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      The car was red, the colour of fresh blood. Andrea clutched the steering wheel tightly as she peered at the road ahead, focusing on the tarmac; hardly aware of the rolling fields either side dotted with sheep, living beings against the vast expanse of Dartmoor.

      Andrea had never picked up a hitch-hiker before, always heeding the urban myths about serial killers and knife-wielding madmen. But that was before she’d seen the girl standing at the side of the road, sticking her thumb out hopefully; too vulnerable and young to leave in the middle of nowhere at the mercy of God knows what… or who.

      ‘Where did you say you were going?’

      ‘I didn’t,’ the girl said. ‘I’ll tell you when to drop me off.’

      Andrea took her eyes off the road for a moment to glance at her passenger. ‘Everything OK?’

      ‘I’m fine.’ The girl’s reply was dismissive, as though her mind was on something else. She was in her late teens with pouting lips, straight blonde hair and jeans too tight for comfort and she clutched the strap of the rucksack she’d flung at her feet in the footwell as though it contained something precious.

      They reached a village; a small place with a cluster of cottages, an ancient stone church and a single thatched pub with whitewashed walls. According to the sign exhorting motorists to drive carefully, the place was called Lower Torworthy and its church tower stood stark against the pale-grey sky.

      ‘Drop me here.’ The girl’s words sounded like an order rather than a request.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘I said so, didn’t I?’

      Andrea pursed her lips in disapproval; so much for gratitude. She stopped the car just beyond the pub and switched off the engine.

      Without a word of thanks the girl climbed out, hoisted the rucksack on to her shoulder and slammed the car door behind her.

      ‘Rude little bitch,’ Andrea muttered to herself, craning her neck to watch the girl striding confidently down the road past the church. When she saw her stop by an old-fashioned red telephone box she started up the engine again and set off slowly.

      She glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw a car following her: a large white SUV looming far too close and blocking her view of the road behind. The thing looked threatening, like some predatory shark closing in on her sleek Mercedes SLK. Experiencing a moment of panic, she spotted a parking place ahead and signalled to turn in, hoping to lose her pursuer. As she pulled into a little lay-by the white car sped past and she relaxed.

      Andrea turned off the engine. The lay-by afforded a magnificent view over Dartmoor. From there she could see undulating fields sloping downwards into a valley and the wooded land beyond rearing up to meet the sky. She looked at her watch. She wasn’t due at Princebury Hall until seven and if she arrived too early she’d be killing time. She picked up the brochure lying on the passenger seat and thumbed through it with a smile of anticipation. Then, after ten minutes, she decided to stretch her legs so she climbed out of the car and stood by the metal gate in the drystone wall admiring the vista and enjoying the unexpected moment of solitude. It had rained earlier that day; she could smell the moist earth and for a brief time the tangled complications of her life receded. She gazed into the field, wondering about the section of stone wall at the far end protruding from the ground like a skeletal arm waving from the grave. Andrea was never normally curious about such things but the wall looked old and there was an archway in its centre; the remains of an old doorway perhaps.

      ‘Lovely, isn’t it.’

      Startled, she swung round to see a lean middle-aged man with receding hair and a dark beard looking at her earnestly. In his walking boots and outdoor attire, to Andrea he might as well have been a member of an alien species.

      ‘Yes, it is,’ she answered politely and made a show of looking at her watch because she had no wish to continue a conversation with this intrusive stranger. He seemed to take the hint and let himself into the field, clanging the gate behind him.

      The roar of a motorcycle passing on the road shattered the peace of the moor as she watched the stranger pick his way over the uneven grass towards the ruined wall. She was about to return to the car when a loud crack sent birds fluttering upwards, crying in alarm.

      She turned in time to see the stranger in the field fall to the ground like a rag doll dropped by a petulant child and for a few seconds she stood paralysed with shock. It was clear the stranger needed help but before she could unfasten the gate a second shot rang out and she felt a blow to her chest that sent her staggering backwards.

      Then the green world turned black.
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          The importance of Sir Matthew’s meticulously kept parish records cannot be overemphasised. Having been discovered in the archives of Exeter Cathedral, where fortunately they escaped the bombing of the city during the Second World War, they provide us with a valuable insight into the life of a small Devon parish before Henry VIII’s decision to deny the authority of the Pope caused political and social turmoil throughout the land.

          There is evidence that Devon, geographically distant from the ‘powers that be’ in London, was largely resistant to the changes in church practice demanded by the authorities and Sir Matthew’s records (incidentally, the title ‘sir’ was used routinely by priests in those days) give us a vivid picture of how events almost 300 miles away in London caused dramatic upheavals to the comforting rituals of village life.

          His account of his parishioners’ joys and woes are compassionate and sympathetic and his interest in science shines through his words, especially his attempts to harness it for the benefit of his flock.

          However, various contemporary documents suggest that the apparently benign priest started a chain of events that was ultimately to release a force of evil beyond his control.
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      ‘She’s been missing for a week now.’

      DI Wesley Peterson watched the chief superintendent’s face and saw concern there. CS Noreen Fitton was a tall angular woman wearing a uniform so crisp it might have been taken from the packet that morning. She looked formidable but Wesley had always found her a reasonable boss.

      ‘How old is she?’

      ‘Seventeen – turns eighteen next week. She was in the sixth form at Widedales School but she refused to go back at the start of this term.’ She rolled her eyes and Wesley guessed she found the idea of a girl with such privileges throwing it all away exasperating.

      DCI Gerry Heffernan was slumped in the seat beside him, a frown of concentration on his chubby face. ‘If there’s one thing I know about teenage girls it’s that they can’t resist sharing the ins and outs of their lives with their mates,’ he said. ‘Has anyone had a word with them?’

      ‘Uniform spoke to some of them but they weren’t much help.’

      Gerry sighed. ‘Is there any reason to believe she’s in danger?’

      CS Fitton shook her head, her severe bob undisturbed by the movement. ‘She was attending a residential drama course near Neston. Her father hoped it would help her decide what she wanted to do with her life. He wanted her to go to university but…’ Her words trailed off and she took a deep breath. ‘Anyway, a week ago she packed her bags and left without a word and nobody’s seen or heard from her since.’ She paused. ‘And she’s not answering her phone.’

      ‘We can track her phone if necessary,’ said Wesley.

      ‘It’s switched off.’

      ‘What about her financial transactions?’

      ‘She hasn’t accessed her bank account either.’

      Wesley and Gerry exchanged looks.

      ‘Want me to set things in motion?’ Wesley asked.

      For a few moments the chief super stared at the neat pile of papers on her desk. Something was worrying her and Wesley suspected that she hadn’t yet told them the whole story.

      ‘If you don’t mind me asking, ma’am, why is this being dealt with at such a high level? Am I right in thinking this isn’t an ordinary missing persons inquiry?’

      Noreen Fitton sighed. ‘You are, Wesley. Jocasta Ovorard’s father is Jeremy Ovorard, who happens to be a junior minister in the Home Office. He wants us to treat this as a priority. TV appeal, the lot.’

      Wesley saw her point. Jeremy Ovorard was a ubiquitous presence on the region’s media, supporting local charities and discussing the problems of the area. He was charming and popular – and his seat was regarded as safe so long as he was the incumbent.

      ‘She’s probably gone off with some unsuitable lad,’ said Gerry.

      ‘You may well be right, Gerry, but her father insists this is out of character which worries me. If she doesn’t turn up in the next twenty-four hours I think we should make a TV appeal.’

      ‘Will you be doing it, ma’am?’ Gerry asked hopefully.

      There was an awkward silence before she answered. ‘I was thinking more of you, Wesley.’

      Gerry grinned. ‘Well, he is better-looking than me and he speaks proper.’

      The chief super’s face turned uncharacteristically red. ‘Er… I think if a black officer makes the appeal it’ll reassure the public that the police service is representative of the community we serve. That’s so important in this day and age, wouldn’t you agree?’

      ‘I’m sure he’ll be chuffed to do it, ma’am,’ Gerry said with a hint of mischief.

      Wesley did his best to keep his expression neutral, even though he felt like groaning. He hated the glare of publicity; and being used to make his superiors look virtuous.

      ‘Mr Ovorard’s coming in to see me first thing tomorrow,’ the chief super continued. ‘He’s beside himself with worry. So is his wife.’

      The mention of the wife sounded like an afterthought and Wesley wondered whether this meant she didn’t share her husband’s concern. If this was the case, did she know something he didn’t about their daughter’s whereabouts?

      ‘I’ll set the ball rolling, ma’am,’ Wesley said. ‘If you’ve got the missing girl’s details…’

      Without a word the chief super passed him a sheet of paper.

      ‘Jocasta’s father describes her as a “free spirit”.’

      ‘An awkward little madam, then,’ said Gerry.

      Fitton smiled. When she did that she looked quite human, Wesley thought.

      ‘She’s a missing daughter, Gerry. You have a daughter of your own so you can imagine how that feels.’

      Wesley knew that Gerry was all too familiar with daughters and their problems. He had one daughter, Rosie, who’d been far from easy since her mother’s sudden death and he’d recently discovered the existence of another called Alison, who lived up in Liverpool. And if anything happened to either of them Wesley knew he’d react exactly like Jeremy Ovorard MP.

       

      Dr Neil Watson of the County Archaeological Unit ended the call, intrigued by what he’d just been told.

      As Neil had been supervising a survey of medieval graffiti at Lower Torworthy’s ancient parish church he was the first person the vicar, Oliver Grayling, had thought to contact regarding a problem of a historical nature.

      Grayling had begun with the usual pleasantries before revealing the reason for his call. Workmen mending a water main near the boundary of the old churchyard had made a strange discovery. A lead box; very heavy and probably ancient. Would Neil like to see it?

      It was mid-September and Neil had a pile of post-excavation reports to write up. But the vicar’s mention of an ancient lead box tempted him away from his paperwork and, without hesitation, he made the half-hour journey down the lonely Dartmoor roads to the church where he found Grayling waiting for him in the porch. He was a fresh-faced man in his forties, clean-shaven with neat brown hair and the look of an ageing choirboy.

      ‘Thanks for coming, Neil. Hope I haven’t dragged you away from anything important.’

      ‘What have you found?’

      Without answering, Grayling led the way into the church where several large arrangements of fresh flowers brightened the gloom and the pervading scent of lilies mingled with the smell of wax polish. Neil followed the vicar into the vestry tucked away at the side of the building, a small, north-facing room lined with wooden cupboards the colour of dark toffee.

      The box lay on the desk in the centre of the room where many a happy bride and groom had signed the marriage register. It was made of lead, battered and misshapen, and it was the size of a small child’s coffin. Neil’s heart sank.

      ‘It was found just beyond the boundary of the churchyard. Unconsecrated ground. My first thought was that it might be an unbaptised baby but it seems too big and…’

      ‘There’s only one way to find out and that’s to open it. But I’d like to do that at the university if that’s OK. If there are human remains inside…’

      A look of indecision passed across Grayling’s face before he told Neil to do whatever he had to. But as Neil made the necessary phone calls he saw the vicar staring at the strange box as though something about it was worrying him.
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      ‘Jocasta Ovorard definitely hasn’t used her phone since she disappeared. Or her bank card. I’ve double-checked.’

      Wesley sat himself down on the chair by Gerry’s desk, which was strewn with files and paperwork in no particular order.

      Gerry took off his reading glasses and peered at his colleague. ‘And it’s a whole week since she was last seen.’ He paused. ‘A lot can happen in a week.’

      Wesley studied the photograph of the missing girl Uniform had provided. She was pretty… and young. She probably wouldn’t have thought of herself as vulnerable but Wesley had been a policeman long enough to know that youthful confidence was no protection against the bad people out there.

      ‘According to the missing persons report, she was last seen by her fellow students on her drama course. We need to speak to them.’

      ‘No time like the present,’ Gerry said, looking at his watch. ‘And if we get nowhere there’s always that TV appeal.’

      ‘You’d be better at it, Gerry.’

      ‘You heard Aunty Noreen, Wes.’ Gerry always gave the chief super that homely title, as though it rendered her less formidable. ‘She wants you. You can’t wriggle out of it.’

      ‘If the girl’s friends can shed some light on the matter it might not be necessary.’

      Gerry grinned revealing a wide gap between his front teeth. ‘They’re studying drama. Learning how to lie for a living.’

      ‘If they’re only studying they might not be too good at it yet.’ Wesley was confident he could pick out a liar. He’d had plenty of practice.

      The Tradington Barn Centre for the Performing Arts, part of the Tradington Hall Arts Complex, provided courses for aspiring actors, singers and dancers and had a reputation locally for catering for those unable to find a place at more conventional drama schools or music colleges. From what he’d already learned about Jocasta Ovorard, he suspected she’d been dabbling in the world of drama rather than nursing any burning ambition to take to the stage.

      After driving through the pretty Elizabethan town of Neston eight miles upstream from their base in Tradmouth, Wesley reached the grounds of Tradington Hall a mile out of town, glad that the Barn Centre was well signposted. As he drew up outside, he guessed the place had been the main storage barn for the extensive Tradington Hall estate in centuries gone by. The interior was cavernous, fully modernised and smelled of new timber.

      They made for the office where a helpful middle-aged woman pointed them in the direction of Drama Studio Two. She assumed a suitably worried expression and said she hoped Jocasta would turn up soon. They were all terribly concerned about her.

      Wesley thanked the woman politely but gave nothing away.

      ‘Wonder how much it costs to send a kid here,’ said Gerry quietly as they walked down the corridor towards the studio. ‘Can’t be cheap.’

      ‘You’re probably right but don’t let your prejudices show, will you.’

      ‘Me, prejudiced against kids with rich mummies and daddies who’ve got nothing better to do than cause us grief? Never.’ Gerry, who went out of his way to give second chances to young tearaways from the local council estates, had a blind spot when it came to the privileged.

      Wesley bit his tongue and said nothing. The sign beside a tall wooden door at the end of the corridor told him they’d reached their destination and when he pushed the door open he found himself in a large space, painted matt black. There was a stage at one end constructed from moveable sections where a group of young people sat in a circle: three boys and three girls dressed in uniform black. They all looked round as one when the two policemen entered the room.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said Wesley before making the introductions. ‘You’ve probably guessed we’re here about Jocasta Ovorard. Her father’s reported her missing. Anybody know where she might be?’ He tilted his head to one side expectantly and waited.

      After a few seconds of awkward silence a small, thin girl with red hair and freckles cleared her throat. ‘I share a room with her.’

      ‘Where’s that, love?’ Gerry asked.

      ‘We’re staying in the main hall during the course.’

      ‘It’s residential,’ one of the boys chipped in. He had a top knot, a wispy beard and a worried look on his face as he held out his hand. ‘Craig Carswell. We’re all worried about Jo so if there’s anything we can do to help…’ The boy had chosen all the right words but Wesley couldn’t help wondering if his concern was genuine.

      ‘Who knows Jocasta best?’ Wesley asked.

      Craig Carswell looked as if he was about to speak but thought better of it. Then the red-haired girl raised a nervous hand.

      ‘If I can speak to you first then,’ he said with a reassuring smile. ‘Then we’d like to have a word with the rest of you – and your tutor.’

      Craig Carswell rolled his eyes. ‘We don’t see much of her. She leaves us to our own devices.’

      Gerry had wondered whether to get some uniforms over there to conduct the interviews but in the end they decided to take three students each, one at a time in the adjoining common room which, as luck would have it, was empty.

      Wesley decided to save the red-haired girl whose name was Kimberley, until last. She told him in a nervous rush that this was her first encounter with the police; nothing like this had ever happened to her before. Wesley asked to see the room she’d shared with Jocasta, doing his best to put her at her ease.

      As they walked over to the main building he asked her questions, making it sound like a friendly chat. She was soon telling him what had brought her there and what her ambitions were and by the time they’d reached the main house she seemed more relaxed.

      ‘Tell me about Jocasta,’ he said as they walked across the cobbled courtyard.

      Kimberley stopped walking and thought for a few moments before she answered. ‘I don’t think she was happy. She’d been at boarding school but she’d quit because she couldn’t stand it any more – said they treated her like a child. She’d always enjoyed drama so she thought she’d give this a try.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘We’ve only been here four weeks but she’d already started skiving off workshops and rehearsals. I don’t think it suited her. Not really.’

      ‘What did she do when she skived off?’

      Kimberley shook her head. ‘She never said.’

      ‘She had a phone?’

      ‘Of course,’ she said as though she thought it a stupid question – like did she have a head?

      ‘She hasn’t used it since she disappeared.’

      Kimberley looked shocked. ‘That’s not like her. She was on it all the time.’

      ‘Who to?’

      ‘No idea.’

      ‘Did she ever mention a boyfriend?’

      ‘Not to me but that doesn’t mean she didn’t have one. She didn’t give much away, if you know what I mean,’ the girl said, a note of sadness in her voice.

      Wesley suspected Kimberley had tried to befriend her room-mate but had been knocked back.

      ‘When did you last see her?’

      ‘A week ago. Around lunchtime. She didn’t turn up for the afternoon session and when I got back to the room her things had gone.’

      ‘Were you worried?’

      ‘Not really. She didn’t like it here – didn’t really fit in. And if she took her things she can’t have been abducted or anything like that, can she?’

      She led him up a narrow staircase to the student rooms. The set-up reminded Wesley of an Oxbridge college: a stone-built medieval house centred around a courtyard with doorways at regular intervals leading up to the accommodation. The room Kimberley shared with Jocasta was anything but luxurious. Perched in the eaves, it was poky and institutional.

      With Kimberley’s permission he conducted a search of Jocasta’s half of the room but it proved fruitless. The missing girl had clearly taken everything of interest with her when she left, leaving only a few unwanted clothes dangling sadly off hangers in her wardrobe, some dog-eared paperbacks and an assortment of half-used toiletries.

      Wesley felt that he knew no more about the missing girl now than when he’d arrived. Then Kimberley spoke. ‘I don’t know whether this means anything.’ She took a book off the shelf above her bed, pulled a sheaf of A4 sheets from between the pages and handed them to Wesley.

      It was a play script; something modern he didn’t recognise.

      ‘I’d lost mine so I borrowed hers. I was going to get it photocopied and give it back to her but she’d gone before I got the chance. She’s drawn something on the back, see.’

      Wesley turned the sheets over. Sure enough there was something on the reverse of the script: a doodled sketch of a motorcycle, hardly the work of a talented artist but recognisable.

      ‘Did she show any interest in motorbikes?’

      Kimberley shook her head. ‘No. Not at all.’

      ‘Did she ever mention knowing someone who owned one?’

      ‘Like I said, she never discussed her private life.’ She glanced round, as though she was afraid of being overheard. ‘But I got the impression she had a secret.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            4
          

          

        

      

      When Wesley and Gerry returned to the police station they made their way upstairs to CS Fitton’s office to report their findings, such as they were. Wesley had made a copy of the doodle the missing girl had drawn on the back of the script. It struck him as being an unusual thing for a girl who’d expressed no previous interest in motorbikes to do and he wondered again whether she had a secret boyfriend who owned one. But the sketch gave no clue to the make or model, or to the identity of the rider.

      When they reached the chief super’s office they found she wasn’t alone. A tall man in a grey suit was sitting in her visitor’s chair sipping tea from a china cup. He had neat silver hair and a smooth round face and his open-necked shirt suggested he was off duty. At first sight he possessed the confident demeanour of a man used to giving orders – and having them obeyed. But then Wesley saw an uncertainty in his eyes, as though for the first time in his life he was feeling vulnerable.

      The chief superintendent sprang up to make the introductions.

      ‘Mr Ovorard, this is DCI Heffernan and DI Peterson. They’ve taken over the investigation into your daughter’s disappearance. Gentlemen, this is Jeremy Ovorard, Jocasta’s father. DI Peterson will be making the TV appeal with you, Mr Ovorard.’

      As they shook hands Wesley experienced a sudden flutter of panic. They had nothing new to tell him, other than the fact his daughter hadn’t made any particular friends at the Drama Centre and was regarded as stand-offish. This wasn’t what any parent wanted to hear, let alone a parent whose child was missing.

      ‘We’ve just been speaking to her fellow drama students at Tradington,’ Wesley began. ‘I’m afraid she didn’t confide in anybody there, although the fact that she took most of her things with her suggests she left of her own accord, possibly to meet somebody.’

      ‘That’s what I was told before. That’s why this hasn’t been taken seriously.’

      ‘I assure you we are taking it seriously, sir,’ said Wesley.

      ‘Are you absolutely sure she didn’t have a boyfriend, Mr Ovorard?’ Gerry interrupted.

      ‘I would have known,’ the man answered quickly.

      Wesley and Gerry looked at each other. Surely no father could be that confident of knowing his teenage daughter’s deepest secrets.

      ‘When did you last see her?’ Wesley asked.

      ‘About a month ago when she left for the course. I called her a couple of days later to ask how she was settling in and she said she was fine.’

      ‘You haven’t spoken since then?’ Gerry’s question was sharp.

      The MP examined his fingernails. ‘I’ve been in London. Besides, girls of that age don’t want their fathers interfering, do they.’

      Gerry smiled. ‘You’re right there. How did you learn she was missing?’

      ‘The Drama Centre contacted me to say she’d gone. That’s when I notified the police.’

      ‘What about your wife? Has she spoken to her recently?’ Wesley asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘You’re sure about that?’

      ‘Of course I am. Look, I gave you my daughter’s number. Have you traced the calls she made before she disappeared?’

      ‘It’s being dealt with but I’m afraid these things take time. Service providers aren’t always quick at getting back to us.’

      Ovorard looked sceptical, as though he suspected Wesley was making excuses. But he’d told the truth. The miraculous speed with which results appeared in cop shows gave the public a false impression of the frustrations of real investigations.

      ‘I’ve arranged for the appeal to go out on the evening news,’ Noreen Fitton said. ‘Will your wife be appearing with you, Mr Ovorard? It usually helps if both parents —’

      ‘My wife’s far too distressed to be paraded in public like that,’ Ovorard snapped, as though she’d made an indecent suggestion.

      ‘I understand,’ Fitton said.

      There was an awkward silence before Wesley spoke again. ‘Does Jocasta know anyone with a motorbike?’

      ‘Not that I’m aware of,’ Ovorard answered before standing up. ‘I’ll see you all this evening then.’

      ‘Unless we find her in the meantime,’ Wesley said with an optimism he didn’t feel.

      ‘The appeal will take place in the conference room upstairs at five thirty.’ Fitton turned to Wesley ‘Don’t be late.’

      ‘No, ma’am.’

       

      ‘What did you make of Ovorard?’ Gerry asked as they made their way back to the CID office.

      ‘He might seem full of confidence but he’s worried sick. He’s used to being in control.’

      ‘Funny he didn’t want to involve his wife. Most mothers would be round here hammering our doors down if their kid went missing.’

      ‘He said she was too upset – which is understandable.’

      ‘I know, but something doesn’t feel right.’

      Wesley didn’t reply. He’d had the same feeling himself.

      ‘I’d better prepare for my big performance,’ Wesley said.

      ‘Break a leg, darling,’ Gerry said with a giggle, replacing his Liverpool accent with the plummy tones of an affected actor.

      Wesley groaned. He hated being the centre of attention but a girl was missing so he’d do his best, for her sake.

       

      It was a coffin and it most likely contained the remains of a child. The thought made Neil Watson feel slightly sick.

      He placed the box gently on the back seat of his car and as he drove to Exeter he was aware of its presence; the sad remnants of a little life cut short. He wasn’t a superstitious man – quite the opposite – but the sight of a child’s bones at an excavation got to him every time.

      Instead of taking it home and transferring it to the university the following morning, he made a detour and left it at the lab before returning to his flat. Now the box was no longer in his custody he felt more relaxed and while he made himself something to eat he turned on the TV news.

      When he heard the sound of a familiar voice pleading for anyone who knew anything about the whereabouts of a missing girl to contact the police as soon as possible, he abandoned his feeble attempt at cookery and returned to the TV. The concerned face of his old university friend, Wesley Peterson, filled the screen, so he sat down and turned up the volume.

       

      Belinda Crillow, newly returned from her evening run in the nearby lanes, sat alone in the neat front room of her cottage surrounded by photographs of the dead: parents; grandparents; cats she had owned and cared for over the years.

      She was forty-five – young by modern standards when sixty-year-olds regularly cavorted in nightclubs, or so the TV would have you believe. Whenever she looked in the mirror she saw an attractive woman with large eyes and shoulder-length brown hair, and her indifference to food coupled with her daily run meant that she was slim, verging on skinny. Someone – she couldn’t remember who – had once said that you can’t be too rich or too thin, although it didn’t make her feel any better

      She had little in common with her colleagues at the council offices and the last relationship she’d had with a man had ended three years ago when he’d left her for a former girlfriend. The friends she’d mixed with in earlier years now had their own lives and families, and her half-hearted attempts at online dating hadn’t been a success. That had been before the break-in eighteen months ago: before she’d returned to her flat in Tradmouth to find it ransacked and vandalised. The intruder had been more intent on destruction than theft and the violation had left her shaken and too terrified to return to the place that had once been her sanctuary.

      Determined that nothing like that would ever happen to her again, she’d moved to a cottage on the edge of a small hamlet a mile and a half out of town. Nobody visited her these days but, even so, she still kept her home spotless, cleaning each evening when she returned from work; polishing and hoovering until there was nothing more to be done after she’d eaten, washed up and tidied away.

      The TV helped to break the silence of her life; that and the radio she put on first thing in the morning while she was getting ready for work. The voices were company, the only company she had when she wasn’t in the office. Now her tasks were done she rearranged her carefully positioned cushions and made herself comfortable on the sofa to watch the news, which she found strangely comforting. The reports of mayhem in the world outside made the cottage feel like a safe haven.

      The local news had just started and one of the headlines caught her attention: a missing girl – the daughter of an MP. Her photograph flashed up on the screen; a girl with pouting lips and the careless beauty of youth. Belinda thought she could see contempt in her eyes; maybe even cruelty.

      Then the girl’s image was replaced by that of the officer dealing with the case and Belinda shuffled forward in her seat, her heart thumping. It was him – the good-looking black detective inspector she’d met after the break-in when the certainties of her life had been shattered. He had been patient and sympathetic, taking his time to reassure her – unlike some of his colleagues – and his caring manner had imprinted itself on her memory; the only bright thing in a dark time. He’d been the only one who’d seemed to understand how she was feeling – that it wasn’t just a matter of property but of her very existence.

      She heard a sound that seemed to come from outside; a scraping as though someone was at the back door. She froze, suddenly fearful. What if someone was out there? What if her ordeal was about to start all over again?
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      As soon as Pam Peterson had welcomed Wesley home with an absent-minded kiss on the cheek, the cat Moriarty appeared in the hall demanding food. Their son, Michael, was supposed to have fed the animal but, being in the grip of adolescence, his former reliability had vanished beneath a sea of surging hormones. Pam sighed and made for the kitchen with the cat in hot pursuit, rubbing up against her ankles in an impressive display of cupboard love.

      ‘Did you see the press conference on the local news?’ There was a hint of anxiety in Wesley’s voice, like an actor awaiting the critics’ reviews after a daunting first night.

      ‘You came over well,’ Pam assured him. ‘Just the right blend of concern and professionalism. Any news of the girl yet?’

      ‘No, but it’s early days.’

      Wesley watched his wife as she dished out the food, unable to shake off the unease he’d felt about her health since she was diagnosed with breast cancer in the spring. Her treatment had been successful but the episode had left Wesley with a nagging awareness of the fragility of life. Before joining the police he’d studied archaeology at university and he’d come across medieval depictions of the Wheel of Fortune – the people of the Middle Ages had known only too well that fickle fate can change everything in an instant.

      After they’d eaten Wesley and Pam relaxed on the sofa together. Today had been one of her days back at work, teaching at the local primary school, and the fear that she was doing too much too soon weighed on Wesley’s mind.

      ‘I suppose this missing girl case means you’ll be working late?’ she said as Wesley took a sip of the red wine he’d just poured for himself.

      ‘Can’t be sure but we’re hoping she’ll turn up soon.’ He hesitated. ‘Although she hasn’t used her phone or bank card since she was last seen.’

      ‘It’s hard to separate girls her age from their phones, so that is worrying.’

      Before Wesley could reply the doorbell rang three times. The visitor, whoever it was, sounded impatient and Wesley hurried off to answer the door. A minute later he returned, followed by a woman with long black hair, dyed to conceal the grey. She wore a blue velvet coat over a long skirt and her flowing scarves concealed a figure she was constantly trying to keep under some sort of control.

      ‘It’s your mother,’ Wesley announced with patient resignation as Della Stannard flopped down beside her daughter in the space Wesley had just vacated.

      ‘She can see that, Wesley. Any wine going?’

      Wesley had heard Pam describe Della as a force of nature, amongst other things, and he knew there was no getting rid of her once she’d made up her mind to stay. After he had filled a glass for Della he topped Pam’s up, knowing she’d need it to deaden the impact of her mother’s unexpected arrival.

      ‘I saw you on the TV news,’ she said to Wesley once she’d taken a large gulp of wine. ‘You could have sounded more assertive but, other than that, you didn’t do too badly.’

      Wesley thanked her for the half-hearted compliment and waited for her to come to the point of her visit.

      ‘I’ve come to do you a favour, Pam,’ she began. ‘I’ve met this man through the internet. He’s called Ben and he’s not bad-looking – got a good head of hair and all his own teeth, which is an important consideration when you get to my age.’ She looked downwards like a coy young girl, something Wesley found disconcerting. ‘He’s very charming.’

      ‘So are a high proportion of serial killers,’ said Wesley.

      Della ignored him as though she hadn’t heard.

      ‘So what’s the favour,’ said Pam warily.

      ‘I asked Ben to go with me to a residential course on Dartmoor,’ Della continued. ‘I booked us both in for a week… starting tomorrow.’

      ‘What kind of course?’

      ‘Motivational. How to change your life and discover your inner power.’

      He saw Pam roll her eyes. ‘Right.’

      ‘Anyway, Ben called to say he couldn’t make it so there’s a spare place going and I wondered if you’d like to come.’ She looked at Pam expectantly. ‘It’s highly recommended.’

      ‘And highly expensive?’

      ‘I’ve already paid so it won’t cost you a penny.’

      ‘You actually paid for this Ben?’

      Della’s face reddened. ‘Well, if you’re worried that I’m spending your inheritance…’ She took another swig of wine.

      ‘Tell us more about the course,’ said Wesley, a natural smoother of waters. Della had lived alone since the death of Pam’s father and Wesley sensed a deep desire for company behind all the bluster and frenetic activity. Sometimes he thought he understood her more than Pam did.

      ‘It’s at Princebury Hall up on Dartmoor. The man who runs it’s called Xander Southwark. He served time in jail for fraud, but then he turned his life around.’

      ‘How do you know?’ Pam muttered under her breath. Wesley gave her arm a nudge.

      ‘It’s all in the brochure. I haven’t met him yet but I’ve heard he’s inspirational.’ She looked at her daughter hopefully. ‘Are you interested in coming with me?’

      Pam shook her head. ‘Sorry, I’ll be working. Then there’s the kids and…’

      ‘Your loss,’ Della said, holding out her glass for a refill. ‘I’ll just have to go on my own.’

      Wesley knew Della was reluctant to acknowledge that she’d now reached the age when, should she have the misfortune to be mown down by a bus, she’d be described in newspaper reports as ‘a pensioner’. He suspected she wanted to visit Princebury Hall to inject some excitement into her life, but her new man’s no-show had changed all that. She hadn’t been able to hide her disappointment when Pam passed up the chance to take his place and he guessed the refusal had hurt her more than she’d admit.

      ‘Be careful,’ he said, not quite sure why he’d chosen those particular words.

       

      The red Mercedes was parked in the lay-by as though its occupants had stepped out to take in the view. Tourists weren’t usually out this early unless they were the outdoors type, Dan Noakes thought as he climbed down from his battered Land Rover to open the gate in the drystone wall first thing the next morning. Dan’s family had kept sheep here for over 100 years and as he was on his way to the village shop, he thought he might as well pull in and walk through Manor Field to check on his woolly charges.

      The sheep were in the top field so he hadn’t had cause to come this way for a few days and as he steered the Land Rover into the field he studied the grass, assessing its grazing potential. He shut the gate behind him and his border collie jumped down from the passenger seat.

      But instead of awaiting his master’s instructions the dog hared off to the right, stopped behind the wall that separated the field from the road and barked urgently. Dan knew something was wrong and he assumed one of the sheep had wandered into Manor Field and got itself into trouble. Sheep weren’t the most sensible of creatures.

      He shouted to the dog to leave whatever it was alone and the dog obeyed, standing guard over his find, still barking the alert.

      ‘What is it, lad?’ the farmer said as he trudged nearer. The dog stopped barking and stood panting, satisfied he’d done his duty.

      The woman lay on the grass behind the wall, staring at the sky, but her eyes, pecked by crows, were now black holes sunk in the pale oval of her face. Her arms lay neatly by her sides and the farmer’s first thought was that someone had taken the trouble to arrange her like that; almost a respectful laying out.

      He took his mobile phone from his pocket but before he could check for a signal, the dog dashed off again, skidded to a halt by the section of old wall further up the field, and resumed his barking.

      A feeling of dread slowed Dan’s steps as he trudged over to investigate and when he reached the dog he saw a bearded man lying on his back beside the ruin, hidden from view of the road. His eyes too were gone and the bullet wound in his forehead resembled a third eye, hollow and bloody. Dan stared at the second corpse for a while, wondering if he was in the middle of a nightmare. But he could feel the breeze on his face and smell the damp earth so he knew this was real. When he checked his phone there was no signal so he stumbled back to the Land Rover, waited for the dog to leap up beside him, and headed for the village, his foot down on the accelerator as far as it would go.

       

      Wesley had only just arrived at the police station when the news came in. Two people had been found dead in suspicious circumstances on Dartmoor, just outside a village called Lower Torworthy. The scene had been sealed off and the CSIs and Dr Bowman, the Home Office pathologist, were on their way.

      Gerry emerged from his office, scratching his head. A girl was missing – a girl with a high-profile father at that – so a pair of unexplained deaths was something they could do without.

      Wesley knew there was a possibility they had to consider. ‘Could the female be Jocasta Ovorard?’

      Gerry shook his head. It was the first thing he’d asked when he’d taken the call. ‘The dead woman’s a lot older. Probably in her early forties.’

      ‘Cause of death?’ Wesley asked as Gerry reached for his coat.

      ‘The farmer who called it in says they were shot.’

      ‘Double suicide?’

      ‘It’s possible.’

      ‘Anything come in overnight on Jocasta?’

      ‘Lots of sightings – all being followed up. Your appeal’s brought all the cranks and attention-seekers out of the woodwork as usual.’

      Wesley suddenly felt guilty that he hadn’t arrived earlier, even though since Pam’s illness Gerry had told him he needn’t come in before he’d helped her get the kids ready in the morning. But if Jocasta Ovorard didn’t turn up soon and the shootings up on Dartmoor proved to be murder, all that would have to change.
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      The field was cordoned off with blue-and-white police tape and Wesley and Gerry were given the customary crime-scene suits to wear to prevent contamination of any evidence. Gerry always said he felt like a snowman in his and Wesley said nothing to contradict him.

      They watched in silence while the CSIs busied themselves in two separate areas roughly fifty yards apart. There was a look of earnest concentration on Dr Colin Bowman’s face as he knelt by the drystone wall between the field and the road and they waited until he’d finished work before making their way through the inner cordon. For the first time Wesley could see the focus of Colin’s attention – an expensively dressed woman with well-cut blonde hair and bright red nails. She looked as if she’d taken care of herself and if the flashy red Mercedes parked on the verge near the gate belonged to her, she hadn’t been short of money either.

      When Wesley had been told it was a shooting, he had expected to see shotgun wounds – from the rural weapon of choice – but the neat hole in the woman’s forehead had been caused by another sort of weapon, a rifle or perhaps a revolver. There was a hole in her chest where a bullet had penetrated and when Colin turned her over Wesley saw that her back was a mass of dried blood.

      She’d been shot in the chest from some distance away, Colin pointed out, hence the large exit wound in her back. Then she was shot in the forehead at closer range – presumably because the killer wanted to make sure she was dead.

      Colin turned the head to give them a view of the exit wound, a mess of blood and brain matter. ‘I’m pretty sure she didn’t die here,’ he said. ‘She’s been moved and someone’s gone to the trouble of arranging her body neatly, which seems odd because this bears all the hallmarks of an assassination.’

      ‘Time of death?’

      Colin wrinkled his nose. ‘All I can say is that she’s been here a while – four or five days perhaps but that’s just a guess.’

      ‘We were told there’s a second victim,’ Wesley said and Colin pointed to the section of ruined stone wall at the top end of the field where the CSIs and the police photographer were at work.

      ‘It’s a middle-aged man dressed like a walker. Identical MO and dead about the same length of time,’ said Colin. ‘The only difference being that he was shot in the back whereas this lady was shot in the chest which suggests she was facing the killer and he was either running away or had no idea the assassin was there.’

      After asking Colin how soon he could fit in the post-mortems, Wesley and Gerry walked over to view the second body. As they approached Wesley saw a pair of legs in walking boots sticking out from behind the wall, the sole remnant of a building, long ago left to fall to ruin. Again the body had been neatly arranged and Wesley turned to the constable on guard who was young; straight out of training school by the look of it. From his queasy expression Wesley guessed it was probably his first murder case.

      ‘Any ID on either of the victims?’ Wesley asked.

      ‘The red Mercedes SLK parked in the lay-by next to the field is registered to an Andrea Jameson – address in Tradmouth, sir,’ said the constable, making a great effort not to look at the corpse on the ground. ‘The car’s unlocked and there’s a handbag inside. The ID found in it backs that up.’ He pointed in the vague direction of the second body. ‘There’s no ID on the man but if he was out walking he probably didn’t carry any with him.’

      ‘We’ll check all the local hotels and B and Bs,’ said Wesley. ‘He must have been staying somewhere.’

      ‘Unless he’s local, sir,’ the constable chipped in.

      ‘Well, Wes, what do you think?’ Gerry asked as they made their way back to the car.

      Wesley considered the question for a few moments. ‘Both victims were obviously killed by the same perpetrator, but they don’t look like a couple to me. She was smart. Make-up, manicure and expensive clothes. She was even wearing high heels – on Dartmoor.’

      ‘I noticed that. But there’s only one shoe. They’re still looking for the other,’ Gerry said.

      ‘Whereas he was obviously the outdoor type: backpack, anorak and walking boots – all good quality but well worn. The two victims don’t go together.’

      ‘There must be some connection,’ Gerry said with a sigh. ‘We’ll have to set up an incident room in the village.’

      ‘I’ll organise a team to conduct house-to-house interviews. Someone must have seen the victims – or the killer.’

      Gerry nodded. ‘Once the press get hold of this it’ll be big. Mafia-style assassination outside a quiet Dartmoor village – they’ll lap it up.’

      ‘And the minister’s missing daughter?’

      ‘Her and all.’

       

      Neil Watson was taking no chances. The lead coffin – for he was now sure that’s what it was – had been safely stored at the lab at Exeter University overnight and he’d used his extensive contacts to assemble a team of experts to open it and examine the bones inside.
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