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  This novel is a work of fiction. All names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are entirely the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead or to actual events is entirely coincidental.




  



  The practices, procedures and equipment portrayed in this novel are broadly accurate, and reflect those of some British Police Forces in the early 2000’s. In some cases, details have been altered.




  

  PROLOGUE




  Someone once told Ben Drummond that he was ‘too bloody cantankerous to die’. It wasn’t meant as a compliment but Ben, being Ben, took it that way. Ironic, really, since it was his sheer cussedness, his awkward, obstructive, cantankerous nature that would kill him. That, and a nine millimetre bullet.




  Standing at the far end of the cavernous duty garage, Ben felt even more belligerent than usual. He’d been stuck here doing cars all day, and Ben hated doing cars. Some Scenes Of Crime Officers – SOCOs - liked cars. There was a lot of shiny metal and glass to take fingerprints, there were often cig ends in the ashtray, or bottles under the seats. There was a good chance of bringing something back if you went and did some cars.




  Ben didn’t give a shit about bringing anything back – not for a crappy little stolen car job. Twenty-five years he’d been in the job, and he shouldn’t be spending his time on piddling small stuff. In Ben’s not very humble opinion, anything less than an aggravated burglary was a waste of his time and experience. But Slippery Mick had come over all officious that morning, and started on about sharing jobs out equally. So Ben was here doing cars, while kids with ten minutes in the job were on burglaries and assaults. Stuck in a damp, cold, badly lit garage, bugger all good for any sort of proper forensic exam anyway, on a damp, cold, badly lit day at the arse-end of October, looking at his sixth car of the shift. And this one wasn’t going to lift his mood either, because it was a burnt out wreck. Waste of time, the dimwit PC who had the case shouldn’t even have requested scenes of crime.




  Unless, perhaps, this was something a bit special? Involved in something serious perhaps – kidnapping, armed robbery? Please, at least a GBH! With a flicker of interest, Ben looked through his paperwork, dug out the incident log, and swore. Just a bloody Taken Without Owners Consent. Bunch of kids had TWOC’d it for a joy ride, torched it for fun. The owner hadn’t even reported it until it had already been put out by the Fire Brigade. It was that important.




  Well, he wasn’t going to waste any time on this one. Not even worth getting his kit out for.




  Ben dumped his file on the fire-blackened bonnet, began scribbling on a report form. Ten minutes, he thought, then back to the station for a cuppa and maybe a sausage cob.




  Behind him, there were footsteps on the damp concrete, which he ignored. Garage staff, he presumed. Probably brought another car in. Well, if they were thinking of asking him to do it before he left they’d think again bloody damn quick.




  ‘Hum – make, Vauxhall Cavalier.’ Ben frequently muttered to himself whilst working. ‘Condition – severe fire damage, engine and passenger compartment, all windows out….’




  ‘That’s my car.’




  Scowling, Ben put his pen down and turned round. The man standing a few yards away was hard to make out. The random failures of the strip lighting had left him in a pool of shadow, back lit by the bright halogens further down.




  ‘What?’ Ben growled.




  ‘Are you Police?’




  ‘Scenes of Crime Officer. And this is a forensic examination area. Not open to the public. Garage office is over the other side.’




  The man stepped a bit closer, more into what light there was. Ben saw a dark beard, chunky dark coat, eyes shadowed by a baseball cap. ‘That’s my car there.’




  ‘I’m nearly finished with it. Go over to the garage office, you can sort things out with them.’




  ‘Did you find anything in the car?’ The man spoke sharply, demanding an answer.




  Ben almost smiled. He loved the chance to be truculent, obstructive, and downright rude if possible.




  ‘Like I told you, this is a forensic examination area. Contact the OIC if you’ve got any questions. That’s the officer in charge of the case. Now bugger off!’




  The man had kept his hands in his pockets, seemingly casual, but there was no doubting the aggression in his voice or in the way he leaned forward as he spoke.




  ‘Tell me what you’ve found in my car!’




  And for a brief moment, Ben was tempted to say ‘Sod all mate. Sorry, it’s a negative.’ But that would have gone against a lifetime’s habit, and instead he snapped back: ‘Can’t tell you that. Police business. Now piss off out of it!’ And for the first time that day, he felt almost happy. He was staring straight at the man, glaring in joyful fury, and so was barely aware of the hand that came out of the pocket, or of what it was holding, or of the muffled thud.




  But he felt the massive impact in his chest, the tremendously powerful blow that flung him back against the scorched metal of the car. Flung him back and also spun him round, so that he was grasping at the roof, trying to pull himself up, but he had no strength left, none in his arms, none in his legs, and he couldn’t stop himself slipping to the floor. He thought of his radio, but he couldn’t move to reach it, and already it was very dark, even darker than normal…




  And then it was utter black, and Ben Drummond hadn’t even had time to realise what had happened.




  * * *




  The shot seemed to echo for a long time, the acoustics of metal walls and concrete floor extending its lifetime beyond the normal. The man with the gun stood listening while they faded – not looking at the body, but at the entrance to the garage. He did not expect interruption from the garage staff, who were watching telly in their portacabin on the other side of the yard. However, just in case, he looked and listened for a while longer, with his pistol hanging casually from his hand.




  Finally satisfied that there would be no interruptions, he slipped it back into his pocket, and turned to the body, slumped face down on the dirty concrete.




  He had certain business to conduct here, business made more difficult by Ben Drummond’s intransigence. Which, in the man’s mind, was reason enough to shoot him. Even now, the matter did not go as well as hoped, and he swore several times in frustration. But he was a practical person, and did not linger pointlessly. When he had done as much as could reasonably be done, under the circumstances, he left. The whole thing was something of an irritation, especially as his intervention now seemed unnecessary. But at least he’d made sure if it. It might not have been the best solution, or the ideal outcome, but it had been dealt with quickly, and on the whole, satisfactorily. He took some pleasure in having tied up all the loose ends.




  In the garage, nothing moved. Even the pool of blood from beneath the body had stopped spreading. In the poor lighting it was hardly distinguishable from the oil stains nearby as it slowly congealed on the wet concrete.




  

  CHAPTER 1




  A week after Ben’s murder, the Scenes of Crime office was still in a state of shock. Alison – big, bouncy, irrepressibly bright on a normal day - seemed crushed and near to tears.




  ‘I still can’t believe it.’ she said through a tissue. ‘I keep expecting him to walk in at any moment.’




  ‘I know, Ali, I know. We all feel the same’. Doug reassured her. ‘It’s just not believable.’ Doug was usually the one to bring some calm reason into a situation. With his rimless glasses and neat, grey-shot beard he had been accused of looking like a stereotype psychiatrist. Truth was, he was the sort of person people instinctively felt they could trust.




  Marcie, just back off leave, was finding it hard to adjust to the news. She felt like she had a weeks worth of trauma to catch up with. Like Ali, she kept expecting Ben to shamble in at any moment, with a sarcastic comment and a dirty joke. She’d cried herself when Doug phoned her at home with the news, cried more when she saw it on TV. Not that she’d got on with Ben – not any better than most people, anyhow – but a sudden hole had appeared in her world. A presence that had seemed as solid and enduring as a mountain range was abruptly gone forever.




  But one of the biggest shocks, she thought, was seeing Alison Patrick so distraught, considering that she and Ben had disliked each other intensely.




  ‘What I don’t understand,’ she wondered out loud ‘is why anyone would shoot a SOCO anyway? Have they got any ideas yet?’




  ‘Drugs.’ grunted Mac.




  ‘You’ve heard that?’ asked Doug. ‘Mick and Jimmy won’t say a word about it.’




  Mac – Philip MacAlistair, but no one ever called him Phil, even if they knew it was his name – was of the same generation as Ben, and had been in the job about as long. Short and solidly built under an unruly mass of iron grey hair, he’d been the closest Ben had had to a friend in the department. If Ben had had anything like a friend anywhere. Marcie thought he seemed a bit less upset than Ali. He shook his head as he answered Doug.




  ‘Not heard, no, but it’ll be drugs. Always is.’




  ‘Scary thing is’ put in Sanjay, ‘It might have been any of us. Ben hardly ever did cars. Just sheer bad luck. Scary.’




  From the silence that fell, Marcie deduced that the same thought had occurred to everyone else, but no one had wanted to put it into words. Sanjay was the quietest one of their team, but when he did say something it was straight to the point. Even if no one else wanted to go there.




  ‘So, where are our revered Seniors?’ asked Mac. ‘We supposed to wait all day for them, or what?’




  ‘They’re in conference with CID.’ said Doug. ‘Message was, everyone was to get their jobs and then sit tight – they want to make some sort of announcement.’




  ‘OK – time for a brew, then. Anyone want a cup?’




  The way it worked in their office was that the city was divided up into operational areas and all the SOCO’s took one – or two, if they were shorthanded. Then you had to search the Force computer system for any incidents in those areas that had been referred for Scenes of Crime examination. Which meant that the busier it was, the longer you had to spend on the computer before you could even get started.




  It was made worse by the fact that there was never enough computers to go round. Marcie had to wait twenty minutes before she could get on one. And of course – sod’s law – it was at that moment that the missing Seniors made their entrance, along with Marcus Hubert-Hulme, Head of Scientific Support (which included Scenes Of Crime).




  Marcus was widely known throughout the Force as ‘The Prof’ – not just because he looked like a professor, white beard, glasses and all, but because he was in fact a Professor – of Forensic Science. With, apparently, an international reputation in the field.




  Ben, as Marcie recalled, had referred to The Prof as an ‘over-educated ivory tower ponce’ who ‘knew less about real SOCO-ing than a cow knows about flying.’ Marcie herself thought that The Prof was a pretty good boss, in that he mostly kept out of the way and let them get on with it.




  An expectant hush fell over the room.




  ‘Ahem – Ladies and ah – Gentlemen…’ The Prof was unremittingly formal on all occasions. ‘As you know, your Senior Scenes of Crime Officers here at Ash Ridge Police Station – Michael and James – have been heavily involved in the investigation, relating to our murdered colleague, Mr Benjamin Drummond. My thanks to them for what has undoubtedly been a personally difficult task for them, carried out with the usual professionalism and – er – competency.’ There was a brief pause: Marcie wondered if they were expected to applaud.




  Gathering himself, The Prof resumed. ‘Certain facts have now come to light. Not yet to be made public, of course, but it was felt that you the colleagues of the – ah – deceased – should be kept informed.’




  ‘So we don’t read about it in the paper, after being kept in the dark for a week.’ whispered Doug, sitting on the desk next to Marcie.




  ‘I rely on your discretion, of course, not to talk to the Press…. However, the facts I referred to… A full forensic examination of the vehicles Mr Drummond had examined on that day has revealed a bottle of Morphine Elixir, a controlled drug, concealed beneath the seats of a Ford Mondeo estate car.’




  Mac nodded in satisfaction, with a ‘told you so’ expression on his face.




  ‘Traces of this drug were also found on used examination gloves in Mr. Drummonds pockets. It is now believed that during his examination of the Mondeo, Mr. Drummond had found and recovered some of these drugs, but was unfortunate in that the drug dealer came to the garage in order to reclaim them. It appears that the offender, or offenders, took not only the drugs, but also Mr. Drummonds paperwork and exhibits relating to all the vehicles he had examined that day.’




  ‘We cannot say at this stage whether or not Mr Drummond resisted them, or if he was shot to prevent identification. However…’ The Prof removed his glasses, and looked at them for a moment. ‘However – we do intend to find out. In our business we see much of the worst of human nature – and it’s consequences. We are used to seeing victims, and I would hope that, as professionals, we always do our best to bring the offenders to justice. But this time, ladies and gentlemen, this time it has reached out and touched us personally. Mr Drummond – Ben – was one of us. He spent his career achieving justice for others. We will do no less for him.’




  Marcie felt herself both moved and comforted. Inspirational speeches weren’t The Prof’s forte, but it was clear he felt this deeply and spoke from the heart. The quality of the silence that fell suggested that the others had heard the same.




  The Prof replaced his glasses. ‘Well then – thank you for your time. Your Seniors will keep you informed of other developments. It is anticipated that Mr.Drummond’s funeral will take place shortly. It has been agreed that the Force will show its solidarity on that occasion, and it is expected that all of you will wish to attend. Scenes of Crime cover for the City will be arranged from other Divisions, so you will be free to do so. Ah – that is all. Please resume your duties’.




  The Prof left with his entourage, and a subdued buzz of conversation broke out. ‘Told you!’ said Mac, with what Marcie thought was an unseemly degree of satisfaction. ‘Drugs! Told you, didn’t I?’




  ‘You did, Mac’ Doug agreed. ‘You did indeed.’ He paused, frowning. ‘But what I’m wondering is, how come Ben missed this bottle of morphine? Come to think of it, if the offenders came back to get the drugs, how come they missed it?’




  ‘They were probably in a hurry.’ said Ali, drifting over to join in the conversation. ‘They shot Ben, took the stuff he’d recovered, and legged it.’




  ‘Not that much of a hurry.’ said Marcie. ‘They took time to get all his notes as well. And if they’d hidden the drugs in the first place, they’d have known where to look for the rest.’




  ‘Perhaps they thought that Ben had got them all?’ Sanjay suggested.




  Mac was nodding. ‘Yeh – but Doug’s right. Ben wouldn’t miss anything like that. He’s like – he was like a bloody bulldog, if he thought he was on to something. He’d have gone through that car like a dose of diarrhoea – I can’t see him missing any morphine.’




  ‘My point precisely’ said Doug, ‘and so delicately put.’




  Speculation was interrupted by the return of Slippery Mick – so called because it could be damn near impossible to get a straight answer out of him. ‘Ok, meetings over!’ he announced. ‘Let’s get out and fight crime! Who’s going to Northdale?’




  ‘Ah – that’d be me, Mick.’ said Marcie.




  ‘Good. Can you drop in at Callahan’s and do a car, since you’re in the area? OK?’




  Marcie felt a little twist in her stomach. ‘Callahan’s? As in Callahan Recovery? Where Ben was shot?’




  ‘Of course. Problem?’




  ‘Ah – well – I just thought that they weren’t taking cars in there anymore. ‘Cos of the investigation.’




  Mick took on a shifty look. ‘The scene’s finished with now. That part of the investigation’s over, so they’re opening up the garage again. Only – there’s a car there that Ben didn’t get round to looking at before… Anyhow, we want it sorted, ASAP. If you don’t mind, Marcie. Won’t take long, it’s a burn-out. Just eyeball it, write up a negative report. No sweat.’




  ‘Didn’t I hear that we’re dumping Callahan’s?’ asked Doug. ‘Breach of contract – inadequate security?’




  Mick was now definitely living up to his nickname. ‘Possibly.’ He muttered, not meeting anyone’s eye. ‘It’s under discussion - but don’t mention it, Marcie, OK?’ Slippery Mick slipped off to his office with some speed.




  ‘Why do I get the feeling that something warm and smelly has just been dumped on me?’ Marcie wondered aloud.




  Mac snorted. ‘Jimmy and Mick should have sorted it as part of the investigation. Probably got too excited when they found the drugs – anyhow, Mick’s panicking a bit now, because if Callahan’s get the shove, they’re not going to be very cooperative. Which will leave our Senior SOCO’s with an embarrassing loose end…’




  ‘Might as well do it anyhow.’ Doug said to Marcie. ‘Get Slippery Mick out of a hole and he might look on you favourably next time you ask for leave.’




  ‘Yeah, sure – like I’ve got a choice?’




  Examining a burnt out car, even one which someone else should have done, didn’t bother Marcie much – as Mick had said, it wouldn’t be a big job. Going to Callahan’s was never a joy, but if it was likely to be the last time, she could live with it. But seeing where Ben had died… was uncomfortable.




  ‘Go there first.’ she thought. ‘Get it out of the way.’ Logging out of the computer, Marcie gathered her gear and headed for the station car park.




  Northdale had once been one of Faringham’s more exclusive areas, and there were still some quite pleasant parts – mostly around the centre, or ‘Old Northdale’ as the residents insisted on calling it, though without any official sanction. East Northdale, next to the University, had been largely taken over by student accommodation and the associated support services – bars, fast food outlets and video rentals. West Northdale, out near the edge of the city, was a confused mixture of old housing, new tower blocks and light industry.




  It was out in this part of the city that Callahan’s Recovery had it’s premises, a badly built and poorly maintained warehouse. On the basis of the cheapest bid, Callahan’s had acquired the police contract to recover stolen and suspicious vehicles from the city area, and to provide facilities for forensic examinations of the same. They had then set out to maximise their profits by keeping investment to the minimum. The vast shed was unventilated in summer, unheated in winter, and poorly lit in any weather. Other facilities were minimal or non-existent, and the staff were as surly and unhelpful as they could get away with.




  Along with every other SOCO in the City Division, Marcie had been complaining bitterly about Callahan’s from the beginning: but meetings, consultations and complaints had failed to produce any change. Getting rid of Callahan’s was a move that would delight every SOCO. It was a pity that one of them had to be killed to bring it about.




  One advantage in waiting for the Seniors was that the rush hour was over, and it was only twenty minutes after leaving Ash Ridge nick that Marcie pulled the SOC van up to the rusty gates. It took another five minutes of blowing the horn before someone ambled out of the office and came over.




  ‘So what do you want?’ he growled. A beefy young lad in dirty overalls with ‘Callahan Recovery’ barely discernable on them.




  Marcie opened the window and leaned out. ‘Scenes of Crime.’ she explained, as if it wasn’t written all over the side of the van. ‘You’ve got a car for us.’




  ‘No we haven’t. Haven’t had any cars in since your mate got himself shot.’




  So now it was Ben’s fault? Marcie bit back a sharp retort. ‘It’s from before that happened. Cavalier. Burnt out.’




  ‘Oh. Thought you’d done that.’




  ‘I’m here to do it now – er – Neil?’




  ‘Yeah, Neil. Thing is though – it’s out in the yard.’ Neil gave her a worried look, as he should. Out in the yard meant exposed to the weather, which meant a much reduced chance of finding any useful fingerprints or DNA. The car should have stayed undercover until a SOCO had signed it off. Marcie doubted if anyone had, which was why Neil was looking worried.




  ‘Doesn’t matter.’ she said reassuringly. ‘It’s burnt out anyway, and the Fire Brigade would have soaked it. Outside won’t make a difference.’ In this dump, it might even be better, she thought. ‘I just need to look at it, OK?’




  ‘Oh – OK, then.’ Neil fumbled for his keys, and finally swung the gates open. ‘Over there in the corner.’ He pointed.




  Marcie drove over, got out, and looked at the wreck.




  Whoever had torched it had done a good job. Some burnt out cars had no more than a small charred hole in a seat. But this one had been burned by an expert. There was barely a patch of un-scorched paint from the headlights as far back as the boot. All the windows were out, and as she leaned through the frames, Marcie saw that the seats were reduced to a twisted metal framework. She wrinkled her nose at the smell. A burnt out car may not be the worst aroma in the world, but it’s strong, distinctive and unpleasant enough.




  Inside, the floor was deep in ashes and blobs of melted plastic, still soaked from the fire brigades efforts. Nothing was left of the steering wheel or dashboard.




  ‘Your mate got shot just there.’ said Neil from behind her.




  Marcie jumped and hit her head on the door frame. ‘What?’ she snapped, glaring at Neil.




  Neil grinned at her. ‘Mind your head!’




  ‘Yes, thank you! What did you say about Ben?’




  ‘He was standing just about where you are when he was shot. Leastways, that’s where we found him, on the floor. That’s his blood on the door.’




  ‘What!’ Marcie turned quickly, and crouched to examine the door she had been leaning against. It was hard to see against the scorched and now rusting metal, but there were dark reddish-brown stains smeared down the side.




  Marcie felt her guts twisting. Why hadn’t Mick told her? She wouldn’t have thought that even Mick would fail to mention it.




  Fighting for a calm voice, she turned back to Neil. ‘Was… was it you who found him?’




  ‘Yeah!’ said Neil eagerly. ‘Well, me and Pete. See, we were over in the office, and Pete said, ‘Time to lock up.’ So I went out with the keys, only the SOCO van’s still here. So I told Pete, ‘SOCO’s still here.’ Thing is, we’d thought he’d gone long since.’




  Marcie nodded. ‘That was when?’




  Neil shrugged. ‘About five o’clock – ish. Anyhow, Pete says, ‘Go and tell him to get a move on, we want to lock up’. So I went to the shed, and looked round – couldn’t see ‘im. Shouted a bit, but he didn’t answer. So I got Pete, and we went looking. And then Pete says ‘Over here, Neil!’. And there he was, laying down next to that Cavalier.’




  Involuntarily, Marcie glanced at the floor: she was standing in the same place, relative to the car, that Ben would have fallen. She took a quick step back, with cold chills running down her. ‘What did you do then?’




  ‘Well – first off, we thought he was ill. Heart attack, or something. So Pete says, ‘Help me get him up!’ thinking we’d take him over to the office. So we started to pick him up, then I said ‘Shit – he’s bleeding!’ And Pete said ‘Bloody hell!’ and we put him down again. Then he said ‘Go and phone the ambulance.’ I ran back over to the office, and when I’d phoned the Ambulance, I thought, better phone the police as well. Then I went back, and told Pete ‘Ambulance is on its way.’ And Pete said, ‘We’d better not move him. But we’ll have to make space to get the ambulance in.’ So I got on the forklift, and we shifted some cars around. Then a copper arrived, and then the ambulance came, and they said ‘He’s been shot!’ And next I knew, there was coppers and CID everywhere.’




  Marcie nodded, thinking. ‘Neil – when you moved the cars around – did you move this one as well?’




  ‘Of course we did!’ Neil was indignant, as if his word was being doubted. ‘Like I said, we had to make room for the ambulance. And this ‘un was right next to him.’




  ‘So where did you put it?’




  ‘Well – just here, of course. Out of the way.’ Neil paused, then decided to cover his back. ‘Like Pete told me.’




  ‘Ah. So – when the Police came, this car was already out here? Nowhere near the body?’




  ‘Well – yes. Suppose it was.’




  ‘And did you tell them about it?’




  Neil look confused. ‘They didn’t ask about this car. They asked where he’d been found, and we showed them, and they asked what cars he’d done, and we showed them. But they didn’t ask about this one.’




  Well, of course they didn’t, you pillock, thought Marcie. By the time they got here, it was nowhere near the body – just an old wreck over in the corner of the yard, along with a lot of others. And if they didn’t ask the right questions….




  ‘Where’s Pete now?’ she asked, looking for some corroboration.




  ‘Off work. Stress. Hasn’t been back since then. I’m here on my own just now.’




  ‘Right. Well – stick around. I’ve got to talk to someone.’ Marcie got out her mobile.




  ‘Mick – it’s Marcie. I’m at Callahan’s. You know that Cavalier you sent me here for… well, there’s a bit of a story with it…’




  Marcie repeated what Neil had told her, and listened to a long silence, as Mick absorbed it. Finally he came back to life.




  ‘OK, Marcie, good work. Um – you can carry on and finish the car. Just as normal.’




  ‘But Mick…’




  ‘Yeah, I know Marcie – strictly speaking, you should have a Senior down there, as it’s connected with a murder. But, thing is, this doesn’t make any difference. We know why Ben was shot, and it’s nothing to do with that car. So in actual fact, it’s really just a TWOC, and that’s no problem for you, is it Marcie?’




  ‘Well, no, Mick – but…’




  ‘Look, Marcie, just treat it like any other TWOC, OK? Fine then. See you back at the office.’




  Mick hung up. ‘Thanks.’ Marcie said to herself. ‘Thanks very much.’




  She looked at the Cavalier. ‘Just like any other TWOC? I don’t think so, Mick.’ For a start, she’d get a swab of that blood. Ben’s blood. Mick would hit the roof: he’d never allow it to be submitted. If it got matched to Ben it could screw up Mick’s carefully constructed scenario of what had happened. It probably wasn’t relevant, as he’d said - but if anything came up later, Marcie didn’t want to be the one accused of doing a sloppy job.




  She went back to the van, got her kit out, and set to work.




  Half an hour later, she’d got a full series of photographs, exterior and interior, and two swabs of the stain on the side – correctly tested first, to confirm it was blood and not a tomato sauce spillage. There were no unburned areas to fingerprint, so she was now looking speculatively at the boot. It was the only (relatively) undamaged area of the car, and she was wondering if anything inside it could have survived. Only one way to find out.




  It was locked, of course. She got out a crowbar and poked around a bit, but with no result.




  ‘Hey – Neil.’ she called.




  Neil had been watching from a distance. ‘Yeah?’ he asked cautiously.




  ‘Come over here and pop this boot open for me.’




  ‘Well – we don’t have a lot of tools here at the moment. Might need to get the fork lift on it.’




  ‘OK. So get the fork lift on it.’




  Neil grumbled off, and in due course, came back in the fork lift. After much manoeuvring and swearing, he managed to get the fork blades under the boot lid, and wrenched it open.




  ‘There!’ he said with satisfaction. ‘So what’s in it?’




  ‘Nothing.’ said Marcie with disappointment, looking in. ‘Spare wheel and a jack. But I had to be sure. Stand back, Neil, I’ll need photos.’




  She snapped off a few frames, and paused to think it through.. Was there anything more to be done?




  ‘That it then?’ asked Neil.




  ‘I’m not finished yet.’ she said evenly. ‘I’ll let you know when.’ She went back to the van, pulled on a pair of latex gloves, and picked up her crowbar again. Leaning through one of the Cavalier’s back windows, she stirred through the sodden black ashes.




  Something caught on the crowbar. She pulled it out gently. A few lengths of bent wire emerged from the ashes. Perhaps the framework of a bag of some sort? She scraped at another solid lump, and thought that it might have been a roll of gaffer tape.




  Aware of Neil’s impatient stare on her back, Marcie transferred her attention to the front of the car, but here it was nearly all melted plastic from the dashboard. Any other items were permanently entombed in the shapeless grey mass.




  For the sake of completeness, and to piss Neil off thoroughly, Marcie went round to the other side. There was some glass left in the driver’s window: she eyed it warily, and gave the door an experimental tug.




  To her mild surprise, it creaked open. As it did so something shifted in the door pocket. Peering in Marcie saw something lighter than the surrounding ashes.




  Dropping the crowbar, she felt cautiously down with gloved fingers: brushed through a layer of char and pulled out a thick wad of tissues. Scorched brown on the outside, the inner layers were still white. She sniffed cautiously. The faint chemical smell was familiar… windscreen wipes? The outer plastic cover had mostly burnt off, but the dampened tissues had survived surprisingly well.




  Interesting, but not very exciting. No forensic value. Marcie dropped them back in the door pocket, and as she did so, she saw something else. A small, dark regular shape that had been hidden beneath the wipes. She reached in again, gave the object a tug.




  It resisted at first, but then, with a firmer pull, it came free, shedding ash and melted plastic as it did. She lifted it into the watery daylight, cautiously wiped off the residual soot.




  A flash card. Marcie felt a thrill of excitement. A digital camera storage card. Which might or might not have anything interesting on it: but it was, as Doug would have said, ‘better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick.’




  She slipped it into an evidence bag, and got out the mobile.




  ‘Technical Forensic Unit, Sam Goodwin.’




  The TFU dealt with things like computers, mobile phones, and – she hoped – flash cards. ‘Hi – Sam. Marcie – City Division Scenes of Crime. Listen, I’ve just recovered a Compact Flash card from a burnt out car. Will you be able to get anything off it?’




  There was a pause. ‘Perhaps – depends how bad it is. Does the case look melted?’




  ‘No. Just very dirty. It was in a heap of ash, but underneath some wet windscreen wipes, which seem to have protected it from the worst of the fire.’




  ‘OK, might be possible then. If it’s just smoke damage, we can clean it up and try to download anything it might have. But if the chips themselves are damaged, forget it. Send it up, we’ll have a look.’




  ‘Great – thanks, Sam.’




  ‘No problem. But – one thing, Marcie – could it be the legitimate owners? No point it going to a lot of trouble just to recover the family’s happy holiday snaps!’




  ‘Good point. I’ll check it out. Thanks again.’




  Marcie hung up, and gave Neil a big smile. ‘See? Persistence pays.’




  ‘You’re finished now?’




  ‘Oh, not just yet. I’d better take some more photos – and then write up the scene report…’




  In the end, it was another half hour before Marcie pulled the van out of Callahan’s. Neil hastily slammed the gates shut before she could change her mind.




  Marcie still hadn’t decided what to do about the flash card. Ringing the owners number had connected her to an answering machine. She’d left a message, but how long would she have to wait till they got back to her? It would be better if the card could be submitted today. Of course, she could just go ahead and send it anyhow, but if it did turn out to be legitimate, Sam would be pissed off with her, and he was too useful to antagonise.




  She looked at the log again. The registered keeper’s address wasn’t far away, in Old Northdale – and in fact – yes – she had a burglary to attend just a few streets from there. OK, then, she’d drop by, and see if anyone was in. Then at least she could say she’d done her best with it.




  She thumbed her radio. ‘X-ray Mike Two Seven to Control.’




  ‘Go ahead, Two Seven.’




  ‘Show me resumed from Callahan’s, please, and travelling to – ah – 34 Cyrus Street, for related enquires.’




  ‘Ten Four.’ The operator didn’t sound very excited, but Marcie was feeling quite cheerful. The day was getting interesting.




  

  CHAPTER 2




  Cyrus Street was lined with dark, cold trees and red brick Victorian mansions. They had a gothic look to them, with a tendency to break out in odd little towers and elaborate balconies. Cue organ music in the background, thought Marcie.




  Number Thirty Four appeared typical, apart from the very new steel fencing that cut off her view of all but the upper storey. The industrial strength gate was a match with the fence, and to complete the set a pair of CCTV cameras stood guard. Clearly, these were people who took their security seriously. Apart from getting their car nicked.




  A speaker grill was set into the gate post. Marcie pressed the button. A long pause. She pressed it again, and one of the CCTV cameras swivelled to stare down at her. She gave it what she hoped was a confident smile, rather than a nervous grimace.




  ‘Yes?’ said the speaker, curtly.




  Not about to waste time on formal greetings, Marcie noted. ‘Marcia Kelshaw. Police – Scenes of Crime.’ She waved her I.D. card at the camera. ‘Are you Mr. Maddox?’




  ‘What do you want?’ the voice demanded.




  ‘I want to speak to Mr. Maddox, in connection with your vehicle that was stolen. The Cavalier.’




  There was a pause. ‘Wait,’ the voice snapped. What for? Marcie wondered. Probably not ‘wait while I get the kettle on and we’ll talk about it over a cuppa.’




  There was an electric buzz, and the gates began to swing smoothly open, inwards, gradually revealing a poorly kept gravelled area, an overgrown garden, and the front of the house, almost choked with laburnums. A white Transit van and a middle aged Mercedes saloon in silver were parked on the drive.




  The front door opened, and a man strode briskly out. Thirty – something, Marcie thought. Dark hair and beard, padded black coat, hands thrust into the pockets, leaning forward slightly as he walked towards her. There was something aggressive, almost threatening in his manner: Marcie had been about to walk forward to meet him, but then changed her mind. Instead, she gave an involuntary glance around. The street was deserted. She fingered her radio for reassurance, and held up her ID again.




  ‘Well? What is it?’




  Marcie wasn’t good at accents. She thought it might be a touch London.




  ‘Are you Mr. Maddox? The owner of the Cavalier?’




  ‘Yes! Of course! I was told it was burnt out – a wreck.’




  ‘That’s right. It was, but we were able to carry out a forensic examination, and this was recovered – do you recognise it?’ She held up the flash card, in its clear plastic evidence bag.




  Maddox looked at it, and for a fraction of a second, an expression flashed across his face. Shock? Horror? Fury? It was gone too quickly for Marcie to identify. But the intent gaze he turned on her was definitely threatening. She took a step back.




  ‘Where did you find this?’ He wasn’t quite shouting, but it sounded as if he wanted to: and he took a step towards her. A long step, that cancelled out her retreat so that he was almost in her face. Marcie moved back again, uncomfortably aware that another step would put her up against the van.




  ‘It was in the driver’s side door pocket. We need to know if it was left by the offenders, or if it’s yours.’




  Maddox’s face now showed indecision. He half reached for the bag with his left hand – his right was still deep in his pocket. Since Marcie had it in her left hand, he had to reach across, and Marcie was able to pull it back out of his reach.




  He glared at her with such concentrated fury that she felt her legs weaken. ‘I – I can’t let you have it,’ she gasped out. ‘Unless it’s yours of course, and you can have it if it’s yours, if you can identify it, you’ll have to sign for it, but we have to be sure you understand, because it could be evidence, of – of a crime – and it has been in a fire so it may be useless, probably is of course, but we want to be sure and of course if you’re claiming it is your property that’s not a problem…’ she was aware that she was gabbling, that fear had sent her tongue into overdrive, but she was finding it hard to stop. ‘Only, if it was left by the offender it might have come from another crime and if so we’ll want to try and match it up even if it’s completely ruined because it was in a fire, and the car’s completely gutted but if it’s any use to you you can have it back if it’s yours of course….’ Somehow, she managed to regain oral control and stuttered to a halt ‘I, I just need, need to kn-know if it’s yours. That’s all.’




  For another moment he stared at her, a cold, unrelenting anger in his eyes. If he tries to take it again, thought Marcie, he can have it, and forget getting a signature.




  But something in her flood of verbal incontinence had made it through to him. Abruptly, he stepped back.




  ‘It’s not mine’ he said, brusquely. ‘Never saw it before.’ Without another word, he turned sharply and strode back to the house. The gates swung silently shut behind him.




  Marcie found herself leaning back on her van, legs quivering. ‘Th-thank you.’ She whispered. ‘Thank you very much.’




  It was a good ten minutes before she could climb shakily into the van, another five before she managed to start the engine and drive away. She felt the CCTV camera’s staring at her the whole time.




  Back at the office, at the end of the shift, Doug was incensed. ‘Why didn’t you call it in? He could have been done for assault!’




  Marcie shook her head wearily. ‘He didn’t do anything, Doug. I couldn’t even say he was abusive – didn’t swear, didn’t shout. It was just the way he looked at me!’




  Mac laughed. ‘A man looks at you and you go weak in the knees, eh, Marcie?’




  Doug glared at him. ‘Piss off, Mac. Can’t you see she’s been scared shitless?’




  ‘I wouldn’t say it was that bad.’ Marcie put in hastily, overlooking the fact that she had been scared shitless. How she’d got through the day she wasn’t sure. Fortunately all her other jobs had been routine burglaries. ‘It was just – he seemed – dangerous.’




  Mac gave a sort of shrug. ‘Well, I suppose after what happened, we’re all a bit jumpy.’ He caught Doug’s eye. ‘So, ah, sorry.’




  ‘It’s OK, Mac. Perhaps I did over-react a bit.’




  ‘I’m glad it wasn’t me.’ said Ali. ‘I’d have just given it to him.’




  ‘But he said it wasn’t his.’ Doug pointed out.




  ‘He was lying.’ They all turned to look at Marcie. ‘Well, I think so. It was the way he reacted when he saw it. I’m sure he recognised it.’




  Mac scratched his chin thoughtfully. ‘If that’s so, then there could be something dodgy on that card. Something he doesn’t want to be connected with. But now he’s denied ownership, it could be difficult to tie him in with it.’




  ‘Do you think it could be connected to Ben?’ asked Ali. Which was exactly what Marcie had been wondering.




  ‘I don’t see how.’ said Doug. ‘Ben hadn’t even got to examine the car.’




  ‘Hmm – actually…’ Marcie began, and told them about the blood, and the way the Cavalier had been moved. ‘I suppose I’d better run it by Mick, hadn’t I?’




  ‘You should tell somebody’ Doug agreed. ‘I think Mick’s at court, but Jim’s around.’




  ‘Better Jim than Mick.’ said Ali. Marcie nodded. Picking up a copy of her report on the Cavalier, she headed for the Senior’s office.




  Whereas Mick was tall, slender, with thinning blonde hair and watery blue eyes, Jim was chunky, dark-eyed, with curly brown hair. Mick was slippery, reserved and up-tight. Jim was open, approachable and so laid back he was almost horizontal. Mick fancied himself as God’s gift to women. Jim might have been God’s gift to women, if he hadn’t been gay. He was on the phone when Marcie knocked on the open door: he smiled, waved her in and moved his feet off the spare chair, without breaking his flow.




  From the end of the conversation she could hear, Marcie gathered that he was bullshitting an officer about the probable results of an examination. Apparently, he’d made promises that forensic science couldn’t deliver and was now blagging his way out of it. Since he was very talented in that area, it didn’t take him more than a few minutes. He hung up and looked expectantly at Marcie.




  ‘Jim – let me run something by you…’




  She proceeded to tell him the full story, including her suspicions about Maddox – but downplaying her fear, and emphasising his reaction to the flash card. Jim listened without interruption, but he quickly lost his usual expression of lazy good humour and began to look more serious than she’d ever seen him before. When she’d finished, he sat for a moment, drumming his fingers on the desk while he thought about it.




  ‘Well – yes. Thanks for coming to me with this, Marcie. Good work, especially finding that flash card. Thing is though, there’s some – ah, issues here which you may not be aware off.’ Jim paused, ran a hand through his hair. ‘When it happened – Ben getting shot – well, it was a bit of a cock-up right from the start. His fault, really. You know how bad he was at following any sort of procedure?’




  Marcie nodded. Ben had been notorious for not respecting any rules but his own.




  ‘Well, Ben hadn’t called his location in to Control. They had no idea that we had anyone at Callahan’s that day. The first report they got – from those dickheads down there – was that someone had collapsed. Control got the idea that there had been some sort of industrial accident, and they sent the nearest spare copper – who turned out to be a young lad still on probation. Shouldn’t even have been on his own, but there was a bit of trouble kicking off in the city centre, and they’d sent most of their resources over there.’




  ‘Anyhow, this lad walked straight into a murder scene, without knowing what it was. He’d been told ‘industrial accident’ so that’s what he assumed. His first thought was to get everyone out to safety – including Ben. Callahan’s staff had already moved Ben once, and when the ambulance crew arrived the PC had taken him out of the shed and was busy trying to revive him. Already long past that, of course. Hell of a shock for him, when they told him that Ben was dead, and shot dead at that. Even so, it wasn’t until CID arrived and someone noticed the SOCO van over in the corner that they started putting two and two together. Good at that sort of thing, CID.’




  ‘Well, anyhow, by the time me and Mick arrived the crime scene was totally compromised – by Callahan’s and the PC. Poor old Ben had been moved at least twice and there was blood everywhere, so it was hard to say exactly where the shooting had taken place. That older bloke ….’




  ‘Pete?’ suggested Marcie.




  ‘Yeah, him – he’d got himself taken off to hospital, suffering from shock. The other one, Neil – none too bright at the best of times, and by this time he’d been asked questions by the PC, the ambulance crew, CID – he was having trouble remembering his own name, let alone what cars he’d moved where. Even if anyone had thought to ask him. Which is why no one knew about that Cavalier until now.’




  ‘But now you do know.’ Marcie pointed out.




  ‘Yes, of course.’ Jim leaned forward earnestly. ‘And you did exactly the right thing, Marcie. Technically speaking, I suppose Mick should really have come out to the car when you called him. But – as he said – this doesn’t actually change much as regards Ben’s murder. We’ve got the drugs connection, we know why Ben was shot – exactly where was always a bit iffy, like I said, but it’s not the main concern now. The investigation is looking at tracing the drugs. And Marcie – this is a big thing, you know?’




  ‘Er – yes, sure – big in what way?’




  ‘Well, as far as I know it’s the first time that a SOCO’s been murdered in the course of his duty. I’m sure you’ve seen that it made the national headlines. What you may not know is the amount of interest at high level – government level, Marcie: the Home Secretary’s been phoning the Chief Constable about it. There’s a lot of pressure coming down the line to get this sorted, and quickly. Introducing this Cavalier won’t help anyone. It would confuse the investigation; cause a lot of problems, without actually changing anything significant. We don’t want to open a can of worms. You see what I mean?’




  Marcie nodded. She saw what he meant, alright. She didn’t like it, but she got the point. ‘And what do you want me to do?’




  ‘Just put in your report. Don’t submit the blood. We’re ninety percent certain it’s Ben’s, anyhow. Keep it in the freezer. Send the film up, but we don’t need to request prints.’




  ‘What about the flash card. And Maddox?’




  Jim shrugged. ‘What the hell? Submit the card. It might give us a clue about the TWOC’er. If it’s not completely wrecked by the fire. Not much we can do about Maddox, if he’s denied knowledge of it. Have to let that go. OK Marcie?’




  She nodded, a little dubiously. Jim picked up on it.




  ‘Marcie – you’ve done everything right. You came across some information, you’ve reported it, and now it’s out of your hands. If the crap hits the fan, you’re in the clear, OK?’




  ‘Yes, sure – it’s not that though. It’s just that I’d hate to think we’re missing something. It would be like letting Ben down, somehow.’




  Jim smiled reassuringly. ‘Trust me, Marcie – it’s not connected. No way.’




  ‘OK then. Thanks, Jim.’




  ‘Any time.’




  Marcie left feeling happier, but not entirely comfortable with the feeling. Knowing Jim’s reputation for expert bullshitting, she wondered if she could trust his reassurances. Not that she had much choice.
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