what or who is behind it.
      

      
      ‘Stop it!’ he hears Sophie shout with a new found boldness. ‘Stop messing about, whoever you are. We surrender, OK? You’ve
         won.’
      

      
      But there is no answer and the merciless beam still burns into their eyes.
      

      
      ‘Please,’ Sophie whispers, her grip tightening on Barney’s arm.

      
      Then two shots echo through the woods – and two bodies hit the cold undergrowth.

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      The Jester’s Journal

      
      18 May 1815

      
      It is said that I am the last of my kind. The Last Fool in Devonshire – or should I say, the last to accept the rank of Fool
         as my calling in life. As the last of my ilk, I feel it necessary to set down an account of my deeds for generations yet to
         come, generations that might scoff at Fools and neglect to take account of their skills. For Foolery is a trade like any other.
         Fools have served kings since the Conqueror and were valued and respected as the only honest men at court; the only men able
         to tell the truth without resorting to flattery and politics.
      

      
      They call me Silly John. Other men may take this title as an insult, but I do not, for I know there is no truth in it. Silly
         John is a mere mask, a role I play. When I am alone with my thoughts, or lying with a willing maidservant, I am John Tandy; small of stature, with a hump upon my back, yet wise as any squire, parson or magistrate in the county, and with more
         cunning than any man of authority. Yet it suits my purpose that the Squire is unaware of my true nature.
      

      
      In three days’ time the Squire’s cousin Henry will visit. He is a man of rare and violent tastes and the Squire has requested
         that there should be another hunt. I have given orders that the hounds should not be fed before they are released, for it
         gives better sport if the quarry is afraid of the hungry jaws of his pursuers. I like to see the fear in the quarry’s eyes,
         for it brings to mind the power that I hold over life and death in this place. I anticipate Henry’s arrival with glee. What
         sport we shall have.
      

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      The entrance hall was neat and clean with nothing out of place. Only the rotting flowers standing in a vase of brown water
         by the telephone, the pervasive smell of decay and the distant hum of buzzing flies suggested that something was amiss.
      

      
      ‘What did the caller say?’

      
      ‘Just that there was a dead woman at this address. He hung up without giving his name, but the call was from a mobile so we
         might be able to trace who it’s registered to.’
      

      
      The man who stepped into the hallway was tall, black and smartly dressed, with handsome features and intelligent eyes. He
         was followed by an older, slightly smaller man, well-built with grizzled hair, and a girth that suggested a love of the wrong
         type of food. Both men instinctively put their hands to their faces. They knew the signs from long experience. Death was present,
         hiding somewhere in this unpretentious Victorian cottage in a quiet Morbay suburb.
      

      
      ‘You go first, Wes.’ Both men knew from the constable’s initial report what they were about to see. A woman, dead a week or
         so; her discoloured flesh crawling with maggots and flies. The constable had gone upstairs and peeped into the bedroom before
         slamming the door and throwing up in the bathroom.
      

      
      DI Wesley Peterson was reluctant to move. ‘Maybe we should wait for Colin and the team. They’ll be here any minute.’

      
      ‘Could be natural causes.’

      
      Wesley knew that it was in his boss’s nature to be optimistic.

      
      ‘Sad that she’s been dead so long and nobody’s missed her.’

      
      DCI Gerry Heffernan nodded. ‘Yeah. All the lonely people, eh. According to the neighbours, she was probably in her late thirties
         but they hardly saw anything of her. They didn’t even know her name. Lived next door and never spoke to her. Should be a law
         against it.’
      

      
      ‘If the house is rented the landlord should be able to provide her details.’

      
      Before Gerry could say anything else, there was a commotion outside the front door. The circus had arrived.

      
      They opened the door wide to admit their colleagues before struggling into their crime scene suits. There were procedures
         that had to be followed.
      

      
      The pathologist, Dr Colin Bowman, came into view, pushing past the forensic officers and photographers. He was a tall, thin
         man with an aquiline nose and hair that had receded over the years, leaving a monk-like fringe around his shiny pate. ‘Good
         to see you Gerry … Wesley. What have you got for me today?’ he asked, shaking hands as if they were attending a pleasant social
         gathering.
      

      
      ‘A woman … in her late thirties according to the neighbour.’ He paused. ‘I’m afraid she’s been there a while.’
      

      
      ‘I might be getting on a bit, Gerry, but I haven’t lost my sense of smell,’ said Colin as he donned a surgical mask.

      
      The pathologist climbed the stairs and Wesley and Gerry followed behind. They waited on the landing while he disappeared into
         the room at the end. Ten minutes later he emerged, closing the door behind him and yanking off his mask so that it dangled
         around his neck.
      

      
      ‘Because of the state of decomposition, I’m afraid I can’t give a final verdict until I’ve done the post-mortem, and maybe
         not even then if I have to wait for toxicology tests and all that.’
      

      
      ‘But you can make an educated guess?’ Gerry said with a hint of impatience.

      
      ‘There are some signs that it could be strangulation but, as I say, I can’t know for certain until—’

      
      Gerry slapped the pathologist on the back. ‘Thanks, Colin. That’s all I need to know. Mind if we have a quick shufti?’

      
      ‘Be my guest. But watch out for the insect life.’

      
      Wesley watched his boss’s eyes light up with the excitement of the chase. Gerry put a chubby hand on his arm and steered him
         towards the scene of all the activity. The door stood open now and Wesley could see the team inside going through their well-choreographed
         routine, illuminated by the photographer’s flash bulbs.
      

      
      As Wesley took a deep breath, he realised that he’d grown accustomed to the smell of death. He let Gerry enter the room first,
         hanging back a little, bracing himself for what he was about to see.
      

      
      Once inside the room, he forced himself to look at the thing that had once been a woman. She was lying on the bed, hands neatly folded across her chest, face upwards, staring at
         the ceiling, mouth gaping. The first thing that struck Wesley was that the victim looked surprised. But then her face was
         distorted and bloated so it was hard to tell.
      

      
      Putrification and maggots had done their grim work and, at first sight it wasn’t obvious how the woman had met her end, but
         Colin’s theory of strangulation seemed as likely as any other. She was fully dressed, wearing a very short skirt; too short
         perhaps for a woman beyond the age of thirty. Or perhaps she was only in her twenties; given the state of the body, it was
         impossible to tell. The thin blouse she wore was low-cut, but you could see worse on any high street. Wesley could see an
         embroidered, red push-up bra through the diaphanous black material and he turned away. It somehow seemed disrespectful to
         notice something like that. But he knew his wife Pam wouldn’t wear such a bra under a blouse like that. Badly groomed, perhaps.
         Or just blatantly sexual.
      

      
      There was an intricate silver knot ring on the swollen middle finger of the dead woman’s right hand and another delicately
         crafted ring with a large red stone on her left little finger. Wesley had seen similar rings, individually designed and hand-made,
         in local jewellers and upmarket gift shops, so there was always a chance that they might help in her identification.
      

      
      ‘We’ll need to get this place searched thoroughly,’ said Wesley quietly. ‘We need to find out who she was and what she did
         for a living. What do you think of her clothes?’
      

      
      Gerry snorted. ‘Who do you think I am? Fashion correspondent of the Tradmouth Echo?’
      

      
      ‘I meant, do you think she was all dressed up for a date?’

      
      ‘Undoubtedly. There’s a man in this somewhere and we need to find him.’
      

      
      ‘Our anonymous caller?’

      
      ‘Probably.’ He stared at the woman on the bed. ‘Do you reckon it could be a domestic? She invites her fella round, they have
         a row and he ends up strangling her in the bedroom?’
      

      
      Wesley considered the possibility for a few seconds. ‘You could be right. After all, it’s the oldest story in the book. All
         we’ve got to do is find out is who he is and where we can lay our hands on him.’
      

      
      Gerry sighed. ‘If my theory’s right it shouldn’t be difficult.’

      
      ‘Our man waited a while before reporting it.’

      
      ‘He might have been wrestling with his conscience.’ Gerry spun round and began to stride towards the door. ‘I’m going to have
         another word with the neighbours,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘With any luck someone might have been watching through the
         net curtains and seen the killer visiting the house.’
      

      
      Wesley followed him out, glad to get away from the flies and the stench of the grave.

      
      Friday the thirteenth hadn’t been DC Trish Walton’s best day. She had visited the supermarket first thing because supplies
         of bread, milk and ready meals in the cottage she shared with DS Rachel Tracey were running perilously low, and when she’d
         gone to pay, found that she’d lost her credit card.
      

      
      In the panic that followed she’d made several frantic phone calls before finding the card nestling in the dark depths of her
         handbag. She’d felt a fool. But she often felt like that. At least her boyfriend DC Paul Johnson had been sympathetic. She really didn’t know why she wasn’t nicer to him,
         but sometimes he reminded her of a faithful dog.
      

      
      She looked up and when she saw Paul hovering beside her desk, she tried to smile. ‘Anything new?’

      
      ‘That suspicious death in Morbay. The boss says it’s probably murder but there’s a chance it could be a domestic.’

      
      ‘Let’s hope it turns out to be straightforward then.’ She saw he was frowning, as though there was something on his mind.
         She hoped he wasn’t going to go on about their relationship again. She wasn’t in the mood and if DCI Heffernan found out that
         they’d brought their personal life into the office, they wouldn’t hear the end of what passed for his cutting wit. ‘Anything
         else?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve had a call from … from someone. It’s already been reported to Uniform but …’

      
      ‘What is it?’ She knew from the expression on Paul’s face that it was bothering him.

      
      ‘A girl’s gone missing. She went out last night and didn’t come home.’

      
      ‘A girl? How old?’

      
      ‘Eighteen. Just finished her A-levels.’

      
      Trish sighed. For one moment she’d feared he was talking about a missing child … and that was something she didn’t like to
         think about. ‘What’s her name?’
      

      
      ‘Sophie Walter. Her mum says she was meeting her boyfriend.’

      
      ‘Touch of the Romeo and Juliets then. Her parents are probably panicking. I got up to all sorts when I was that age. Didn’t
         you?’
      

      
      Paul shrugged. She knew he hadn’t had a particularly adventurous youth, preferring to dedicate himself to athletics. ‘Her parents are worried.’
      

      
      ‘Parents always worry. It’s their job. If they’ve just left school they’ve probably decided to go off somewhere; a music festival
         maybe. Has the boy been reported missing too?’
      

      
      ‘Not officially, no. But he isn’t at home and his mother hasn’t been able to contact him.’

      
      ‘They’ll turn up when they run out of money and condoms.’

      
      ‘Sophie’s parents said she was very secretive about what they were up to.’

      
      ‘There you are then. They’ll have been planning this for a while. Nothing to worry about.’

      
      Paul looked unconvinced as he cleared his throat. ‘There’s something I haven’t told you.’

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘Sophie’s my cousin. Her mum’s my mum’s sister. She rang me after she reported Sophie missing. She’s in a bit of a state.’

      
      Trish looked into his eyes. This wasn’t just another missing person; this was family – one of his own. She tried to find the
         right words, something that would convey her concern, but her mind went blank and she cursed her own inadequacy. ‘I’m really
         sorry,’ she said after a few moments. ‘But you know as well as I do that most kids that age who go missing turn up safe and
         sound after a couple of days.’ She knew this was the sort of routine phrase the police used day after day, probably true but
         not much real comfort to an anxious relative. ‘I’m sure she’ll be back after the weekend, but if she isn’t we’ll mention it
         to the boss, eh.’
      

      
      ‘If you think so.’

      
      Trish turned her head away, wishing, not for the first time, that he wouldn’t leave it up to her to make all the decisions.
      

      
      Wesley was glad that Colin had agreed to fit the postmortem in at four o’clock that afternoon. The sooner they knew what they
         were dealing with, the better.
      

      
      As the neighbours hadn’t been able to give them a name for the deceased woman, their first port of call was the agency that
         dealt with the letting of the house where she was found. The office of Morbay Properties was in the centre of the large resort,
         a couple of streets back from the seafront. It was a converted shop with wooden blinds at the windows and the company name
         freshly painted on the glass in cream letters, with a stylised blue seagull painted beneath – presumably the company logo.
         It looked fairly upmarket, which was only to be expected as the cottage was in a good area and wouldn’t have come cheap. When
         they arrived the office was closed for lunch and they had half an hour to kill.
      

      
      Wesley had almost forgotten that he hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast but Gerry claimed to be hungry, so, on his suggestion,
         they bought fish and chips to eat on the promenade. They were lucky to find a vacant bench because the first week of the school
         summer break had brought holidaying families out in force. In spite of a cloudy sky, children ran about with buckets and spades,
         their excited cries drowning out the seagulls circling in the eternal hope of a discarded chip or pasty.
      

      
      Gerry sat in the midst of this scene of mayhem with a beatific smile on his face, popping chips into his mouth one by one.
         He looked contented, like a man who wasn’t going to allow a little thing like murder to ruin his pleasures. Wesley, however, picked at his fish, impatient to discover the dead woman’s identity. He felt he owed it to her to give her
         a name at least.
      

      
      ‘I thought you were trying to lose weight,’ said Wesley as he watched Gerry screwing up his empty chip paper. The chips had
         been good, crisp and hot, but Wesley had been unable to finish them.
      

      
      ‘Fish is health food, Wes. Thought you’d have known that what with your sister being a doctor.’

      
      ‘Not when it’s fried in thick batter and served with a generous helping of chips, it isn’t.’ He stood up. It was half past
         one now and Morbay Properties should be in business again.
      

      
      Gerry stretched himself and followed Wesley to the office and this time the blinds were open, giving a glimpse of a cream
         and sky-blue interior which matched the sign on the window. When they pushed the door open a bell jangled loudly, denying
         them the advantage of surprise.
      

      
      A plump young woman wearing a cheap, black trouser suit and a bored expression asked if she could help them. When they showed
         their warrant cards she raised her eyebrows but her expression didn’t change.
      

      
      ‘We need the details of the tenant of Lister Cottage on St Marks Road,’ said Gerry. ‘I’m sure you know where to lay your hands
         on the file,’ he added, leaning forward and favouring her with an encouraging smile that showed the gap between his two front
         teeth.
      

      
      The woman stood up and walked slowly to the filing cabinet, extracted a thin cardboard file and placed it in Gerry’s outstretched
         hand.
      

      
      He handed it to Wesley who put it on the desk and opened it. ‘Her name’s Tessa Trencham,’ he said. He turned to the woman who was watching them with wary eyes. ‘Have you ever met Ms Trencham? Did she come here to pick up the
         keys?’
      

      
      ‘We have a lot of properties on our books. I can’t remember all the tenants.’

      
      ‘But do you remember this particular woman?’

      
      ‘Why? What’s she done?’

      
      ‘She’s dead,’ Gerry said.

      
      The bluntness of his statement seemed to have some effect, because the woman’s bored expression vanished and her hand fluttered
         up to her mouth. ‘Oh my God. Why didn’t you say?’
      

      
      ‘What’s going on?’

      
      Wesley turned to see a man standing in what would once have been the door to the rear of the shop. He was dressed in an immaculate
         pinstriped suit, snowy shirt and perfectly knotted tie, and he had a thin moustache that reminded Wesley of a wartime spiv.
         Somehow he wouldn’t have trusted this man with his life savings.
      

      
      ‘Kris, these men are from the police. They’re asking about the tenant in Lister Cottage on St Marks Road. She’s dead.’ She
         almost mouthed the last two words as if uttering them out loud might give them some destructive power to spread death to any
         listener.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry to hear that. If you gentlemen would like to come through into my office.’

      
      Once they were seated, the man who’d introduced himself as Kris Kettering arched his fingers and assumed an expression of
         co-operation as Wesley pushed the file across the desk in his direction.
      

      
      ‘What can you tell us about Tessa Trencham?’

      
      ‘Nothing much. She took Lister Cottage about three months ago. I believe she’d moved to Morbay from London and rented a flat here for a while, but she wanted somewhere bigger.
         I think she was intending to look around for something to buy. We get hundreds of people like that. We tend to deal with the
         middle to top end of the market – no benefit claimants or student lets.’
      

      
      ‘So you actually met her?’

      
      ‘Briefly, but I don’t remember much about her. They all blur into one after a while.’

      
      ‘Who do?’

      
      ‘Tenants. We’re a large agency dealing with a lot of properties. Ms Trencham never made any complaints or needed anything
         repairing in the house so I wouldn’t have much cause to remember her.’
      

      
      ‘Can you describe her?’

      
      Kettering frowned, puzzled. ‘Why? If she’s dead haven’t you—?’

      
      ‘Just describe her, please, sir.’

      
      Kettering shrugged. ‘As far as I can remember she was dark-haired, average height, quite attractive, probably in her late
         thirties. That’s about it. I only met her once when she came to sign the lease and I wasn’t paying much attention. How did
         she … ?’
      

      
      ‘We don’t know for certain yet, sir,’ said Wesley. ‘But we’re treating her death as suspicious.’

      
      Kettering nodded solemnly as though he dealt with violent death every day and it hadn’t come as a shock to him.

      
      ‘Is there anything else you can tell us? Who provided her references, for instance?’

      
      ‘That should be in the file.’ He began to turn over the papers in the cardboard folder and Wesley noticed that his hands were
         shaking a little. He pulled out a sheet of paper and handed it to Wesley. ‘These are the references she provided.’
      

      
      ‘Did you check them?’

      
      ‘Somebody will have done. It’s routine.’

      
      Wesley asked for a copy of all the documents in the file and Kettering disappeared.

      
      ‘Once we know who gave her the references, we might make some progress,’ Gerry whispered once they were alone.

      
      Wesley just hoped he was right.

   
      
      Chapter 4

      
      The Steward’s Journal

      
      20 May 1815

      
      It is said that Bonaparte still reigns in Paris. It is less than a year since all Tradmouth celebrated his defeat and exile
         to Elba with a great feast of roast beef, plum pudding and ale, and now the man is at large again, a cunning fox who has escaped
         his captors.
      

      
      The Squire’s cousin will arrive on the morrow and I have orders to prepare his usual chamber. I have observed that the Squire’s
         manners have become coarser since his cousin’s return to Devonshire, especially when he has taken too much wine, and our so-called
         ‘jester’ only encourages our master’s baser instincts.
      

      
      I have been acquainted with John Tandy since childhood and I know only too well that he is a sly, clever creature, although
         I fear he was much put upon throughout his early life and tormented because of his unfortunate deformity. It suits him well to play the role of Silly John but he cannot deceive
         me as to his intelligence and true nature.
      

      
      I hear Henry and Tandy are bent on organising another hunt, but I pray this is not so. The last time the Squire and his cousin
         released the hounds and rode after their quarry, I heard that the action had unfortunate consequences, although nobody dares
         to speak of it.
      

      
      However, I must hold my tongue for I depend upon the squire for the roof over my head and the food upon my table. Weak sinner
         that I am, I become blind to wrongdoing in order to preserve my station in life.
      

   
      
      Chapter 5

      
      Paul’s cousin Sophie had always been the adventurous type, but she’d never done anything like this before and that worried
         him. Perhaps the boy she’d been with had led her astray. The opposite sex, in Paul’s experience, could have a strange effect
         on even the most level-headed teenager. That was how nature worked and how the human race continued.
      

      
      The disappearance of two young people was a routine matter for Uniform who had given his aunt and uncle the usual spiel about
         errant kids turning up with their tails between their legs within forty-eight hours. Paul had heard it all before; he’d even
         said it himself to parents worried out of their wits. But when it’s someone close to you, somehow the words seem hollow and
         patronising.
      

      
      He went off duty at four and he knew that the DCI and Inspector Peterson would be over in Morbay attending the post-mortem
         of the woman found earlier that day. If Dr Bowman delivered a verdict of murder, the whole team would begin working flat out and spare time would be a rarity, so he
         decided to seize the opportunity to visit his Aunty Carole that afternoon, just to see what was going on.
      

      
      Over the years Carole and Brian had risen above the rest of the family in wealth and social standing. His mother’s sister
         had married a man with an agricultural equipment hire business, which had prospered over the years, and now they lived in
         some splendour – or so it seemed to Paul – just outside the village of West Talton near the road to Dukesbridge. The house
         was a large barn conversion with galleried landings, an indoor swimming pool, a snooker room and five bedrooms, all surrounded
         by an acre of well-tended garden. Sophie and her brother Jack had wanted for nothing and had been sent to what Paul’s mother
         described as ‘posh schools’, while Paul had attended the local comprehensive.
      

      
      Paul arrived at the house and parked his ten-year-old VW Golf on the gravel drive next to his aunt’s new Range Rover. When
         Carole opened the door he was struck by how pale she looked, as though the worry had drained all the blood from her normally
         rosy cheeks. As she stood aside to let him in, he reached out to her and gave her an awkward embrace. She gave his shoulder
         a grateful squeeze before leading him into the massive kitchen with its hand-made oak units and central island.
      

      
      ‘Any news?’ Her anxious eyes searched his face for any tell-tale signs and he felt bad that he didn’t have something good
         to tell her.
      

      
      ‘Not yet. Sorry.’ He looked round. ‘Where’s Uncle Brian?’

      
      ‘He’s gone to work. He said he wants to keep busy.’

      
      ‘How long has Sophie been gone now?’
      

      
      ‘She went out last night to meet Barney – that’s her boyfriend. She promised she’d be back by midnight but …’ She spread her
         hands in a gesture of desperation. ‘I’ve tried her mobile but there’s no answer. Jack’s tried texting her and we’ve been in
         touch with all her friends but none of them know where she is. She always lets me know if she’s going to be late. That’s why
         I’m so worried.’
      

      
      ‘I know. You’ve given Uniform a photograph and details of what she was wearing and all that?’

      
      Carole nodded. ‘Her rucksack’s missing, and I think she’s taken some spare clothes and one of the good towels from the bathroom.’

      
      Paul, eager to provide some comfort, pointed out that the news about the change of clothes was promising. It meant the disappearance
         was planned and the pair of star-crossed lovers would probably return when they were ready.
      

      
      ‘Have you spoken to Barney’s parents?’

      
      ‘His mum – she’s divorced.’ From the way she said it, Paul sensed that she disapproved of the woman. ‘She said Barney had
         taken a change of clothes with him too. She didn’t seem too worried.’
      

      
      He leaned forward and took his aunt’s hands in his. ‘Look, I’m sure they’ll be back. You’ll keep me up to date, won’t you?’

      
      Carole nodded again. Then she burst into tears. Paul put a tentative arm around her. Eventually she took a deep, shuddering
         breath and retrieved a tissue from her pocket. She wiped her tears and blew her nose.
      

      
      Paul was a police officer, and he felt he should be able to do something to make it right. But at that moment he was as impotent
         as anybody else. ‘Would you like me to have a look in her room, just to see if there’s any clue to where she might have got to?’ At least he could do something practical,
         just to make her feel better.
      

      
      ‘It’s at the top of the stairs, first on the left. Her computer’s in there. Maybe you could …’

      
      ‘I’ll have a look.’ As he stood up he put a reassuring hand on his aunt’s shoulder. She touched it, acknowledging his sympathy,
         and smiled bravely, her eyes still red with tears.
      

      
      Sophie’s room was considerably bigger than the one Paul had occupied when he was that age. Twice the size, with an en-suite
         shower room and a huge flat-screen TV. He’d always regarded his cousin as over-indulged but he hadn’t realised the extent
         of the lifestyle difference until now.
      

      
      It was what Paul thought of as a typically girly room. Posters of handsome film vampires on the walls, and bright beads and
         fluffy scarves hanging from hooks and handles. He made for the shocking-pink laptop that was sitting on the desk in the corner
         of the room and switched it on. It was a top of the range model – he knew because he’d bought one recently; a considerably
         cheaper type in austere black.
      

      
      When the screen flickered into life, Paul checked for any relevant emails or messages but found nothing of interest. Whatever
         arrangements Sophie had made for the weekend would probably have been done by phone or text. Then he checked on the websites
         his cousin had been using recently and found that she had mostly been using her computer for playing games, and one game in
         particular. It was an Internet-based game called Blood Hunt.
      

      
      And she’d played it over and over again. Almost to the point of obsession.

      
      *

      
      Colin conducted the post-mortem on the dead woman at Morbay Hospital. The new mortuary suite there was state of the art, or
         so he told Wesley and Gerry. But Wesley found himself missing the homely feel of Colin’s office back in Tradmouth.
      

      
      The body of Tessa Trencham was naked now, her shiny, swollen, putrefying flesh mottled under the glaring lights. Wesley avoided
         looking at the corpse because the sight and smell of it made him feel slightly nauseous. Sometimes he found it hard to believe
         that he came from a family of doctors. He focused his eyes on the trolley of instruments beside the table, listening carefully
         to Colin’s comprehensive commentary on the proceedings. In contrast, Gerry stood closer, watching carefully, asking questions.
      

      
      ‘Because of the condition of the body, it’s hard to tell whether she had intercourse before her death but I’ll take samples
         just in case,’ Colin announced.
      

      
      ‘I think my initial diagnosis of manual strangulation was accurate, gentlemen,’ he continued, sounding rather pleased with
         himself. ‘It’s difficult to tell, given the state of the flesh, but I think you can just about make out the marks.’ He placed
         his gloved hands around the dead woman’s throat. ‘Fingers, you see. Textbook pattern of bruising.’
      

      
      ‘I take it the killer was a man,’ Gerry asked.

      
      ‘Probably. Although a strong woman could have done it – someone who attends the gym every day and goes in for weight-training.
         The victim was slightly built. And I think she was attractive once,’ he added softly, gazing down at the woman’s face. ‘But
         not any more, alas.’
      

      
      ‘Time of death?’ Wesley thought he’d better ask an intelligent question.

      
      ‘Now you’re asking.’

      
      ‘I know you always say it isn’t an exact science but can you make an educated guess?’
      

      
      ‘What is referred to now as a ball-park estimate would be around a week ago. Some time last Saturday, give or take twenty-four
         hours. Sorry I can’t be more precise. Who reported the body, by the way?’
      

      
      ‘An anonymous caller from a mobile. It’s being traced. We’re just waiting for a name.’

      
      ‘Have we identified our victim yet?’ Colin asked.

      
      ‘The house where she was found was rented to a Tessa Trencham.’

      
      ‘And you’re sure it’s her?’

      
      ‘She fits the approximate description we have. But we can’t ask anyone to identify her in that state so it’ll have to be dental
         records or DNA. The initial search didn’t turn up any photos of her.’
      

      
      ‘That’s odd.’

      
      ‘Some people don’t like having their picture taken.’

      
      ‘What about friends and family? I take it you’ve checked her mobile?’

      
      ‘We would do if we could find it. There’s no sign of a mobile on the premises. Or credit cards. Something might come to light
         when we have a more thorough search but …’
      

      
      ‘Good luck then.’ Colin stood poised to make the Y shaped incision into the dead woman’s chest. ‘She must be someone’s wife,
         or sister … or daughter. And she’s certainly a mother.’
      

      
      Wesley caught Gerry’s eye. ‘Really?’

      
      ‘No doubt about it. She’s given birth at least once.’

      
      ‘How old would you say she was?’ Wesley asked.

      
      Colin stood back and studied the body before replying. ‘Late thirties or well-preserved early forties maybe. She has good muscle tone, kept herself fit.’
      

      
      ‘So she might have belonged to a gym.’ They needed something – anything – that would give them a clue to the mystery that
         was Tessa Trencham’s life. ‘And she must have worked somewhere.’
      

      
      ‘True. Someone’s bound to miss her sooner or later. If she’s got a child …’

      
      ‘If she had it young, it could be grown up by now,’ Gerry observed. ‘It obviously didn’t live with her.’

      
      ‘He or she might live with the father,’ said Wesley. ‘She’s not wearing a wedding ring so she might be single or divorced.
         Life’s complicated for a lot of people these days.’
      

      
      ‘Are the references she gave the letting agency being checked out?’ Gerry asked.

      
      Wesley nodded. ‘Yes. A Sylvia Cartland and a Carl Heckerty. I asked Trish to see to it.’

      
      They fell silent as Colin went about his business, removing, examining and weighing the internal organs, keeping up a commentary
         into the microphone suspended above the table. Wesley continued to study the room, looking anywhere but on the thing that
         had once been a woman, lying with her raw, stinking innards on show.
      

      
      When the post-mortem was over and Colin’s assistant was sewing up the incisions, the pathologist stood holding the dead woman’s
         left hand tenderly, as if he was about to break bad news to her. After a few moments he spoke quietly and Wesley could tell
         that something was bothering him. ‘There is something that strikes me as a little odd.’
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘If someone tries to strangle you, it’s normal to put up some resistance, but when I took the usual samples from her fingernails there doesn’t seem to be anything there. As you see, they’re immaculately manicured, no nails broken, no obvious
         traces of the assailant’s skin caught underneath. The only injury on her body seems to be the bruising around the neck.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe she was drunk or drugged.’

      
      ‘We’ll have to wait for the toxicology report to find out,’ said Colin with a sigh. ‘Or perhaps he just took her by surprise.’

      
      ‘She was in her bedroom so it has to be someone she knew well,’ said Wesley. ‘A boyfriend. Someone she trusted.’

      
      ‘In that case he shouldn’t be hard to find,’ said Gerry with confidence.

      
      Wesley followed Colin and Gerry out of the mortuary suite, wishing he could share his boss’s optimism.

      
      ‘You do agree that it’s an interesting project?’

      
      Neil Watson looked at the man standing a couple of feet away from him and nodded warily, as if he wasn’t convinced. With his
         wild shock of snow-white hair, interesting display of tattoos snaking up his arms, bright yellow Breton smock and red combat
         trousers decorated with embroidered chains, Kevin Orford didn’t look as if he had the means to pay the Archaeological Unit
         the extremely generous sum of money he was offering. But appearances can deceive, so Neil was reserving judgement … for the
         moment.
      

      
      The field where they stood had recently been vacated by a herd of sheep whose droppings were still scattered on the grass.
         A hundred yards away, Neil could see a battered wire fence separating the field from a row of run-down holiday chalets of
         1960s vintage, constructed in cedar wood and the kind of stone-cladding that went out of fashion with the space-hopper. He knew the name of the place because he had stayed there once as a kid: a cheap and cheerful holiday with happy
         memories. It was sad to see Catton Hall Holiday Park closed and semi-derelict.
      

      
      ‘I did tell you that we’d fund all the work involved, didn’t I? And my backers have agreed to make a substantial donation
         to your unit.’ He leaned forward confidentially and Neil could smell peppermint on his breath. ‘Since I won the Turner Prize
         last year, money hasn’t been a problem.’
      

      
      Neil was part of a team excavating an unexplored section of a Napoleonic fort which stood guarding the headland a couple of
         miles away to the south, but he was sure the others could manage without him for a few days. And money was money.
      

      
      ‘So let me get this straight. Sixteen years ago a group of artists had a picnic—’

      
      ‘A Feast of Life to be exact. A large trench had been dug and when a hunting horn was sounded exactly ten minutes after we’d
         begun to eat, we deposited everything that was left of the banquet into the ground, tables, plates and all, representing our
         reliance on the earth for our sustenance.’ Orford had a distant look in his eyes as though he was reminiscing about some great
         past triumph. ‘It was an awesome moment, conducted in complete silence. A lot of my work deals with our relationship with
         food. It’s a subject I find particularly pertinent to the condition of the human race.’
      

      
      Neil nodded trying to hide his scepticism. This man saw nothing ridiculous or pretentious in the fact that he and his mates
         had chucked perfectly good food and furniture into a big trench.
      

      
      ‘It was my first piece of serious conceptual art since I’d left art college.’

      
      ‘You didn’t do it on your own?’
      

      
      ‘Three other artists took part. I have a photographic record if you want to see it.’

      
      ‘That might be useful.’ Neil tried to sound enthusiastic.

      
      ‘I intended to gather the same artists together again but two were busy with their own work and I’ve been unable to contact
         the third. However, I’ve enlisted the help of three other artists in the hope that their input will bring a new creativity
         to the project. It’s always been my intention to disinter the artwork one day and once you’ve uncovered it, I’ll take a cast
         which I shall entitle “The Decay of Mankind”.’
      

      
      Neil studied the man. If he’d left art college over sixteen years ago that meant he must be in his late thirties. Sometimes
         he gave the impression of being younger but Neil could see the hardness of experience in his eyes and he suspected that he
         was nobody’s fool. He also sensed an underlying tension as the artist spoke, as though something was preying on his mind and
         kept intruding. But whatever it was, it was no concern of his.
      

      
      All of a sudden he knew how to turn the situation to his advantage – or at least to the advantage of the archaeological community.
         He gave Orford a disarming smile. ‘I think this might be an interesting exercise for some post-grad students I know from the
         university who specialise in the scientific side of archaeology. It’ll be useful for them to see the effect of burial on different
         materials. I take it you’ve no objection to …’
      

      
      Orford considered the proposition for a while before replying. ‘As long as they’re willing to abide by my rules I have no
         objection. A few lads who worked at the holiday park next door helped to dig the original trench.’ Orford paused, his eyes fixed on the crumbling buildings beyond the fence. ‘It was still going strong when I was last here but it
         looks pretty derelict now.’
      

      
      ‘Yes. I presume you’ve got the necessary permission from the landowner. You can’t just go digging up land without getting
         the go ahead.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve had written permission from his son. His name’s Richard Catton and he seems to make all the decisions. He’s quite keen
         on the project. I remember he helped out sixteen years ago but he was just a kid then.’
      

      
      ‘Where does he live?’

      
      ‘Up at Catton Hall: an old, rambling place about a quarter of a mile away. This is all his land, including the holiday park.’

      
      ‘How old is the hall?’ Neil’s appetite was suddenly whetted by the mention of an historic pile.

      
      ‘How should I know?’ Orford said as though the conversation was starting to bore him. ‘Look, Dr Watson – or can I call you
         Neil?’
      

      
      ‘Neil’s fine.’

      
      ‘Before we begin, I want you and your colleagues to sign a confidentiality agreement. Anything you find or see while you’re
         engaged in this artistic project is to be strictly controlled by myself and my PR people. I take it you agree?’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ The man was starting to annoy Neil. What could possibly be confidential about digging up some old picnic?

      
      ‘I don’t have to give reasons. I just expect you to agree.’

      
      The artist’s eyes had hardened. Neil had seen this look on the faces of property developers trying to pull one over on his
         archaeological team for a swift profit. But he hadn’t expected it from a well-known conceptual artist.
      

      
      But the matter was hardly likely to affect his involvement so he shrugged and gave the man the answer he wanted to hear.

   
      
      Chapter 6

      
      The Jester’s Journal

      
      22 May 1815

      
      Tonight we shall hunt again.
      

      
      I have already visited the stables where my hares are to stay until they are needed. They are two goodly hares – farm lads,
         strong and fast. The Squire’s cousin, Master Henry, expressed a preference for a female hare but I found it hard to persuade
         any local maid to take on the role … especially as Henry likes to hunt a naked quarry. I must be more persuasive.
      

      
      One of the hares, a well-set lad called William, raised some objection to removing his clothing, but when I told him no fee
         would be paid to a disobedient servant he saw the error of his ways.
      

      
      23 May 1815

      
      The hunt proceeded well last night and, oh, what pleasure and entertainment was had! I myself presented a cup of best claret
         to the noble riders before their departure and I hope I do not boast when I say that I provided much wit and ceremony to the
         event. The Squire and Master Henry riding after the hares with the hounds in full cry was a magnificent sight to see, and
         yet I fear that one day such entertainment will pall and Master Henry will crave ever more violent delights. I shall set my
         mind to their devising.
      

      
      The lad, William, suffered some injury but all the signs are that he will live and he has been paid well for his pains. I
         have given orders that he is to be locked in the chamber beside the stables until he is recovered and I sent word to his mother
         that he has been called away on my master’s business. He will keep his mouth shut or I shall have to take measures to ensure
         his silence.
      

      
      Our steward Christopher Wells asked what business the two lads he saw around the stables yesterday had at the Hall. From the
         way in which he purses his lips at me like a frosty old dowager, I could take him for one of advanced years rather than a
         handsome man in his prime. But so it is with those of the Puritan persuasion. I told him nothing but he knows of the hunt,
         for I saw him watching from the window when our noble huntsmen set off. I trust he will not visit the parson to set him upon
         the Squire again. The Squire was most vexed last time and sent the man on his way with a kicked backside. How I laughed to
         see that pompous man of the cloth brought down. It was as good as a play by the mummers who visit at Yuletide.
      

   
      
      Chapter 7

      
      A more thorough search of Tessa Trencham’s house was on Wesley’s list of things to organise. It was a long list, as it always
         was when a murder had been committed on his patch. On Gerry’s orders the place had been sealed off until a detailed examination
         of all the dead woman’s possessions could be made. And he and Wesley wanted to supervise that search themselves so that nothing
         was missed.
      

      
      It was coming up to six when they arrived at Lister Cottage and Rachel Tracey met them there. Wesley noticed that her face
         was flushed and she was looking rather pleased with herself.
      

      
      ‘Anything interesting come up from the house to house inquiries?’ he asked.

      
      She shook her head and her blonde pony tail bobbed to and fro. Wesley suspected that she tied her hair back to look more businesslike
         and efficient. But it suited her.
      

      
      ‘Nobody knows much about Tessa Trencham. As you can see, the house is on the main road and it’s shielded from the neighbours
         by high hedges. She didn’t pass the time of day with any of them, but a couple did say that during the past couple of weeks
         there have been several cars parked outside so she must have had visitors.’
      

      
      ‘Does she own a car?’

      
      ‘A blue Toyota Yaris. But there’s no sign of it.’

      
      Wesley glanced at Gerry who was hovering impatiently by the front door.

      
      ‘Right, then. Forensic have finished whatever it is they do, so it’s all ours.’ Gerry pushed the crime scene tape aside and
         the door swung open. ‘Come on. Me and Rach’ll take downstairs and you do upstairs, Wes. We’ve got a licence to be nosy – official.’
      

      
      Wesley caught Rachel’s eye and they both smiled. Gerry’s brand of Liverpudlian humour had helped them face some dire situations
         in the past, as long as there were no grieving relatives around to hear.
      

      
      The scent of death still hung in the air but Wesley tried to ignore it as he climbed the stairs.

      
      He started in the second bedroom, which seemed to be serving as a store room. Here the wardrobes were crammed with clothes,
         and boxes of paperwork lay on the bare mattress of a single divan bed: bills, bank statements and correspondence all addressed
         to Tessa Trencham. Someone would have to go through them all in the hope that a clue to her death would be concealed in there.
         He searched through the bank statements for any indication as to how she earned her living but, although the account was fairly
         healthy, there was nothing to suggest where that money came from. In an old shoebox at the bottom of a wardrobe he found some photographs of an elderly couple and several of a fair-haired boy from babyhood to the brink of adulthood. But
         there didn’t appear to be any pictures of the dead woman, old or recent.
      

      
      The bathroom contained nothing out of the ordinary; just an array of expensive beauty products and some common proprietary
         medicines in the mirrored cabinet. When he stepped out on to the landing he knew he had to face the bedroom where the woman
         had died. He pushed the door open and stood for a few moments staring down at the place where her body had lain undiscovered
         and unmissed for all that time. The pale bedspread was discoloured with a large stain and scattered with insect pupa cases,
         while the tiny corpses of flies lay scattered around the room. Someone, the Forensic people probably, had been at work with
         insect spray and, as the place stank of mingled death and chemicals, Wesley decided to open a window to let some fresh air
         in before beginning his search.
      

      
      There were no books beside the bed. But some people, he supposed, just didn’t like reading. The double bed was still made
         up, immaculate with a satin throw folded across the bottom and matching scatter cushions propped up on the ornate velvet headboard,
         but his eyes were drawn to the dark, dinted area where the body had lain. This was a woman’s room all right – his wife Pam
         had observed more than once that no man she’d ever known could see the purpose of the scatter cushion.
      

      
      He began by turning back the bedclothes. The sheets looked freshly laundered and there was no sign of a nightdress or pyjamas
         beneath the pillows. He made a quick search of the bedside drawers and found a box full of tissues and several packs of condoms. There must have been a man – or men – in Tessa Trencham’s life. It was just a case now
         of finding him … or them. He looked in the waste-bin, but there was no sign of any used condoms that would provide them with
         useful DNA; the lover – or lovers – had probably flushed them down the lavatory. A pity, he thought.
      

      
      Rooting through the ottoman at the end of the bed, he found several changes of bedding, all newish and smelling sweetly of
         fabric conditioner. The wardrobes contained more clothes and the chest of drawers was filled with lacy, luxurious underwear,
         mostly in red and black. The top two dressing-table drawers were given over to jewellery and make-up and he could tell that
         she had very expensive tastes in perfume and cosmetics. Tessa Trencham was a woman who indulged herself. The jewellery was
         mostly solid silver and looked as though it had been individually designed. Some of it was in a similar style to the rings
         she was wearing and Wesley wondered why she hadn’t been wearing the matching earrings and necklace which lay in a velvet box
         inside the drawer.
      

      
      In contrast to the second bedroom, this room was show-home neat and Wesley had the nagging feeling that it was staged somehow,
         rather like a film set. And the clothes here seemed different to those in the spare-room wardrobe, which had been more bohemian
         and far less expensive. However, many women had separate wardrobes for work and leisure.
      

      
      Once his search was finished, he made his way downstairs to join Gerry and found him standing in the middle of the living
         room watching Rachel complete her search of a cupboard by the fireplace.
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