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Rose Temple worked as a journalist for many years before joining Hampshire Constabulary as a rural beat officer. She lives in a village on the south coast of England.
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Prologue


Perry Noble extended a damp arm and reached for the bottle of Veuve Clicquot. First he topped up Melanie’s glass, and then his own. 


‘Cheers, darling,’ he said. ‘Here’s to us for smashing it out of the park.’


‘To us!’ his wife cooed, as she raised her glass in the air. 


Perry couldn’t help wincing as he noticed the loose skin swaying from the underside of her arm. He wished she would enrol at the gym, or get liposuction, or something. Closing his eyes, he sank deeper into the water until it covered his chest and shoulders. It was early April and there was still a distinct nip in the air. Here in the hot tub, however, it was positively balmy at a thermostatically regulated forty-one degrees Celsius. 


Dusk was falling and the generously proportioned garden – recently re-landscaped at considerable cost – was filled with shadows. The sky had turned to grey, and in the trees beyond the rose garden, the birds were making their last little rustling noises before nightfall.


As he relaxed and let his mind wander, Perry thought for what was possibly the billionth time in his adult life what a lucky man he was. He was entirely self-made – a fact he never tired of telling people. The son of a taxi driver and a secretary, he’d grown up in Essex and left school without a single qualification. After serving an apprenticeship with a local mechanic, he soon decided to strike out on his own and set up a modest business restoring classic MGs that he’d found by trawling the small ads. 


He met Melanie during his first year of trading. She’d sashayed onto the forecourt, accompanied by her much older boyfriend, who was in the market for a Midget Mark II. Perry didn’t manage to secure a sale that day, but he did acquire a new girlfriend. Within six months, the two of them were living together, and Melanie was working full-time for Perry’s business. Both were highly ambitious and made the decision to forgo parenthood in order to focus all their energy and attention on another goal: wealth beyond their wildest dreams.


Their gamble paid off, and now they owned one of the most successful classic car dealerships in the county. No wonder they could afford a luxurious six-bedroom property on Meadow Drive, and lots of other things besides, including a second home in Florida and a sizeable investment portfolio. Not to mention Perry’s personal collection of classic cars that he kept in a secure climate-controlled storage facility. 


Tonight, they were giddy with excitement as they celebrated the end of a record-breaking year of trading. 


‘I knew turnover would be high,’ said Perry. ‘But twenty per cent up on last year … that’s off the scale.’


Melanie took a sip of champagne. ‘You definitely hit the jackpot with those Rollers.’ 


He chuckled, remembering the five vintage Rolls-Royces he’d discovered quietly decaying in a Dorset barn, following the death of their original owner. Unaware of the vehicles’ true value and keen to get his hands on some easy money, the deceased’s son had sold them to Perry for a fraction of their true worth. After a comprehensive restoration programme, the entire fleet had been sold to a single collector in Russia for an eye-watering sum. 


‘Maybe you should think about taking a step back from the business,’ said Melanie, who had stopped working many years ago and now spent her days in the beauty salon or lunching with friends. ‘It would be nice for us to spend more time together.’


‘Nah, I like being hands-on,’ he said. ‘And anyway, I’m not sure I’d trust anyone else to do what I do.’ Although he had a competent showroom manager, and a chief mechanic who could literally work magic, Perry insisted on doing all the buying himself. Even after more than twenty years in the business, he still got a kick out of closing a deal.


Just then, an alert sounded on his phone, signalling that someone was at the door.


‘That’ll be dinner,’ said Melanie. They rarely cooked at home these days; it was so much easier to order a takeaway from one of their favourite restaurants.


‘I’ll go,’ said Perry, rising from the hot tub and reaching for his bathrobe.


As he made his way to the front door, phone in hand, he didn’t bother checking the live video stream to confirm that it was indeed the delivery driver bearing their Madeira chicken, steamed asparagus and dauphinoise potatoes. Big mistake. 


Padding barefoot across the thickly carpeted entrance hall, he had no feeling of foreboding, no sense that comeuppance had come calling. The only things on his mind were his food and the appointment he had the following day to view a rare Mini Cooper S the owner was looking to sell. 


When he got to the front door, he unlocked the five-lever mortise and opened it wide. To his surprise, there was no one there. Peering into the advancing gloom, he stepped outside, triggering the security light above his head. Instantly he was bathed in light. A sitting duck if ever there was one. 


The next moment, a startling – but at the same time very familiar – object came whistling through the air towards him. It appeared so suddenly, there was no time for him to take evasive action. The missile neatly parted the sides of his bathrobe, its tip penetrating the skin of his chest, just below the nipple. Perry staggered backwards in shock, his mobile phone slipping from his fingers. Was this some sort of joke? he wondered fleetingly.


As a searing wave of heat began radiating across his torso, he collapsed to the floor, legs splayed wide like a rag doll. His head had struck the corner of the radiator cover as he fell, leaving him dazed. He sat there for a minute or so, until his head had stopped spinning, and then he shouted Melanie’s name. While he waited for her to climb out of the hot tub, he took the opportunity to wrench the projectile out of his chest and fling it aside. It left a pinprick of blood in its wake, but thankfully didn’t appear to have caused any serious harm. 


Aware of an advancing stiffness in his neck and jaw, Perry raised a hand to his face. It was then that he noticed his arm was twitching uncontrollably. How very strange, he thought to himself – but then again, he had fallen rather awkwardly; perhaps he’d jarred a nerve.


An instant later, a painful convulsion gripped his entire body, making his arms and legs go rigid. The spasm went on for several minutes and left him feeling quite exhausted. Weakened and confused, he called to Melanie again, his voice thin and mewling. When, after several minutes, she still hadn’t appeared, he tried to stand up. Before he could do so, he experienced another terrifying seizure – one that caused his fists to clench and his back to arch. His heart pounded with a desperate rhythm, hammering against his ribcage. What was happening to him? The muscles in his chest felt unbearably tight, and it was increasingly difficult to breathe. He tried to summon his wife one last time, but horrifyingly, no sound came out; his vocal cords were paralysed.


A white froth was leaking from the corners of Perry’s mouth. His eyeballs were bulging so wildly that he half expected them to pop out of his head and roll like marbles across the carpet. Agonising minutes passed as he waited for the seizure to subside, and when it finally did, he began crawling across the floor towards his mobile phone, which lay a couple of metres away. His hand was on it when another violent contraction racked his body, sending white-hot arcs of pain shooting through his muscles and ligaments. His emotions were a terrible alchemy of impotent anger, disbelief and fear. He could hear his teeth grinding in his jaw, a sickening bone-on-bone crunch. And then he was overwhelmed by a strange vertiginous sensation, as if he were plummeting head first into space. 


 










Chapter 1


Jemima Cotton wrestled the lid back onto the paint tin and stepped back to survey her handiwork. Not a bad job, if she did say so herself. Mind you, anything would have been an improvement on the sea foam rag rolling that had adorned – or, more accurately, blighted – the hall wall previously.


The entire cottage had been crying out for a makeover when she bought it last summer. The previous owner clearly hadn’t wielded a paintbrush for several decades, and it had been left to Jemima to bring the property kicking and screaming into the twenty-first century. Unable to afford the services of a professional decorator, it had taken her many arduous months to complete the work – but boy, had it been worth it. Room by room, she had painstakingly transformed every square inch of wall, ceiling and skirting board, until all that remained was the retina-scarring hallway. Now, even that was unrecognisable, thanks to three coats of ‘Nun’s Petticoat’ – which looked an awful lot better than it sounded. 


It was eight months since she had swapped her rented London apartment and a career with the Metropolitan Police for a quieter pace of life in the Sussex countryside. At least, that was the theory. So far, life in the village of Little Cote had proved to be anything but quiet. Less than a fortnight after moving in, Jemima had found herself investigating a murder in Foxglove Close, the very street in which she lived. With CID unable, or just unwilling, to pull their finger out, it had taken every ounce of skill and intuition she possessed to solve the case, with a little help from her colleagues on the Neighbourhood Policing Team – NPT for short. The murder victim’s house had been sold several months ago, and now she had a new neighbour – a recently divorced carpenter called Ollie. The property’s gruesome provenance had proved off-putting to many, but Ollie was a no-nonsense sort who knew a bargain when he saw one.


As a general rule of thumb, Jemima liked to keep herself to herself, especially where her somewhat eccentric, not to mention inordinately nosy, neighbours were concerned. But given the dreadful events of the previous summer, she felt it was her duty to roll out the welcome mat and demonstrate to Ollie that the folk in Foxglove Close were perfectly normal. Well, perhaps not normal, but harmless enough. 


With this in mind, shortly after Ollie moved in, she invited him round for coffee. They’d spent a rather pleasant couple of hours together, during which he had had kindly given her some free advice regarding the kitchen extension she was vaguely considering. They’d bumped into each other in the close several times since then and lively conversations had ensued. On one of these occasions, Ollie had briefly introduced Jemima to his five-year-old son, who, he explained, came to stay with him on alternate weekends. The following day, she spotted the pair from an upstairs window playing together in the garden. As she watched Ollie hoist the little boy onto his shoulders, she had experienced a sudden sharp pain in her lower abdomen, as if someone had pressed their fingernail into some exquisitely sensitive scar. 


Career had always come first for Jemima. She’d believed her life was so full that there would never be room for children of her own. But just lately, she’d been having second thoughts. She wasn’t likely to be impregnated any time soon, however; not when she’d been single for what felt like forever. She’d fleetingly considered internet dating, but, still smarting after a painful break-up with her last boyfriend, a fellow officer in the Met, she wasn’t sure she had the emotional energy to swipe right, never mind actually meet someone face to face. Besides, based on her experiences so far, she strongly suspected the pool of single, attractive, well-adjusted men in the local area was a small and somewhat murky one. 


Just then, a loud noise made her jump. Her eyes swivelled towards the front door, just in time to catch one of the village do-gooders thrusting the parish magazine determinedly through the letter box. She retrieved it from the doormat and began idly flicking through the pages. 


The scout group’s recent cake sale proved to be a great success, raising almost £1,000 for drug abuse began the short news story on page 1. Jemima giggled out loud; the magazine was evidently edited by an individual with only the flimsiest grasp of proofreading. Sometimes the bloopers were so awful, she wondered if they hadn’t been inserted deliberately. Page 4 yielded another delicious example. St Agatha’s is raising funds to pay for repairs to the church roof. It currently has a number of donated items to sell, including a ladies’ five-speed bicycle. Also two gents for sale, both in good running order. Test drives available on request. Please contact the vicar for more information. 


Still sniggering, she tossed the magazine down on the console table she’d bought from a local junk shop and spent the best part of two days Annie Sloan-ing the bejesus out of. It was nearly 5.30. Just enough time to change out of her paint-spattered clothes and grab a quick shower before the start of her shift. 


 










Chapter 2


Even though she’d been there a thousand times before, Jemima always felt a warm glow whenever she saw Laversham Police Station. Posted to the affluent market town following her transfer to Sussex Constabulary, she had grown to love the historic building, with its odd-shaped rooms and quirky architectural features. Built in the mid-nineteenth century, it had never been designed with modern policing in mind, and her colleagues frequently bemoaned its many and varied shortcomings – the gurgling pipework, the sloping floors, the WC that had been converted from an under-stairs cupboard, its doorway designed to cause serious injury to anyone over five feet ten. But for Jemima, it always felt like coming home. 


After changing into the freshly pressed uniform that was hanging in her locker, she made her way to the main office, where a dozen desks were shoehorned into a space that would have been cramped with half the amount. 


Her colleagues PC Harry Mudge and PCSO Connor Brady were already there, staring at their computer screens in the harsh glow of the strip lighting. 


‘It looks as if the day shift have had a hectic time of it,’ said Harry, raising a hand in greeting as Jemima slid into the chair next to his. He read aloud from the duty log. ‘Two attempted shed breaks, a road rage incident outside the primary school, and a vandalised tombstone at St Michael and All Angels.’


Jemima couldn’t help smiling to herself. In the Met, where murders, violent robberies and hate crimes were a daily occurrence, the word ‘hectic’ had an altogether different meaning. But here at Laversham nick, her colleagues considered themselves busy if they only managed to fit five instead of the optimal six tea breaks into the space of a single shift. 


‘Let’s hope we have an easier ride this evening,’ said Connor, who had been in the job less than a year. ‘I’ve got a ton of paperwork to catch up on, and I wouldn’t mind spending a couple of hours putting up posters for next week’s beat surgery.’


Right on cue, their radios crackled into life. ‘Whiskey Lima Two Alpha Papa,’ came the controller’s voice, announcing Jemima’s call sign. 


She pressed the transmission button on her radio. ‘Go ahead.’ 


‘Please make your way towards number eight Meadow Drive, Little Cote,’ said the controller. We have a report of a violent assault on the homeowner. So far?’


‘So far,’ Jemima replied, confirming that she had received the instructions. 


‘Male victim unresponsive,’ the controller continued. ‘Assailant is believed to have made off. Ambulance is on its way.’


‘Yes, yes.’ Jemima replied. She raised her eyebrows questioningly at Harry. He nodded. ‘Whiskey Lima One Alpha Papa is coming with,’ she added.


‘Received,’ came the reply. 


Snatching up the keys to the station’s elderly Land Rover Defender, Harry began striding towards the door, pulling on his stab vest as he went. Jemima was hot on his heels. 


 


Callouts in Meadow Drive were practically unheard of. One of the most desirable streets in the local area, each of its fifteen or so properties was individually designed and luxuriously appointed. Whenever Jemima carried out foot or vehicle patrols here, she rarely encountered any of the homeowners. They remained hidden behind closed doors, shielded by their triple glazing and their top-of-the-range security systems. The only evidence that the properties were even occupied came from the shiny Teslas and Audis that were parked on the driveways, and the occasional flicker of light from a huge ultra-HD TV screen. As Harry tucked in behind the ambulance that was parked in the street outside number eight, Jemima couldn’t help wondering what they were walking into. 


The sight that greeted the two officers as they entered the property through the open front door was not a pleasant one. A man in swimming trunks and a gaping bathrobe was lying unconscious on the floor. His face was contorted in a rictus sneer, his lips peeled back to reveal his clenched teeth. Two paramedics, a man and a woman, were busy working on him. A woman clad only in a bathing costume stood a few feet away, observing their efforts anxiously. She was in her early forties, with highlighted hair tied in a topknot, and startlingly blue eyes that were offset by a deep tan. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears and her fingers, punctuated by dark nail polish, were pressed against her lips. 


Jemima’s practised eye swept over the scene, taking in the absence of blood on the cream carpet, and the mobile phone that lay within touching distance of the victim. She noticed something else too: a small silvery object lying at the foot of the stairs, though it was too far away to know what it was. 


While Harry checked in with the paramedics, Jemima went over to the woman and took her gently by the elbow. ‘They’re doing everything they can for him,’ she said. ‘My name’s Jemima. Why don’t I put the kettle on and you can tell me what’s happened here?’


The woman gave a small nod and allowed herself to be led into the kitchen. It was an impressive space, its decor a judicious combination of heritage (flagstones, butler’s sink, Rayburn) and contemporary (forensic lighting, glass splashbacks, a pastel-coloured fridge the size of Jemima’s spare bedroom). She sat down at a large circular dining table that was dominated by a gratuitous arrangement of exotic flowers Jemima wouldn’t have thought were available in Sussex, or indeed anywhere in the UK. 


‘Shall I make you a cup of tea?’ she asked.


‘You have one if you like, but water’s fine for me,’ the woman replied huskily. She pulled some sort of throw or shawl off the back of the chair and drew it tightly around her shoulders. 


Jemima picked up a heavy glass tumbler that was standing upended on the draining board and filled it from the tap.


‘I’d prefer mineral, if you don’t mind. There’s some Evian in the fridge.’


She tipped the water down the sink, thinking how strange it was that someone whose other half was lying unconscious in the next room would give a toss either way. She took the glass over to the fridge.


‘It’s Mrs Noble, isn’t it?’ she said, recalling the name she had obtained from the incident log as they sped to the scene. 


‘Yes, Melanie Noble,’ the woman replied. 


Jemima took a bottle of Evian from the fridge and began filling the glass. ‘Is there anyone else in the house?’


‘No, it’s just me and my husband.’ 


She carried the glass over to the table and set it down.


‘Thank you,’ Melanie said as she raised the glass to her lips and took a small sip. 


‘Can you tell me what happened to Perry?’ 


‘I wish I knew.’ She frowned down at the bulky outline of her thighs beneath the shawl. 


‘But you were the one who found him. Is that right?’


‘Yes, it happened completely out of the blue. Up until then, we’d been having such a lovely evening, sitting in the hot tub, drinking champagne.’


‘Is the hot tub in the garden?’ 


‘Mmm, we use it all year round. It’s housed in a custom-built cedarwood gazebo.’


Of course it is, said a voice in Jemima’s head. She caught the thought, ashamed of herself.


‘The app on Perry’s mobile phone told us someone was at the front door,’ Melanie continued. ‘We’d ordered a takeout and I assumed it was the delivery guy.’ She kneaded her forehead with a fist. ‘We’ve got a camera above the front door. I don’t know whether my husband checked to see who it was before he opened the door; he usually does.’


‘Did you go into the house at the same time as your husband?’


‘No, I stayed in the hot tub. Perry said he’d lay the table and give me a shout once everything was ready. I must have waited for what … twenty-five minutes, and when he still hadn’t reappeared, I decided to go and see what was taking him so long.’ She hesitated. There was something unflinching about her expression, a kernel of hardness. ‘When I came in through the French windows over there, I saw straight away that he wasn’t in the kitchen, so I went to look for him in the dining room.’ 


‘Which is where?’


Melanie pointed to a pair of double doors to the rear of the kitchen. ‘Just through those,’ she said. ‘We usually eat at the kitchen table, but as it was a special occasion, we’d agreed that we’d eat in the dining room.’


‘What was special about it, if you don’t mind me asking?’


She gave a slow, feline blink. ‘My husband owns a classic car dealership; it’s one of the biggest in the south-east. As it’s the end of the financial year, we were celebrating another terrific twelve months of trading. It’s something we always do, just a little tradition of ours.’


‘How lovely,’ Jemima murmured. ‘So your husband wasn’t in the dining room?’ 


‘No. The table hadn’t been laid either, so I went out into the hall, thinking he might be chatting to the delivery guy about cars. Perry’s like that – always looking for new customers in the unlikeliest of places.’ She gave a wobbly smile. ‘And that was when I saw him, lying on the floor.’ 


‘Was the front door open or closed at that point?’


‘Open.’


‘Did you see anyone outside – either in your own front garden or out on the street?’


‘No, but I didn’t look very hard, to be honest, I was more concerned about my husband.’


‘Was he unconscious when you found him?’


‘Yes, and his body was bent out of shape, as if he’d just had an electric shock. He was still breathing, though. I dialled 999 straight away and the ambulance was here very quickly.’ She pulled her lower lip so hard it blanched from lack of blood. ‘He is going to be all right, isn’t he?’


Before Jemima could answer, Harry appeared in the doorway. He looked at her and drew a hand down over his face. In that moment, she knew precisely what he was about to say. She took a quick breath, bracing herself. 


‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Noble,’ Harry said gently. ‘I’m afraid your husband’s passed away.’


‘No!’ Melanie cried, the shawl falling to the floor as she stood up. ‘He can’t be dead. We’re supposed to be going to our villa in Florida next week; we’ll never get a refund on the flights at this short notice.’ 


Jemima bit her lip. Telling someone a loved one had died was the worst part of any police officer’s job. Years of experience had taught her that there was no playbook for grief, and she always tried her best not to judge people. 


Melanie pushed past Harry and ran out into the hall, where the paramedics had started to pack up their equipment in readiness for their departure. 


‘You’re not leaving, are you?’ she shrieked. ‘You’ve got to keep working on him.’


‘I’m very sorry, we did everything we could for him,’ said one of the paramedics. 


Melanie fell to the floor beside her husband’s body. ‘You can’t go!’ she sobbed as she pounded his chest with her fists. ‘You can’t!’


While Harry tried to comfort Melanie, Jemima took the paramedics aside. ‘Any idea what killed him?’ she said in a low voice.


‘We’re not sure,’ the female paramedic replied. ‘He was on the verge of death when we got here; it took us ages to find a pulse, and when we did, it was very weak. We administered adrenaline and gave three shocks with the defibrillator, but we couldn’t bring him back.’


‘Heart attack?’ Jemima suggested.


The male paramedic stroked his jaw with the back of his hand. ‘I don’t know. His limbs seem unusually rigid – more so than you’d expect from normal rigor – and that facial grimace really is very unusual.’


Jemima gave an involuntary shudder. ‘He looks terrified, if you ask me … quite literally scared to death.’


‘I know what you mean,’ he said with a grim smile. ‘I’ve been doing this job for a long time, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite like it. There is one other thing I should draw your attention to.’


Jemima cocked her head. ‘What’s that?’


‘There’s a small puncture wound in the centre of his chest, just below the fourth rib.’ Turning, he pointed to the small object she had noticed earlier, lying on the floor at the foot of the stairs. ‘I’m guessing it was caused by that.’


She went over for a closer look. It was a dart, steel-tipped with a plastic flight, the sort that could easily be purchased online, or in any sports shop.


She looked at the paramedic. ‘You’re saying someone threw a dart at him?’


‘Looks like it. My guess is he pulled it out of his chest before he collapsed.’


‘Could it have penetrated his heart?’


‘Nope. Playing darts are specifically designed to avoid lethal injury. The point is typically just a couple of centimetres long, so it can only penetrate flesh a short distance before the barrel stops it going any further.’


Jemima considered this interesting fact for a few moments. Given that she was no stranger to a dartboard herself, this was something she should have known. During her time in London, she had played regularly for her local pub team and was the only woman in the league to have pulled off a nine-dart finish – the equivalent of a hole-in-one on the golf course. 


‘OK, thanks very much for your help. I guess we’ll just have to wait for the results of the post-mortem.’ 


As she turned to speak to Harry, she saw a figure outside on the driveway – a man in a crash helmet, the visor pulled up to reveal his eyes and nose. Her hand went instinctively to the canister of CS gas at her hip. 


‘Can I help you?’ she said, eyeing him suspiciously.


He held up the insulated bag he was carrying. ‘Takeout from Bistro 22,’ he said, apparently unfazed by the presence of a uniformed officer at the property. ‘Sorry it’s late, the bypass is shut … burst water main, I think. The diversion was a nightmare … sent me all round the houses.’


Jemima sighed. In the background, she could hear Melanie wailing. ‘I think the homeowner’s lost her appetite.’


The courier shrugged his leather-jacketed shoulders. ‘So what do you want me to do with it? I can’t take it back, I’ll have my wages docked.’


Jemima held out her hand. ‘Give it here. You’d better give me your contact details too, just in case we need to take a statement from you.’


‘Why, what’s happened?’ he asked, craning his neck as he tried to see around her. 


‘We’re not quite sure at this stage,’ she said. ‘But I need you off the premises; this is a crime scene now.’


 


It was several hours before Jemima and Harry departed Meadow Drive. With CID now in attendance and Melanie Noble having been safely transported to her sister’s home in the next county, it was time for them to make their way back to the station and write up their report of the evening’s events. 


It had been a dramatic, not to mention deeply disturbing, start to their shift. Neither of them said very much on the way back, each lost in their own private ruminations. As Harry reversed the Defender into a space in the yard, Jemima had an uncomfortable feeling in her stomach that had nothing to do with the gathering darkness, or the cheap takeaway coffee they’d grabbed from the petrol station.










Chapter 3


It was the day following Perry Noble’s untimely demise. Given the gravity of the situation, the post-mortem had been completed at lightning speed, and its findings rapidly disseminated to a select number of officers at Laversham Police Station. As the only two PCs who had worked on a murder case previously, Jemima and Harry had been summoned to a meeting with Inspector Paul Metcalfe to discuss what role the NPT might be expected to play in the investigation.


Although she respected the inspector hugely, Jemima always found it hard to project the appropriate degree of deference when she encountered him at work. This was due to the fact that he had been her aunt Nat’s lover for nearly nine years. It was strange calling him ‘sir’ or ‘boss’ when she was used to seeing him casually dressed in jeans and jumper, his hair tousled from an unscheduled nap on her aunt’s sofa. 


He and Nat had been classmates at school, although they didn’t get together until much later in life. Paul had been married since his mid-twenties, but when his wife, Helen, was diagnosed with a muscle-wasting disease that left her in a wheelchair, she had actively encouraged him to find a lover. Initially, Paul refused to even countenance such an arrangement, but when he and Nat reconnected at a school reunion, there was a strong mutual attraction. Helen had given the match her blessing, and even the three children she shared with Paul had learned to tolerate the somewhat unusual state of affairs.


Also present at the meeting was Sergeant Anita Jones, the longest-serving member of Laversham’s NPT, and not the sort of woman you wanted to get on the wrong side of. She and Jemima had what you might call a love–hate relationship, and a quiet antagonism played out beneath their every interaction. It was blindingly obvious to anyone with a pair of eyes that Anita viewed Jemima as a threat – although if asked outright she would have strenuously denied it. Now in her mid-fifties, Anita had been in the job a lot longer than Jemima, but she was painfully aware that the young PC had a greater breadth of experience, thanks to her time with the Met, where she had worked in a number of specialist roles. At the same time, the sergeant had a grudging admiration for her newest recruit, who, during her short time with Sussex Constabulary, had amply demonstrated not only her impressive investigative skills, but also her remarkable powers of intuition. 


When Jemima and Harry appeared in the open doorway of the inspector’s office, they found their two superiors engaged in the kind of forcefully gesticulated discussion that characterised serious business. Breaking off from the conversation, Metcalfe invited them to step into the room and join Anita on the other side of his desk. He was a stocky man, with a plume of salt-and-pepper hair and impossibly broad shoulders; his uniform clung to him with a sort of desperation, knowing it was unequal to the task, but trying its damnedest anyway.


‘Anita and I were just discussing the forensics from Meadow Drive,’ he told them. ‘I don’t know if you’ve had a chance to read the report, as well as the findings from the post-mortem.’


‘Yes, boss,’ said Jemima. ‘I must say the cause of death came as rather a surprise.’ She flipped the pages on her spiral-bound pad to find the notes she’d made. ‘Strychnine poisoning – delivered via a contaminated dart that punctured the victim’s chest, allowing the toxin to spread rapidly through his bloodstream.’ 


Inspector Metcalfe rested his elbows on the desk, tucking his hands underneath his chin. ‘I agree, a poison dart is certainly a most unusual murder weapon. You’d expect that sort of carry-on in the Amazonian rainforest, but not in an English country village.’


‘How the hell did they get their hands on strychnine?’ said Harry, who’d been engaged at the local primary school for the best part of the morning, giving a talk on stranger danger and demonstrating the use of his handcuffs on the head teacher. Consequently, he’d only had time to skim-read the two reports that had landed in his inbox first thing. ‘I know it was used as a rat poison once upon a time, but I thought it was illegal to buy it nowadays.’
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