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To all our canine friends who have been, or still are, victims of the illegal trade in dogs.

I hope this helps give you a voice.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Although the time period of this novel is set when the world was suffering from the effects of the Covid pandemic, this is a work of fiction. I hope, dear reader, you will forgive me for taking the liberty of making amendments to some events, dates and timings that would have been affected by the government restrictions.
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Thursday, 25 March 2021

Tim Ruddle was a reluctant disciple of Winston Churchill’s maxim that success is the ability to go from failure to failure with no loss of enthusiasm. And if failure had been an Olympic sport, he could have taken gold countless times over, he rued as he lay in bed unable to sleep on this stormy late March night, unlike his wife, Sharon, who was as usual lost to the world beside him. She could sleep for England and if sleeping was an Olympic sport, she would sure as hell be on that podium.

He so envied her that ability. He could not remember when he’d last had a good night’s sleep, a night when he hadn’t lain awake worrying about this latest chapter in their life, then needed to get up and pee. Once, moving to the countryside and buying a farm had been their dream. The good life. Their two kids brought up away from all the violence and the other crap that London threw at you. Back to nature. The idyll that existed only in the pages of books. Not the grim reality of a farmer’s life. The regulations. The subsidies that everyone else seemed eligible for except themselves.

They’d tried diversifying, opening a farm shop, and had recently been granted planning consent to create a petting zoo and cafe. Both of them loved animals and had created a small revenue stream from alpaca-walking. But so far their biggest source of income from Old Homestead Farm was quite by accident and a very welcome surprise. Thanks to the massive rise in demand for dogs due to the lockdowns, the blue French bulldog puppies their beloved pet, Brayley, had given birth to just seven weeks ago, were worth a staggering £3,000 each.

In breeding her, it had originally been their intention to keep at least one of the puppies, but the injection of badly needed cash they would get from the sales would help considerably with their new project. The five puppies were awaiting collection by their new owners in a week’s time, after their inoculations.

Outside in the barn across the farmyard below their bedroom window, Rudi, the proud father, had begun barking. Rudi regularly barked at the wind, at rustling leaves, and most of all at Enemy No. 1, the aircraft that regularly flew overhead on their flight path to Gatwick Airport whenever the wind was blowing from the east, as it was tonight. Sharon frequently joked that Rudi was pretty effective: during the year they had been here not a single aeroplane had landed on their fields!

But Rudi’s bark was different tonight. Ferocious, as if he was genuinely troubled by something out there in the darkness. And after a few moments, Sally, their female Labrador, who rarely ever made a sound – as if she had a mute button permanently pressed – started up too.

Worried the noise would wake their kids, Tim slipped out of bed and padded, naked, across to the window, parted the curtains and peered out into the darkness. As he did so he heard a sound, faint but distinct. The rumble of a diesel engine. One, or was it two? He glanced at his watch: 1.23 a.m.

Their farm was down a track, over a mile from the road – and that was just a quiet country lane. They had never been troubled by cold callers and no one ever drove up the rutted, potholed track by mistake. Anyone who came here had a reason and the last nocturnal visitors, a couple of months ago, had been a bunch of youths from a nearby caravan site, lamping rabbits.

Norris Denning, their elderly farmhand, who had come with the farm as a long-time employee – and had been a godsend to them – lived with his wife in the former gamekeeper’s cottage, a few hundred yards back down the track. He’d sent the lampers packing.

The sound of the engines became louder. Nearer. And as it did so the barking of the dogs became more manic. Then Tim saw the silhouette of an off-roader vehicle, with no lights on, enter his farmyard. It was followed by another, a pickup truck.

He felt a stab of fear. What the hell was going on? These weren’t lampers.

Then he saw the flare of a flashlight behind them. Heard a shout, an angry shout. Norris’s voice. ‘HEY!’ the farmhand shouted.

Sharon stirred. ‘Was going on?’ she murmured sleepily.

‘Call the police,’ Tim said, quietly and urgently. ‘Call 999 and say we have intruders.’

He pulled on some jeans and a sweatshirt, hurried downstairs, and shoved his feet into his wellingtons. Then he grabbed his Barbour jacket and the large torch from the shelf above the boot rack by the front door, switched it on, opened the door and shone the powerful beam ahead.

And stared in bewilderment, anger momentarily masking his fear. In the beam he saw Norris standing, feet planted, torch crooked under one arm and pointing a shotgun at the intruders. ‘What the hell do you think you are doing?’ he yelled in his Sussex burr. ‘You clear off right away, you hear me?’

‘Fuck off, Grandad, go back to bed,’ one of them jeered at the elderly farmhand. Then he grabbed the shotgun by the barrel and ripped it out of Norris’s hands.
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Thursday 25 March

Through the blustery drizzle, behind the man now holding Norris’s shotgun, Tim saw the barn doors were open, and figures were moving around inside. Parked outside, engines still running, were an old Range Rover with its tailgate up and a Ford Ranger pickup in front of it. Two dogs, Rudi and Brayley, were barking furiously.

Striding forward, Tim called out more assuredly than he felt right now, ‘Norris, it’s all right, I can handle this.’ Turning to the man with the shotgun, he shouted, ‘What do you want?’ As he did so, two men came out of the barn, holding a net full of wriggling creatures. The puppies, Tim saw to his horror. ‘Those are my dogs, what do you think you’re doing?’ he demanded, his voice masking his fear and sense of utter helplessness.

Over to his left he saw Norris’s jigging flashlight and a moment later heard him shout, ‘No, Tim, leave this to me, I’ll stop them.’ Norris, who walked with a limp from a tractor accident years back, hobbled forward several paces. ‘Give me my gun back and clear off NOW, the bloody lot of you!’

Tim felt momentarily helpless and terrified, as if he was trapped in one of those nightmares he sometimes had where he wanted to run but his legs wouldn’t work and couldn’t get any traction. His brain was spinning. He had a shotgun and a rifle, but they were locked in a cabinet down in the cellar. If Sharon had called the police, it would be a good while before they got here, far too long.

‘YOU!’ Norris yelled, lumbering towards the Range Rover as one of the men closed the tailgate then jumped into the back of the car. The engines of both vehicles were gunning now. Norris, wielding his flashlight, hurried to the front of the Range Rover and stood resolutely in front of it, shining the beam straight into the eyes of the driver.

Tim heard the roar of an engine and the slithering of tyres spinning. Horrified, he could see what was about to happen. Not even thinking about his own safely, the former rugby player hurled himself at the farmhand and with all his considerable strength shoved him away to the side, watching him fall clear of the vehicle, the torch clattering to the ground beside him.

Then he turned and, standing between its glaring headlights, faced the Range Rover, putting his arms up in furious defiance, shining the torch straight through the windscreen at two ugly, scowling faces. ‘You stop right there!’ he shouted.

From somewhere behind him he heard Sharon scream, ‘Tim, no! Tim, no! The police are on their way!’

Before he had time to react, and to his shocked disbelief, the Range Rover began moving forward, striking him firmly, with the force of a concrete wall, in the midriff. Were they seriously trying to run him over? As the vehicle slowly picked up speed, pushing him backwards faster and faster, he panicked. This could not be happening, not here in this beautiful sanctuary. Please God. There was no way he could jump clear. In desperation, he pressed his hands on the warm bonnet, frantically trying to get a grip on the metal surface and running backwards, faster and faster to try to stay upright and not go under the front bumper. Faster.

The torch fell from his hands.

Faster.

He could not keep it up. He was going – going to go – falling—

Then his back struck something hard. Sharp edges against his calves and his back. The Ford Ranger pickup, he realized.

‘No!’ he screamed. ‘NO!’

And heard Sharon’s scream, too.

The Range Rover crushed his midriff agonizingly, jetting all the air out of his lungs, as searing flames of pain burned up through his chest and down through his whole body.

He stared in agony and disbelief as the vehicle began backing away now. The headlights were no longer dazzling. As if the batteries in them were exhausted and giving out. No brighter than two candles now. His legs were no longer supporting him. He flailed with his arms, falling, falling. It seemed to be an age before he landed on his face in the mud.

Again he heard his wife’s voice. A torchlight momentarily shone in his eyes, blinding him. Then he heard Sharon’s screaming. ‘Oh God, no. Stay with me, Tim.’

‘I’m – I’m OK, he said, but was struggling through the pain to speak. ‘I feel a – a bit – faint.’

He was dimly aware she was kneeling beside him, opening his coat. He heard her say, as if she were somewhere in the distance, ‘I can’t see any blood, that’s good.’

‘That’s good,’ he gasped weakly.

‘I’ve called the police,’ she repeated. ‘They’re on the way. I’m calling an ambulance.’

‘Ambulance,’ he echoed. And dimly heard three pips. She was dialling, he realized.

‘Open your eyes, darling,’ he heard. And felt a faint squeeze on his hand. Heard her say, ‘Ambulance.’ And then some moments later, ‘Hello, please, we need an ambulance – I just called the police who are on their way and we need an ambulance urgently, please.’

‘Ambulance,’ he murmured. He heard Sharon give the address and directions. Heard her say, ‘Crushed between two vehicles.’

Her voice was getting fainter.

‘He’s breathing, but he’s pale and very clammy.’

‘I’ll – I’ll be OK,’ he wheezed. ‘Just a bit – a bit—’

‘Yes, I’ll get a blanket, keep him warm. No, I won’t, I won’t try to move him, but it’s cold. Please ask them to hurry.’

‘I love you,’ he rasped.

‘I love you. Stay strong, you’re OK, the ambulance is on its way.’

Her voice was faint now. Somewhere in the distance. So faint. Fading.

The pain, at least, was fading now too.
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Thursday 25 March

Eldhos Matthew had wanted to be a police officer since he was nine years old and had watched a reality cop show on television. He’d been glued to the screen as two officers had pursued a stolen car across a city – he could not remember where; he just remembered the excitement as the stolen car had driven on the wrong side of the road, against the oncoming traffic and then out into a dark rural road, and listening, enthralled, to the voices of the police over the radios.

The pursuit had continued with a helicopter watching the chase through a night vision camera, before the car had crashed on a bend, and two shadowy figures had leaped from the vehicle and were chased on foot, under the glare of the helicopter’s searchlight, and each brought to the ground.

That’s what I want to do! he had thought right then. And from then on, until his mid-teens, pretty much the only television programmes he watched were cop shows – real-life or drama. When his parents or brothers and sisters wanted to watch something else, he retreated to his room in the family home in Brighton and watched them on his laptop. While all his school friends were absorbed in gaming in their free time, he just binge-watched anything that had police in it.

At some point his interest switched from the officers carrying out traffic stops, pursuits, drugs raids, to those solving murders, especially dramas like Line Of Duty, CSI and Endeavour. He found he had a natural talent for getting ahead of the detectives in most of the dramas.

He’d always loved solving puzzles, and his mother, a psychotherapist who worked as a marriage guidance counsellor, told him he had a sharp brain. From an early age he regularly played chess with his father, a mortgage broker, who had taught him, and from around the age of twelve Eldhos began beating him regularly. At fifteen he had become chess champion of the Dorothy Stringer school, and when he had the time, between schoolwork and the endless detective shows, he played chess on the internet with several opponents around the world.

But neither of his parents were enamoured by the notion, as he approached school leaving age, of his joining the police. His mother feared for his safety; his father, a pragmatic man, who had brought his family to England from their native India in search of a more prosperous life, was unhappy with his eldest son’s ambition. In a heart-to-heart conversation he warned Eldhos he would never become rich working for the police, and in an organization that in his opinion was still institutionally racist, he would always struggle for promotion.

Eldhos had replied that he wasn’t interested in becoming rich, that what he wanted was a career where he could make a difference to the world, and he genuinely believed he could make a difference. As to the racism, he could deal with that if it happened, and it seemed all of those prejudices were changing, and he was determined to play a part in that.

He was now, at twenty-one, two years and three weeks into his career with Sussex Police. Just three weeks out of his probationary period, and due to several members of his section being off with Covid, he was single crewed in a response car, based out of Haywards Heath. He had already put in his application for a transfer to CID and at the moment, with a shortage of detectives in the force, the future for his chosen path was looking good.

And on this drizzly March night, as he cruised the dark, silent streets of the small county town ten or so miles north of the city of Brighton and Hove, he was waiting, as he did every night he was on patrol, for a shout from the Control Room to send him off on the kind of action he craved, but which rarely happened.

So far tonight he had stopped a car with a tail-light out, and leaned in to smell the driver’s breath for alcohol, but there was no trace. The young woman, a shift worker, was heading home from Gatwick Airport. He politely told her to get the bulb replaced and allowed her on her way without breathalysing her. Then he’d had a short Grade One blue light run, after a report of two men acting suspiciously outside a computer store in the High Street, where a burglar alarm was ringing. But when he got there, it turned out to be a fault and the manager and a work colleague were trying to deactivate it.

Eldhos had just made up his mind to head back to the nick for a coffee and to eat the chicken salad and chocolate bar that he’d brought along for his supper, when he heard the calm voice of a controller over the radio.

‘Whisky Mike One-Seven-One.’

He clicked the button on his mic and responded with pride, ‘Whisky Mike One-Seven-One.’

‘Whisky Mike One-Seven-One, we have a report of intruders at Old Homestead Farm, Balcombe. We have the caller on the line and she’s very frightened.’

‘Old Homestead Farm, Balcombe?’ He pulled over.

‘Do you know the location?’

‘No.’

‘I’ll give you the What3Words location.’ She read them out.

Eldhos repeated them, pulling his phone from his chest cradle and tapping the words into the app. Instantly the location came to life on a map. ‘OK, got it, I’m about five miles away.’

‘Please attend, Grade One. I’ll have backup for you but they are twenty minutes away.’

‘En route now.’ He entered an approximate address into the car’s satnav system. He hadn’t yet completed the pursuit driving course, but he held an amber ticket, which qualified him to drive to a scene on blue lights and siren. Excitedly, for only the third time since getting this permit, he leaned forward and punched a button on the dash-mounted control panel. Instantly, shards of blue strobed the dark country road around him. As he accelerated away hard, he debated whether to switch on the siren. Would it scare off the intruders? Would he have a better chance of catching them if he approached silently?

That was his decision, he realized, feeling apprehensive suddenly and wishing he had an experienced officer beside him. He decided against the siren. The countdown to the location reduced rapidly. Four minutes. Three. Two. Headlamps flared ahead of him then passed. The ANPR – Automatic Number Plate Recognition – cameras readout on his dash display gave the registration but did not indicate anything wrong with the BMW saloon. It was the same with a second vehicle, a Mazda, a few seconds later.

One minute.

He slowed right down, peering out at the narrow country lane. Again, he wished for a crewmate who could shine a torch. Shortly ahead he saw a small, tatty sign.

OLD HOMESTEAD FARM.

He turned into the driveway, a potholed cart track.
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Thursday 25 March

Molly Elizabeth Margaret Grace was nearly sixteen months old and so far, unlike her three-and-a-half-year-old brother Noah, she was generally a good sleeper. Cleo breast-fed her last thing at night, and she would normally sleep through until 5 a.m., only very occasionally waking during the intervening hours.

Except tonight, when they were both woken repeatedly by her crying. Their deal was that Cleo got up for Molly, who slept in a cot in their bedroom, and Roy for Noah, who was in his bedroom along the landing of their cottage. And this week it hadn’t been such a great deal for Roy, who had been woken by the sound of Noah crying, on the monitor by his bed, twice during each night. Which entailed him getting up and heading through the cold air into Noah’s room, holding his hand and soothing him until he was asleep again.

It seemed only moments had passed since he’d drowsed off, after getting up for the second time for his son at 2.30 a.m., when the ringtone of his job phone snapped him awake again. He reached out a hand and answered quietly and groggily. ‘Roy Grace.’

To his dismay he heard the voice of one of his least favourite police officers, Andy Panicking Anakin, who made every incident sound like an Armageddon-category emergency. Anakin had recently been moved to the role of Detective Inspector for West Sussex Division. A classic example, in Grace’s view, of the Peter principle, which states that sooner or later, in every hierarchy, people get promoted to the level of their incompetence.

‘Roy!’ he shrieked. ‘We have an incident. Do you need a few minutes to wake up?’

‘I’m fine, I’m awake.’

As Head of Crime for the Surrey and Sussex Major Crime Team, Detective Superintendent Roy Grace had a team of four Senior Investigating Officers and a further four Deputy SIOs to deal with the average of twenty-four murders each year across the two counties. If needed during a particularly busy period, he had a further pool of four SIOs currently deployed in other areas that he could draft in. But he liked to remain hands-on, which was why, once every six weeks, he did a spell as the on-call SIO himself – which he was for this week.

From long experience in this role, he knew he was unlikely to get through many nights during these on-call weeks when his job phone did not ring. But mostly it would be something he could deal with without leaving home – last night it had been a case of the Duty DI at Brighton police station needing guidance on handling a death that had all the hallmarks of a tragic suicide.

‘Hold a sec, Andy,’ he said, slipping out of bed and, holding the phone to his ear, walked over to the ensuite bathroom, closed the door behind him and switched on the light. ‘Tell me?’

As he listened to Anakin relate the still sketchy details of the unfolding story, he felt the familiar rush of adrenaline. It was the same that all SIOs he’d ever talked to got, when they had to drop everything. The buzz. But tainted with the knowledge that their best days at work would all too often be the worst day of someone’s life.

All need of sleep forgotten, he told the DI he would be there in about an hour. Five minutes later, dressed and ready, he hurried down into the kitchen to make himself a quick double espresso and checked on his laptop for the log of the call handler who had answered the 999 call. He requested the call to be downloaded right away so he could listen to both the caller and the handler, to get chapter and verse of the situation.

Sipping the hot coffee, he pulled up Google Earth and had a quick look at the location and the topography. As soon as he had done that he gave the Control Room a series of urgent actions relating to resourcing, cordoning off roads and vehicle stop-checks. Then he called his colleague – and close friend – Glenn Branson.

The DI answered, clearly as sleepy as Grace had felt five minutes ago. ‘What’s up? You suffering from insomnia?’

‘Yep, thought I’d share it with you.’

‘You’re all heart.’

‘Meet me in the car park of The Plough at Pyecombe in twenty minutes.’

‘We going somewhere nice?’

‘We’re going farming.’

‘Arable or dairy?’
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Thursday 25 March

‘So, how’s life as a country bumpkin this week then with your herd of hens?’ Glenn Branson said, driving the unmarked Mondeo. They were heading north on the A23 shortly after 3.50 a.m.

‘It’s a brood of hens,’ Roy Grace corrected him. ‘Best eggs ever,’ he added.

The DI kept just under the 70 mph speed limit, wipers clouting away the fine drizzle, the headlights picking out the road ahead. The satnav indicated to take the slip road coming up.

‘Now listen,’ Grace continued. ‘I had an update yesterday from Alison Vosper, she said our old friend Cassian Pewe’s trial should be coming up at the Old Bailey sometime this summer. She also tried to tap me up again to join her in the Met as a Commander, but I like what we’re doing too much.’

‘Perhaps at last Pewe will get what he deserves,’ Branson replied.

‘He’ll never get what he deserves, but anything will be a bonus,’ Grace said with a trace of bitterness.

They bantered in between the constant calls Grace was making to the 24/7 intel team, to check all traffic movement in the surrounding area through the National ANPR Service – NAS – and to alert the media team of a potential major crime investigation. Additionally, he made sure Hannah Robinson, the ACC, was updated so she wouldn’t hear the news as a surprise from another source.

‘What’s going to be next, Farmer Roy? Pigs, geese, horses?’

‘A dog.’

‘Really? A baby and another dog? You’re a glutton for punishment.’

‘We know what we’re up against! Anyhow, we already have Humphrey so one more won’t make much difference. It’ll be good for Noah to have a younger dog that he can help train – a dog of his own. We want the kids being brought up comfortable with animals, and Humphrey will love a playmate – help keep him young and all that.’ Humphrey was Cleo’s rescue six-year-old Labrador cross – and Roy Grace’s regular early morning jogging companion.

‘Getting another rescue?’

‘That’s what we are thinking. Maybe some type of spaniel.’

‘They’re gun dogs, aren’t they?’ Branson grinned. ‘See, you’re getting all rural, all hunting, shooting, fishing. Get you!’

‘They have a nice nature,’ Grace replied. ‘They’re very gentle dogs.’

‘Unless you happen to be a pheasant.’

Grace did not respond for some moments, he was concentrating on the task in hand as they headed along a twisting country lane, their destination just two miles away now. Then he turned to Branson and said, ‘Why are you smiling so much at this hour of the morning?’

After Glenn’s long on–off engagement to Siobhan Sheldrake, a reporter on the local newspaper, the Argus, and with all their plans for a big local wedding with Grace as best man put on hold, in the end the couple had jetted off to Las Vegas over Christmas and married on a whim in a wedding chapel there.

‘I’m living the dream, Roy! No, seriously, I do wake up happy these days. I try to be grateful and enjoy my life, we both know how life can be turned in a flash. We have a lot to be thankful for, right? Do you feel that, even after Bruno’s death? It must be hard some days when everyone else has moved on and you still feel sad.’

‘Yeah, it is hard, he’s forever there in my thoughts. I’m not sure you ever get over the death of a child. Hey, I’m glad to hear you are enjoying life though, you deserve it,’ Grace replied. And he was genuinely glad for this big-hearted and brilliant detective who had in recent years become his closest friend.

‘I keep meaning to ask, have you done anything about that last text message to Bruno – do you know who sent it or if it’s of any significance?’

‘No, there was no subscriber to that number and I haven’t bothered to follow it up, just doesn’t seem any point.’

The satnav announced they would arrive at their destination in half a mile. Both detectives fell silent, and Roy Grace wondered if Glenn Branson was feeling the same niggling apprehension he always felt approaching a crime scene. About what you were going to find and the responsibility of making all the right decisions once you got there. Making the most of the so-called Golden Hour. That crucial time period for securing evidence, gathering witnesses, and sometimes sealing off as wide an area as you could justify with roadblocks. But along with advice from colleagues he’d already ruled out the latter, after studying a map of the area around the reported crime scene and calculating the time.

The 999 call from the farmer’s wife had been logged at 1.27 a.m. It was now coming up to 4 a.m. The suspects could be anywhere by now, and besides they had only sketchy descriptions of them, and equally of their vehicles, possibly a Ford Ranger pickup and an old model Range Rover with possibly a J and a 2 in its registration plate.

Fortunately, the drizzle was subsiding, not turning into pelting rain – the enemy of forensics, as it reduced the chance of getting identifiable footprints and washed away hair and clothing fibres. The forty-something-year-old male victim had been certified dead by a First Responder at 2.15 a.m.

As Glenn turned into an adjacent field next to the sign for Old Homestead Farm, which was designated a holding area for police vehicles, to avoid them driving over the offenders’ tracks and risking destroying evidence, Grace was thinking about his next wave of priority actions. He was already satisfied enough from Anakin’s report that he had a murder enquiry on his hands and had arranged for calls to be made to the key members of his team to assemble at the Major Crime Team conference room at 8 a.m. ready for the 8.30 a.m. briefing.

They pulled out the protective white suits and wormed their way into them, pulling up the hoods, then pushed their feet into the overshoes and each grabbed a torch and approached the farmyard on foot along the common-approach path that the Crime Scene Manager had established. Beyond them there was a line of blue and white crime scene tape across the track, with a uniformed police officer, on duty as scene guard, standing steadfast in front, accompanied by a very young officer.

The scene guard, PC Dave Simmons, who Roy knew, walked towards them, holding a clipboard. ‘Hello, gentlemen,’ he said breezily.

Roy Grace remembered from his own experience in his early days as a uniformed probationer that guarding a crime scene was sometimes one of the shittiest jobs you could land. Especially in winter, at night, in the rain, although at least the rain had stopped. Hours of unremitting boredom, but from the broad smile on his face this officer wasn’t showing it.

‘What do you have?’ Grace asked.

‘This officer was first on scene here,’ Simmons replied. The two detectives turned towards him.

‘I’m a Response officer, PC Eldhos Matthew. When I saw the victim, I immediately asked for a tarpaulin, as large as possible, which I laid over him to preserve as much of the scene as I could, then I instructed everyone who has come subsequently to walk in one single line to and from the body.’

‘Nice work,’ Grace said.

The young officer said, ‘You are Detective Superintendent Roy Grace, Head of Major Crime?’

‘I am, yes.’

‘Not the right time, I know, but I would love one day to serve under you. I’m applying to be a detective. If there is ever a chance to work with your team, please think of me. I would work very hard for you and I think you’d find me potentially a good detective, sir.’

Grace smiled, impressed by the young man. ‘I will, you seem to have initiative.’ He mentally noted the ID on his uniform.

‘Oh yes, sir, thank you. I promise you I have initiative.’

‘So what exactly did you find?’

‘It’s nasty, sir. A husband and wife, Timothy and Sharon Ruddle, are the farmers. From what Mrs Ruddle told me, they were woken at around 1.15 a.m. by the sound of their dogs barking – they had five French bulldog puppies, all sold and waiting for another week before going to their new owners – and saw two vehicles and a bunch of strangers in the farmyard apparently trying to steal the puppies and the parent dogs. Mr Ruddle went down to confront them, along with their farmhand, Norris Denning.

‘When I arrived, I saw a man – Mr Ruddle – lying in the farmyard in a Barbour jacket, bleeding from his mouth, nose and midriff, with his wife kneeling beside him, in a hysterical state. Mr Denning was on the phone to the ambulance service, receiving directions on CPR, but from the gentleman’s injuries I was pretty sure he was dead. This was confirmed by the medic who arrived ahead of the ambulance. That was when I asked Mr Denning for a tarpaulin to protect the victim and area around him as much as possible from the weather.’

‘Good,’ Grace said, again impressed. Not every officer who was first on the scene of a murder had such presence of mind. ‘Eldhos Matthew?’ he said, checking.

He nodded. ‘Yes, sir. I’m waiting to take my detective’s exams.’

‘When you’ve passed, let me know, OK?’

Eldhos beamed with delight. ‘I will, sir, Detective Superintendent. I will absolutely!’

‘So, who is here?’

‘This is the outer cordon, sir. I thought I should protect as big an area as possible. There is the second cordon two hundred yards up the track. At the present time there is DI Anakin, my supervisor, a second scene guard and two CSIs, with more due to arrive shortly. I should tell you, sir, that DI Anakin was not impressed I would not let him drive up to the scene. And that I had to remind him to put on a forensic suit.’

It was the duty of the first police officer at the location of a murder to protect that scene. They were empowered to let no one through, not even the Chief Constable, without wearing protective clothing – both to avoid contaminating the area and to restrict the number of people. Grace grinned at the thought of this spirited young officer standing his ground with Anakin. ‘Excellent!’ he said. ‘Is the paramedic still here?’

‘No, sir, he was called away to an RTC.’

Two minutes later, they were greeted in the shadowy darkness by the identically clad figure of Anakin. ‘It’s not looking good, boss, not good at all.’

Deaths generally didn’t look good, Grace thought, but didn’t say. Instead he asked, ‘Tell me what we have?’
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Thursday 25 March

‘I don’t know how to put it, Mr Fairfax,’ the meek sixty-seven-year-old man said in a small voice, and blushed. He sat on his chair, hunched, like a dormouse in a human frame, the solicitor thought.

‘I’m a family lawyer,’ Chris Fairfax replied. ‘You can tell me anything.’ And he meant it. There was nothing, absolutely nothing he hadn’t heard, in his office at Fairfax Law in Brighton’s Ship Street, a wedding ring’s throw from the seafront. All the things that demented people say about their partners, often little more than annoying habits which corroded and ultimately destroyed their relationships. And the acts of bitterness that followed – fights over child custody being among the worst. Heartbreaks over adoptions that didn’t work out. Harsh pre-nups leaving one of the loving couple in tears. Bitterness and greed over wills. As Chris had once remarked wryly to his wife, ‘Where there’s a will there’s a lawyer.’

‘I heard Graham Norton on the radio – I like his show,’ Noel Dudley said, and wrung his bony hands. ‘Last Saturday he commented that he would prefer to live alone than with someone who folded the towels the wrong way. That’s what Deirdre does. She folds them the wrong blooming way!’ He held his clenched fists in the air, his eyes gleaming with an almost messianic fervour – and rage. Real rage.

The forty-year-old solicitor was neatly suited, lean and tall, with a shock of dark curly hair and round tortoiseshell glasses. A good listener, he exuded empathy, with a warm smile that made all his clients feel that he cared about them – which he genuinely did. He was still youthful enough not to have become jaded by the endless procession of people that came through the door of his family legal practice, which he and his wife, Katy, had established nine years ago as joint partners, to share the private details of their family with them.

Although it was only a couple of nights ago, over a glass of wine with their evening meal, after a particularly grim day, he’d complained to Katy that not many clients ever came to them because they were happy.

It was 9.10 a.m. and Noel Dudley, a draughtsman, was the first of what looked from his diary to be a rammed morning of client meetings. It was a school inset day and this afternoon was booked out to take his seven-year-old daughter, Bluebell, swimming and then to go and see and – maybe – buy a golden doodle puppy she had set her heart on. Chris had his notebook in front of him and held a fountain pen in his hand.

Dudley wore an old-fashioned charcoal suit which might once have fitted him but now looked a size too big, as did his shirt collar, which hung loose around his turkey neck, and a limp, green tie with a massive knot that hung a good inch south of his top button. His grey hair was neatly brushed and his eyes, behind large, old-fashioned spectacles, were rheumy and sad. He looked every inch a man crushed by life, a man beaten into a mouse.

‘How long have you been married, Mr Dudley?’ the solicitor asked.

‘Forty-seven years,’ he replied.

Chris smiled. ‘And you are absolutely certain you don’t want to remain with your wife?’

Dudley nodded vehemently. ‘Like I said, enough is enough.’

‘So you really want to divorce your wife and start anew at your age – no disrespect meant?’

‘I dunno about starting anew. I just want to be able to enjoy my remaining years, you know?’

Chris Fairfax did know. During his years of practising family law, he’d seen far too many couples who fitted exactly Thoreau’s quote about the mass of people living lives of quiet desperation. Couples in their seventies, eighties and even their nineties who had grown to hate each other and had left it too late to separate and find happiness in their twilight years. He felt a little empathy towards this sad diminutive man.

‘Apart from folding your towels the wrong way, what are your other reasons for wanting a divorce?’

‘I can’t stand her,’ Noel Dudley said. ‘I don’t think she can stand me either. I could have retired twelve years ago, but we became empty nesters a year before I came up for retirement, and I realized it would be just me and her. She’s a control freak if you want to know the truth.’

‘In what way?’

‘We have to eat together every night at the dining table even though we don’t have anything to say to each other. She always makes soup for a starter and she sits there slurping it with a noise like a dog licking his bollocks.’

Chris tried not to grin, but when he saw his client smile, he couldn’t help it. ‘OK, so she folds towels in a way that annoys you and she eats her soup noisily. Anything else?’

‘We never agree on what to watch on television. I want to watch the footy, rugby, golf. All she ever wants to watch are soaps and cookery programmes.’

‘Couldn’t you get two televisions?’

‘Are you on my side or hers?’ Noel Dudley asked him sharply.

‘I’m asking you questions a judge might ask.’

‘There’s no way she’d allow me to buy a second television. I’m not allowed to spend money on anything. She goes through our bank statement and credit card bills every month. I have to explain every item.’

‘Does Deirdre have a career?’

‘She used to work part-time in a bookshop – City Books.’

The solicitor raised his eyebrows. ‘I know it, great bookshop – I’ve been going there for years.’

‘I just feel trapped. If she got ill, suddenly, how could I leave? What if she became an invalid and I had to spend the next twenty years caring for someone I hated?’

Chris nodded, aware that he was liking his client less and less. ‘I understand. But you need to consider the financial arrangements between yourself and your wife. Generally under English divorce law the wife will get an equal share of the assets. Do you have many?’

‘The house. The mortgage is paid off.’ Noel Dudley began shaking his head. ‘I don’t care what she gets. She can have it all, I just can’t take it any more.’ He lowered his face into his hands and began sobbing.
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Thursday 25 March

Roy Grace sat in the briefing room of the Major Crime Suite at Sussex Police HQ, trying to warm up. He had spent much of the past four hours outside at Old Homestead Farm in the freezing cold.

But it wasn’t just the pre-dawn cold that had chilled him to the marrow, it was what had happened at the farm that had touched him deeply in a way that few violent crimes in his career, to date, had. It was the sheer senseless brutality that had so destructively invaded the lives of such a seemingly decent family that was getting to him.

An expression he had once heard, from a now long-retired SIO, was lodged in his mind like the needle of an old vinyl record stuck in the groove, repeating one refrain over and over.

Fishermen of greed.

A farmer crushed to death between two vehicles by greedy, vicious criminals for doing what any normal, decent person would do – trying to protect his livelihood. The result was a family destroyed, leaving a widow and two fatherless children.

Feeling a surge of anger at the people who had done this, further fuelled by his own personal love of dogs, he sipped a stewed-to-death coffee and munched an equally vile and soggy all-day breakfast sandwich he’d bought from a petrol station on his way in from the crime scene, where he had been until forty minutes ago. He had no appetite but knew he needed fuel for the very long hours he faced ahead.

Glenn Branson, who normally chided him for his penchant for unhealthy food, sat opposite him at the oval table, and held up his identical sandwich with a frown of distaste. ‘Know what Michael Caine said about the traditional full-English breakfast?’

‘No, but I’m guessing I’m about to learn.’

‘He said it was a heart attack on a plate.’ Then he wolfed his down in four large bites.

‘So we’ve probably each shortened our lives by about three minutes eating these.’

Branson pursed his lips into a smile.

The room was starting to fill for the 8.30 a.m. briefing Grace had called. DS Jo Dillon, the new Office Manager, had set up four whiteboards on easels. On the first she had pinned two photographs of the dead man, supplied by his wife, on the second two Intelligence Profiles, one for the victim and another for the suspects – as and when they had any – and the third contained an Ordnance Survey map of Old Homestead Farm and the immediate surrounding area, with the murder scene marked with a red pin. The fourth contained photographs of several dog breeds.

Next in – new to the team – was Michelle Boshoff, a motivated and highly experienced Exhibits Officer who would be responsible for all material evidence gathered. She had long fair hair, large black-rimmed glasses and a penchant for loud blouses. She was followed by DCs Nick Nicholl, Velvet Wilde and Emma-Jane Boutwood, Financial Investigator Emily Denyer, DS Jack Alexander, Chris Gee the Crime Scene Manager, Luke Stanstead and Vanessa Blackmore – the researchers – and several other investigators on the team, including Polly Sweeney. The last to enter, perspiring as if he’d been running, was DS Norman Potting, sporting a black eye and a strip of plaster across the bridge of his nose.

As Potting sat down at the oval table, with a grunt, Velvet turned to him and in her Belfast accent asked him cheekily, ‘Another successful date last night, eh Norman?’

Everyone around the table smiled.

‘Kind of you to ask, Velvet, but it was actually a date with a slippery shower tray and a soap dish,’ Potting replied.

‘You need to be careful, Norman,’ Glenn Branson said. ‘Only old people fall over in showers.’

‘Talking from experience, are we?’ Potting retorted.

‘All right, children,’ Roy Grace said. ‘Let’s save the banter for the playground break, shall we?’

After a brief pause he continued. ‘This is the first briefing of Operation Brush, the investigation into the murder of Timothy Edward Ruddle, co-owner with his wife, Sharon, of the Old Homestead Farm, two miles from the village of Balcombe. From what we know so far, the murder is linked to the theft of five French bulldog puppies valued at three thousand pounds each and two adult dogs, an un-neutered male and an un-spayed bitch, of potentially very much higher value from this property.

‘Tim Ruddle, aided by his farmhand Norris Denning, was trying to prevent the thieves from making off with these dogs, and it seems he was deliberately and callously killed for his efforts, by being run down and crushed between two vehicles. We will know the full extent of his injuries when the postmortem takes place later today.’

He paused to sip his coffee and noticed his hand was shaking. He felt dreadful, he realized, tired and still cold, upset and angry.

Potting raised a hand.

‘Yes, Norman?’

‘I’ve been reading some crime statistics on puppy farming, dog theft and illegal importing of dogs. Some organized crime gangs here in the UK are apparently making more money from this than from drugs – and with far lower sentences if they’re caught.’

Grace nodded. ‘You’re well informed, Norman. I understand, for example, that the type of blue French bulldogs stolen from the Ruddles, can go – with the right colouring – for as much as twenty-five thousand pounds on the black market. That may give us some sense of the scale of what we might be dealing with here. The only way these thieves can be given much longer sentences is if they can be arrested on charges of conspiracy to traffic dogs, and that’s what we will be looking for.’

Polly Sweeney raised her hand.

‘Yes, Polly?’ Grace said.

‘I’ve started my work on the victim profile. I’ve checked the backgrounds of the Ruddles and Norris Denning. None of them have any criminal record; the only thing on file is a speeding ticket for Tim Ruddle, three years ago, doing 52 mph in a 40 limit. Then I ran a search on reported dog crimes, sir,’ she said. ‘There are a number of recent crimes in the county involving dogs that show up. The first is a raid last week by the RSPCA on a car park in Eastbourne where a number of puppies were found in a caravan, emaciated and in a bad way. They are currently still in the care of the charity.’

‘Good work, Polly,’ Grace said.

Polly then brought up a facial image on her laptop. As the man’s picture appeared, she said, ‘The facial image is unclear but we can see it is a male. His technique is pretty ugly. According to witnesses, he pushed over an elderly lady walking her pug in St Ann’s Well Gardens last week and ran off with the dog. Two days later a male, matching his description, punched an elderly gentleman in the stomach in Preston Park and ran off with the Cavalier King Charles spaniel he was walking for his granddaughter. This same aggressive person is linked with four other dog thefts in the city in the last ten days.

‘I’m linking with both the Rural Crimes Unit and the RSPCA; they are working hand-in-hand on the current crimewave over dogs, both theft and illegal farming and importation.’

‘Keep on it,’ Grace said.

‘I will, sir. There was an incident with a break-in at boarding kennels near Lewes, where eight dogs were stolen – two Labrador retrievers, three cocker spaniels and three springer spaniels – all under two years old and sought-after breeds. It looks like these dogs were specifically targeted. Then, there was a van with RSPCA markings on the side that turned up at a well-known breeder’s home in East Sussex, and two men, using what turned out to be fake IDs, posing as RSPCA inspectors, seized five poodle puppies, and their parents, under the pretext that the dogs did not appear to have been properly cared for. The breeder, a highly reputable lady, who is also a Crufts judge, immediately called the police. The dogs were chipped, and she believes they would be easily traceable.’

‘Not so,’ Norman Potting interrupted. ‘I’ve been speaking to Sergeant Tom Cartwright, based at Midhurst, who runs the force Rural Crimes Unit. He told me that there are a number of highly professional gangs, equipped with chipping equipment, who can implant a new chip, either over the original one – which means a scan picks up the new one – or after ripping out the original one.’ Potting paused as several members of the team groaned and winced. ‘Yep, brutal. Sergeant Cartwright is tied up this morning but has offered to attend our next briefing if we feel that would be helpful.’

‘Thank you, Norman,’ Grace said. ‘I’ve also spoken to Tom. If you could get back to him and ask him if he could attend this evening’s briefing at 6 p.m.’

‘No problem, chief.’

‘In advance of that, he’s working on known intelligence relating to crime gangs he is aware of who are dealing in dogs, as well as any individuals.’

Grace glanced down. In front of him, he had his investigator’s notebook and his laptop, on which was now an electronic version of his Policy Book, replacing the old, pale blue bound paper version. The Policy Book was every Senior Investigating Officer’s insurance – as well as potentially their poisoned chalice. SIOs wrote down all their decisions in it, which would then be looked at during the subsequent regular reviews. Every review was a stomach-churning moment, Grace knew, in which all his ability – or incompetence – was laid bare.

He stood up and walked over to the whiteboard with the pictures of dog breeds. He pointed at one, a photograph of a puppy whose stubby body was grey-blue, with pointy, sticking-up ears above a cute, expressive, wrinkled face. The dog, its paws planted firmly on the ground, looked so confident, as if it was ready to take on the world.

‘Five lovely puppies, looking like this, and two adults were stolen at approximately 1.15 a.m. today and the farmer who had bred them was crushed to death between two vehicles when he tried to stop the thieves. We have an exceptionally nasty murder on our hands, and we are going to find those who did this, every damned one of them, and lock them up for a very long time.’

He looked around his team. No one was smiling any more. They were all feeling something of the outrage that was burning inside him.

Potting raised a hand.

‘Yes, Norman?’

‘Sergeant Cartwright did say some travellers have been suspects when it comes to dog theft and puppy farming, chief.’

‘I agree that local traveller sites should be part of our enquiry,’ Grace said. ‘But only a small part. I want us to look beyond that into the bigger picture of the major crime gangs operating in Sussex, in the key towns and cities – Brighton, Hastings, Eastbourne, Worthing – and beyond. We should not be prejudiced or led by stereotypes we might see or hear in the press.’

Potting nodded.

At that moment Grace’s phone rang. Raising an apologetic hand, he answered with a curt, ‘Roy Grace’. Then immediately changed his tone to a polite, ‘Good morning, ma’am,’ as he recognized the voice of Lesley Manning, the Chief Constable of Sussex Police.

‘If you could hold just one moment, ma’am,’ he asked, and hastily stepped out of the room.
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They called him Gecko. He’d had the name for so long most people didn’t know him by anything else, and he was fine with that. Pretty proud, in fact. It was his mum who’d first called him that, some decades back, when he was five years old. She had said he looked like one of the wide-eyed lizards, but it wasn’t only that fact that had secured his moniker.

He had freaked his mum out by running up to her while she was in the kitchen cooking his tea, and opened his mouth to reveal a large spider, alive and crawling around on his tongue.

She’d screamed and dropped the saucepan full of baked beans on the floor. He’d closed his mouth, grinning, chewed and swallowed the creature. And from then on it had been his party trick, grossing out his classmates and freaking out his teachers throughout his school years.

Mostly the other kids kept their distance from him. Some chanted, Weirdo! Freak! Others shouted, Ugly little wart! The only ones who befriended him were a couple of the older boys, Tommy Skinner and Darryl Gillespie, because he made himself useful to them. They ran the drugs supply into the school, and Gecko didn’t mind bunking off classes to take the train to London, entrusted with a wodge of cash, to go and score weed for them from a dude in Brixton. For the first time in his life, he had felt wanted. Felt he had a value.

A big life lesson learned early. People wouldn’t care how you looked if you could make yourself useful to them. This was important because he had found life difficult. But this discovery made life a little easier.

Make yourself useful, be helpful, always say yes, he would murmur to himself whenever he felt stressed.

Then the three of them were kicked out of West Brighton School at sixteen, for running a drugs supply network on behalf of Clifford Keele, the scion of one of Brighton’s major crime families. A few months later they were moved from running drugs to stealing older-style cars, to be cut and shut – and clocked – for one of Keele’s dealerships, used for laundering his firm’s drugs money.

Later, at eighteen, during his first spell in prison, after a long chase – and bad crash – in a stolen car, Gecko had found that by opening his mouth to reveal a spider in there, other inmates would give him a wide berth. The short, tattooed man, with his swaggering walk, tapered crew cut and big, slow eyes too far apart, like the lizard’s, ready to take a painful swing at anyone who messed with him and spit a half-chewed spider at their face, was left well alone.

Truth was, Gecko liked spiders. He enjoyed the sensation of them crawling around inside his mouth, and he liked the soft crunch as he bit into them – the bigger the better, the more crunch! He really enjoyed that. He was aware that his appearance made him different to other people, but he didn’t care. Enough people had already told him he was different to normal folk, with his hyperthyroid bulging eyes, tiny height and pale skin he’d masked in places with tattoos. But a few years ago he’d watched a television show called The Undateables. And became addicted to it. There, on that show, were people like he imagined he was. Differently handsome; differently gifted; differently attractive.

Differently beautiful.

Like Elvira Polkinhorne.

They’d met on a dating site for lovers of arachnoids and had been seeing each other for three months now, and he was madly in love with her. In love for the first time in his life. She had two dozen spiders in glass cages in her adorable little house where he often stayed over. Up until Elvira, the only sex he’d had was with sullen, mostly Eastern European, prostitutes in some of Brighton’s cheap brothels. But with Elvira it was – wow! A total awakening! Every time he dated her, he took her presents, flowers mostly, flowers with strong scents she could enjoy – because she could barely see them. She had been losing her eyesight since the age of seven through macular degeneration, and her vision these days was extremely limited.

Now, shortly after 9.30 a.m., as he cruised the van slowly along Goldstone Crescent, looking at Hove Park to his left, one hand on the wheel, the other rolling a cigarette, he watched the morning dog walkers, heads bowed against the rain, some keeping their mutts on leads, others letting them run free. One lady with a baby in a pram with a plastic rain cover and a small terrier of some sort tied to it, running along taking many steps to its owner’s few, and a tall, elderly man with a tiny dachshund.

He pulled into a parking space, finished rolling his cigarette by licking the sticky strip on the paper, put it in his mouth and lit it with a match he again struck one-handed. Then he concentrated on the job he was paid to do.

His white van was emblazoned with the name JASON PLUNKETT PUMPS AND DRAINS, in orange and black, applied with magnetic stickers. Jason Plunkett Pumps and Drains did not exist. Nor did any of the other company names he stuck to the side of the van, regularly, before taking it out of his boss’s depot. Trade vans were good cover, just like hi-vis jackets and clipboards. No one took any notice of a van parked up, the driver having a fag break.

But Gecko was taking notice of everyone in the park. He watched a woman in a green anorak being dragged across the damp grass by an Irish wolfhound. The dog was running the show. If Gecko were in a position to dictate who could own a dog and who couldn’t, he would tell green anorak she was too stupid to own a dog. But he wasn’t in that position.

An elderly man rode past on a sit-up-and-beg bicycle, with a forlorn-looking mongrel attached to a lead, trotting beside him. Cruel lazy bastard, Gecko thought. Moments later he saw what looked like a professional dog walker, a tall, lean, bald man with military posture, holding a clutch of six different breeds on leads.

Then he saw a potential. Definitely. A woman in one of those stupid cagoules, bright red, a plastic rain hat and white wellington boots, who was bending down to let her dog off the lead. A black and white poodle. Young. No more than a year old. He quickly checked the photographs on his phone. A match. Definitely a match!

The dog raced off excitedly, heading straight in his direction. He saw Red Cagoule shout at the dog, but it wasn’t hearing her, it had reached Baldie’s six dogs, and was barking excitedly at them. Baldie tried to shoo the poodle away, as all the dogs kicked off. The woman yelled again, then again. He could hear the name. Zulu. Was that seriously the dog’s name?

‘Zulu!’ she shouted. ‘Zulu! Come here! Come back! ZULU!’

The leads of all Baldie’s dogs were now in a right old tangle, and Gecko smiled at the absurdity, as the man kneeled, trying to disentangle six barking dogs with one hand and shoo off the unwelcome poodle with the other.

Grabbing the opportunity of the distraction, he raised his binoculars and focused on the dog. It was a male. Perfect! Even more perfect if he wasn’t neutered. He lowered the binoculars. A definite possibility. His boss would be mightily pleased with him, if he could deliver exactly what he’d requested so quickly. He patted his anorak pocket, which was full of treats, pondering his move.

Then it all fell into his lap.

Before the woman reached the dog walker, the poodle darted playfully away and dashed across the grass.

Straight in his direction!

Oh yes!

Come to Daddy!
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Immediately after ending his call Roy Grace went back into the briefing room. ‘That was the Chief,’ he announced. ‘I gave her an update on our investigation She’s also very worried about the rising wave of criminality in the canine world, both in our county and in others. We both feel there may be a connection. You may also know there are over forty Chief Constables in the UK and for their term of office each selects responsibility for reducing a particular area of crime. Ours, Lesley Manning, has elected the growing challenge of animal criminality and as a dog lover is deeply passionate about it. And that means with Operation Brush that we are properly in the spotlight.’

He paused to let that sink in as he took his seat, then said, ‘Blowflies can smell a dead body five miles away. But news reporters can smell one much further away than that, and far faster. Comms have already fielded calls from the local and regional press, and supplied them with my holding press release, and it’s only 9.30 a.m., for God’s sake! This is clearly going to be a major news story and the Chief will have the other Chief Officers watching with acute interest. You are all in this room with me because I’ve personally chosen you, because you’re the best.’ He looked around his team and saw several smiles and nods.

‘Right, so during the course of today, Polly, you’ll continue with your action in identifying dog theft crimes in Sussex and in all our neighbouring counties of Kent, Hampshire, Surrey.’

She nodded.

‘I’d like you also to get me a list of all online sites where dogs are advertised for sale. There’s also a very respected dog breeder, who runs kennels near Lewes, called Janet Oliver – we’ve lodged our dog with her a couple of times when we’ve been away. It would be worth speaking to her, to see if she’s heard anything she’s suspicious of.’

‘I will do, boss.’

Grace continued. ‘All the information we have so far about the offenders is that there were possibly four or more males, in two vehicles, one of which may have been a Ford Ranger pickup and the other an old model Range Rover, with possibly a J and a 2 in its registration plate.’ He turned to DC Emma-Jane Boutwood. ‘EJ, I’m giving you the action of liaising with the Intelligence Team, checking the ANPR for any possible matches with these two specific vehicles. I did request earlier a list of all vehicles pinging ANPR cameras in the vicinity around the time of the murder, which Jack is working on. As it was in the small hours there shouldn’t be too many, which will make our task a bit easier. I suggest starting with a thirty-mile radius covering an hour each side of the time of Mrs Ruddle’s 999 call.’ ANPR cameras covered all major arteries in the county. But of course, as Grace well knew, smart villains could avoid most of them by taking back roads. Although sooner or later they would have to join a main road.

He turned to DS Alexander. ‘Jack, we need a witness trawl. As we have it so far, there are just two, Sharon Ruddle and Norris Denning. We need to eliminate both of them as suspects. I’m pretty confident Mrs Ruddle is not involved, but we can’t be completely sure. The farmhand is an unknown quantity. Could he have had a grievance? Or be in collusion with the offenders? We need to eliminate both of them – or not.’

‘Absolutely, sir.’

‘And, Jack, I need you to arrange a House-to-House Team to cover all the Ruddles’ neighbours, see if any of them have seen or heard anything, or had any attempted break-ins themselves. Let me know if they come up with anything and we can get one of your team to follow up and revisit the property to obtain full details.’

He turned to the Financial Investigator. ‘Emily, I need you to look into the finances.’

‘I’ll look for proof of deposits in any bank account that would indicate unusual payments, and the farmer’s general finances, sir,’ she replied. ‘To ensure this wasn’t a put-up job that went wrong.’

‘Smart thinking, Emily,’ he said.

Next, he turned to DS Potting, then DC Wilde. ‘Brief Alec Butler, our Witness Coordinator, who is organizing the video recorded cognitive interviews this morning. I’d like you both to interview Sharon Ruddle, as soon as she is up to it, to fill in the association chart of all the people she and her husband have had dealings with in the last three months, as well as all their relatives and friends. Ask her for a list of all the individuals who had put down a deposit on one of the puppies, and check out their backgrounds. Then the same with Norris Denning. I need you also to contact the RSPCA in Sussex and see what other incidents of dog theft might have been reported to them, but not to the police.’

He allocated a number of other tasks to the rest of the team. Next, he turned to the Crime Scene Manager. ‘Chris, see if we can get any identifiable tyre tread marks. Also see if the Forensic Gait Analyst, Haydn Kelly, is available. There are a lot of footprints around the crime scene and hopefully the rain hasn’t washed everything away. It would be very useful to have him take a good look there. Jack, we should put up a drone and do a survey of all the surrounding area. Did the offenders approach the property via the main driveway, or did they use another entrance?’

‘I’m already on the drone, sir,’ Jack said. ‘I’ve had a drone operator out there since first light. We’re waiting on the footage that was captured this morning.’

‘I’ll call Professor Kelly right away,’ Chris Gee said. ‘I will also look for any loose vehicle parts, glass, or paint transfer for later comparison. Does the pathologist want to view the body in situ?’

Grace shook his head. ‘I’ve spoken to Nadiuska De Sancha who’s been assigned this – thank God for small mercies.’

Several of the team smiled, knowing that the alternative to Nadiuska was Dr Frazer Theobald. Nadiuska was every bit as efficient and three times as fast. ‘She says she doesn’t need to see the body at the crime scene, so I’ve arranged for it to be recovered to the mortuary. The postmortem will commence early this afternoon – DI Branson and I will attend.’

There was a time, before he had met and fallen in love with Cleo who ran the mortuary, when Roy Grace considered attending postmortems to be the worst part of his job. But now, while he did not exactly relish them, he enjoyed being able to work with his wife. Although he sometimes wondered how many couples would find it normal to be discussing intricate details of an eviscerated cadaver over the kitchen table.

‘Finally, I have asked a digital media investigator to go to the farmhouse to download the router and try to get a hardware address and any other details about phones trying to connect to the broadband. It is a slim shot but worth trying. Does anyone have anything to add? Any bases we’ve not covered?’ he asked.

Several members of the team shook their heads. No one had anything else.

‘OK, good. I’m going to liaise with the Assistant Chief Constable and Comms to set up a press conference tomorrow morning. I want to get the message out to as wide a reach as possible, that anyone looking to buy a blue French bulldog needs to check the dog’s owner with the Kennel Club to ensure they’re not buying one of the dogs stolen last night, or an illegal import. That they should see a vet’s report, especially on the dog’s hip and elbow scores, and they need to see the vaccination certificates. We’ll meet here again at 6 p.m.’
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‘ZULU!’ Sara Gurner shrieked the name, running on the wet grass as fast as she could in her gum boots. The large mutt, shooed away from the dog walker’s group, was now running excitedly towards a vizsla that was having a dump, its owner pulling a plastic bag from her pocket.

Enjoying the great game of Bark at Every Dog, Zulu ran on, in search of the next one, his owner lagging, tiring, some hundred yards behind him.

Zulu was the substitute for everything Sara Gurner did not have in her life – her job, working part-time as a receptionist in a Brighton medical practice, was hanging by a thread due to yet another reorganization, she had yet again failed her driving test, and her current social life was non-existent. She utterly doted on this wilful, gorgeous creature.

Zulu had replaced her adored Dalmatian, Belle, who had been her constant companion for nine years, before sadly passing away from a tumour. Sara Gurner had gone for a boy second time around for a change.

‘ZULU!’ she commanded, imperiously and uselessly.

A grey terrier, off its lead, was racing towards Zulu and barking – ferociously or playfully, it was hard to tell. Zulu took one look, then hared away, to Sara’s horror, making straight for the road, as if in some kind of blind panic.

‘ZULU!’ she yelled and ran as fast as her boots and the soggy grass would let her. But the dog was now a good two to three hundred yards ahead, racing through the trees and towards the pavement.

‘NO!’ she screamed in horror.

Oh God.

A steady stream of cars drove along the road in both directions. Large, detached houses were on the far side. A bus trundled past.

There was a van parked at the kerb, and suddenly a small man, in an anorak and woollen hat, jumped out and grabbed the dog by the collar.

Relief surged through her. ‘THANK YOU!’ she yelled. ‘Thank you so much!’

But then, as she got nearer, the man lifted Zulu up, hurled him in through the driver’s door and jumped in, slamming the door shut behind him.

‘Hey! It’s my dog, it’s my dog!’

Zulu was barking.

Closing the gap, reaching the pavement, Sara Gurner heard the engine start. In desperation she ran to the front of the van, waving her arms frantically. ‘It’s OK, it’s my dog. Stop, stop!’

She saw the man’s face through the windscreen. His big, round bulging eyes.

‘It’s my dog!’ she screamed at him. ‘It’s my dog! I’m the owner!’

She could have sworn he was grinning at her as he reversed then drove off past her at reckless speed, almost clipping her arm with a wing mirror.

She was too shaken to think of writing down the number plate. She just stood in the middle of the road, shouting at the disappearing van, and crying.

A bell tinged, and a Lycra-clad cyclist swerved past her shouting, ‘Get off the road, you stupid woman!’
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Thursday 25 March

Even at the height of summer, the chilled air and pervading grey light made it feel like winter here in the mortuary – or the Hotel du Mort as Norman Potting called it.

And at 2 p.m. on a cold, drizzly March day, it was about as grim as it got. And yet, the team of three who worked here, Cleo, Darren and their new assistant, Kevin Jones, seemed impervious to it, and were mostly unremittingly cheerful.

To them it was just another day in the office. And the actual office Roy Grace was sitting in, which used to be a sickly pink colour, had recently been refurbished, along with the rest of the building. Now, with its grey walls hung with framed certificates and modern art, its speckled black worktop, charcoal carpet, comfortable chairs and up-to-date computer technology, it could have been the office of almost any profession.

Apart from the smell.

That persistently noxious odour that came through the open door into the hallway. The reek of disinfectant and decaying human bodies which had been part of the fabric of this building for as far back as he could remember.

The West Sussex coroner had asked that the postmortem be carried out at Brighton and Hove Mortuary for logistical reasons. Darren, Cleo’s deputy, a youthful-looking man in his late twenties, lightly bearded and with a warm, friendly face, dressed in a collarless blue shirt, jeans and work boots, chatty and gregarious, could have been front of house in a cool restaurant. Kevin, tall and more fully bearded, also in jeans and work boots, was quieter but no less friendly. At this moment, Cleo was in one of the mortuary’s two main postmortem rooms with the Home Office pathologist Dr Nadiuska De Sancha, Glenn Branson, CSI James Gartrell, who was photographing and videoing every step of the process, and the Coroner’s Officer, Michelle Websdale.

Before joining Glenn and Cleo, Grace was having a catch-up chat over a mug of tea with Darren and Kevin, who had attended the crime scene earlier that morning to recover Tim Ruddle’s body. In his early days as a homicide detective, the Home Office pathologist would always attend the body in situ at the scene. But in more recent times, now paid per job and not per hour, unless there were compelling reasons to visit the crime scene, most, like Nadiuska today, opted to go straight to the mortuary.

The key role of the mortuary team was to safely recover the body, including any potential forensic evidence which could then be assessed at the mortuary. Their skills were another chance to glean any nuggets of information that those, including himself, who had attended the crime scene earlier, might have missed.

But neither of them had noticed anything that did not fit the report from the two witnesses of what had happened. Other than bruising around the victim’s misshapen abdomen, there were no other signs of injury to his body, and very little blood on the body or at the scene. Darren reported overhearing one of the attending police officers saying the First Responder took half an hour to arrive, and if he had come quicker, maybe they could have done something. The victim’s wife, apparently, said her husband was still breathing until minutes before the paramedic arrived.

Finishing their tea, they gowned up in the changing room, and Grace, waddling in a pair of white wellingtons a size too big, followed them through into the fridge-lined corridor, where the recent arrivals briefly resided – and some, those as yet unidentified, stayed much longer. Building up their loyalty points, he thought grimly. For an upgrade on their next visit. Except this was one hotel where residents never got rewards.

Most of the fridges, all numbered, were racked for four bodies. But in the recent refurbishment, accommodation had been provided for the growing numbers of morbidly overweight members of the community, and those extra-wide fridges were just two deep. As he passed them, Grace couldn’t help shaking his head in sad bewilderment at the story Darren had just told him, of the body of a man who’d been brought in, weighing forty-two stone, whose coffin was so heavy it had to be carried to his grave by a JCB bulldozer.

As they entered the postmortem room with its brown and cream speckled terrazzo tile floor, stark overhead fluorescents and the male body on the steel table, he looked around at all the green-gowned people, and for an instant it reminded him of his terror, being in the operating theatre, sixteen months ago, watching the birth of their daughter Molly by C-section. And desperately worried for Cleo. This so soon after his elder son Bruno had died tragically in a road traffic accident.

Then he tried to put that out of his mind to focus on why he was here. Molly was a healthy, happy baby, who had brought much joy back into their lives. The dead, broken corpse on the steel table had been, less than twelve hours ago, the father of two children. Now they would never see their daddy again. A husband who would never hold his wife again. Would never kiss her again. Would never tell her how much he loved her again.

All of them were in this room firstly to establish the cause of death, and to see what clues, if any, the victim’s body would reveal to help them find the killers who had murdered him.

And they would. Four offenders. Four would never get away with it. One killer acting solo would stand a better chance. But not four. One of them would talk, one day, to someone. One of them would brag, or, after remorse brought on by a few pints, tell someone. And the moment they told one person, they would have told the whole world. It was the unwritten law of getting away with crime, Grace knew from long experience:

Don’t have an accomplice. Never tell a soul.
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