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Chapter One


Lap twenty-three.

Danny Royce told himself it was the last one. Yet every fraction of a second was worth pushing, and his life depended on it.

The wipers smeared greasy arcs across the windscreen rather than clearing the intense rain. Through the murk the Brabham Straight stretched ahead in a grey blur before it kinked away towards Paddock Hill.

The daylight had faded the moment clouds had closed in. In another twenty minutes it would be gone entirely. The circuit’s gantry lights were not improving things; the glare was hiding the treacherous pitfalls worn into the wet tarmac and glossed over by the rain.

He should have stopped three laps ago.

Colin Tovey, his engineer, came over the radio sounding as frustrated with him as ever.

“Conditions are deteriorating, Danny.”

“One more, Tovey,” Danny insisted.

“Not in this car, mate.”

Danny ignored him and slipped up a gear, the stripped-down car responding.

The Pilgrims Racing Civic FK8 – their hybrid that nobody had given a prayer’s chance of being remotely competitive in its debut season – hammered out of the Brabham Straight and plunged towards the drop. Paddock Hill Bend was the first obstacle at Brands Hatch; a fast, downhill right-hander that fell away so sharply that your stomach went with it like a roller coaster.

In a dry session, in the light, with fresh rubber, it was the best corner in British motorsport. In the wet, in the gloom, on tyres that would fail an MOT, it was an endurance test.

Throughout the practice laps, the car had been twitchy. The team assured him it was running fine, although fine was a relative term as they were still experimenting with the hybrid. But he trusted the crew, which meant he had to be the issue.

And with the distractions he’d been having lately...

He needed to focus. He was punishing himself and the vehicle for a reason. Not because he was reckless. People who called him reckless didn’t understand him. Which was most of them. But he had a point to prove.

Every tenth of a second that he shaved from the circuit today was a tenth he’d banked for Saturday. The Pilgrims was a small team on a threadbare budget that was pushing the technology to its limits. Already it was giving Danny a line nobody else could take with a non-hybrid. With the perfect conditions he could push it to the edge and win spectacularly.

The right conditions weren’t today and didn’t include standing water on the apex.

The moment he felt the rear slide his instincts kicked into action. At that speed, most mortals would have spun off. Danny remained calm. With a twitch of opposite lock, the car gathered itself.

He breathed out.

Tovey came over the radio again. “Danny, Immy’s picking up some data surges we need to take a look at.”

“Sure thing,” he said. It was time to listen to Tovey and roll in.

After one last push.

The Civic came through Graham Hill Bend and accelerated hard along the Cooper Straight. The rain intensified, drumming on the roof with fury. The track ahead dissolved into spray. His visor began to fog at the edges, but he felt calm and in control.

Until he wasn’t.

The rear suddenly broke away.

His correction came too slowly - and he overcompensated far too much as the hybrid system unexpectedly kicked in. The car that had begun rotating now violently snapped the other way.

And all he saw was the wall.

At over a hundred miles per hour, it was the last thing he would see.


Chapter Two


David Garrick felt like a fraud and a stalker as he sat at the small, chintz-covered table and poured yet another cup of lukewarm tea from the pot. To his unrefined tongue it had always tasted like a muddy puddle, and now it possessed bitter notes, too, but he was too afraid to complain to the waitress. He picked up his Clive Cussler novel – desperate to lose himself in some tropical adventure – and for the sixth time in as many visits attempted to begin the prologue.

He caught the gaze of the waitress and assembled something resembling a hearty smile of encouragement. It was Wendy, who stood behind the counter of the café, beaming with enthusiasm. She turned her attention back to the two elderly women she was serving.

God help them, Garrick thought.

He had encouraged Wendy’s foray back into work. She’d been thinking about it for a while – since quitting as a teaching assistant in search of something better – but then had accidentally become pregnant. That had dramatically skewed her career opportunities.

The Seafarers nautical-themed café in Folkestone belonged to her friend who was currently on an epic adventure somewhere in Southeast Asia, living her best life, and had asked Wendy to run the place for the summer. Within two weeks, she had blossomed. The customers adored her. She remembered orders, names, birthdays. This was, to Garrick, an almost supernatural ability. However, her inability to make a decent cup of tea or coffee was a handicap when working in a café. Luckily, the cakes and pastries were delivered fresh each morning, so required no intervention.

Still, she needed support, not a critique. And so, on his days off, while Wendy’s parents looked after their daughter, Amy, Garrick installed himself at a quiet corner table with the unread novel and provided moral support. At the very least, it had been one of the deciding factors that finally got her and Amy to move back into their home in Kingsnorth – which, he was honest enough to admit, was worth any number of lukewarm pots of bitter tea.

He’d proposed to her for the second time with a bag of beef-flavoured Hula Hoops instead of a ring. This time she’d accepted, but he still hadn’t purchased the engagement ring. That had been displaced from his priority list by his determination to visit the café again on his day off. Both remained works in progress.

As the elderly pair made their way to their table, he watched Wendy balance the tray with the natural authority of someone who had never in her life worked in catering but was loving every second of it.

With his family ensconced in their relatively new house, engaged to be married, with nobody threatening to kill him, and Wendy beating the post-natal blues he suspected she’d been suffering, David Garrick finally felt his life – their life – had turned a corner.

He sipped his tea and winced. Then he turned to page one.

DC Fanta Liu was fuming.

She was absolutely convinced that no matter what she had achieved professionally, someone had a chip on their shoulder about her. She was half-Chinese heritage, female, and young enough that the station's desk sergeant still called her 'love' without a trace of irony. She’d been tempted to reach for the obvious cards and play them to get her way. But that wasn’t in her nature, and she suspected the real obstacles were more complicated than those shallow -isms – rooted somewhere much deeper with the people in power.

She pushed those thoughts away and tried to concentrate on the orange cones ahead.

“Miss Liu. If you’d be so kind as to take it around the course again. This time,” – a weighty sigh stole the instructor’s breath – “observe the speed limit.”

The lanky instructor pressed his clipboard to his chest like a shield. He was used to arrogant students, but Fanta Liu was in a category all of her own.

Fanta exhaled through her nose and tightened her grip on the wheel until the leather creaked.

She had lost her own beloved Volkswagen Polo in the line of duty. A pimped-up beast, with thousands of pounds of exhaust systems, tyres, under-chassis lighting, and a killer audio system – all flattened to a pancake. Now she was spending weeks with insurance forms trying to get compensation.

On top of that, she’d had a run-in with a uniformed police officer who’d pulled her over – again, in the line of duty. That had turned into an official complaint made by the bloody-minded bobby who obviously had an intense dislike of her. Or was racist, ageist, anti-feminist, or just a bastard. She figured it was all of the above.

When DS Ellen Rivers had been forced to look at relevant disciplinary measures, a thin smile had crossed her face. She had suggested that Fanta would benefit from completing her advanced driving qualification for the second time. Fanta had been close to telling her superior officer where to stick the suggestion and was happy to provide precise directions and shove the GPS in with it. It was only the pleading look from the Guv that made her bite her tongue.

Fanta floored the accelerator with a heavy foot.

The car shrieked in protest as she threw it into the first slalom – a series of tight chicanes that required total concentration for most people, but she found instinctively easy. The car slithered through the chicane - the back end drifted just fractionally wide on exit. She caught it without thinking, correcting with the throttle rather than the brake. Despite his barely contained terror, the instructor looked impressed as he attempted to make a note – but the g-force from the last bend made his pen leave a long mark across the page.

Next came the skid pan. It was normally the part she loved, but her irritation at being forced to repeat the course had sucked any pleasure from it.

The pan was a broad oval of wet concrete, slicked with a fine sprinkler system that made the surface feel like polished ice. The exercise was simple: enter at high speed, induce a controlled rear-wheel slide, and manage it in a long arc to the exit.

Fanta had done it on her first attempt. Then she’d done it faster on her second and, despite executing a perfectly controlled skid, had endured a tongue-lashing from the instructor. Now, because she’d rather go home, she reined herself in to the approved speed limit.

As the car hit the wet surface for the third time, her phone rang from the cup holder where she had slung it. She answered it.

“Liu here,” she said, one hand on the wheel, the other pressing the phone to her ear, the car still tracing its arc across the pan.

She caught the instructor’s expression and raised a finger – one moment.

“You cannot use your phone while driving!”

“I’m on duty,” she said, making a slight correction to nudge the car back onto its correct line.

She listened. The voice on the other end was to the point.

“Got it. Yes.” A pause. “We’ll be there.”

She hung up and – single-handed - brought the car to a neat, precise halt exactly at the exit markers.

The instructor didn’t speak.

Fanta offered him a slow, cheerful nod towards the skid pan behind them.

“How did I do?”

He drew a single, savage line across his clipboard.

“You failed,” he said, with a combination of irritation and smugness. “With honours.”


Chapter Three


The A20 out of Maidstone ran clear the whole way to their turn-off. Garrick treated it as a lucky break as it meant he’d soon be out of the car and able to silence DC Fanta Liu, who hadn’t drawn breath since leaving the station.

“–because everybody assumes it’s like Formula One. It isn’t. F1 is all image and boring cars with exactly the same specs. It’s the Met Gala. Touring cars is a pub fight.”

“You sound evangelical. You do know that I don’t actually need you to sell me on the sport.”

“I do,” she insisted. “Your life would be greatly improved by sport.”

He glanced sidelong at her. “I follow football.”

“Who is it… oh, Liverpool. Original.”

“My home team. And I like hiking.”

“Hiking? That’s not a sport. That’s a pastime for people with no ambition! Racing is gladiatorial. And it doesn’t involve any poor animals, and you don’t have to be ultra rich to take part.” She pulled a face, recalling their recent incident involving polo. “These are relatable vehicles. They’re saloon cars. Family motors. The sort of thing your neighbour drives to Sainsbury’s, except with a roll cage, four hundred horsepower, and a bloke inside who doesn’t believe in braking.”

Garrick had never seen her so animated. She had been maintaining this insane level of enthusiasm since he’d told her where they were going. He thanked God that he was driving.

“Before you get too excited, this is not a case. This is an accident we’ve been asked to review.”

“Since when do we investigate accidents?”

“When somebody mutters sabotage. But I’ll tell you now, this is a non-starter. And try not to enjoy it too much. Remember that there’s a dead man at the end of it.”

Fanta finally went quiet for half a mile, watching the hedgerows blur, and when she spoke again the spark had waned.

“I know him. Well, I watched him race. That’s the weird bit. Danny Royce was good.”

The turning came up on the left. Garrick had driven past the signs for Brands Hatch for years without once looking over the fence. He had assumed it was just a car park with a ribbon of tarmac round it. What he saw was a valley – a great green bowl scooped out of the North Downs with the circuit poured into the bottom of it like black liquorice. Grandstands stood empty on the far bank, and marshals’ posts sat under orange tarpaulins. Above it all, on the crest, the low glass-fronted Brabham-Stewart Suites overlooked the whole valley, resembling something of a 1980s eyesore hotel.

“Paddock Hill Bend,” said Fanta, pointing at the drop, with reverence. “You can’t see the exit from the entry. You just have to know it’s there – then pray.”

“It’s as if you’ve never driven on a road before,” Garrick said dismissively.

“It’s the best corner in Britain!”

“There’s more difficult corners to navigate on my estate.”

A steward in a high-vis tabard checked their warrant cards twice and looked past him at Fanta before he lifted the barrier.

Two dozen articulated transporters stood in ranks with their sides folded out into awnings, generators grumbling beneath them. Each brandished a different racing logo. Between them was a stretch of wide tarmac like a short runway. The air smelled of hot brake dust and unburned fuel. Somewhere out of sight an engine was being blipped, over and over. The hard flat bark bounced off the buildings.

Pilgrims Racing occupied the far end with two garages and a hospitality unit with the shutters down. Next to it, a black flag had been attached to the side of the building. A mark of mourning that hung limp and damp.

Inside the garage the fluorescent light was a harsh white. The first thing Garrick noticed was how clean everything was. The floor had been swept; the tools were racked in silhouettes cut from foam. Every surface in that garage gleamed, and in the middle of it, a car sat on stands. At least, it had once been a car.

The front right corner had gone entirely – wheel, suspension, most of the wing. The roof was folded; the roll cage beneath had taken a bashing. Beyond the door, the bodywork had concertinaed into a series of hard creases. Where the seat had been there was now a rectangle of bare floor, cut out by the fire crews. The vinyl on the door had survived intact: D. ROYCE, it said. And underneath, a Union Jack.

“This is really a job for SCIU,” Garrick complained softly. The Serious Collision Investigation Unit were the specialist team who investigated all manner of collisions. Recently Garrick had lost a lot of goodwill with the entire department when he was blamed for the fallout from a tank rampage along the M20. He felt his Super was punishing him for that with assignments out of his Major Incident Team’s jurisdiction. Exactly like this one.

“It’s nice to be out of the office again,” Fanta said.

“Nobody else has touched it,” said a voice behind them. “Not since it came back on the truck. I wouldn’t let them.”

The man was in his late fifties, headset slung round his neck, sleeves rolled, forearms like knotted rope. His grey hair was cut close at the temples. He hadn’t shaved. His eyes had the red-rimmed look of somebody who had been awake for far too long.

“Colin Tovey. Race engineer. You’ll be the detectives.”

“DCI Garrick. DC Liu. You made the call?”

“I did.” He looked around warily and lowered his voice. “I’d appreciate you keep your voices down about that.”

The word whistleblower tickled the back of Garrick’s mind, but he simply nodded in understanding.

Tovey turned to the trestle table behind him, where a young woman had two laptops open and a rugged tablet propped against a tyre. She looked in her mid-twenties, with a pert ski-jump nose and bobbed chestnut hair. Her expression of fierce concentration became deeper when she looked up as Tovey made the introductions.

“Immy Fletcher. Data.”

“Data?” said Garrick.

“Everything the car does, it writes down,” said Immy, looking back at her screens. “Steering, throttle, brake pressure, damper travel, hybrid deployment, temperatures. This hybrid is experimental so has about two hundred channels, checked four hundred times a second. If Danny sneezed on the Cooper Straight, I could tell you which nostril.”

“Danny Royce, the driver?” Garrick pointed at the car.

Immy looked up and nodded. She suddenly looked vulnerable and sad. Her dark eyes couldn’t hold back a couple of tears. She wiped them away with the back of her hand, and with it her face sprang back to an unreadable hard mask.

Garrick indicated the computers. “And what did this lot write down?”

She bit her lip, her eyes darting to Tovey. For a moment it looked as if he wasn’t going to say anything. Then he closed his eyes, as if signing his pact with the devil, and answered for her.

“Two things that don’t make sense.”

He pulled a printed sheet from a clipboard and laid it flat on a workbench, smoothing it with the side of his hand. “Every setup change on this car gets logged and signed off. Spring rates, ride heights, anti-roll bar settings. It requires two signatures, mine and the number one mechanic’s. Safety over results every time.” He tapped a line halfway down. “The rear bar came back from that session on a setting nobody signed for. Two positions stiffer than we ran in the morning.”

“Meaning?”

Fanta answered before Tovey could. “Meaning the back end lets go before the front does. In the wet.” She was leaning over the sheet now. “It reduces understeer, but increases oversteer, which isn’t good in the rain. It makes the rear twitchy.”

Tovey looked at her with a glimmer of respect. “That’s right. And it was pissing down that night. That meant it wasn’t just twitchy; it was ready to do the fandango. We all knew the conditions, and there’s no way that would’ve been signed off. And in this case, nobody did.”

“Second thing’s the hybrid,” said Immy. She spun a laptop round, favouring Fanta as she explained – which was just as well, as it showed a graph, which told Garrick nothing.

Immy read his puzzled look. “Our cars have an electric boost. The driver asks for it with a paddle on the wheel. It gives him a shove down the straights.”

“Like the pedal assist on an e-bike?” Garrick thought he was being smart with the comparison. The look from the others told him otherwise. He guessed he’d fallen foul of the quote: ‘It is better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak and remove all doubt.’

“I suppose so,” Immy said, thrown by the comparison. “The driver gets a set amount per lap and chooses when to spend it.”

“It’s the driver’s choice,” Tovey repeated.

Immy dragged a finger along the graph. “At Surtees, Danny’s off the throttle and turning in. Nothing registers on the paddle, but the system deploys anyway.”

The garage fell silent. Outside, the blipped engine started coughing again.

“Shoving the car,” said Fanta slowly, “at the exact moment he’s making the turn…”

“In the wet,” said Tovey. “Yes.”

Fanta frowned. “Effectively the car drove him into the barrier.”

Tovey and Immy exchanged a terse look. Then Tovey nodded.

“That night…” His voice cracked. He coughed and recovered. “Light was going fast as the storm blew in. Danny didn’t wanna come in but even he knew not to play dice with Mother Nature. He knew the car was misbehaving, but he thought it was him.”

“Was there any chance he could have recovered?”

Tovey rubbed his stubble. “At that speed, in those conditions – slim. But a driver like Royce, I reckon he could.” He tapped the paper. “But not with that setup.”

Garrick walked a slow circuit of the wreck, hands in his coat pockets for warmth. He stopped at the door with Royce’s name on it. “Talk to me about what’s at stake.” He gestured towards the track. “Why risk life and limb for this? Assume I know nothing.”

“You don’t,” Fanta said. It came out involuntarily and she winced.

Garrick gave a good-natured grin. “Thank you, Liu. I walked into that.”

Tovey ran a hand across his face. From the look he threw towards Fanta, he’d clearly hoped for somebody with at least basic knowledge, but knew his place.

“Touring cars has a fun set of rules. There are ten rounds in the season, two-day weekend, three races at each. Points for every race. We're near the end, so it's Silverstone next, then back here for the finale.” He nodded at the car. “We were here for practice, lucky as we’re Kent-based. Teams come from all over the UK.”

“And Danny Royce was leading the championship?” Garrick asked.

Tovey gave a dry bark of bitter laughter. “No way. Not because of talent – that’s just part of it. The car’s good, but there is only so much you can do when the money dries up.” He exchanged a pointed look with Immy. “His head was increasingly elsewhere. Thruxton he was doing well. Took the lead, and in this game when you’re leading, they load your car with ballast to slow you down.”

Garrick raised his hand to stop him. “Whoa, wait. To slow him down? This is actually part of the rules?”

“Success ballast,” Fanta said, before adding quietly, “Bit like my career.”

Garrick pretended that he hadn’t heard; it was the easiest thing for him to do.

Tovey nodded. “It reduces performance. Makes the competition tighter. Unlike F1. Unlike NASCAR. This series is about the driver's skill, not the car’s performance. An extra fifty-four kilos and he was still winning, which is why everyone had him pegged as favourite. Then after that, he started to slip. Last weekend he barely made it to fourth.”

“And a favourite is worth what, exactly?”

“To him? Manufacturer money, a proper contract, the rest of his career.” He glanced at the shuttered hospitality unit. “To the team? Prize fund, championship bonus, and the sponsor’s option renews on a title. And believe me, we need the money.”

That didn’t clarify anything for Garrick. “What’s that in pounds and pence?”

“A quarter of a million to win. At least three-quarters of a million for title sponsorship. And for Danny, maybe a hundred grand in sponsors and a guarantee for next year. We’re not talking F1 fees here, but it’s not chump change either. Without it, this team's got until the end of the season, maybe.” He gave a sniff of derision. “Our owners are not very communicative. They barely speak with one another.”

Garrick and Fanta exchanged a look. People had killed for far less, but they generally did it in less spectacular ways.

Garrick pointed at the printout. “So, you suspect sabotage. Who benefits from this?”

Tovey and Immy looked at each other, sharing another silent pact. She looked away and he nodded, reaching a decision.

“Just about everybody else.”

Immy stayed in the garage as Tovey walked Garrick and Fanta to the edge of the track. A wail rose from beyond the ridge. It was a rising snarl that Garrick felt in his stomach - and then the thing roared past them. Another Honda Civic family hatchback that had been configured for war. In a blink it vanished into the drop at Paddock Hill with a bang from the exhaust that made Garrick’s eyes water and aggravated the dreaded pulsing throb resurfacing behind his eye.

Fanta grinned like a child at a firework display. The car came round twice more, then swung into the pit lane, and the noise cut instantly, followed only by the groan and crack of cooling metal mixing with heady petrol and hot oil fumes.

The driver climbed out through the window, which struck Garrick as showing off. He peeled off his helmet and balaclava and shook out a head of hair that belonged in a shampoo advert, along with his chiselled Scandinavian features.

“Lukas Vinter,” Fanta purred in admiration.

“Our second driver,” Tovey explained to Garrick, then corrected himself. “Only driver. Lukas, these police detectives are looking into the crash.”

Lukas looked puzzled and ruffled his hair again. Then he focused on Fanta.

“You’re police?”

“DC Fanta Liu,” she said.

A flirtatious smile flickered at the corner of his mouth. “Lukas.”

“Oh, I know.”

He liked that a great deal. Garrick watched Fanta enjoy herself for longer than appropriate before cutting in.

“Mr Vinter. Were you on the track that day?”

The grin vanished. He looked only marginally older than Fanta, but the recollection seemed to age him. “I was on in the morning.” He patted the bonnet of his car almost affectionately. “Before the storm pushed in. I’d left before Danny started his run.”

“Then you didn’t see the accident?”

Lukas shook his head. “Heard about it. Only saw the car the next day.” The life in his eyes faded.

“Hey, Lukas, that’s enough to bother the police with.”

Two men were striding down the pit lane at an intense pace, followed by a young Latina PA gripping an iPad, in a suit and heels that had no place in a pit.

The quicker of the two was wearing jeans and had thick muscular arms barely contained in a polo shirt. He had a radio in one hand, and a laminated pass was swinging at his throat with each step. He reached out and crushed the detectives’ hands in turn.

“Dean Slater, team manager.” He shot a glance at Lukas. “What kinda laps were you doing out there? I’ll talk to you later.”

Chastened, Lukas flushed like a scolded child. He glanced at Eva and looked as if he was about to argue – then his jaw went tight and he marched towards the garages without looking back.

The second man had been a few paces behind. Squatter, with a shiny blue suit, string-tie hanging from his pristine white shirt, and a gut that spilled over his belt. He greeted them with a nod.

“Miles Ackroyd. I own this team, well, co-own with Dean here, and I don’t recall phoning you guys.”

“You didn’t,” Garrick said evenly.

“Then I’m gonna save everyone some time. Danny’s death is a tragic loss to us all. Nobody wants to see his legacy trampled over, and right now that boy,” he pointed after Lukas, “is the only hope we got left or everything we’ve built comes crashing down.”

Garrick took a moment to take the man in. His tone, his stance, everything about him, was aggressive. Any genuine grief was locked away behind bluster.

“I can only sympathise with you. It must be a terrible loss.”

Ackroyd’s face didn’t flicker.

“The sad fact of life is that accidents happen even to the best of us. The track was soaked. Danny should’ve come in five minutes earlier but he felt he had something to prove to himself. A very good young man made a mistake at the worst possible corner on the worst possible evening. I’ve spent three days on the phone to his mother.” His voice maintained an even keel. “What I have not done is invite the police to my paddock. The last thing I need is that getting into the head of my only driver. Or into the heads of our sponsors.”

“Well, the good thing is you don’t have to invite us in anywhere,” Garrick said pleasantly. “We’re not vampires.”

“Then I imagine you’ll be on your way,” said Ackroyd.

“Of course. And I’ll be taking the car with me.”

Ackroyd and Slater exchanged a scowl.

“You’ll be doing what?” Ackroyd said.

“Impounding it. The vehicle, the telemetry, the setup logs, and whatever’s left of the electronics.” He gave Ackroyd an easy smile. “After all, it’s of more use to me than to you now. Forensics will have it on a low-loader by the end of the day. And I’d get your people to stop cleaning things. Just in case we need prints and that sort of thing.”

He turned and walked back up the pit lane and didn’t look round to enjoy the frustration on the men’s faces.

“I thought you said this isn’t a case,” Fanta said, falling in beside him.

“He convinced me otherwise.”

“Boy, he must’ve really pissed you off.”


Chapter Four


Garrick sat in his incident room in Maidstone and stared at the three empty pinboards pushed together against the wall. The team’s desks sat empty, computers off, and with the door closed the constant noise from the rest of the police station fell into a gentle murmur. He couldn’t remember the last time it had been so quiet. He’d joked that they’d been such an efficient MIT that criminals feared to tread in Kent. A joke that would no doubt backfire if some bean counter took it at face value and decided the unit could be downsized.

He didn’t really have the ego to think they were a victim of their own success; it was just a nice moment to fantasise. A darker side of him plucked another term from the ether: the calm before the storm.

He tucked that notion away and assessed the current state of affairs.

They had a new case. One that wasn’t immediately pressing, and he suspected might not lead to much, but it was something to keep them occupied. The race car had been impounded and taken to SCIU, the Serious Collision Investigation Unit in Aylesford. So, apart from assembling some background information, there was little to do but wait.

On a personal level, things were going well for once. Wendy had settled into a routine at the café, and tonight they’d planned a date night – even if it was at home. They were ready to stream the latest Ben Stiller movie and order a takeaway. Without any immediate pressures, David Garrick was feeling content.

Now that he was on a more even keel mentally, after everything that had happened with his sister, he’d insisted on keeping on the front foot when it came to his health, and his doctor had been delighted that she no longer had to force him to attend regular monitoring scans.

Garrick’s chair creaked as he gently spun around in it, his eyes falling across each of the team’s desks.

DC Harry Lord was down at Canterbury Crown Court, waiting to give evidence on a case that was already fourteen months old. It was a reminder that making an arrest was only the start; the long arm of justice then waited, often tediously, on the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) to secure a conviction. Up until that conviction his department still had a mountain of paperwork to file and testimonies to give. Garrick had just been forewarned that his time to testify in another case was soon coming up. It wasn’t something he was looking forward to. On the other hand, Harry usually took it as a chance to skive off from real work, but this time he was in line for promotion as the position for the permanent detective sergeant was still being temporarily filled by DS Ellen Rivers, who’d been snaffled from South Yorkshire at the Super’s request.

She’d been spiky and awkward to work with at first, but Garrick was getting to like her, or at least getting used to her. He was especially interested when her prior history with Superintendent Reynolds and their intimate relationship had surfaced. It wasn’t scandalous or necessarily inappropriate, but it was a lump of history that was worth not forgetting.

Superintendent Malcolm Reynolds had been a replacement for Margery Drury, a super Garrick had been very fond of, who seldom cut people slack with her razor-sharp efficiency. He felt she was the victim of injustice because she had been inadvertently close to the county’s Police Commissioner, Scott Edwards, who turned out to be dodgy. Although dodgy was his own euphemism for being a ringleader in an international Murder Club that had recruited his best friend and sister and then tormented him for fun.

He had watched Edwards die right in front of him. For once, the image didn’t give him any repeated nightmares. At the time he had hoped that was the end of the wretched group of killers who had banded together, effectively, for sport.

Unfortunately, just a few months earlier, Reynolds had taken Garrick aside and hinted that that line of inquiry, led by the Met’s DCI Kane, might come knocking at Reynolds’ door. Not that he had anything to hide, but as a natural part of scrutinising every lead. Garrick wasn’t sure why he’d been warned. Perhaps it was because Garrick was the one who’d opened the whole sorry can of worms. Now, he wanted no part of it. DCI Kane was welcome to have the ongoing nightmare.

Garrick stood up and walked to Ellen Rivers’ desk, running his hands across the empty surface. His new Super had appointed Rivers to replace Chib when she was murdered in the line of duty - and under his watch. He’d coped remarkably well at keeping the lid on the guilt, but when it was quiet like this, it tended to pop up and make itself a nuisance.

He puffed out his cheeks and tried to lock that darkness away, even just for a second. He wished Fanta were here, prattling on about the stupid touring league. She had gone down to SCIU to encourage them to prioritise the Pilgrims Racing car. Garrick knew that was more of an excuse than a reason. The reason was that her own car was still impounded there after a recent rampage with a tank, and until they released it, she was unable to file an insurance claim.

Garrick suspected they were keeping it there as punishment. Their actions had stretched the department thin, and his team had essentially become persona non grata. Fanta was keen for the opportunity to mend fences.

Both Ellen Rivers and DC Sean Wilkes were enjoying a rare day off. Wilkes had taken one of many overdue leave days and mentioned he was going to escape to see his parents in Essex. As he lived with Fanta – and they had recently got engaged in secret – Garrick suspected Sean was really enjoying the break from Fanta’s incessant talk about racing.

He stopped and looked at the empty boards again. This room held many memories, from friends lost to darker troubles. He drew in a sharp breath and clenched his fists.

“I’m not going to let you win,” he said aloud to the universe at large. A genuine smile crept across his face. He’d paid his dues.

This was going to be a fresh, clean start.

The evening couldn’t have been better.

Garrick and Amy had engaged in a gladiatorial battle of who could exhaust whom first as they played with a new set of Duplo. Wendy had watched from the sidelines with a smile, occasionally sniping that he was hogging the bricks.

Garrick was shattered by the time they put Amy to bed, but thoroughly elated with the rare quality time he’d spent with his daughter.

They watched the movie, curled up on the couch, sharing a chicken korma with pilau rice, a Peshwari naan, and a Cobra beer each. Ben Stiller performed admirably; however, some old habits still lingered, and despite Garrick’s belly chuckles, Wendy’s eyes started to close and she fell asleep. Not that he minded, although any hope of a sexier night on the couch had already been erased due to his own exhaustion. It was forcing him to acknowledge that middle age was beginning to put up a fight.

It was pushing ten thirty when the doorbell went.

Immediately, Wendy bolted upright with cat-like reactions. Despite all the positive steps their life had taken in recent months, Garrick couldn’t ignore the look of fear crossing her face as she glanced towards the door leading to the dining room where an intruder had once been killed while holding Amy. That was the straw that broke the camel’s back and had led them to living apart.

Since she’d moved back, the subject hadn’t been raised, but it was always silently present. They had yet to eat a family meal in there.

He squeezed her hand and smiled.

“Relax. It’s probably the neighbours.” He pulled his phone from the coffee table and held it up so she could see him activate the doorbell cam. Since the various incidents, he had never once gone cheap on home security. “You’ll see.”

He tapped the screen and was surprised to see Superintendent Malcolm Reynolds standing on his doorstep, hands in his pockets, looking casually from side to side.

“Huh… it’s the police.”

“How is that better?”

“It’s my boss,” he said with some confusion. “Maybe he’s offering me a pay rise.”

Wendy shot him a look. Garrick quickly went to answer the door.

At the best of times, Superintendent Malcolm Reynolds looked like a man under pressure. Harry had once circulated a printed meme of a cartoon baby looking utterly furious and claimed it was a photo of Reynolds’ birth. It had become the team’s unofficial mascot for a short while – until they learned of the past relationship between DS Ellen Rivers and the Super. Then the printout mysteriously vanished. Garrick suspected Harry had removed it himself, fearing it may harm his promotion chances.

Standing on his doorstep, Reynolds looked greyer than ever. “David.” He said it with a forced smile. “Glad to catch you in.”

“What are the odds?” Garrick said, his body naturally blocking any access inside.

“I hope you don’t mind a house call.”

Garrick felt silly for keeping his boss on the doorstep, and gestured. “Do you want to come in?”

Reynolds gave a quick nod. “That would be terrific, if you don’t mind.”

He looked around furtively as Garrick held the door wider. Once Reynolds was inside, Garrick swept the street, wondering what it was his Super was keen to avoid. He closed the door and made sure to snib the lock.

“Can we talk in private?” Reynolds caught sight of Wendy and gave a nod in greeting.

“I don’t think you’ve met my fiancée,” Garrick said, the word still sounding unfamiliar on his tongue. “This is Wendy.”

Reynolds gave a wide smile that didn’t reach his eyes and shook her hand.

“Congratulations.”

“I suppose I’ll leave you two to it,” Wendy said.

“You don’t have to on my behalf,” Reynolds said with no sincerity at all.

“I was flat out on the couch. It’s okay.” She pecked Garrick on the cheek and shared a worried look. “Don’t stay up too long.”

She headed upstairs while Garrick led Reynolds into the kitchen and indicated the dining table in the room leading off.

“Can I get you a drink?”

“I’m okay. I’m sorry about this, but I thought it was best to talk to you out of the station.”

Garrick joined him, a dozen thoughts shifting like a carousel through his head. Was this a way of telling him department cutbacks were so severe he was going to lose his job? It was a stupid thought, but one he couldn’t shake, and one which felt ironic following his brief bloom of happiness.

He sat down opposite and frowned. “Am I in trouble?”

Reynolds gave a hollow laugh. “For once, no.” He glanced into the kitchen to double-check they were alone and dropped his voice. “I am. I need your help.”

Reynolds didn’t take his jacket off. He just sat across from Garrick, avoiding eye contact, his hands folded on the table, fingers rubbing nervously against one another.

“I’ll get straight to the point, David. As you know, I was brought in because of Margery’s close friendship with Police Commissioner Scott Edwards.”

“And we know Edwards’ connection with the Murder Club.”

Garrick tensed at the mention of the cohort, his reticence plastered across his face. Reynolds held up a hand to interrupt before he could say anything.

“I know that’s not a case you can get involved with, no matter how much you want to.”

“I don’t want to. It’s a Met case anyway.” Garrick had to force his voice to be level. “DCI Kane won’t give me the time of day on it. Which is quite right.”

Garrick’s many conflicts of interest would muddy any potential investigation – especially as it was rumoured to be sniffing out Club members occupying the lofty corridors of power at Whitehall.

Reynolds nodded. “It’s beyond both our combined pay grades.”

Garrick couldn’t stop an involuntary snort at the thought their pay cheques were remotely similar. To his credit, Reynolds’ cheek twitched and he nodded in understanding.

“I’m not sure what you’re asking me,” Garrick said, leaning back in his chair to try and distance himself.

Reynolds scanned the room, which had still yet to be lavished with any personal items, other than Garrick’s new fossil-cleaning kit stowed on a shelf in the corner, still unopened from when it was sent to him.

“I said to you before that you may hear some things. Rumours. Because inevitably, with corruption reaching the Commissioner in Kent, and me replacing Margery, they are going to be looking at whoever is in my position.” He put one hand on his heart and straightened up. “And I have nothing to do with any of those sickos. The worst thing I did — and I think you know this — was have a relationship with Ellen and then bring her in to work with you. I did that because I knew she was very good. And after Chib, you needed that.”

Garrick gave a small nod to indicate he was following but not necessarily approving.

Reynolds took a deep breath. “So, there’ll be some nosing around Maidstone. I’m fine with that. But what I’m not fine with is what they may find.”

Garrick’s puzzled frown deepened. “I don’t follow. What does it matter what they find?”

“It matters if I’ve been set up.”

Garrick opened his mouth to ask a further question but thought better of it. Instead, he let silence fill the room, which inevitably led to Reynolds breaking it.

“By whom is a question I don’t know the answer to. Do I have any proof?” He shook his head.

“You used to be a police officer, right? You remember such things as suspicions or even proof?” Garrick said. “These days, we tend to rely on those things more than ever.”

“I have suspicions and plenty of paranoia. Let’s park those for now.”

Garrick’s eyes didn’t leave the man. Reynolds was good at hiding his thoughts. It was a prerequisite for a Superintendent; he couldn’t have everybody second-guessing him, but he was lousy at hiding his emotions. And right now, the most striking one was fear.

And that rattled Garrick more than he would have liked.

Reynolds rubbed his chin thoughtfully before continuing. “Like I said, I’m not privy to Kane’s investigation. But you hear things. You pick up on things. For the record, I don’t believe Margery Drury was involved in anything. I think she was being used by Edwards to pull strings on the force. To manipulate the odd blind eye from others. That said, I’ve come to believe that she suspected there was an informer in the station.”

Garrick’s heart sank at the revelation, though not necessarily from surprise. While he’d never openly thought about it, a tiny part of him had woken him in the middle of the night to suggest it.

His mind went back to a previous case involving a stolen stallion. At the time, he had been sleeping in a static caravan while Wendy and Amy lived here. He’d been attacked – somebody had driven a bulldozer through it, which inevitably led him to moving back to the house and Wendy moving out. Arrests were made for the case as a whole, but that assailant – and the reason for the attack – was never readily explained, just hypothesised, and therefore sat outside the accumulating evidence for the case. That had opened up the slender possibility that it was unrelated and that the Club was still active to some degree.

And he had sworn to himself that if they ever turned up again, he would kill to keep his family safe, sod the law.

He cleared his throat and parked the uncomfortable thoughts.

“Why would they want to set you up? No offence, but how are you a threat?”

“If there is a mole in the department… if I dug them out… just where could that lead?” He nervously tapped the table. “Or maybe they still want to get at you?”

Garrick gave a genuine laugh. “I’m old news to them. I’m nothing. They’ve had their fun with me. They’ve ruined me as far as they could. There’s no sport left in it for them.”

Reynolds pursed his lips and gave Garrick a long look.

“I’m not too sure what I can say about that. I hope you’re right. I hope I’m completely paranoid, and asking you for an idiotic favour that’s going to bite me in the arse because you’ll keep bringing it up.” He held up a finger. “For the sake of clarity, I’m not proposing this as a quid pro quo thing. I’m still your boss. I still need to be an arsehole. I’m reaching out to you because of your involvement, your experience… and the fact you’re the only damn person in the entire force I think I can trust.”


Chapter Five


David Garrick couldn’t sleep that night. Reynolds' visit kept turning over in his mind. Like a fossil he couldn’t chip the matrix from, it felt as if there was something inside the claim – but Garrick was fairly certain he wasn’t going to enjoy the sight of it when it came out.

The very nature of his Super’s request was simple in the ask, yet worrying at the heart of it: keep your eyes out for a mole. Somebody in the station who would happily destroy us both.

When he was feeling sorry for himself, he could say that could be practically anybody. But the truth was that he couldn’t believe anybody would stoop that low.

The worst part was that Garrick had been proven wrong about that time and time again.

It also meant he couldn’t say a word to anybody about Reynolds’ suspicions. Not even the people he trusted his life with.

He was glad for the temporary opportunity to delay seeing them all that morning when he received a call from DC Fanta Liu.

“Guv, you’re needed down at Cold Harbour.”

Garrick was surprised. Cold Harbour Road was in Aylesford, the location of a range of special police operations, including the Serious Collision Investigation team. He’d left Fanta there for most of the previous day and was worried what damage she’d done.

The SCIU headquarters did not look like much, which Garrick supposed was the point. It was a grey portal-framed building. To his eyes, the palisade fencing, the camera hooded above the gate, and the compound behind it full of dead cars gave it away.

Garrick parked in a visitor space and walked the length of an aisle. Several vehicles sat under blue tarpaulins, each with a laminated lot tag flapping where the wing mirror used to be. He recognised what was left of the Esso tanker cab, its mirrors melted into toffee after they had used it to stop a rampaging tank. The insurance claim on that alone was causing a headache for the force’s finance department.

Near the end of the second row, small and flat and wearing the tread of a caterpillar track across its crushed bonnet, was a Volkswagen Polo.

Fanta was standing in front of it with two teas from Pret. She eyed the car, not that Garrick needed to be reminded that it used to be hers.

“You know I can’t finalise my insurance claim until it’s released from evidence.” She looked meaningfully at him.

“Fanta—” Garrick drifted off. He had no idea where to take that. In his experience, appeasement wasn’t something his DC responded favourably to. He took the tea and sipped it, searching for a positive. “This is a good cuppa.”

Inside, the unit stood three storeys high, capped with a mercury-bright ceiling of LED gantries. The space was split between four large bays, two-post lifts, a laser scanner standing on a tripod like an art student’s easel, and along one wall, a massive rack of tools. Everything smelled of oil and scorched plastic.

Two men in blue overalls looked up as they came in and exchanged a quiet word with one another. Garrick got the impression that it wasn’t entirely complimentary.

“They still pissed at us for the sudden workload?” he said quietly while sipping his tea.

“At you,” Fanta clarified. “I spent all day yesterday buying pastries and making myself useful.”

“Only because you want them to release your car.”

“I’m offended by… whatever it is you’re implying.”

She led him to a table by the wall. There was a sink, a small refrigerator, and a shelf with cups, tea and coffee, meaning that employees had little chance to skive away from the floor.

By the kettle, someone had printed a still taken from the TV news footage: Garrick, kneeling on the back of a moving Panzer IV on the M20 with his coat billowing. It had been laminated. Beneath it, in marker pen, somebody had written: BATMAN with the name crossed out and replaced with BATSHIT.

Fanta struggled not to smirk when she caught Garrick’s expression.

“Sergeant Gail Murray,” said the woman coming down the mezzanine stairs. “Senior forensic vehicle examiner. I won’t shake your hand. I’ve been in a fuel tank.”

She was somewhere in her fifties, cropped grey hair, half-moon glasses on a beaded chain, and stained navy overalls with her name on a strip of tape stuck over somebody else’s name. Twenty-odd years of spanners had left her with muscles that could shred Garrick. Her accent was pure Medway.

“DCI Garrick. This is⁠—”

“I know who you are,” she said wryly, then shot a tired look at DC Liu. “And I definitely know who she is.” Murray looked at him over the glasses. “Do you know what a collision plan is?”

“No.”

“No. Nor did I care much, until I had to draw forty-six of them.” She let that sit. “Fourteen still to examine. Every vehicle brought in for a case gets photographed, measured, scanned, logged. And every one of them has an owner, an insurer and a solicitor. Thanks to one little incident on the M20, my unit’s diary is jam-packed.”

Garrick was feeling too wound up to be placid.

“Good job we stopped them in time. Imagine the workload if we’d let the tank trundle into London. Or maybe you’re thinking it would have been more interesting with a few deaths in there?”

He immediately regretted coming back so strong. A low sigh of irritation from Fanta confirmed he’d been rash. Murray wiped her hands on a cloth hanging from her belt and appraised him again. She jerked her head and turned on her heel. “This way.”

Bay one held what was left of the Pilgrims’ Civic. It had been stripped further since Brands Hatch — the doors were now off, the dashboard out and the entire wiring loom had been drawn out of it and laid out along a long bench under the lights. It had been splayed and tagged with paper flags, looking like the nervous system of some monster.

Fanta made a small, involuntary noise of joy.

“Before you ask,” Murray said, “yes, I know it jumped the queue for two reasons.” She pulled a torch from her breast pocket. “Firstly, my examiners have spent ten weeks measuring identical crush deformations on family cars. This Civic is a work of art that’ll make them come in on a rest day.”

“And the second reason?”

Murray shot a look at Fanta.

“Her. Here at eight yesterday morning. Still here at seven at night. Learned everybody’s names, made the tea, brought in a box of those Portuguese custard things⁠—”

“Pastéis de nata,” said Fanta.

“—and asked questions until my head hurt.” Murray clicked the torch on. “So I put the car on the ramp to make her go away. It didn’t work.”

“It’s a known problem,” Garrick agreed.

“Rear anti-roll bar first.” Murray crouched and focused the beam on a black steel bar running across the floorpan. “Your engineer’s paperwork says one setting. The car says another. Two positions stiffer, and it was moved recently — the fastener’s mark doesn’t sit in its seat and there’s clean metal where there ought to be dirt. It went on late and the logs showed that nobody signed for it. That gives a specific window when it was fitted.”

“Making the vehicle wobbly in the wet,” Garrick said.

She shot him a look. “Wobbly? Christ, not quite the technical term I’d use.” She glanced at Fanta who rolled her eyes in sympathy.

“You see what I have to work with?” Fanta said.

Murray nodded and straightened. “On its own it’s a bad decision, or a mistake. It’s not a crime. Setups get fiddled with all the time.” She walked to the bench and picked up a sealed evidence bag. “But this…”

She held it up. It was about the size of a book of stamps. A small board with its components drowned in black potting resin, with two flying leads emerging from one end and a length of stiff wire four inches from the other.

Garrick leaned closer to look but was none the wiser.

“What is it?”

“This is the crime. It was cable-tied into the loom behind the passenger bulkhead. Between the connector carrying the steering wheel’s inputs and the box that runs the hybrid.” Murray’s lip curled as she watched his blank expression. “Everything on the car chatters with everything else. This sat in the middle, passively listening to the conversation. The system doesn’t know it’s there. Then, when triggered, it simply applies the juice to the electric motor as if it had been requested by the driver.”

“Sounds advanced.”

Murray put the bag back in the tray. “Nah, that’s the beauty. It’s quite basic. A little engineering know-how. This was designed and built specifically to crash this car.”

Fanta picked it up for a closer look. “Was it on a timer?”

“Nope.” Murray snatched the bag from her and turned it over, tapping the stiff wire with a fingernail. “That’s an aerial. It’s spliced into the run that feeds the car’s radio antenna, which is a lovely bit of thinking, because it means somebody could tell it what to do from outside the car. From the pit or from up in the cheap seats.”

Garrick felt the pulse start behind his right eye and ignored it.

“Can you get details on who triggered it?”

“We can try and test the memory off the chip properly. That needs your digital people at Medway.” She set the bag down. “I doubt it though. As I said, this was basic.”

Garrick felt a tightening of the gut. This confirmed it was no accident. It also told of a particularly cold mind at work.

“Sergeant, how well was it hidden?”

Murray snorted. “It didn’t need to be. As I say, well designed. If you know where to place it in the loom, it’s a couple of minutes’ work, too. Then it’s practically hidden away unless you know what you’re looking for. That said, vehicles like that don’t normally reach me with their wiring intact. They burn. The crew got him out and the fire never took hold.” She peeled off a glove. “Whoever fitted that was banking on a fire they didn’t get.”

“The evidence would have gone up in smoke?” Fanta said.

Murray nodded. “From our point of view, it would’ve been difficult to tell it was ever there, probably impossible.”

Garrick looked at the little black block with renewed interest.

“Who could fit it?”

“Anybody who knows exactly where that loom runs and can hold a soldering iron.” Murray shrugged. “The question is when was the loom last checked? Minutes? Days? I couldn’t tell you how often they strip this far back. The engineering crew will know.”

“And right now they’re all our prime suspects,” said Fanta. “If we ask around all it takes is them to go quiet and we’ve lost this lead.”

Garrick nodded. He was thinking about the clean garage. Any evidence had already been destroyed, willingly or not. Tovey, who had made the call – which meant he had suspected this – and Immy Fletcher, who had found the anomaly nobody else had gone looking for, were the only ones who knew. Did that put them beyond suspicion… or was it a well-engineered alibi?

They now had a case. One they had to proceed with caution. Before they could start looking for who… they had to know why.


Chapter Six


The familiar squeak of casters across the vinyl floor was somehow reassuring for David Garrick, who was relieved to have something to distract him after his informal discussion with Reynolds.

The team were back in the incident room, with Fanta and DC Sean Wilkes moving the felt boards into position so they could form their murder wall. DS Ellen Rivers was ferrying between her computer and the printer for the few pieces of solid information they had gathered since leaving Cold Harbour that morning. DC Harry Lord was making a round of drinks for everybody. It was business as usual, and everybody was in a good mood. Possibly for the first time since Chib’s death, the team almost felt as if it was back on track.

Almost.

He pushed the paranoia Reynolds had stoked to the back of his mind as Fanta pinned up the printouts. As usual, the victim was at the centre of the circle.

“Danny Royce,” Garrick said, tapping the picture and addressing the team as they sat, drinks in hand. “Lead driver for Pilgrims Racing based in New Ash Green. We have a suspected sabotage caused by an extra component attached to the electrical system that powered his car into a wall using a remote trigger.”

He indicated a photo of the device Murray had retrieved.

“The forensic report will be available on HOLMES by the end of the day. Or you can ask Fanta for a detailed rundown if you fancy being bored to death.”

That got a good-natured snicker from the team and a smirk from Fanta. He gestured to various pictures of the ruined Civic FK8 arranged in a mosaic.

“There were two drivers. Each had their own car. This has all the markings of a targeted killing. An assassination.”

The word brought a chill across the room. They had had a run-in with professional killers before. The last time with an ex-military Ukrainian who had a day job in personal security. It never ended well; victories were tarnished with too much blood.

He ran a hand across the other pictures taken from the team’s website and social media.

“Race engineer Colin Tovey called this in. Immy Fletcher. Data engineer and overall Systems engineer. She found anomalies in the readings just before the crash. Chris Morton, chief engineer, whose signature was missing from the setup change that led to the crash.”

“A prime suspect then,” Harry said with a nod.

“A very obvious one.” Garrick let the words hang. They were all seasoned enough to pick up the stink of a patsy. “Wayne Jones, second mechanic and Tyre Technician.”

He moved to a picture of Lukas Vinter. He couldn’t help but notice Fanta had selected a rather flattering one of the young man smouldering at the camera. “Lukas Vinter. Second Driver — well, now the only one.” He turned and faced the team. “That’s it for the pit crew with direct access to the car. We have the Transport Driver, Sponsorship Manager and a posse of backroom support.” He tapped a press release of Dean Slater and Miles Ackroyd shaking hands as they signed the team into life.

“Dean Slater is the Team Manager. Miles Ackroyd is the owner. Records show that there is a third financier, a silent partner who is not up here yet.” He shifted to a picture of the woman who had been with them at the track. “Eva Molina, their PA.”

“Slater and Ackroyd have everything to lose in this,” Rivers pointed out.

“If the team folds, they all lose,” Garrick countered. “Every single one of them is out of work. Royce's death is a lose-lose for all of them.” He took the whole board in for a moment. “Sean, we’ll need a deep dive on all the other teams in the league. Who benefits most from the Pilgrims being knocked out.”

Sean looked around the room, a little bewildered. “Wouldn’t that be all of them?”

Garrick conceded the point with a tilt of the head. “We’re near the end of the season apparently. Again, Fanta is the go-to woman to talk about that. When’s the next race?”

“This weekend is Silverstone! One of us should go,” Fanta said brightly. She ignored Garrick rolling his eyes and tried to temper her disappointment. “Then there are two weeks before the finale in Brands Hatch.”

“Which our boy was prepping for,” Garrick said. He looked at the board, drinking it all in. “Fanta, stay on forensics. Push them for anything you can get. Even if it means buying more cakes.” He ignored Rivers’ curious look. “Harry, rummage around the team’s finances. And while you’re at it, anything that pops up with the rest of the teams and the league itself.” He was feeling a spark of his former self as the cobwebs that had gathered during their recent inactivity started to blow away. “Ellen, me and you should pay the owners a visit. They didn’t seem keen on having the police nosing around. We should justify their discomfort.”

Pilgrims Racing ran out of a unit on an industrial estate at New Ash Green, a convenient ten minutes up the A20 from Brands Hatch. It shared the estate with a kitchen worktop supplier and a public storage depot. From the road there was nothing to distinguish it beyond the team logo on the side of the building. It didn’t even show the name.

They pulled up outside. Rivers had spent the drive going through the files on her phone, and Garrick had spent rather too much of it glancing at her as he drove.

He hadn’t meant to, but Malcolm Reynolds’ words wouldn’t go away. I then brought her in and requested she work with you. I did that because I knew she was very good. Which was true. She was. He had thought that was a good thing… but now he wasn’t so sure. It wouldn’t be the first time somebody had been placed on his team to keep an eye on him.

“Is there something on your mind, Guv?” she said when she caught his look.

“No. Why?” Garrick knew he had a terrible poker face. He felt his stomach knot with tension, as if she were able to read his thoughts.

“If you’ve got a problem, I’d rather hear it from you than work it out over a fortnight.”

“I haven’t got a problem with you. Just, y’know, life.”

She didn’t believe him. She chewed her lip before choosing her words.

“You think I’ve been too hard on Liu?”

Garrick felt his tension ease, relieved to have an excuse.

“The driving test,” she clarified.

Garrick grinned. “I think that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard all year. Although we won’t hear the end of it when she passes.” He nodded towards the Aston Martin DB9 parked outside the unit. “I’m going to take a punt that Mr Ackroyd is in the office today.”

Eva Molina looked up from behind her desk, where she had a printer in parts and was thumping it to make it work. She greeted them without a smile when he held up his warrant card. She was in the same smart suit, perfectly applied makeup and curly jet-black hair falling past her shoulders.

The team’s reception had a shaggy carpet and a large white leather sofa. A window looked out into the small, unremarkable empty garage beyond. Eva disappeared through a door, reappearing moments later and holding it open.

“Mr Ackroyd will see you now.”

Ackroyd’s office was minimalist. It had a large desk and another window looking into the garage. A wall had a number of framed press clippings announcing the formation of the Pilgrims. An array of certificates covered another from 750 Motor Club wins, and a cabinet held three gleaming trophies from the same league, which meant nothing to Garrick.

“Everyone’s setting up at Silverstone,” said Miles Ackroyd, standing and extending his hand. “Dean took them up Wednesday. There’s a race this weekend, in case nobody’s told you.”

Garrick nodded and let Rivers introduce herself. Ackroyd motioned to a pair of leather seats across from his desk.

“Take a pew. I see you noticed my wins.” Garrick gave another polite nod to mask his ignorance and experienced the rare feeling of wishing DC Liu was here to make him look good. “I had success with my 750 club, the Ak-Aks.” He gave a half-grin. “It’s a difficult name to do anything with that doesn’t sound like a throat lozenge.”

“And with the Pilgrims, now you have God on your side,” Rivers said, as she made notes in her pad.

He pulled a face and slumped into his chair. “Right now, it feels like the Big Man’s abandoned us. This was all made possible because I sold my original company. Demolitions. Fun for a while, but pretty soon I started to want to create, not tear down.” He laced his fingers and looked between the detectives from under hooded eyes. “And I get a feeling that your being here means this isn’t going to just go away any time soon?”

“We need to talk to you about Danny.”

“I got nothing to tell you other than what I already said.” Ackroyd’s smile stayed exactly where it was. “It was an accident. It was a horrible, stupid accident, that might finish off what we’ve only just started.”

“It wasn’t an accident. It was active sabotage.”

Ackroyd’s mouth yo-yoed, unable to articulate the words. Until he finally managed to ask:

“What do you mean? Sabotage?”

“That’s all we can say right now, and we ask you not to mention that to anybody else on the team.”

“Damn right I won’t! They’d down tools and get the hell out. This can’t be right.”

“Would Danny be the only person driving that car?” Rivers asked.

Ackroyd nodded, his face ashen. Then his frown deepened.

“I have a good team. That car has practically been built from scratch, and at great cost. There’s a thousand parts specifically built and designed to push performance.”

Rivers frowned and tapped her pen thoughtfully against her notebook. “Untested components?”

“They’re tested on the damned track. Pushing frontiers is the point!” He slapped the desk hard with an open palm.

“Does Lukas’ car have the same specs?” she pressed.

Ackroyd flinched as if he’d been punched. “We… well, no… not exactly.”

“Not exactly?” Rivers said incredulously. “Either it is or it isn’t.”

Ackroyd took a deep breath. “Danny was always pushed the hardest. As a driver and his vehicle. Lukas is good but he’s undisciplined. Danny was instinctive. He’d come in and say the car’s doing something at half-throttle on turn-in, and Colin would go through the data for an hour and find nothing. Then Immy would find it in the data.” He shook his head. “Lukas has the ability to be somebody. Just maybe in a year or two. He’s just lazy? I can’t put my finger on it. Danny’s car was engineered to be the winning vehicle. Not Lukas. And now we’re going to have to cram what we can in there, putting it on a lad who isn’t prepared.”

“If he’s not able to win, what if you were to pull Lukas from the race this weekend?” Garrick asked tentatively.

“Then we’re dead.” Ackroyd flinched. “Stupid choice of words. I didn’t mean…” He pushed his head in his hands, fingers massaging both temples. He took a moment to compose himself. “Look, if he doesn’t race then we’re out of the running instantly. Even if the league allowed us to skip this weekend for compassionate reasons, we lose too many points. We’re currently running fourth. We should’ve been higher, but the last race at Croft knocked us down a peg. Danny didn’t race well. He was off and Lukas, well, he didn’t pick up the slack. So, we go into this weekend with three teams ahead. Blackthorn at 320 points. Northstar at 307, Foundry at 300. We’re at 279. Forty-one points off the top with two meetings to run.”

Rivers frowned. “Is it possible to make up the gap?”

Ackroyd scowled. “You want the maths?”

Garrick held up his hand, once again wishing Fanta were here. “No. Just a simple yes or no.”

“Yeah. It’s possible. I believe Danny could’ve done it.”

“And with Lukas?”

Ackroyd was silent for a long time. Finally, he said, in a low voice, “He needs a miracle.”

Garrick leaned forward, adopting a more friendly tone. “Mr Ackroyd, how’s the team’s finances?”

“We’re a private outfit in the busiest touring car championship in the world. Everybody’s skint.”

“Are you carrying debt?”

“Dean and I put everything into this. Our own cash. His house is in it. We had to bring in an investor to stay afloat – and that’s all practically from day one. If this team goes under, none of us walk away with a bloody thing.”

Rivers stopped writing.

“Do you insure your drivers, Mr Ackroyd?”

“TOCA insist on it. That’s the Touring Car Association who run the show.”

“Payable to whom?”

“The team.” He heard it as he said it. “It’s to keep the team running. So that people don’t lose their jobs because of a crappy Sunday afternoon.”

“How much?” Rivers asked.

“You’d have to ask Dean.”

“I’m asking you.”

“And I’m telling you you’d have to ask Dean,” Ackroyd snapped, “because I don’t carry it round in my head like a raffle ticket. I’m a businessman, I’m just not the numbers man. I employ people for that.” He gestured to the reception. When he spoke again, the bluster had leaked out of him entirely. “You think we’d do that? Kill that boy for a payout? To what end? The team would fold anyway without a champ!”

Rivers held up her hand to calm him. “I was only asking, not accusing.”

“However,” Garrick said suddenly, “if we are going to play the accusations game, who benefits from putting you out of business?”

Ackroyd’s fingers nervously tapped on the desk, his eyes searching the room for answers.

“Hell, everybody other than us. We’re the new kid on the block. We snagged a great driver and a great team, and we punched through this season like an underdog with rabies. We were biting everybody on our way to the top and people didn’t like that. But this isn’t a huge cash prize race, winner takes all. We all make our money mostly through sponsorship. Let me tell you, sponsorship is performance related, so fourth place doesn’t have those shiny deals. And if our money’s pulled for the next season, somebody else is going to benefit. This league is the definition of survival of the fittest.”

“So, no team benefits more than any other?”

Ackroyd was thoughtful for a moment. Then, with some reluctance, he said: “If I was casting aspersions, I’d look at Northstar.”

Rivers checked her notes. “Why? They’re currently in second place.”

“Because we took Danny off them at the end of last season and they didn’t like it. There was noise. Lawyers, letters, a lot of talk in the paddock about how we’d approached him before his contract was up.” He shrugged. “We hadn’t. He came to us. But you’ll not convince Ross Callow of that in this lifetime, and Callow’s champ is sitting thirteen points off the top as we speak and hoping we don’t leapfrog in that gap.” He leaned forward, distracted as he thought about it. “Remember what I said about sponsorship. Some of Danny’s walked with him.”

Rivers wrote the name down. “Callow being?”

“Northstar’s owner. Charming as a wasp. They’re based in Woking.”

Garrick leaned back in his chair and stared through the window, into the empty garage. They’d all be at Silverstone right now, preparing for the penultimate round.

The news that some design modifications would be forced onto Lukas’ car worried him. He had no legal power to stop Lukas from racing and no evidence to suggest he was even in danger. Danny Royce could have been targeted for a number of personal reasons. But the possibility existed. Ackroyd had made it clear what would happen if he pulled his only driver from the race. It would also hinder the investigation if word spread about exactly what had happened to Danny’s car in the first place.

They were stuck between a rock and a hard place.

He became aware that DS Rivers had seized on the silence to push things along.

“We will need all the maintenance logs for both cars for the season.” Ackroyd opened his mouth to refuse but then thought better of it. “And also, a full list of who was on-site at Brands Hatch. The entire team and their movements.”

“The paperwork is easy. I’ll get Eva to put it all together. She practically runs this place. As for their movements, you’ll have to ask them yourselves. We’re not the KGB.”

“Then we will,” Rivers said tartly. “And we’ll start by interviewing the team at Silverstone.”

Ackroyd squirmed in his seat. “I can’t have them distracted from the race–”

“It doesn’t matter what you want, Mr Ackroyd. It matters that nobody stands in the way of our investigation. Is that clear?”

Garrick was surprised. Just as he was starting to lean towards sympathy for Ackroyd, she was being a hard arse.

He looked at her with renewed respect.


Chapter Seven


Garrick didn’t ask what had got Ellen Rivers’ goat, but suspected it was Miles Ackroyd’s demeanour, or possibly his very existence. Whatever it was, she had lit a fire under the arrogant team owner and the requested files arrived in bulk by the end of the day, most of them hand-delivered by the harassed PA.

A man that keen to cooperate was generally considered innocent. However, Garrick's own experience had left him jaded, and he couldn't shake the feeling it indicated a man with a guilty conscience.

Back in the incident room, the nine rival teams had been added to the board, and Fanta had created a bullet point idiot’s guide to the touring cars’ point structure. An act that everybody treated with derision, but Garrick had clocked every single one of them taking a look when Fanta wasn’t around.

While his mind was circling the case, Garrick couldn’t help but keep half an eye on the station in general. Superintendent Reynolds had been edgy when he’d visited Garrick, choosing a safe place away from prying eyes, and admitting he had no evidence and was just working off a hunch was a brave move.

It was an admission that told Garrick his Super was walking a fine line. If he was correct, then there was potentially a world of trouble waiting to erupt around them. If he was wrong, then the Super’s career and credibility could take a tumble.

That said, Reynolds had shifted the burden of proof onto Garrick’s shoulders, and all day, he had been conspicuously absent from the station.

With fifteen hundred employees split between officers and support staff, there was no way to judge who may be harbouring darker intentions towards Reynolds and Garrick. And all of them, from the cleaning staff to senior management, had been thoroughly security vetted. And that was assuming Reynolds' suspicions had any merit at all.

Just the simple act of weaving in the idea of suspicion amongst a loyal team could be poison enough.

It was bait all too tempting for Garrick to ignore. Even the slightest hint that things may drift towards the past was too much for him to bear. So much so that it intensified the dull throbbing pain behind his eye.

Since having a growth removed from his head, which had been causing pressure and triggering hallucinations, Garrick had been on the mend.

Until recently.

He had been advised to avoid any physical activities that could create trauma to the head, no matter how minor.

He had scrupulously managed to ignore that, and since then a dull reminder occasionally nagged him from deep within his skull. His doctor had warned him that, while the growth hadn’t returned, there was still damage there that needed to be monitored. His migraines had returned, but he’d assured Dr Rajasekar that the hallucinations hadn’t.

That had been a lie. But one he was confident he had control over. He wasn’t imagining conversations with people, merely doing a double take at the occasional shadow or double-checking a blast of white noise wasn’t really whispering to him. They certainly were not as severe as in the past. He became aware that Fanta Liu had been talking at him.

“What?”

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. Out of the whole team, she knew him better than his old friend Harry Lord did.

“You were drifting then, Guv,” she said quietly, with a hint of accusation.

“Tired, Liu. Managing you lot…” He waved his hand impatiently. “It’s like juggling kittens with chainsaws. What did you want?”

“I talked with TOCA,” she said with a grin.

Garrick’s eyes darted to the boards in case he’d missed an update on the suspects.

“Who’s Toca?”

“TOCA,” she repeated with emphasis. “Y’know, the ones who run the league. They’re based in Thruxton, in Hampshire.”

Garrick nodded. His gut was to send Ellen Rivers as he didn’t fancy a four-hour round trip for an interview, just to show his face. After this morning’s meeting, it was clear that Fanta was the best qualified to assess the technical information. The problem was that he wasn’t sure locking the two women together in the same car for the best part of the day was a good thing. He didn’t need another killing on his hands. Which meant sending her with Sean Wilkes, who he needed at his desk to compile the information coming through – and was in a relationship with Fanta. Or Harry Lord, who he also needed to dig into the various financial streams of the investigation – and was in line for the possible promotion that Fanta had been denied. Not that it had been Harry’s fault, but a light frost had formed between the two DCs.

“So, who's coming with me?” she asked.

Garrick’s eyes narrowed. “Liu, why do I feel that you’re making this as complicated as possible?”

She managed to look offended.

“It’s not complicated at all. But if you think it is…”

Garrick pinched the bridge of his nose. He knew she was forcing the point that she was on top of things. It wasn’t a point Garrick needed to be emphasised. It was annoying enough that she was one of the best DCs on the force, but she clearly felt she needed to lash out after recent events.

He forced a smile. “Fine. This is clearly your area of expertise.”

Fanta returned his smile. “It so happens the Director is at Brands Hatch today, prepping for the last race. He’s got a little time to see us. We’re buying him dinner this evening.”

Garrick blinked in surprise.

“Are we, now?”

By 6 p.m. that evening, Garrick was wondering if DC Liu wasn’t becoming something of a master of manipulation.

Daniel Ceesay was TOCA’s director. With Gambian heritage and built like a bull, he carried a soft Black Country accent and oozed charm as if it were a cologne. He was particularly pleased with Fanta’s choice of restaurant, Schwen Schwen in Sevenoaks. The West African fine dining menu threatened to challenge Garrick’s minimalist palate, in which a basic curry was exotic, matched only by the craziness of adding pineapple to pizza.

After introductions, and small talk mainly focused on how busy the racing season had been, Fanta drilled into the business at hand.

“Danny Royce was a major talent,” Ceesay said, his smooth face suddenly creased with wrinkles of sorrow. “Any accident is a major concern for us, of course. The drivers are the sport’s lifeblood. But Danny had a quality that could lift him, lift us all, to another level.” He sipped the Harmattan Bloom cocktail Fanta had cajoled him into ordering. “I’m not talking about racing. I’m talking about the man. I shouldn’t be saying this, but the sport is the sport. Golf, football, F1. The games. The teams. But in every sport, you need the personalities. Sure, we’ve had Jason Plato, Matt Neal, right back to John Cleland. But now we need a face more than ever to compete.”

Garrick shook his head, puzzled. “Compete?”

Ceesay smiled and took a moment to appreciate his drink. He put it down and toyed with the glass as he explained.

“At TOCA we organise the league. The races. They’re our currency. Not our competition. Our rivals are other sports.” He indicated Fanta’s phone lying screen down on the table. “And beyond that, TikTok, Netflix – anything that vies for a person’s attention.”

The penny dropped for Garrick.

“You mean sponsorship.”

Ceesay chuckled and gently tapped the table. “Specifically, I’m talking about money. Arguably the lifeblood of every sport. Without it, F1 would be go-karts chasing one another around a footpath.”

“And a boisterous personality brings in the money.”

“No. They bring in the fans. The eyeballs. That is what the money chases. And we are doing well.” Ceesay’s head bobbed with pride. “We’re anticipating in excess of twenty-two thousand people at Silverstone this weekend.”

Garrick felt a slight chill. A potential saboteur at the track during a practice day was one thing, but a massive crowd was unpoliceable.

“We’re looking at end-of-season attendance pushing nearly four hundred thousand. Built on the shoulders of those before me. I’m proud to say, we are still on the ascent.” He took a deep breath, his pride giving way to grief. “And Royce was going to be a key component in making next year’s season unbeatable.”

Fanta tapped the back of her phone. “You were going to push his media profile, weren’t you?”

Ceesay nodded. “In my position, I can’t favour any one team. But had Pilgrims won with Royce, our entire media team would have become evangelical.”

“Couldn’t it still happen with Lukas Vinter?” Garrick asked.

Ceesay pulled a face. “No offence to the lad, but I fear he’s racing to hold fourth.”

“He’s very good looking,” Fanta said, a little too earnestly.

Ceesay chuckled. “Sadly, without the personality to match. But that is just my opinion. Again, my media team have an angle they will try to use. And, frankly, most of the other drivers are all a little too…” he circled his hand, searching for the word.

“Boring?” Garrick offered.

Ceesay didn’t say a word, but he pointed at Garrick – exactly.

Fanta’s eyes narrowed. “Most?”

Ceesay shifted awkwardly in his seat. “Well, there is Nikki Frayne.”

“Northstar. The only woman in the league,” Fanta pointed out. “And one of the fastest.”

Ceesay nodded. “And that is sort of the issue. If we support her more than any of the lads, then it will look as if she’s the token woman.”

“That’s ridiculous!”

“I agree. But as a lot of our coverage is male-skewed, that’s what they tend to say. And, pardon me for objectifying, she’s a very beautiful woman.”

“My heart bleeds,” Garrick said bluntly. “Good looking and talented. She clearly deserves to go nowhere.”

“She deserves to go as high as she’s able, just like anybody else. In this case, maybe the top.”

Fanta and Garrick exchanged a look. He flicked his hand as if to tell her this is your territory.

Fanta leaned back as the starters arrived. “It seems to me you need a new sales team. This sounds ideal.”

“Nikki brings in a whole new demographic.”

“We still like to be referred to as women.”

“I meant families, but point taken. The issue is that she and Royce had a relationship when they were at Northstar together. He left and joined Pilgrims. Things soured from there. There was a lot of fan backlash.”

Fanta made a disapproving face. “Ah, the curse of social media.”

Garrick timidly ate his mackerel pâté starter, which distracted him as it didn’t taste quite like he expected.

Ceesay lowered his voice. “As you’ll appreciate, this is all strictly confidential.”

“So is a police investigation,” Garrick pointed out, staring at his empty plate and wishing there was more of it.

“The TV rights are up for renewal for next season, which is why we need a big social media splash.”

“You have one,” Garrick said.

“I meant a positive one. With everything veering to social media, YouTube, and the likes, it’s vital these days.”

“What are those rights worth to you?”

“Four million. We think we can push it higher.”

“Only if you have a personality to hang it on,” Fanta finished.

Ceesay nodded and gazed into space.

The plates were cleared. Garrick waited until their server was out of earshot. “Who would be your competitors for those rights?”

Ceesay looked around to check they were not overheard. “As I said, it’s an eyeballs game. The more interesting the sport, the more people will watch. Then, more money flows. We can’t compete against F1 or football. But we have superbikes to one side and British GT behind.”

Garrick frowned and looked to Fanta for assistance.

“Another race with real power cars. Porsche, Aston Martin, McLaren.”

Ceesay nodded. “Household names. Sexy cars. It has that Fast and the Furious vibe. But they’re smaller than us. For now.” He rolled his head to one side and a tense muscle cracked. “There is talk of big sponsors moving in to support them.”

Garrick frowned. “But surely it’s not a simple case of them steamrolling in on you guys?”

“It’s not. We run the BTCC league. Our rivals, ROW Motorsports, are talking about their own touring car league. They have a potential backer. A deal like that would look appealing if there is trouble in our camp.” He looked meaningfully between the two detectives.

When Garrick’s spatchcock poussin, salone BBQ, and coconut rice arrived, the smell alone made him salivate. This was food like he’d never really experienced before. For a start, he had to Google spatchcock before he ordered.

“I must tell you that this is now an active murder enquiry.”

Ceesay stared at him. His cod untouched.

“Murder? How certain are you?”

“We’re the police. We take murder quite seriously,” Garrick said. “Whether this is an internal team issue, a rival, or, as we must now consider, corporate sabotage, we cannot establish the motive at this time.”

Ceesay’s breathing became faster. He dabbed the sweat from his forehead with his napkin and reached for his glass of water.

“This cannot get out.”

“Of course.” Garrick was thankful that Rivers wasn’t here to sound overly bolshie. “And this avenue you raised opens up many complications.” He bit into the food, his eyes closing with delight. He pulled himself together and noticed Ceesay hadn’t moved to try his. “We will need your complete cooperation.”

Ceesay nodded firmly. “Of course. Anything.”

“I will need my team at the next race. Unrestricted access.”

“Yes.”

Garrick kicked Fanta under the table as she let out a gentle squeal of delight. He shot her a look. Now wasn’t the time to be happy. Complications had been an understatement.

This had the potential to become a public disaster.


Chapter Eight


The traffic on the Dadford Road crawled on the approach to Silverstone. DS Ellen Rivers drove the unmarked minibus they had taken from the motor pool.

Garrick couldn’t believe his luck. Against the backdrop of complaints and budget freezes, Superintendent Reynolds had authorised overtime for the entire team, including an overnight stay so they could attend the penultimate racing weekend. He hadn’t seen his Super, so made the request in a short phone call, setting out his fears that there could be an attempt on Lukas Vinter’s life. Reynolds hadn’t asked too many questions, so whether his reasoning seemed valid or his Super was simply trying to keep him happy, he couldn’t tell.

Despite the obvious sombre nature behind the case, there was an odd, upbeat frisson amongst the team, like students suddenly allowed out on the town. They were together again for a moment of team bonding. Not that Garrick would ever phrase it that way; at least not to their faces. But it filled that void.

That was despite Fanta’s idea of lecturing the others from the back seat, giving them a concise history of the league and the rules. Harry Lord and Sean Wilkes pretended to listen and deflected any follow-up questions that tested their attention. Garrick and Rivers sensibly remained silent at the front.

Stuck in a line of vehicles, some with flags in the rear windows or cool boxes on the parcel shelves, Rivers shook her head as a man with a Union Jack bucket hat walked past with folding chairs under each arm.

“Twenty thousand people,” she said. “On a Saturday. For practice? Don’t people have better things to do?”

“Qualifying,” Fanta corrected from the back. “Practice is at ten past ten. Qualifying is at quarter to two.”

Rivers caught Garrick’s eye. He shook his head to stop her – but she couldn’t resist.

“What kind of stupid sport has a qualifying race at the end of the day?”

A collective groan rose from Sean and Harry. Fanta tutted.

“The first is to determine where they start in the qualifying race.”

Rivers couldn’t stop herself twisting around in her seat to flash a look of helplessness.

“That explains nothing!”

“It’s not a race!” Fanta insisted. “It’s to set the fastest lap time. If Lukas Vinter wins, he gets P1 for the actual qualifying race straight after.”

“A whole day of this – and the actual race isn’t until tomorrow!” Rivers rolled her eyes and was thankful when the traffic began to move again.

“Races,” Fanta corrected under her breath. “Three of them.”

Garrick gritted his teeth. He was now thinking that the weekend was turning from a group bonding opportunity – into a hostage situation.

A gate marshal checked their credentials, and they were guided to a private parking area, where another marshal in a high-vis jacket assigned them all access-all-areas lanyards and led them to the garages. They walked along the side of the track, and Silverstone opened up before them.

Garrick had imagined something similar to Brands Hatch: a bowl, carved into a valley. Silverstone was flat as a pancake and went on forever under the wide Northamptonshire sky. There were large modern-looking grandstands and a wide area populated by awnings, food trucks, a fan zone, and a busy merchandise section. It was packed with families – from toddlers to grandparents. The atmosphere was electric. Music blared over the PA system, while engines growled in the background. It was part carnival, part garage day.

They gathered near a hot dog stand that gave them a line of sight to the paddocks. Garrick caught sight of several TV cameras and, in the distance, a large outside broadcast truck, with a satellite dish on the roof.

Despite the rift that had appeared between Fanta and Harry, they both looked around in wonder, happy to be here.

For Garrick, the gravity of the situation settled back on his shoulders. Lukas Vinter was about to do a hundred and fifty miles an hour in a car built by a garage full of suspects. If he crashed, it could bring down his team – or the entire league… or just be an unfortunate accident. With zero solid leads on motive, they couldn’t risk leaving anything to chance. He jerked his thumb towards the paddocks.

“The ten teams in that paddock have all been at Brands Hatch for prep. Engineers, managers, drivers – all with potential access to Royce’s vehicle, although the visitor logs show the Pilgrims team on site that day, and a pair of Northstar engineers coming in to prep. Digital came back last night with details on the device Murray found in the wreckage. It had a short-range transmitter, but the range was long enough for it to be activated from any of the hills overlooking the track. Even from behind the fence.”

“So, it could have been somebody on the road outside?” Harry said.

Garrick nodded. “Which means they didn’t even have to be through the gates.”

“That’s upwards of three hundred people across the teams, and then whoever happened to be passing by Brands Hatch on a Sunday evening,” Sean pointed out.

“Yeah, the odds aren’t with us at the moment. Added to this lot,” Garrick circled a finger around the milling crowds, “and that’s a lot of noise we can’t cut through. Focus is the name of the game. Talk to the other teams. Who was at Brands that weekend and make sure it tallies with the circuit’s own access logs. Who didn’t show for work? Were there any guests? The backroom is combing through CCTV footage from the site. Fanta, you stick with Pilgrims, because they know you and we need to be watching Vinter.” He ran a finger across Rivers, Sean, and Harry. “You three mingle and ask those questions. I’m going to say hello with Fanta, then make myself a nuisance with Royce’s old team. Got it?”

A series of nods and the team started to disperse. Garrick added a final warning to them all, although aimed squarely at Fanta.

“Remember, we’re here to work. None of you better enjoy yourselves.”

The Pilgrims Racing garage was at the far end of the row, and it was not the clean operating theatre Garrick and Fanta had seen at Brands Hatch. It was noisy, with Lukas’ car on jacks as Wayne Jones calibrated the tyre pressures, air lines snaking across the floor. The bonnet was up, with Colin Tovey and Chris Morton bent almost inside, the hiss of a power tool tightening a bolt accompanied by a healthy amount of swearing. Immy sat to the side, in front of screens attached to a moving stand, watching data scroll like a departures board. She caught Garrick's eye and gave a slight nod.

The marked bay next to it was conspicuously empty.

Dean Slater got to them before they had set foot inside.

“No!”

“Good morning to you, too,” said Garrick.

“I mean it.” Slater planted himself in their path, radio in one fist, the other held up like a traffic cop. “Practice starts in eleven minutes. Lukas needs to be focused, not answering a barrage of questions! You can ask them at six o’clock tonight when the covers are on. Better yet, Sunday night when he’s heading home. I need him to concentrate, not think about…” he tripped over his own words and waved to the empty bay. “Any distractions out there can be fatal.”

Garrick held his hands up in surrender. “Then I won’t ask… if they don’t come up. We’re here to make sure nobody else is paying your boy any unwelcome interest.”

Slater’s eyes darted to the side, where Miles Ackroyd was standing at the pit-wall gantry in a team polo shirt stretched over his gut and talking to Eva. Wearing team kit and trainers, her jet-black curls pinned back off her face and under a baseball cap, she wasn’t immediately recognisable as she made him sign through a stack of forms on her clipboard.

She finished with Ackroyd and caught Garrick’s eye. He swore he saw a note of fear – but it could have been helplessness as Ackroyd snapped at her, knocking the papers from her hand – forcing her to scramble on her hands and knees to pick them up.

“Jesus Christ, Eva! Don’t give me this shit now.”

Fanta stooped to help pick them up. She glanced at one, which was plucked from her fingers by Eva.

“Parts requisition,” she said simply.

Slater clapped his hands for attention. “Eyes on the clock people! Let’s pull this together.” He spun around to face the detectives. “Just stay out of the way.” He pointed to the floor. “This is my turf.” He marched away to berate Chris Morton.

Garrick and Fanta strolled over to Colin Tovey at the back of the garage, looking intently at a laptop.

“I see you’re making friends with Dean,” he said without looking up.

“He’s a real charmer,” Fanta said quietly.

“That’s just for show. He’s normally an arrogant prick.”

“How’s it looking?” Garrick said with a nod to the laptop.

Tovey nervously licked his lips. “Miles is pushing for all the mods we tested on Danny to sit on this car.”

“You don’t look happy about that.”

Tovey finally looked up, his eyes bloodshot.

“I’m not. We finally had some new parts come in, God knows how, but we haven’t had any time to add, test, and adjust to Lukas’ style.” His eyes strayed as Lukas Vinter entered the garage in a crisp, fire-resistant racing suit. Like the car, he was adorned with advertising logos.

“Is that safe?”

Tovey gave a snort. “It’s not necessarily dangerous. It’s just stupid out of necessity. There’s a 41-point canyon between us and the top. It couldn’t be any more make-or-break for tomorrow. If Lukas doesn’t pull a miracle out of his arse, we won’t come back from this.”

They watched as Lukas ran a hand through his blond hair and looked over, finally giving them a lopsided smile of recognition. Or at least, a smile aimed at Fanta. Then Slater roughly grabbed his elbow, angling him away to have a few heated words. Lukas’ smile vanished. He nodded, put his racing helmet on, then spoke earnestly to Chris Morton.

“Who’s that?” Garrick asked, unable to match the face to the name on the incident board.

“Chris Morton, Chief Engineer.”

“The one who didn’t sign off Danny Royce’s log.”

Tovey nodded. “Not the most popular person around here.”

From where Garrick was standing, Morton didn’t look as if he was popular with himself, either. He caught the detectives looking but was distracted by whatever Lukas said to him as he got into the car through the window.

There was a sudden roar of engines from outside the pit lane as the racers began to pull onto the track.

In seconds, Lukas’ car was off the jacks. Bonnet slammed down. Door firmly closed as the driver pulled on his safety harness. Morton double-checked it – then Lukas floored the pedal.

There was a bark from the engine that thrilled Fanta and made Garrick cough as petrol fumes washed over him. In a flash, Lukas Vinter was out of the garage, and ready to race.


Chapter Nine


For his first race meeting at the iconic Silverstone track, all Garrick saw of it were graphs and the camera footage on the television screen, broadcast live to the nation. He could have done that at home. It was accompanied by a wall of noise that had him covering his ears, and behind his right eye something began to pulse in defiance.

Lukas Vinter went out third. Fanta had explained this wasn’t a race; it was free practice, a timed lap. All that did was confuse Garrick’s understanding of what racing was. Since he’d driven go-karts as a kid, he’d understood racing to be starting in a line – then driving hell for leather to be first.

Apparently, he was decades out of date.

“He’s quick,” Fanta exulted at Garrick’s shoulder. She had purloined a headset from the crew and had one earpiece on. “Look. Sector one, he’s purple.”

“Which means?”

“Fastest so far.” Her voice tightened. “He’s taking Copse Corner in a hybrid on old tyres, which is absolutely insane! I love it!”

On the far side of the circuit the cars came through Becketts in a chain, sliding, sawing and kicking dust off the kerbs. Garrick found that he was not watching the race, or practice, or whatever the hell it was - he was waiting.

Every time the timing screen paused, every time the pit-lane radio crackled as a car pulled in for a quick check, he was waiting for Lukas Vinter’s car to snap sideways and go into the barrier in front of twenty thousand people, live on TV.

Immy Fletcher watched her screens like a concerned mother. Tovey stood at her shoulder, his face contorted with worry.

“Deployment’s clean,” she said quietly.

Tovey caught Garrick staring and managed to lighten up a little.

“It’s good,” he said with a nod. “The set-up is working.”

Lap after lap, for forty minutes, the racers circled the track. At one point, Garrick stepped to the edge of the pit lane to watch as they tore past at blistering speeds. The smell of petrol and warm oil was overbearing – but the crowds in the stands around him went wild with appreciation.

Lukas came in twice so Chris Morton and Tovey could double-check his steering rack and adjust the fuel intake. Garrick watched carefully as the men moved in unison, tightening, examining, and confirming their adjustments all within a minute. He noticed a flash of irritation on Morton’s face every time Tovey double-checked his handiwork, but no words were exchanged.

Lukas never left the car. As the bonnet slammed down, he shot away like a fox chasing a rabbit.

Garrick watched the other teams make various pit stops. Some more than others. His eyes strayed up the pit lane to Northstar Racing’s garage. The team from which Danny Royce had been lured. Both their cars came back for checks more frequently than the others.

With Fanta in her element, he thought it was time to introduce himself to Royce’s ex-teammates.

Northstar Racing was at the opposite end of the paddock: their black-and-copper logo giving the impression of quality. Inside the pit, a knot of guests with lanyards were being handed espressos from the machine in the corner; a far cry from the dented kettle Pilgrims had on the workbench.

Their two cars were on jacks as a crew twice the size of Pilgrims’ inspected them. Every inch of the vehicles was adorned with sponsorship logos.

Team Manager and owner Ross Callow was in his fifties, tanned, fit and wearing a Hugo Boss black suit jacket with cleanly pressed jeans. He was handing out the drinks himself. He eyed Garrick’s warrant card before making eye contact. The access-all-areas lanyard cast its magic, amplifying Callow’s charm to the max.

“Ross Callow,” he said as an immediate introduction, shaking Garrick’s hand that was still holding his warrant card, before placing the unwanted coffee into it.

“DCI David Garrick, Kent Police.” He kept his voice low and pleasant. “I’m investigating the Danny Royce crash.”

Callow’s eyebrows flared, his eyes darting around as he too lowered his voice. “Poor Danny. We’re all heartbroken to hear what happened.”

“Despite him leaving you?”

Callow started walking. “It was a professional decision. Not a personal one. It’s important to distinguish the two. He was a damn nice kid.”

Garrick noticed that Callow had ushered him to a quiet area of the garage, away from twitching ears.

“I don’t understand why the police are looking into it,” he said, eyes on the rest of the garage.

“I hear he was a promising talent,” Garrick said. He indicated a board showing the lap times. One of Northstar’s drivers, Nikki Frayne, was first; the other, Ryan Cole, had just slipped into fifth. He’d left Pilgrims’ garage before the end of the practice session, so he was surprised to see Lukas had claimed fourth. “Not that his replacements are doing poorly. Congratulations.”

“I had two good drivers.” Callow shrugged. “I kept one. Nikki is just as good. Ryan replaced Danny and I think he’s feeling it. Danny was the best raw talent I have ever had through my door. I gave him his first drive. I put him in a car when he had three grand of sponsorship and an ageing Corsa.”

“He owed his career to you,” Garrick said as a matter of fact. It was a basic leading question that got a nod from the man, proving he was either not as sharp a businessman as he pretended, or he was distracted having the police turn up on a race weekend. “So why did he leave?”

Callow fell silent for a moment, considering his words. “Like everybody else, he wanted more. I think it’s good discipline to give stars a reality check every now and again. So I said no.”

“He wanted more money?”

Callow smiled. “Don’t we all?”

The squeal of tyres and rousing cheer from the assembled crew heralded the return of both drivers. They clambered through the windows of their vehicles and were mobbed in a sea of hugs and high-fives. It was a very different vibe from the Pilgrims’ pit.

“I couldn’t blame you for being angry,” Garrick said, his eyes not leaving the drivers.

A sourness crossed Callow's face and he folded his arms. “It felt like a kick in the teeth. Sure. I was furious. I still am. That’s because I care. At Northstar, I like to think of us all as family. And I’m sure you know how messy families can be.”

They watched as the drivers were positioned in front of a backdrop filled with sponsorship logos and were photographed by a small contingent of sporting press. They had posted good times that had spooked Blackthorn, who were at the top. The buzz was very much that this would be a battle for second place on the grid tomorrow. Nobody seemed too concerned about those beneath.

Callow indicated the twenty-something man in his full racing suit and sporting a Northstar cap.

“That’s Nikki Frayne. She’s thirteen points off the championship.”

Ryan Cole was small, with a trimmed beard that ran the length of his jawline. It would have suited angular features, but Cole was rounded, with a broken nose and a smile that still looked like a scowl. He wasn’t the poster-boy material the league was chasing.

The second driver was the complete opposite.

Nikki Frayne had her helmet under one arm, a long blonde plait over one shoulder and was angling her head with the confidence of somebody born and raised on Instagram.

Callow nodded. “Nikki is faster than Cole on four circuits out of ten and she would drive through a wall to beat any man in this league. When we had her and Danny…” He shook his head sadly. “Let’s just say I think we could have redefined what the league was.”

Garrick was in no doubt about that. Both of them would have been the glamour couple. Exactly the boost Ceesay so badly needed. It must have registered with Cole, too, as he noticed he was being cut out of the shots to favour her. To his credit, his grin didn’t waver, but his eyes told a different story.

Nikki caught Garrick and Callow looking over and, after a few more pictures, she excused herself and joined them. Cole took the opportunity to have the press pack to himself.

“Nikki, this is DCI Garrick from the police. They’re looking into Danny’s death.”

Garrick shook her hand, but there was something in the sharp introduction from Callow that carried a firm subtext: be careful what you say.

“The police?” Nikki said with a soft Welsh accent that carried sadness. “Wasn’t it an accident?”

Garrick forced a smile. “I hope so. It’s always best to clear such matters up. You knew Danny well.” A leading question again – but this time Nikki was more on the ball than her boss.

“I could outrace him. On occasion. It helps to get in your opponent’s mind.”

“Opponent? I thought he was a colleague.”

Nikki’s eyes narrowed a little. “Only when we were on the same team.”

“Then you must have been relieved when he left?”

She blinked in surprise. “Of course not. We could have really gone places. But now…” she flicked a glance at Cole who was laughing heartily with the reporters. Her mouth twisted sardonically. “One of us is in with a chance.”

“It looks as if you’re faster than Danny was. His lap times were going backwards, as I recall.”

Nikki went to speak, but fell silent when Callow flashed her a look which he incorrectly assumed was subtle enough for Garrick not to notice. He considered letting it pass, but their unprovoked silent collusion was irritating him.

“Is that what ended your relationship?” He said it with confidence, hoping Ceesay’s assessment wasn’t a euphemism. From the look on her face, he’d hit the nail on the head.

“I don’t see how that’s relevant to anything,” she stuttered. “That was over the moment he turned his back on us.”

Callow literally stepped in, moving between them. “Detective, understand we’re a close-knit team. They’re young,” he gestured to Nikki, “and I need them to be focused.”

“I just want to understand how you all felt when Danny chose to switch teams.”

“I told you. Disappointed.”

“And having him join his stablemate, Lukas Vinter. How did that feel?” Garrick asked as innocently as he could.

Nikki’s open expression closed like a door. “At Donington, Lukas put me off the track on lap two,” she said. “He came on the radio and told his engineer it was a racing incident.” She shifted the helmet to the other arm. “He was going after me.”

Callow put a restraining hand on her shoulder to stop her. “He’s not a bad kid. He’s just a bad driver who’s been told he’s a good one, and now with Danny gone, there’s nobody in that garage left to show him the difference.”

“Are you suggesting he and Danny didn’t see eye to eye?”

“What do you think?” Callow said in surprise. “Lukas was the best thing Pilgrims had before Danny came along. Then he was upstaged, practically ignored. And now it’s just him. That poor kid is going to be the reason Pilgrims collapses before we get anywhere near the next season.”

Nikki turned her gaze to the floor; her sparkle seemed to have been snuffed out. Garrick started to have his suspicions as to exactly why.


Chapter Ten


DS Ellen Rivers had spent time with the Foundry team. They had been focused on the practice session, having experienced a kicking with their lap times. They had expressed their sorrow for Danny Royce’s accident, but with a cold air of indifference she had seen many times on the force.

When death was an inevitable spectre that hung around the workplace, it was something not to be dwelt on. The mere mention of it eroded morale. Officers used gallows humour to plaster the cracks and stay sane. It appeared racing teams employed a more pragmatic technique which was summed up by the team’s chief mechanic: shit happens. And, as tragic as it was, they had a job to do. From the previous lap times, they’d just received the first hint that their place in third position was anything less than firm. Lukas Vinter had put in a time that had surprised everybody.

She spotted Harry down at another garage, laughing with the Sterling Dynamics team and looking as if he was having far too good a time. That made her smile. She didn’t doubt his professionalism. On the contrary, she thought the Guv woefully underused his older DC. She knew they were friends from back when they were both regular constables. They had history. Garrick was with him when Harry received a leg injury that gave him a limp. The injury had made him contemplate leaving the force. At least until the opportunity for promotion had come along. The chance for change had rejuvenated him. It was like looking at an entirely different man. There was an attractiveness she hadn’t noticed when she first joined the team. She chased that thought away.

She detoured around the Pilgrims minibus and found Chris Morton under the awning, eating a sandwich out of a paper bag with his hands still black to the wrist. He was forty-odd, thick through the shoulders, with reading glasses pushed up into thinning hair. He caught her, eyes darting to her lanyard as he jumped to make the connection.

“You’re with that detective snooping around.”

“DS Rivers. Also snooping around.”

That provoked a thin smile from him.

“You’re Chris, right? The Chief Engineer?” She framed it as a question, but she had memorised his face from the incident board.

He looked somewhat ruffled to have been identified so readily.

“Right. Which means everything with a bolt in it is mine and everything with a wire in it is Colin’s. If it’s the rubber, talk to Wayne. Easy for you to decide for yourself which one killed him.”

“An interesting point of view.”

Morton chewed his sandwich without appetite.

“You don’t snoop around if you think it’s an accident.” He looked at her, squinting against the sun. “Look, I’ve beat myself up every day since it happened. That bar was two positions stiffer than it went out in the morning.” He balled up the sandwich bag. “I didn’t sign for that. I don’t recall seeing it. Any one of us could’ve made that mistake. But it weren’t me.”

It was difficult talking to a professional about what went wrong, especially when they were not aware of the sabotage angle. For the first time, Rivers saw why the Guv was leaning into Liu so much on this case. She wouldn’t say anything dumb that may inadvertently give the game away.

“Who do you think made the change?”

He stared at the half-eaten sandwich. “Anyone could’ve. Even Immy. She can strip down an engine just as good as anybody.” After another dark silence he met her eye, his expression one of guilt. “Maybe it was me? Ackroyd has been pushing us all hard. Insisting this was the make-or-break season. Getting everybody wound up, wondering if we’d be left looking for another job.”

Rivers was surprised by his admission. He suddenly regretted saying it and looked away.

“I didn’t mean…” He rubbed his eyes. “It’s been a bastard of a season. Dean really pushed the hybrid system. He’s been chasing lap times all season.” Morton stood and brushed crumbs off his overalls. “Maybe he pushed it two clicks too far.” He shrugged. “Or maybe it was Danny? Always trying to impress, he was.”

“Why is Ackroyd pushing everybody so hard?”

“I hear he’s up to his ears in debt.” He pointed to the garage. “You’ve seen how we’re running things on vapour. We should have twice as many people – and that was the plan when I came on board. It just never happened.”

“Why not?”

He gave a humourless smile. “You’d have to talk to the bossmen about that. I tried to ask Eva, but she won’t talk to no one anymore. It’s qualifying up next. I’ve got to triple-check the car each time he goes out now. If something happens to that lad…” He shook his head, then walked off without turning back. “Enjoy the race.”

Garrick was still grappling with the concept of qualifying just to gain a position in the qualifying lap. However, the huge crowd had no such reservations and were roaring with delight as the teams moved out onto the grid.

Then they were off again. To Garrick’s confused eye, there wasn’t much difference between the practice laps and this melee. The drivers were competing against the clock, not each other, so kept their distance from one another as best they could.

After thirty minutes it was all over, and Garrick stared at the list of times on the screen, none the wiser. The commentators over the PA sounded jubilant, as did the crowd. He stepped back to watch the Pilgrims crew take stock as Lukas parked up. His car was immediately on the jacks as Tovey and Morton set about it. He caught a quiet, heated exchange between Slater and Ackroyd, before Ackroyd marched out without wishing his sole driver luck.

It was a hurricane of activity, in which Fanta had planted herself at ground zero and seemed pretty much accepted by the crew. Then it was suddenly race time again – the actual qualifier. The sole point of the day.

He saw Wilkes, several garages down, standing on a pile of tyres to get a better view. Garrick had rejoined Fanta back at Pilgrims. She had been animatedly talking to Lukas before he climbed into his car and joined the pack. Garrick caught a disapproving look from Rivers, but he was getting used to that.

Across the stadium the hum from the crowd rose. On the monitors, the cameras picked out excited people of all ages – cramming hot dogs or burgers or raising beers in salute. The carnival atmosphere was electric.

“Guv,” Fanta said, “Lukas is P5! On the third row for the Qualifying Race. That’s a lot better than anyone expected.”

Garrick was feeling nervous. “Northstar seem to think he’s turned into a one-man army. Is it enough?”

The shine went off her a little. “He needs forty-one points in six races. He needs wins consistently.”

Engines revved, forming a collective wall of thunder.

Anticipation rose.

The lights changed.

And the pack were away in a collective howl that Garrick felt in his chest.

Off the line, the field of vehicles folded in, forming a pack going into Copse in a single squealing mass. Wings were fractions of an inch away from collision, but somehow managed to avoid contact.

Somewhere in the middle of the fray, a Foundry car speared a Hyundai into the gravel with a bang that Garrick felt through the tarmac.

The collective gasps from the crowd were of animalistic pleasure.

Two more went off avoiding the crash. Debris skittered across the racing line. Marshals came over the barrier at a flat sprint with brooms.

Fanta had her hand at her mouth.

“He’s through! He’s fourth! Guv, he came through the middle of that!”

Flag marshals popped out across the track waving yellow flags – then a safety car swooped in. Barely a lap in and the racers were impatiently grumbling round behind the red estate car, its amber lights flaring.

Everyone in the garage was on tenterhooks. Ackroyd hadn’t returned, and Slater was standing, arms akimbo, as he stared at the camera feeds. Eva Molina stood behind him, a headset on and her eyes shut. Tovey stared at the data screens, both hands flat on the desk. Chris Morton leaned against the wall, playing with a socket spanner in his hand as if ready to clout anybody who came too close. Wayne Jones kept near the back, anxiously shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Immy Fletcher watched her laptop screen, unblinking, a smile playing at the corner of her lips.

Then the safety car peeled away and the race resumed.

Cole took the lead at Woodcote and was gone by Copse. Blackthorn’s Callum Hart went with him. Toby Foster, in the remaining Foundry car, got alongside Lukas into Brooklands - they were an inch apart with two wheels each on the paint.

Despite himself, Garrick was taken by the moment and heard himself mutter something entirely unprofessional.

Lukas held his own. He came out of Luffield with the rear stepping sideways. A gasp came from Immy - but Lukas caught it and behind Garrick the crowd on the bank roared.

Fanta grabbed his sleeve and let go of it immediately. “He’s doing it!” she squealed.

Then Nikki Frayne pounced.

She came from seventh in nine laps and she did not so much overtake Lukas Vinter as slay him. For two laps she lurked in his blind spot - then feinted right, then left - and then surged forward, forcing him to run wide. An error that lost him a second and a half as she pulled away.

Then it was suddenly over with Lukas in fourth. Nikki Frayne stole it from Hart, with Foster third, and Ryan Cole knocked off the track.

“Still fourth,” Garrick said as the chequered flag came out. “I guess that’s it for him.”

Fanta frowned. “No. That’s brilliant. It means he starts from P4 for Race One tomorrow. It’s not a step back. Northstar are thirteen off the lead, we’re forty-one back.”

“We?”

Fanta looked sheepish. “I was a fan before all of this.” She pointed past the timing screen, to where Dean Slater and Colin Tovey were in a quiet, serious discussion. “Tomorrow’s the day. Three races make all the difference. If anything is going to happen, it will be then.”

Garrick looked out at the circuit, at the fences and the twenty-odd thousand people who had come here to watch, and rubbed his eyes.

“That,” he said, “is what I keep telling myself.”

By six the covers were going on the cars and the atmosphere in the paddock felt almost domestic with barbecues behind the transporters. One of the engineers had his dog on a lead while various radios played from the garages, their melodies entwining in the pleasant September evening.

Lukas Vinter had showered, changed and found Fanta by the Pilgrims awning, and was in the middle of explaining, with his hands, what the car had done at Becketts.

“—and you knew,” Fanta was saying, impressed, “she was going down the inside two corners before she did it.”

“That’s Nikki, predictable,” he grinned. “You should have a go. Seriously. We do a track day in November, I’ll put you in the second car.”

“I’d beat you.”

“You’d bin it at Paddock Hill.”

“I’d bin it at Paddock Hill while beating you.”

Sean Wilkes waited eight feet away with a computer tablet in his hands. He’d been staring rather too long. When Fanta finally turned round, he held up the tablet. Lukas took his cue.

“Right — catch you tomorrow, Detective.” He turned and left with a nod to Sean.

“I’ve got the Brands Hatch access list cross-checked,” Sean said in a completely level voice.

Fanta caught the edge in his voice and noticed him throw a sour look in Lukas’ direction as he was intercepted by Eva.

“Brilliant, that’s brilliant,” she said in a voice that was slightly too bright. “He’s a witness,” she said suddenly.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“No,” she said. “You didn’t. Guv said we should all grab something to eat tonight. Harry’s voting for a booze-up at the hotel.”

“I’ve stuffed myself with drinks all day,” Sean said dismissively. “It’s been a long day.”

Fanta nodded but didn’t say a word. For their entire relationship she had been trying to wean Sean off his diet of junk food – bully him off was the phrase he’d used on more than one occasion. His appetite was usually insatiable. He turned and walked away without a further word, leaving the tablet in Fanta’s hand.

She clenched her fist, annoyed at his reaction. As she did so, she was reminded that she wasn’t wearing her engagement ring.

He’d proposed to her in the office, and he’d even come prepared with a plain, thin silver ring. She had never been one for flashy jewellery, so had appreciated the subtlety. She had also told him not to feel bad if she didn’t wear it at work. She didn’t want to telegraph any more of her personal life to potential suspects than she had to. And, due to the current atmosphere amongst the team, they hadn't announced it. As far as she was aware, only the Guv knew. They had considered mentioning it to everybody over the weekend, but now she was having second thoughts.

The noise from traffic leaving Silverstone was audible from the paddock car park. At six thirty the tension of the day was easing, and Rivers had sent a series of text messages to assemble the team at the minibus so they could leave and check in at the hotel.

Various stewards and track staff were making their way to their vehicles, parked amongst the teams’ larger transporters. Garrick and Rivers walked through, trying to remember where they had parked - when Garrick spotted Chris Morton standing between two Northstar transporters, with a pair of men in black-and-copper team kit.

One of them Garrick recognised from the Northstar garage — an engineer, older, bald. Morton was talking with his head down and one hand cutting the air, and the bald man was nodding, and at one point he put a hand briefly on Morton’s shoulder, shoving him gently against the transporter.

Rivers stepped back to take cover behind a Transit.

“Guv.”

“I see it.” Garrick joined her.

The altercation never became audible, but the tension on Morton’s face increased as he nodded. Then the two Northstar men went back inside. Morton marched out from between the trucks, head bowed and with his hands in his pockets — and walked straight into Dean Slater.

There was no sound. They were too far away and there was a generator running somewhere. It was pure pantomime: Slater squaring up, one finger out, jabbing. Morton didn’t back off an inch, arms spread wide in a gesture that invited a fight. Then, in time-honoured pub-fight etiquette, Slater stepped in close enough that their chests were nearly touching. Morton said one short thing.

Whatever it was, Slater stopped dead, stood there, and let him walk away.

Then Dean Slater turned and looked out across the car park, and for a moment Garrick was sure that he was looking at them. If he had spotted them, he didn’t react. He rubbed the side of his tense neck and stalked away in the opposite direction.

Garrick and Rivers exchanged a puzzled look.

“Is it me, or is trouble closer to home than we thought?” he said.

“Come on, Guv, you know better than anybody. Trouble’s always worse at home.”


Chapter Eleven


Whittlebury Hall on a Saturday race night was full of crews in team polo shirts. Three teams were camped here, along with dozens of fans. The bar had become a melting pot by the time Garrick’s team had sat for dinner, then relocated, at Harry’s insistence, to join it.

Garrick had a bottle of something Belgian that Ellen Rivers had chosen, and he was making it last. He’d briefly called Wendy, who had returned home after a successful day at the café. Just listening to her meandering stories about the customers made him smile and he was feeling pangs of homesickness, which he had never experienced before. It was either that, or the cottage pie he’d eaten.

Rivers had booked a spa treatment in the hotel for later that evening and already looked so thoroughly relaxed that Garrick barely recognised her as she talked intently with Harry.

“So, the board’s at the end of November.” Harry stretched his bad leg under the table. “Which means the paperwork needs to go in by the end of the month.”

“Then put it in,” said Rivers.

“It’s not that simple...” His normal bombastic confidence faltered.

“It’s a form, Harry.” She swirled her bottle. “That’s the most basic part of a promotion assessment. If you can’t fill that out, you’ll be buggered being a DS.”

“Almost qualified enough to be a Super, though,” Garrick said – and was surprised to hear a splutter of laughter from the other two. He glanced at Sean, who sat quietly. He hadn’t taken part in much conversation over dinner, and since Fanta had excused herself after the meal, he’d said even less. Her absence had led to Harry steering the conversation towards his detective sergeant application, so it was a small mercy that Fanta was missing.

Rivers continued with her sage advice. “The part that isn’t simple is the interview itself. It’s a trap. It’s about whether you can say what you did without saying ‘we’ a dozen times.”

Harry blinked. “I thought teamwork was⁠—”

“Teamwork is why they’re considering you. It isn’t why they’ll promote you.” Rivers said it without warmth and without cruelty, which was, Garrick was learning, simply how she stated facts; a proper Yorkshire way, as his mum would have said. “They want to know what happens in a room when you’re the most senior person in it. That’s the role you’re applying for, after all. At that point you need to make the team work.”

Harry sat back. “That’s the most useful thing anyone’s said to me in two years.”

“Then the bar is very low.” Rivers beamed at him and gave him a playful punch on the arm. Harry couldn’t stop grinning back.

Garrick laughed into his bottle, and for a moment the atmosphere was familiar. One they’d last all shared at Chib’s wedding. A moment to snap away from the job – even if the conversation struggled to do so – and be normal for once.

It was bittersweet that the promotion was due to Chib’s death. The thought soured the moment. He caught Harry’s eye – he must have been thinking the same thing. Harry raised his pint.

“To Chib, no doubt kicking arse in the great beyond.”

They all quietly uttered her name, clinked glasses, and took a long drink in contemplation.

In one salutation, Garrick’s line of thought hopped like a needle over a scratched vinyl record and landed on Superintendent Reynolds’ suspicions.

There’s a mole in the station.

Garrick studied Harry Lord, who had been shot at, who made terrible tea, and had carried Garrick’s reputation through more than one disciplinary corridor. He looked at Rivers, who had been sent to him by the very man now asking the question.

Then there was Sean Wilkes. He watched him as his DC took his turn to go to the bar. He was the quiet, thoughtful one who never questioned orders – even when it had led him into harm’s way. He’d never sought acclaim for any of his achievements, which, by Rivers’ measure, meant promotion wouldn’t be an avenue for him. And there was Fanta Liu. A woman so preoccupied with her career that she let nothing stand in her way.

Not one of them was a bad seed.

Which was, Garrick thought grimly, exactly what anybody would say, right up until the day it turned out otherwise. It was also a dark reminder that Chib had been planted on his team by DCI Kane as a mole to keep an eye on him…

“Guv?”

Garrick jerked back to the moment. “Sorry. Miles away.”

Wilkes arrived back from the bar with a Coke.

“I cross-checked every team’s movements for the week,” he said, straight to business. “Two of Northstar’s engineers were at Brands that morning.” Wilkes turned his glass. “Gone by two. Signed out and everything.”

“Enough time to change the settings?” Harry asked, taking his new drink.

Sean shrugged. “A narrow window. And it would mean Tovey and the team leaving the car unattended. Lukas was also there,” he added pointedly. “His practice session was in the morning.”

“And he had access, obviously,” Garrick noted. “Ellen and me saw a bit of an altercation between Chris Morton and two Northstar mechanics. Couldn’t tell you what was said, though.”

“I bet it’s the same two,” Rivers said, then gave a small smile. “Call it a hunch.”

“I’ve asked the office to check if video surveillance corroborates their movements,” Sean added.

Garrick gave a nod. “Good.”

“Morton claims there is heavy financial pressure on the team,” Rivers said. “He was cagey, but indicated not all the money promised for the team was invested.”

That got everybody thinking.

“That’s a million and a half set-up,” Harry pointed out. “How much never came through?”

Rivers shrugged.

“And don’t forget Royce was lured from Northstar by a bigger payday after they refused to give him more,” Garrick added. “The general consensus is that it may have dented Nikki Frayne’s career – at least for this season. They could have both been riding higher together in Northstar – and with TOCA needing their poster kids, it feels like a missed opportunity for everybody.”

“Now her competition has gone, what’s stopping her? We all saw her today. It’s a race to the top,” Rivers pointed out.

“Does that leave Lukas safe?” Harry asked after a moment.

Nobody had an answer for that.

The hotel’s car park was floodlit, and Fanta had found a spot on the wall on the edge of the shadows to sit and stare glumly at her phone. The scent of rain was hanging in the air, and a slight breeze ruffled her hair.

She couldn’t focus on anything. The day had mostly been a high. Being in the pits, at the heart of the race, had been nothing more than a pipe dream – yet today she had lived it. For the most part. The case had always been at the forefront of her mind. Now, having met Lukas Vinter in person, the thought that his life was also in danger had weighed heavy. She had followed his career; she had fallen for his looks like most sensible girls would. The attraction to danger gave that extra fizz. And yet, the moment had been spoiled by… work.

She had always been devoted to her career. But it didn’t seem as devoted to her.

Her promotion was blocked because she did the right thing by supporting her boss. Her beloved car, flattened by a tank and still in a compound in Aylesford where she could visit it like a relative in a care home, and she couldn’t afford a replacement. Ellen bloody Rivers sending her back to advanced driving like a kid on detention.

And now Sean — Sean, who had said nothing, which was so much worse than any accusation he could have thrown. Made all the worse because, like her rapidly unravelling career, she had done nothing to provoke any of it.

Her life choices had set her along a career path that showed little sign of changing, and her relationship with a fellow detective was getting more serious and perhaps was destined to follow the same track.

“You’ve got the same face as me.”

Lukas Vinter was leaning against the wall six feet away, hood up, branded water bottle in his hand.

“I doubt it,” she said, kicking herself for the flirty warble that came out.

He wagged his finger at her. “No, I recognise that look. Everybody wants something off you no matter how much you give.” He took a pull from the bottle. “It leaves nothing in the tank for yourself. Am I right?”

Fanta looked away. That grin was just a little too charming. She didn’t answer, which was confirmation enough.

“Dean gave me a forty-minute earbashing tonight,” Lukas said, staring into the middle distance. “On what I owe Danny. What I owe the team. On what the sponsors need to see tomorrow.” He laughed, and there was nothing in it. “Eight days ago, I was second driver. The one who got the old parts. Now I’m responsible for a dozen people’s mortgages and still forty-one points down. And if I don’t find them, that’s who I am for the rest of my life. The one who brought Pilgrims down.”

“Life’s not fair.”

“No,” he agreed. Then he looked up. “And when it’s not fair, it’s time to do something extremely stupid. What do you say to that, Detective?”

The Aston Martin DB9 was parked across two spaces at an angle that told Fanta a great deal about its owner. Lukas took the keys out of his hoodie pocket and let them swing tantalisingly.

“Eva keeps them for Miles. She runs it about for him when he wants odd jobs doing, and she does anything for me.” He caught her look and held up both hands. “He’s cool about it, honestly. There’s a night session booked for the media cars until eleven and the gate’s open till then.”

There were many reasons DC Fanta Liu should have said no. And right now, she was so angry that none of them came to mind.

“Are you insured?”

He managed to look both mischievous and offended. “Hey, I’m a professional.”

She snatched the keys and made for the driver’s door.

Lukas grinned as he crossed to the passenger side. “Are you trained to drive something so powerful?”

She shot him a look. “I’m a professional, too.”

Silverstone at night was a very different beast. The grandstands were black cut-outs. The pit floodlights threw long white bars across the tarmac and then stopped, and beyond them the track was nothing but darkness.

Fanta pulled out of the pit lane exit and parked the Aston Martin in the P1 position. She was unable to hide a thrill of excitement.

The interior of the car was perfect. The leather gently creaked as she shifted position and gripped the wheel.

Lukas opened his mouth to give her instructions, but she wasn’t listening. She put her foot down.

The V12 engine’s bellow echoed from the empty stands, becoming a primal noise.

The stands transformed into a smear in the darkness. The headlights bounced off chevron reflectors indicating the turns which she took with appreciative murmurs from Lukas. The supercar felt as if it was glued to the floor, but before she knew it the infamous Copse Corner was upon them, a sweeping right-hander, accessed by a blind entry. Adrenaline flooded Fanta, and for a split second she thought they would be sailing off the track.

She overcompensated and braked far too early. The car drifted sideways towards the edge of the track as she wrestled the wheel.

“Told you it’ll come on you quick,” said Lukas, hanging onto the grab handle and grinning like an idiot. “You braked like my nan!”

The second lap came around, and with it, Fanta’s confidence grew. She roared towards Copse and turned in much later. The whole car settled onto the outside shoulder and went round with only a hint of tyre squeal. Then she floored it. By the third lap she was getting into the groove – and the rain began to fall. It was almost instant, like a tap being turned on. No matter how marvellous the Aston Martin was, she struggled to stop it snaking around the track. Her hands were shaking – and the sharp intake of breath from Lukas was enough to snap her back to her senses.

She rolled it back into the pit lane and stopped outside the slip road leading to the car park. The engine purred smoothly, as if it had never broken a sweat around one of the world’s toughest racing tracks. Rain bounced from the roof with an increasing tempo.

Fanta backed off from the wheel, her hands still shaking, and wearing a grin she was unable to remove. She put her head back against the rest and laughed.

“That,” she said, “was the best thing that has ever happened to me.”

“That’s such a shame,” Lukas teased. “You’re quick. I mean, seriously… you’re about four seconds off, which sounds terrible but for a fumble in the dark in somebody else’s road car, that’s⁠—”

“Four seconds?”

“Off Danny. Not off me.” He grinned. “He’d have been sick. A copper in Miles’ Aston. He’d never have let it go.” He shook his head wistfully. “He hated it when Nikki matched him. That’s why she…” He stopped himself.

Fanta’s eyes narrowed. “They were together at Northstar.”

“It was serious. But when he left, she was supposed to follow. That would’ve bumped me out of Pilgrims,” he said bitterly. “Lucky for me she decided Northstar was better for her career with or without Danny. That pissed him off more, I think. He didn’t see she was using him up until then.” He gave a hollow laugh. “And when she and I…” He shuffled with a sudden shy awkwardness. His movement had drawn him closer to Fanta, and she could feel his warmth; his scent was musky and compelling. “That was a mistake.” She felt his breath on her neck; the hairs on her arm rose. “She was using me to get at him.”

“Enough to sabotage him?”

Lukas reacted to the word sabotage – and Fanta mentally kicked herself for being so clumsy. Half caught in his charm, half in the need to make progress on the case ahead of the others, she had blurted an investigational thread to somebody they hadn’t ruled out.

“What do you mean by sabotage?”

She shook her head. “Wrong word. I meant a technical fault, something overlooked…” She tried to deflect the best she could – and that meant flirting.

She hated herself as she leaned towards him – but it had the desired effect as his horniness overcame reason.

“Like I said, I recognised that look on your beautiful face. Being used…”

Fanta inhaled sharply – then suddenly put both hands back on the wheel.

“I need to take you back to the hotel,” she said firmly.

The rain drummed hard outside. To his credit, Lukas sat back and nodded once. “Yeah. Otherwise, I suppose it would look really bad.”

“Very,” she said with a weak smile. His wounded expression made him look all the more appealing – but Fanta Liu was nobody’s fool. And she was keenly aware of something Lukas had said.

Something they had overlooked…


Chapter Twelve


The moment Garrick woke to a message from Fanta Liu requesting an early breakfast meeting, he sensed trouble. The buffet lounge was relatively quiet at ten past seven, so he just managed to pile a plate with scrambled eggs, hash browns, mushrooms, baked beans, and pour a cup of tea from the machine, before Fanta joined him with a croissant and a black coffee.

Without preamble, she told him about the evening with Lukas Vinter on the racetrack. She left pauses for him to comment, but he couldn’t find the words without swearing. Finally, she fell into an embarrassed silence and picked at her pastry.

“To be clear, aside from the joyride in a suspect’s car, with another suspect–”

Fanta opened her mouth to correct the word suspect but Garrick steamrollered on; he wasn’t feeling charitable.

“–you let slip that we were investigating sabotage.” Garrick rubbed his eye. Behind it the pulse had been going like blazes since Fanta’s message had arrived. “You understand that you've handed our driver something only a handful of people knew.”

“I mentioned the word - but then played dumb that I meant a technical fault. But still, I thought you should know.”

“Who else have you told about this?”

She couldn’t meet his eyes. “No one.”

“Sean?”

“I haven’t seen him since dinner last night.”

Garrick had been discreet enough to provide them all with their own rooms. Since Fanta and Sean had moved in together, which was known by the team, they kept things on a professional footing outside the home.

Garrick glanced around the room to check out the newcomers searching for breakfast.

“I take it that he has no idea where you were?”

Fanta shook her head.

Despite his anger, hunger took over and he tucked into the breakfast that had been rapidly cooling on his plate. He gestured at her with his fork.

“What were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t,” she said quietly. Then she reconsidered. “But he told me Danny and Nikki’s relationship soured when he left the team. That she used him to get at Danny. That would have got into his head, and we’ve seen his performance suffering. So, we now have a possible love triangle for motivation.”

“Is she mad enough to want to kill him?”

Fanta tilted her head. “I haven’t spoken to her. You have. But she’s competitive. With him out the way she has a chance to run for the top.”

Garrick’s brow furrowed as something occurred to him. “Ackroyd told us that some of Danny’s sponsors walked with him from Northstar. That would have impacted Nikki, too.”

“Another reason to resent him," Fanta mused.

Garrick looked at his empty plate. He’d polished everything off quickly. He used a paper napkin to dab his mouth as he contemplated going back for seconds. “You could have said nothing, and I would very probably never have found out.”

“That wouldn’t be right.”

Garrick looked everywhere but at Fanta. She had messed up; she had admitted to it. If Harry found out, he’d teasingly accuse her of trying to shag a suspect – and in light of the promotional landscape, that wouldn’t sit well with anybody. If Rivers heard about it, she would show no disciplinary mercy. If Sean heard about it… Garrick wasn’t sure how he’d react but guessed that it wouldn’t be productive.

Most frustratingly, she had come away from the encounter with some useful insights. After all the rule bending and blind eyes she had turned on his behalf, Garrick felt a complete bastard at the thought of reprimanding her. If anybody else on the team had done the same, the others would have rolled their eyes, sniped, but ultimately put it down to quirky, if borderline, detective work. Fanta would never be granted such mercies.

Garrick picked his cup up to finish his tea.

“Then let’s use it,” he said.

She blinked. “Sorry?”

“If he believes it was just a slip of the tongue, then nothing will happen. But if you’ve put a live wire into that garage, let’s see what it lights up.”

Fanta looked confused. “So what do I do?”

“Be your usual, irritating self. Don’t change. Unfortunately, it seems to get results.”

Sunday had brought overcast skies, but the rain was being kept at bay. Whatever the weather, the crowds were larger than the previous day. The music, cheering, and constant PA announcements added even more of a celebratory edge to the proceedings.

The grassy banks at Brooklands were a solid wall of people and the queue for the pit walk went back past the funfair as fans seized the opportunity for selfies and a glimpse of their heroes.

Harry Lord had bought a Pilgrims Racing cap on the way in and was wearing it with the confidence of somebody who believed it made him blend in. Garrick had noticed this field trip had really reignited Harry’s zest for life.

Garrick walked the length of the paddock four times that morning, looking for anything out of place. Waiting for any tense arguments to erupt amongst the teams, but nothing was amiss, which made him feel all the more nervous.

He had been working through motives since Fanta had dropped her bombshell and left him alone for a second breakfast.

The sabotage of Danny Royce's car had been performed discreetly. Designed as an accident to cover the killer’s tracks. If the trigger had burned in the wreckage, all they would have had was a spike in the data which proved nothing. With that in mind, a public execution of Lukas would put the entire league in jeopardy and benefit nobody.

He’d almost convinced himself that nothing would happen.

Except that Daniel Ceesay was worried about a rival championship forming. If the BTCC collapsed, they could swoop in, snatch all the teams, and suddenly be the only game in town. That would be corporate sabotage at an incredible level.

And it would require people on the inside.

Perhaps there was a more prosaic reason? A jealousy between spurned lovers? A disgruntled team manager feeling he needed to punish an unappreciative driver?

Or did the answer lie somewhere in the middle? A place that had yet to make itself known? When Fanta left him at breakfast, Garrick had the distinct feeling that she hadn’t told him everything. He could hardly accuse her of that, as she’d been so open and wretched about what she’d done. But he knew her well enough. He also knew she wouldn’t moot a theory unless she had firm evidence.

The only thing Garrick knew for sure was that today there would be three races of 22 laps. Fanta had tried to explain that there was no fixed number of laps across all the circuits; the finale in two weeks' time at Brands Hatch would have twenty-four. He didn’t care; he wasn’t here for the maths.

At twenty past eleven the grid formed for the first race. Thirty thousand people got to their feet. Garrick stood at the pit wall with his heart going like a hammer. He clocked Fanta in the Pilgrims’ garage with Harry at her side. The smile and enthusiasm had faded from her face.

Beside them, Slater stood to attention with almost a military bearing, his hands crossed behind his back. There was no sign of Ackroyd, for what would arguably be the most important race of the season. If Lukas didn’t pull a miracle today, their position in the league would slide further back.

The crowd roared as the lights came on.

Engines revved.

After a tense pause… the lights went off.

Lukas Vinter started fourth. He was second before Copse Corner, attempting an outside pass on Toby Foster’s Foundry car, in a risky move.

“He can’t do that,” Fanta gasped, appearing at Garrick’s side as they stared at the TV feed.

“He appears to have done it.”

“It’s a dangerous move.”

“What’s he got to lose?”

“His life,” she said caustically. “He isn’t that good, Guv.”

“It looks as if he’s trying to prove he is.”

It occurred to Garrick that physical sabotage wouldn’t be needed if all it took was damaged ego to push Lukas over the edge. He was looking at a young man who thought he’d been spurned by everybody and now bore the weight of everybody else’s failures.

Lukas’ risky move was short-lived as Foster cut him up two turns later, and for nine laps held everybody off. Several times he cut across Nikki Frayne as she tried to make a run for it – and each time the crowd collectively held their breath as a high-speed collision seemed inevitable… but was avoided by a fraction of an inch.

Ryan Cole kept Lukas Vinter in fourth position, as if instructed to hold him back by his teammate, Frayne.

Garrick circulated amongst the team; everybody was on edge. Nobody was talking. He met Tovey’s eyes, but the engineer gave nothing away. Mechanically, he had given Lukas all the tools he could. The race was out of his hands.

Garrick found Fanta peering over Immy’s shoulder at the data screens. A few bars were in the red.

“What is that?”

“Oil and brake fluid overheating,” Fanta whispered, her brow knotted in concern.

“Or a naff sensor,” Immy said.

They looked up as Slater gave a hiss of disapproval.

“He’s backed off! What the shit?” His fists balled in anger. “He’s given up two tenths!”

Garrick got the basics. Lukas had deliberately slowed when he should have planted the pedal into the floor. His gaze fell to Immy, and he noticed her concern deepening.

“He’s engaged the assist.”

The electric power assist that had kicked in on Danny Royce’s car was now surging through Lukas’ overheating vehicle. Garrick’s eyes darted to the TV coverage.

Lukas’ car accelerated dangerously forward, giving him the inside line into the next bend; his front wheel skittering and smoking.

He came out side by side with Ryan Cole – their wheels overlapping and sparks flying off the cars’ planks. The whole of Woodcote stood up as Lukas blistered in between Nikki and the pack leader, Toby Foster – both of whom had been focusing on Cole as the threat.

The stands went wild as Lukas Vinter won it by three-quarters of a second.

In the Pilgrims garage, Immy Fletcher covered her face with both hands and let out a sob of tension. Colin Tovey didn’t celebrate at all; he sat down hard on a tyre and looked stunned. Dean Slater wobbled backwards, as if he couldn’t quite believe the results. Wayne Jones puffed his cheeks in satisfaction. Chris Morton looked around the room, wearing a bewildered expression.

There wasn’t a squeak of a cheer. Just relief.

There was some back-patting and smiles when Lukas made it back to the pit, but it was short-lived as the attention fell on the car – not the man. With such a thin team, it was all hands dismantling the engine to replace the overheating parts. Immy had abandoned the keyboard and had black hands as she crawled under the vehicle to drain the oil.

Garrick made his excuses and left the garage. He caught up with a series of messages from his team. Sean was with Northstar, reporting that Nikki was furiously kicking the shit out of a tyre, threatening Cole for cutting her up, and behaving like a prima donna. Rivers was down at Blackthorn, who were accusing Lukas of pulling a reckless stunt and had complained to race stewards.

He reached the executive lounge and found a knot of officials enjoying the free canapés and drinks, tended to by liveried waiters. On the balcony, Miles Ackroyd was having an intense conversation with a smartly dressed Asian man, whose movements were animated in comparison to Ackroyd’s hunched shoulders. Ceesay intercepted Garrick with a glass of orange juice.

“No champers for you as you’re on duty,” he said quietly. “What do you think of the race?”

“Today’s making much more sense to me,” Garrick admitted. “The actual racing against each other bit.”

“With the Pilgrims pulling a stunt like that, people are talking. And that’s a good thing.”

“It was a risky move.”

Ceesay pointed to the track. “There is nothing out there that isn’t dangerous. Remember what I said to you about personalities? We need them for moments like that. Perhaps Vinter finally got the memo?” He followed Garrick’s gaze to Ackroyd. Eva Molina had joined him, looking sombre, her attention drifting towards the track outside.

“I would have thought the owner would be a little happier about that. Who’s he talking to?”

“Chee Lam. He’s Mr Ackroyd’s main financier.”

“Another unhappy man.”

“When is anybody happy talking about money?” He looked furtively around. “Remember what I said about ROW Motorsports? I hear he’s talking to them.”

Garrick frowned. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest?”

Ceesay gave him a knowing look. “That depends on whose interests you’re talking about.”


Chapter Thirteen


Garrick exchanged a few congratulatory words with Ackroyd, but the man had no desire to be seen speaking with the police and quickly excused himself with Eva.

When Garrick turned to Chee Lam, the man had disappeared. The police certainly were not in his social circle.

Garrick returned to Pilgrims to find Lukas’ car was now weighed down with fifty-four extra kilos it hadn’t carried in the morning.

“Success ballast,” Fanta reminded him.

Garrick sighed. “This sport is just backwards. It invites failure.”

This time Fanta nodded rather than try to defend the rule. He saw Dean Slater enter the pit with Lukas, and they headed straight for his car.

“How was the rebuild?”

“Quick,” Fanta said. “Immy raised issues with the sensors.”

“Meaning?”

“There is some discussion whether the systems overheated, or if the batch of sensors are faulty. They’ve been running with second-hand parts for so long that, now some new stuff is coming through, the car is a patchwork.”

Garrick digested this new information.

“Which means any of her readings could be wrong.”

Fanta nodded her head towards Tovey. “And he isn’t happy about that. They got into a slanging match.”

Now she had pointed it out, Garrick detected a coolness between them. The two people who had raised the alarm in the first place were now at loggerheads. That provoked a question he’d previously tucked aside. Why had they gone straight to the police rather than to Slater or Ackroyd?

At the time Garrick had assumed sabotage alone was the reason to call it out, but now he suspected there was something else motivating them. And that had to be taking a route that circumvented the owners’ scrutiny. His mind circled potential reasons but with race two upon them, the sudden flurry of activity in the garage distracted him.

From the off, it looked as if the ballast had finished Lukas Vinter off. That’s what it was designed to do.

Nikki Frayne immediately took the lead. Cole got by Lukas on lap two and Callum Hart’s Blackthorn went with him. For six laps Lukas Vinter sat fourth in a car that was hurting. The rear tyres kept slipping on the tarmac; the chassis squirmed every time he braked.

He was back to where he had been. Proof to the world that the miracle was more of a fluke.

To make matters worse, it started to rain. The sky went dark and the track became slick. Thirty thousand people held their breath as they all knew what the rain had done to Danny Royce a week ago.

Garrick found he had gripped the pit wall rail with both hands as he watched the numbers on the screen tumble. Lukas Vinter was going faster just as everybody was recalibrating for the rain.

“He just doesn’t care,” Garrick muttered.

He wasn’t aware that Eva Molina had entered the garage, a headset on, as she watched with wide, damp eyes.

“No. He cares too much.” The words caught in her throat.

The shower suddenly cleared, although the water remained on the track – yet Lukas’ ballsy move had propelled him two seconds ahead of the pack by the time the flag was waved.

“Holy crap,” Fanta said as it dawned on her. “The ballast is helping him.”

Garrick frowned. “I thought it was to penalise him?”

“And weight gives him more traction in the rain,” she pointed out.

Garrick blinked in surprise as, for the second time that day, a miracle had been served. Lukas Vinter had shattered his personal best by discarding his own safety.

Garrick wanted to know whether he was doing this out of pride, or whether he was being forced to. The one thing he couldn’t do was ask. Lukas had been keeping himself to himself all day, only talking when asked direct questions. The team respected his need to be in the zone. Even Fanta had the self-control to stay clear. Garrick didn’t want to be the one to destroy Lukas’ mindset.

It could easily make the difference between life and death.

Everything lay on the final race. The atmosphere in the stands was electric. If Garrick hadn’t been so wound up, he thought he might have enjoyed himself, contrary to his own orders.

Harry stuck with the Blackthorn team, Sean with Northstar and the increasingly angry Nikki Frayne, while Rivers moved to the executive box reporting on who was coming and going as she snagged free food.

“Don’t tell me, they’re going to weight his car down with more weight,” Garrick said dryly.

Fanta shook her head. “No, it’s worse than that. They’re running the reverse-grid rule.”

Garrick rubbed his eyes. “They go around backwards?”

“Don’t be stupid. It’s a random draw. They’ve picked six.”

“Liu, for once, pretend I’m not as smart as I look.”

Fanta held up two fingers and flipped them around. “The top six are reversed. Lukas won, so he starts sixth.”

Garrick couldn’t believe he’d heard her correctly, but she nodded earnestly. He laughed.

“So, winning both of those races was a waste of time! He wins and still ends up further back?”

“It’s to make the race fairer. Gives everybody a chance. And it wasn’t a waste. He still keeps the points.”

There was no more time to dig through the mysteries of the point system because the last race was upon them. Lukas pulled out of the garage leaving a blast of petrol fumes and without any last words.

Garrick and Fanta stood at the barrier and watched the racers take their positions, with Pilgrims’ lone car in sixth and looking forlorn. Garrick’s sense of justice was being sorely tried by the sport’s rulebook. That Pilgrims had no chance of actually winning tamed the sense of dread he had been experiencing all weekend. He was almost convinced there would be no more sabotage.

Almost.

The race began before he could gather his thoughts. It was twenty-six minutes of chaos. Lukas Vinter drove with aggression that Garrick didn’t think the boy had in him. He weaved through the pack and came out of the third corner in fifth position. Three laps later he was fourth after some bold outside overtaking that had the crowd gasping and the commentators over the PA howling in astonishment. Made all the more dangerous because the track hadn’t had time to dry.

On lap five, a Foundry car and a Blackthorn put each other off the track, and everybody had to slow down for the safety car. That appeared to snuff Lukas' rage, forcing him to hold his position while the damage was cleared.

On the restart Nikki Frayne was directly in front of him, almost teasing him with moves that threatened to shunt him off the track.

In the garage everybody was still, eyes fixed to the screens. Immy bit her finger to stop herself from saying anything as more red peaks on her laptop appeared. Garrick had once again caught her and Slater arguing about faulty sensors, and she obviously wasn’t convinced.

On the penultimate lap, Lukas feinted a now familiar outside overtake before snapping into Nikki’s inside to pass her. But as if she read his mind, she veered across his path so suddenly that the Pilgrims car put two wheels on the grass at ninety miles an hour. Immy Fletcher swore loudly over the headsets.

Ultimately, the Northstar car wasn’t budging, and Lukas finished fourth again. Garrick couldn’t contain his disappointment.

“Back to square one.”

Fanta looked at him with pity.

“He started in sixth carrying ballast. That’s bloody amazing. He’s taken sixty-five points off this weekend. Sixty-five! That’s better than anybody!”

Then the atmosphere in the garage exploded. Somebody had produced a crate of lager from under a bench. Dean Slater, who had spent all weekend being obstructive, was hugging Chris Morton. Eva and Wayne exchanged a high-five. Immy and Tovey hugged, and Garrick saw tears being wiped aside.

Lukas Vinter came in with a bottle of champagne, his hair flat with sweat, and Miles Ackroyd in tow with his string tie undone. The noise went up another notch. Lukas and Ackroyd went round the garage grabbing people two at a time.

And when Lukas got to Fanta, he took her face in both hands and kissed her on the lips. It lasted a second and a half. It wasn’t anything — just adrenaline and high spirits. Fanta was swept up in the moment, so laughed and pushed his arm.

She hadn’t noticed that Harry, Rivers, and Sean had also joined them. From Sean’s stony expression, he had entered at exactly the wrong moment.


Chapter Fourteen


Garrick rubbed his eyes and stared at the boards in the office. They had returned the evening before and already the team had updated a mass of information – which was a surprise as the ride home had been extremely awkward. A frosty wedge had inserted itself between Fanta and Sean, which Fanta was seemingly unaware of. Ellen and Harry had laughed almost the whole trip back to make up for it. As a team bonding experience, he couldn’t decide if it had been a success or failure. For intel, judging by the updates on the board, it had been a tsunami of information.

Whether any of it was useful or not was yet to be ascertained.

Wendy and Amy had both been asleep when he walked through the door in Kingsnorth, and both had left before he’d woken up. A handwritten note reminded him that the café had been booked for an evening event, so Wendy would be run off her feet and home late. Garrick was vaguely aware of the conversation, but for the life of him, he couldn’t recall any details. He needed a break. Perhaps when this case was over… He tuned back in, suddenly aware Harry was talking.

“–we need more of a deep dive into the financials, but it doesn’t look healthy.” He tapped a thick printout on his desk.

Garrick’s mind played catch-up. “Pilgrims’ accounts,” he clarified.

“From the numbers I’ve seen, it doesn’t look as if the promised investment went into the coffers.”

“This is what Morton told me,” Rivers confirmed. “He didn’t know for sure, but suspected cash had either gone missing or not come through.”

Harry took a gulp of tea to lubricate his throat. “Ackroyd and Slater put in six hundred grand of their own cash. They brought in nine hundred grand from a single investor.”

“Chee Lam,” Garrick confirmed. He caught the others’ puzzled look. “He was with Ackroyd in the VIP box. He is their main financier.” He tapped a photo of the man pinned to the board. He’d found it online, as part of a publicity picture for a Hong Kong/UK investment fund. Lam stood at the edge of the picture, looking uncomfortable with being photographed.

Harry nodded thoughtfully. “First, we have to establish what money there was and where it went. I’ll reach out to SECU to give the figures a once-over.”

Garrick nodded. The Serious Economic Crime Unit was a specialist team who knew financial fraud and money laundering inside out. Rumour had it, they also had the force’s most feared poker team.

“Here’s another wrinkle,” Garrick said thoughtfully. “Daniel Ceesay, TOCA’s director, mentioned there is a consortium looking to build their own league. ROW Motorsports. He believes Mr Lam is talking to them.”

“Playing both sides,” said Fanta. Her head snapped around when Sean Wilkes gave a sarcastic snort but kept his eyes on the boards.

Fearing a brewing domestic, Garrick pushed on. “Bring down this league and have your own ready to leap into the vacuum.”

Harry let out a low whistle. “That’s a major flag for sabotage. Kill Danny, weaken a rising team…”

“Then why not just strike Blackthorn at the top?” Sean said. “Bring down the leaders, the whole house will still fall.”

“Because Pilgrims are the underdogs,” Fanta said. She met Sean’s eyes, but he returned a cool look – refusing to acknowledge if he understood or not. Fanta quickly reined in her frustrations. “All eyes were on Pilgrims to jump to number one, before the crash.”

Garrick snapped his fingers. “Ceesay told us they were looking at Danny to be the face of the league. They thought he had potential to bring in a whole new audience and make sponsors happy.”

“Bringing in more money to the sport,” Fanta finished.

Rivers stood and paced to the board to get a better look at Chris Morton. “We saw a couple of blokes from Northstar talking to him. It didn’t look like a friendly conversation.”

Fanta frowned. “If we’re talking about some sort of corporate sabotage, then Northstar would collapse if the league collapsed.”

“Bollocks,” Sean snapped – then glanced at Garrick by way of apology. “TOCA collapses, the new entity will still need teams. They can all jump ship. Who knows, maybe even strike a better deal. And they also get to keep the top teams as the best. Unblemished. Pilgrims becomes a sacrifice.”

A thoughtful silence took over the room.

“It all comes back to the victim,” Garrick pointed out. “It was a very calculated killing.” He crossed to the board and tapped a plastic evidence bag pinned to it that had been returned from the lab. Inside was the device that transmitted the killing signal to the electric motor. Just a black lump with wire whiskers poking from either end. “Forensics say there is a small battery in there as backup.” He picked up a small device from the side, turned it on, and held it up. The device beeped as he swept it across the bag. “This is a spectrum analyser, and this little trigger is still broadcasting a signal. I asked Sean to check out just how far it goes.”

Sean looked around the room. “I went out this morning and managed to pick it up an average quarter mile beyond the circuit gates, confirming that it could have been triggered just outside.”

Garrick glanced at the map – that was a huge area. “Is there any way we could trace a signal from the perimeter?”

Sean shook his head. “The lab says that it’s practically impossible.”

“And then there’s Tovey and Immy,” Fanta said. “They called us in and now I think they know more than they’re letting on. Tovey was very evasive all weekend.”

Garrick nodded. “Good idea. We should talk to them again. Away from the garage.”

“I’ll get on it,” Fanta said – again catching a sour look from Sean.

“What does everybody think about the possibility of another attempt at sabotage against Lukas?” Rivers asked the room.

Harry shook his head. “If they wanted to make an impact, Silverstone would have made headline news. I think Danny Royce was a one-off.”

“I hope you’re right,” Rivers said. “And I suppose it’s already ruined Pilgrims’ chances anyway.”

Fanta’s head snapped up. “What are you talking about?”

Rivers frowned. “You were at the race yesterday. He started in fourth; he ended in fourth.”

Fanta gave a mocking chuckle and headed to a whiteboard to the side. She picked up a red marker and began writing.

“Look at the standings. At the top we have Callum Hart at Blackthorn with 367 points.”

Under that she wrote, FRAYNE – NORTHSTAR – 360, then tapped it.

“Nikki Frayne is only seven points behind.”

“My money’s on her for the win,” Harry said smugly.

Fanta pointed the marker pen at him. “I’ll take that bet. How does twenty quid sound?”

“You’re on.”

Fanta wrote the next in the list. “Now we have Foster for Foundry. 351 – he’s only 16 points behind.” She turned to address the room. “Pilgrims should have had a lousy race, but they didn’t. Somehow, Lukas pulled it out of the bag. A career best that surprised everybody.”

“He’s full of surprises,” Sean muttered.

Fanta ignored him and continued writing underneath: VINTER — PILGRIMS — 344.

“Last week he was 41 points back and it should have only got worse. But he’s now only 23 points behind. With three races left, all of them at Brands.” She gestured to the room. “Pilgrims are still in with a chance for first place.”

She let that sink in before continuing.

“And now everybody is talking about Lukas Vinter. Danny may have already had the reputation, but now Lukas is the phoenix rising from the ashes. If he plays this right, Ceesay has caught lightning in a bottle.”

Garrick rubbed his chin thoughtfully as he mentally plotted the next steps. “OK. We have two weeks before the last race. That’s a lot of practice sessions, and everybody will be coming down to Brands Hatch. We need eyes down there all the time.”

He saw Fanta straighten, eager for the role.

“Rivers, do you think you can coordinate that? Get somebody in plain clothes loitering around. Watching.”

“Sure.”

“Harry, get those financials down to SECU. Don’t let them put it in a queue, stand behind them, push them – we need answers this week.”

“Got it, Guv.”

“And while you’re at it, look into Mr Lam, too. Who does he represent?”

Harry threw him a mock salute in acknowledgement.

Garrick turned to Fanta. “Liu, me and you need to talk to Tovey and Immy away from the clutter. Get on to that. And there was talk of a relationship between Danny and Nikki. How serious was it? We need details.”

Fanta indicated a fresh message in her email inbox. “Something came up on the footage at Brands Hatch. The day before Royce’s crash, Northstar were down doing a practice run.”

“We knew that. They signed in.”

Fanta shot him a look. “Yeah.” She tapped her mouse and a CCTV video played. The camera looked out across the garage area, with the Northstar car transporter blocking most of the view. But, just behind it, two figures could be seen arguing – if their body language was anything to go on. It wasn’t the clearest footage in the world, but the flash of blonde hair and driver’s colours suggested one was Nikki Frayne. The other was a man. From his height and build, he was a good match for Danny Royce.

Harry squinted at the screen, then fished in his pocket for a pair of glasses. He glanced around the room before he put them on - this was their public debut.

“Just for reading,” he mumbled.

“We all get old,” Garrick stated flatly.

“Some faster than others,” Fanta muttered under her breath as she replayed the clip.

Harry adjusted his glasses, leaning so close he was inches from the screen.

“Would you like a magnifying glass?” Fanta said irritably.

Harry ignored her. “Looks like Danny.” He shrugged and turned to the others. “So what? We know they were in a relationship, split from the same team, and that flared up a rivalry.”

“What we didn’t know,” Fanta said with mock patience, “was that Danny was there. He didn’t sign in. Nobody else said he was there. The only person from Pilgrims who was at the track that day was Eva Molina.” She tapped the screen. “So why was Danny there, arguing with Nikki?”

“If it is him. It’s not the sharpest footage,” Ellen pointed out. “We must have him on other cameras, coming or going.”

“You would think so,” Fanta said. “Only we don’t yet. They’re combing through it to double-check, but there is nothing showing him coming in.”

Rivers frowned. “Meaning he intentionally sneaked in?”

Garrick had been watching intently and only moved when all eyes turned back to him.

“Wilkes, go and rummage up a pool car. We’re taking a ride.”

Sean looked as surprised as Fanta.

“Um, OK. Where to, Guv?”

Garrick picked up on his apprehension. The last time they’d both ventured together in the field, it had resulted in the lad being half-brained in a gas explosion.

“You and me are going to have a word with Dean Slater. There is a hate-hate atmosphere between him and Ackroyd. It's about time he started spilling the beans.”

Garrick looked around the room when nobody moved. He clapped his hands.

“Come on! Clock’s ticking!”

Everybody sprang to their feet. He stared at the board. It had gone from a non-case – to a sudden smorgasbord of suspects with multiple motives. That’s what they needed to drill down on. Lock the motive and the suspects would surface, like a sophisticated version of Guess Who?

When he looked back around, he was surprised to see the room was empty. Everybody had dashed to attend the business in hand – although he suspected that also included a dash to make a coffee and use the toilets, too.

He glanced at Sean Wilkes’ empty desk and sighed. Whatever was going on between him and Fanta was their own business – until it affected work. He’d been very discreet when he discovered their relationship, but now, perhaps, it was time to stop being a friend and start being a boss. He hated that.

He turned around – and was surprised when the spectrum analyser still held in his hand squawked. His thumb was poised to turn it off – when he realised that he hadn’t moved it across the evidence bag on the board.

On impulse, he raised it to the board. The tone rose. He slowly moved it aside – and the tone decreased… then rose again.

Puzzled, he looked between the device and where it was pointing. The back wall.

“Stupid thing…” he muttered. Technology always had a way of fritzing out in his hands. He made the movements again, and the device responded the same way. He took a step towards the wall – and the tone rose in pitch.

He crossed over, wielding the device like a crucifix warding off a vampire – the tone continued as he reached the back wall. The blank, empty wall.

Except for the air vent.

He raised the analyser to the grid and felt the gentle puff of air from the unit. The tone remained constant. He put it down, pulled Liu’s chair over, brushed the dust from it and knelt on it – knowing if he stood on her ageing swivel chair then he faced a tumble that would put him in hospital. That would be ironic, given he'd once clung for dear life to the top of a train.

He couldn’t see any screws. The vent seemed to be attached by clips from behind. He dug his nails around the edges until he found a little purchase – then pulled. The plastic cover came away, revealing the dark air duct beyond, just wide enough to put his hand in.

He raised his phone and switched on his torch.

The light fell on a small, black cylinder. It was instantly recognisable: a camera.

Garrick felt his heart jump. Superintendent Reynolds’ words came hurtling back at him.

Somebody was bugging a secure police incident room.


Chapter Fifteen


The most sensible decision David Garrick had made today was not driving. Sean held the wheel rigidly, his eyes constantly bouncing between the road ahead and the mirrors, in a display of ultra-cautious driving he could only assume Fanta Liu would disapprove of.

His mind was reeling from the discovery in the incident room. A secure investigation had been compromised.

His investigation had been compromised.

The implications were colossal. And every one of them frightened Garrick. He had unwittingly stared straight into the camera, so whoever was at the other end knew they’d been discovered. If they had been watching. His impulse had been to disable it – but instead he had replaced the vent just as Rivers had entered the office.

He wanted to tell her what he’d discovered but bit his tongue. She commented on his pale colour, which he dismissed as 'age', then he excused himself as quickly as possible.

The camera had been pointing into the room, so the contents of the boards themselves were not in view. Did it record sound? He had to presume that was the case. And there could be others. He didn’t want to hang around to find out.

His hands were shaking when he texted Reynolds. He wrote multiple variations, from I've discovered a spy-cam in the office, to We've been compromised, and finally You were right. Need urgent talk.

He sent it and stared at the messenger’s ticks – waiting for them to change colour, acknowledging that Reynolds had read the message. They stubbornly didn’t change.

As he numbly followed Sean to the car park, he began to wonder if he had really seen the camera. Had it been a case of mistaken identity, and it was some part of the air monitoring system?

Or had the hallucinations started again?

That sent a stark chill through him. Before the surgeons had operated on the growth in his head that had been pressing against his brain, he had seen people. Realistic visions that were impossible to differentiate from reality. A camera was actually a downgrade in hallucinatory quality. Not that he could discuss that with his Superintendent. It would be the end of his career.

Travelling towards Pilgrims’ garage, Garrick kept checking the message on his phone. Reynolds hadn’t responded.

He sucked in a deep breath and forced himself to make small talk with his subdued DC.

“Everything all right at home?”

Garrick wanted to punch himself for the inappropriately blunt question. His tact had obviously abandoned him. Sean’s petrified expression confirmed that.

“Fine.”

“Right. Only… well, I know you and Liu… Fanta are…”

“Is this a welfare chat?”

Garrick forced a jovial tone. “No! Just being… matey.”

“Matey?”

Again, Garrick wanted to perform a self-knuckle-sandwich.

“I just noticed you two were a bit… off this morning. I know you’ve had to work all weekend, and I was just checking...”

“I’ve said plenty to her.”

“Out loud?”

Sean indicated a left turning with great care before he answered. “That didn’t feel appropriate. You were there. A suspect puts his paws on a police detective in front of a dozen people and she does the same. That’s not a domestic, sir. That’s evidence tampering.”

“That’s very good. Did you come up with it in the shower?”

“Bathroom mirror. There’s a longer version.”

Garrick laughed before he could stop himself, and in the two seconds it took to recover, he understood he had lost the initiative and was not getting it back.

“You know her. She’s damned good. She knows how to twist a witness.” He caught Sean’s black look. “And since we’re being honest with each other, I know you’re engaged. I saw you propose. That level of commitment makes people’s feelings more… prickly.”

Sean’s cheeks flushed red with embarrassment. “Have you bought it yet?”

“Bought what?”

“The ring for Wendy.”

Garrick turned and stared at the side of his DC’s head. “How do you know about the ring?”

“Everybody knows about the ring. Harry’s running a sweepstake on it. Five quid a month.”

Garrick made a note to talk to Harry about his fledgling gambling empire.

“What are you in for?” Garrick asked stonily.

“A tenner. There’s an outside bet on never at five to one. Currently favourite.”

“Who’s got never?”

“Harry.”

“Harry Lord is going to have a very interesting promotion board,” Garrick said, “because I intend to sit on it.”

Sean Wilkes said nothing. His face barely twitched a smile. Garrick wanted to shut up, but his mouth motored on – whether from guilt, a desperation to avoid thinking about the spy-cam, or genuine mental health unburdening, he found he couldn’t stop.

“I stood in the doorway of the jeweller’s in Canterbury for ten minutes. Then I went and bought a sandwich from Pret.”

“Why?”

“I was hungry.” He caught Sean’s eye – finally a flicker of amusement. Garrick licked his lips. “I’ve been shot at. Thrown off a train. Clung to a plane wing, almost fallen under the tracks in the Channel Tunnel, and been blown up on a yacht. I’ve had a piece of my own head taken out and posted to a lab in a bag. Oh, and my own mental case of a sister tried to kill me.” He ran his thumb along the seatbelt to slacken it as he was suddenly feeling hot and flushed. “And yet the thought of entering that shop and buying a ring scared the living shite out of me.”

Garrick found the words coming freely.

“Every single time I’ve invested myself in something permanent, some bastard has come along and taken it off me. So, there’s a small, stupid, superstitious part of my brain – the bit they should’ve chucked in the bin - that’s decided a ring is a target. Buy the ring, paint the target.”

Sean frowned as he changed down gears for a roundabout.

“Also,” Garrick added, “she said maybe.”

“She said yes, Guv. Fanta told me it was a hula hoop.”

“It was a bag of Hula Hoops. Beef flavour, which you should understand was a considerable gesture. On my part.” He shifted in his seat. “I’d appreciate it if this stayed in this car.”

“Course.”

“I mean it, Sean. I’ve just realised you’re a slippery bugger.”

Sean feigned innocence. “Guv?”

“Mirror. Signal. Manoeuvre.” He jabbed a finger at the windscreen. “You’re good at that. I asked about you, and I’ve ended up confessing my own weaknesses.” Garrick shook his head. “Jeez, Sean, I need to get you leading more interviews. You’d get a confession in half the time.”

Sean let out a deep sigh.

“That’s what living with Fanta does to you, Guv.”

Eva Molina was behind the reception desk, back in her smart suit, her jet-black curls loose again. She was zoned out, staring at her phone before looking up to see the detectives enter. For a fraction of a second, she was alarmed – before forcing a smile.

“Miss Molina,” Garrick said warmly. “Quite a weekend. Sixty-five points, I’m told. Though I’m still not clear why winning a race means you start the next one at the back and carry an extra load.”

She didn’t indulge him with even the smallest, polite laugh that people usually gave him out of pity.

“Mr Ackroyd isn’t in.”

“Wonderful. Because we’re here to talk to Mr Slater.”

She hesitated, as if considering claiming he was also away – but Garrick had already spotted the man through the glass window. He stood in the garage as the team pored over the car, which was mostly in pieces now.

The bonnet was propped against a wall, the engine hung on a stand. At the far bench, Colin Tovey was examining something small under an anglepoise lamp.

Eva stood. “I’ll tell him you’re here.”

Sean watched her go. “She’s not exactly celebrating.”

Garrick studied the unsmiling faces in the garage. “Nobody is.”

He watched as Eva spoke quietly in Slater’s ear – and the man’s head jerked up in alarm. He met Garrick’s eyes and didn’t return a wave of acknowledgement. He followed Eva back out, wiping his hands on a blue paper roll.

“Detectives.” He indicated his dirty hands as an excuse not to shake theirs. “I didn’t realise we had an appointment.”

“I don’t need an appointment,” Garrick said with a smile that better fitted a shark. He was still feeling so shaken up, he wasn’t prepared to take a morsel of crap from the man. “You’ve had a good weekend.”

Slater scowled. “We’ve had a weekend.” He nodded towards Ackroyd’s office. “Let’s talk in there.”

It looked exactly the same as Garrick’s last visit. Through the internal window Slater watched his team discuss the car. Now they were crowded around Immy’s laptop as she pointed something out.

Slater sighed. Garrick barely recognised him as the bullish moron he’d met at the track. It looked as if the life had been sucked from him.

“I’ve got a handful of people in there doing eight grand’s worth of labour on a car that also needs twenty grand of parts we haven’t got. All of which I can’t afford to pay.”

“Finances are that bad?”

Slater looked at him for a long moment and decided he had nothing left worth protecting.

“There’s enough to pay everybody at the end of the season. I made sure of that. After that...” He blew out his cheeks.

Garrick glanced at Sean, silently beckoning him to take over questions. Sean’s hands clenched nervously, but Slater didn’t notice.

“Erm… but you are in with a chance of winning. Won’t that change everything?”

Slater gave a dry humourless chuckle.

“That’s a Hail Mary pass. Winning. We should be happy if we made third. But then what? This isn’t Formula One. We get a small cash prize – but the real money is in sponsorship. And that takes time. We’re cash poor, and time poor. Who’s going to sponsor a team that’s folded? Even one that came in first?”

Sean bobbed his head towards the mechanics.

“Do they know?”

“Do they hell.” Slater glared at both men. “And they’d better not. At least not until the season is over.” He looked back at the car. “Colin’s crack-testing uprights that ought to be in a skip. He’s making one good part out of two knackered ones, and he’ll tell you it’s perfectly safe — and it probably is, because it’s his engineering. Lukas will be going through Paddock Hill at just over a hundred. It needs to be safe.” His eyes flicked back to Garrick. “And Lukas knows the score.”

“Then why race if it’s dangerous?”

Slater couldn’t hold back a genuine laugh.

“Ha! Racing is dangerous! That’s why they do it.”

“Surely you mean it’s a calculated risk?” Garrick corrected.

“You and I may not like the calculations, but the driver is the one making that decision. And with everybody’s mortgages on the line, what can you do?”

“Ackroyd told me the team was funded. What went wrong?”

For a second he thought Slater would throw them out. Instead, he dragged a hand down his face and gave a long sigh.

“On paper, me and Miles put in three hundred grand each. In fact, I put in three-eighty. My house is in it — not a charge on it, in it. I remortgaged in January.” He shrugged. “Miles put in a hundred and fifty. The second hundred and fifty never arrived.”

Sean was making notes. “Never?”

“February, it was coming in a fortnight. April, it was with the lawyers because it was tangled up in his old company. June, it’d be sorted before Croft.” Slater’s mouth twisted. “He sold that demolition company in Rochester eighteen months back and they still call up asking for paperwork. He talks bollocks, saying the buyers held a retention against a warranty claim and it’s with the solicitors. Might be true. It’s been true for eight months. I don’t know what it means.”

“So you carried the lion’s share? What about Mr Lam?”

“Chee’s in for nine hundred grand. That’s all in the accounts. He’s put another two hundred and twenty grand in since June that isn’t.” He paused. “That's not equity, that's a favour — and favours from men like Lam carry a rate of interest nobody writes down.”

“Are you suggesting that it’s not bona fide money?” Garrick said as delicately as he could.

“I’m not suggesting that at all,” Slater snapped – although to Garrick’s ears, it was a clear admission. “It was Miles who brought him in. You ask him how legit Lam is.”

Sean’s pen hovered over his pad. “You conducted your due diligence on Mr Ackroyd before you started?”

“I knew of him.” Slater’s chin came up. “Miles ran a 750 club for two seasons before this.” He pointed to the trophies on the shelf. “I later found out that it folded owing four suppliers ninety grand between them. They had the same story, word for word. Money’s coming.”

Garrick and Sean exchanged a look. Slater was being unexpectedly candid – but how much of it was true they couldn’t verify yet. “I take it you raised this with him?”

“When I put it to him, he got all uppity, claiming that I was calling him a thief in his own garage. I said I’d be delighted to call him one anywhere he liked.” Slater studied both men. “That was the last civil word we had. Everything goes through Eva. Which is why that poor girl out there looks like she’s working in hell.”

“Somebody like you must have a plan?” Garrick asked.

Slater sniffed. “I’m not sure if that’s supposed to be a compliment or an accusation.”

Garrick let the silence answer for him.

Slater scratched his head. “I wanted to buy him out at the end of the season. Had a valuation in July and a broker who thought he could back it.” He gave a bleak laugh. “A team with Danny Royce in it, even in the mid-rankings, was worth a chunk of change. A team with a dead driver and a police investigation in it is worth less than you’d expect.”

Sean’s pen bobbed in the air as he joined chronological dots.

“You and Mr Ackroyd started the team. Not all his money arrives. Mr Lam is brought in to keep things afloat. Unhappy, you offer to buy Mr Ackroyd out – out of a team that is starting to do well. Until Danny Royce dies. And with it your chances to raise the capital to buy him out disappear?”

Slater nodded. “I’d say that’s a decent summary, although to be fair, it started going downhill a month before Danny died. His performance took a hit.”

“And now? With Lukas’ performance?”

A faint smile lit up Slater’s face. “Now there’s the rub. He takes sixty-five points off a weekend and is suddenly a second coming to the sport. Maybe we have something valuable here after all… but that all hinges on the last weekend. If he pulls off the impossible and wins – Miles will want a revaluation. Time is against me now. Not that it matters because we don’t have the cash flow to continue. I believe my mother would’ve used the expression, caught between a rock and a hard place. Either way, I have to explain to my wife what happened to the house.”

Garrick spoke up. “You hold personal accident cover on your drivers?”

“Of course. Payable to the team.” Slater’s eyes narrowed and a knowing half-smile pulled at his cheek. “I see where you’re going and I don’t blame you; I’d go there too. That claim would’ve been paid inside four weeks. A wet track, a gutsy young Turk who stayed out three laps too long – the inquest writes itself. The team is saved… at least for a few more months.” He wagged his finger. “Only, somebody rang you lot. The second the words 'police investigation' appear, the insurer sits on their hands until your file closes. Could be a year. Could be never.”

“Noted,” said Garrick. “Tell me about Northstar.”

“What about them?”

“You took Danny Royce from Ross Callow at the end of last season. I’m told there were lawyers and letters and a good deal of swearing.”

“That there was.” Slater almost smiled. “There’d have been a lot more if we’d got the pair of them. Royce and Frayne. Two drivers, one story — the potential champion and the girl who could beat him. A perfect will-they-won’t-they, love-hate relationship.” He shook his head. “She pulled out ten days before we announced. Rang Miles herself. Very polite. Said Northstar was the right place for her career.”

“Did you believe her?”

“Not at all.” There was no bitterness in his voice. “I think the two of them walked our offer straight into Ross Callow’s office and used it to get their money upped. But Danny took our offer anyway.”

“Why?”

Slater gave that a little thought. “I think he was worried about being upstaged by Nikki.”

Sean’s pen scratched over his notepad. “They were in a relationship at the time?”

“What? Two good-looking, horny kids living off hormones and adrenaline? What do you think?”

Garrick caught Sean’s barely repressed sour expression. Slater hadn’t noticed. “Two weeks after he signed for us, they weren’t speaking. Not a civil word, all season. I don’t know what happened. I never asked, because I didn’t want it to affect the team dynamic.”

Slater lapsed into silence as he aligned his thoughts. When he spoke, it was almost pleading.

“It’s all on Brands now. Lukas doesn’t need any distractions.” He pointed through the glass. “They don’t, either. You should be looking at Miles. He’s the one getting off this boat. He was barely in the pit, he’s on the phone to people he won’t name, and when a man like that stops shouting at you, it’s because he’s already gone. Whatever I think of him, and I think plenty, I struggle to believe that he sabotaged that car.”

Sean’s head came up. “Sabotaged?”

It was out before he could stop it. Garrick could have kicked him for it — and then couldn’t, because the damage had been done two days ago when Fanta had said the word to Lukas Vinter; although conceivably it could have come from his co-owner, to find Dean Slater’s ears.

Garrick watched the team, still discussing the stripped-down car. Did they all know? Did that explain some of the tension – or was that all normal racing nerves?

“Sabotage is a loaded word,” Garrick said carefully.

“I wasn’t the one to load the proverbial gun and cock it,” Slater countered. “Although I want to know how true that is.”

Invoking the usual ongoing police investigation line, Garrick quickly wrapped up the conversation, and he and Sean walked back through reception. Eva’s desk was empty, her chair pushed in neatly, the phone ringing out to nobody.

He glanced through the internal window and saw that Colin Tovey was looking straight at him and held his gaze a fraction too long…

Then the engineer’s head dropped back to the car. Garrick couldn’t shake the impression that the look was heavy with betrayal.


Chapter Sixteen


The moment DCI Garrick clapped his hands, Fanta had seized the opportunity to escape the incident room – specifically to put some distance between her and Sean, who had been acting weird since the weekend. He had artfully avoided any conversation with her, and as the time on the track had been the best that she’d spent in a while, it had felt like a personal jab. As if she wasn’t allowed to have a good time.

It was just another entry into her ledger of how the world was stacked against her.

She was adamant that, as a modern police detective, she could work from her phone rather than be a slave to the office desk as Rivers preferred. Sitting in the staff canteen, hunched in a corner seat away from everybody, she came to a dead end tracing Chee Lam’s business affairs. Two UK-registered companies, one dissolved, one dormant, both with a correspondence address at an accountancy practice in Croydon. The source of his wealth, and whoever he was working for, didn’t appear to hold any online weight.

She left a message with Tovey to arrange a meeting and kept her tone deliberately breezy. She followed it with a call to Immy, which also went straight to voicemail.

A good forty minutes was eaten up combing through Nikki Frayne’s social media accounts. She liked to put her life online – from X to Facebook to Instagram to TikTok, she covered all the bases so there were plenty of posts to build a comprehensive picture of a determined woman. One who would let nothing stand in her way.

There were many pictures of her with Danny Royce while at Northstar. It took a few minutes for Fanta to realise that she wasn’t looking at photos thrown online for the sake of the memories; rather, Nikki had carefully curated her feed. It was all about the glamour, the risk-taking, the win. The pictures offered a hint that they were more than teammates, but Fanta only got that impression from the way he looked at her. Nikki, on the other hand, always presented her best angle to the camera, never giving a true emotion away.

When it came to Danny’s death, she had posted the usual thoughts-and-prayers slogans and written about her personal loss. Maybe it was the mood Fanta was in, but she got the impression it was the bare minimum to pass for heartbreak. She decided a face-to-face interview was needed.

Northstar Racing operated from an industrial park in Woking, ten minutes from the town centre. Nikki Frayne’s personal address was close to it. Woking in Surrey was a good hour’s drive – the perfect excuse to leave the office.

She was painfully reminded that she no longer possessed a car of her own, so would have to resort to a pool car. In a labour-saving, cost-cutting measure, requisitioning a vehicle was now done via an app. That took less than a minute and at least she didn’t have to talk to anybody. She was soon on her way to the vehicle bay to get the keys from the Traka cabinet – when she saw them.

Harry Lord was leaning against a water cooler, his bad leg out straight in front of him in the way he did when he’d been standing too long and didn’t want anybody to notice. DS Ellen Rivers stood very close to him, her arms folded and her head tipped to the side as she laughed.

Rivers never laughed. In Fanta’s mental picture, the woman had a repertoire of a thin smile, a raised eyebrow, and a small unamused exhalation through the nose that signalled disapproval. This was full-on flirting.

“—and I said, if I’m paying forty quid for a hot stone, I want to know where the stone’s been,” Harry was saying.

“Not where it was going?”

It was Harry’s turn to giggle – and there was a moment their eyes locked and their bodies swayed before remembering where they were. Then both detectives were suddenly all business, and heading back to the office. They hadn’t noticed Fanta.

She took the stairs down to the vehicle pool and found herself shaking a little, wondering what she had witnessed. Had something happened in Silverstone? Surely not; Harry was married. And yet…

Rivers was obviously being cosy with a DC who was fifteen years past his best and up for a promotion board, on which Rivers herself sat, for a job Fanta knew should have been hers.

She aggressively swiped her warrant card through the Traka cabinet’s scanner and snatched the keys for a naff grey Vauxhall Astra that had been assigned to her.

The M25 was solid from the moment she joined it, forcing her to go slow. She hadn’t been in a rush to get to Woking, but the discovery that the car’s radio didn’t work meant all she had were her thoughts for company. She tried to chew on the case, but her unhappy farrago of thoughts kept tumbling back to Sean, Rivers, and Harry.

She was relieved the moment the traffic relented, and she could speed the rest of the way. Her intention had been to arrive at Northstar unannounced, but now she was having second thoughts. She wanted Nikki to be at ease, not on edge, so it felt fair to give her a little warning.

When she called the Northstar office, a woman answered with the sunny disposition of a nightclub bouncer. It took some persuading to convince her that Fanta was legitimately a police detective who needed to talk to Nikki about Danny Royce. Fanta finally managed to squeeze out the intel that Nikki had left for the gym, which was a scheduled part of her training. It took more cajoling before Fanta got the address. She curtly thanked the woman, hung up, and precariously searched her phone’s maps for the destination, while keeping one eye on the road.

Fitzhugh Performance was a converted warehouse behind a Kwik Fit. It was not the kind of gym with mirrors and a smoothie bar. This was a serious place for miserable people – a place that personal trainers took their clients to die. Inside, there was rubber matting, chalk dust, three rowers, four running treadmills and a smell of hot welding from bespoke machines that had been jury-rigged to work on hyper-specific muscle groups.

She found Nikki Frayne seated upright on a bench with a leather harness buckled over her skull, a cable running from the back of it, over a pulley, down to a weight stack. It looked like a medieval torture device. As Fanta watched, Nikki drove her head slowly backwards against the load, held it, and let it come forward at the same speed. The muscles in her neck stood out like cables. The plait was gone; her blonde hair was scraped up, her toned body glistening with sweat.

Fanta counted twenty kilos on the stack and felt her own neck twinge in sympathy.

"You get about two and a half G through Copse," said Nikki, without stopping. “If your neck goes, your head goes, and if your head goes, you’re out.” She finished the set, unbuckled the harness and let it swing. She snatched a water bottle from the floor and took a long, deep swig. “Afternoon, Detective.”

“I don’t think we’ve met.”

“I saw you sniffing around Lukas.” She smiled slyly. Her accent was softer away from the media, more Welsh. She stood and stretched, eyeing Fanta up and down. “I was told you were the fuzz. I was wondering why you lot were hanging around at the weekend, making everybody skittish.”

She crossed to a wall panel studded with light discs. Again, it had been built on request, so lacked the smooth sheen of a professionally made piece of kit.

“Why would anybody be skittish?”

Nikki shot her a look as she slapped the machine awake.

“Because that means there’s more to Danny’s death than they’re letting on.”

Fanta couldn’t argue the point and caught a brief flash of worry before Nikki focused on the wall as the lights began to fire in sequence. She went after them with both hands, fast and mechanical.

“Drivers are a superstitious lot.” She went hell for leather as the pace of the lights increased. “And Lukas talked about you.”

Fanta suddenly felt something warm and stupid and before she could stop herself, the words spilled out with more enthusiasm than she wanted:

“Did he?”

“Mmm. Bit of a novelty for him. A copper who knows what a rear anti-roll bar is.” Slap. Slap. “He said you took Miles’ Aston round in the dark.”

Fanta kept her face still and thanked several gods that DS Ellen Rivers was fifty miles away.

“He said you were quick,” Nikki went on. Slap. “But he said it to a marketing girl at Oulton.” She caught Fanta’s eye. The gloating flicker was unmistakable.

Fanta was riled, but kept it in.

“Only this time he was right. I was,” Fanta said levelly. “And I’m sure he said it to you when you slept together.”

Nikki immediately stopped the exercise and spun around, ignoring the lights flickering across the wall. Fanta couldn’t resist the dig; her admiration for one of the fastest women in the league had suddenly been T-boned by the woman’s arrogance. She didn’t want to judge; maybe it was the bad quality that good racers needed. Worst case, it confirmed a suspicion that she had built while working through Nikki’s social media. To her credit, Nikki didn’t try to deny it, but her cockiness had taken a hit.

Nikki reached for a towel. “Lukas likes to think he’s won in all aspects of his life. He’s always been delusional.”

Fanta leaned against the wall, folded her arms and let her voice drop into something conspiratorial. “I’m not here to report if you’re sleeping with the enemy. After all, you were doing that with Danny before he left Northstar.”

Nikki slowly patted the sweat from her face, picking her words with care. “Eleven months,” she said at last.

“And you were both going to Pilgrims.”

The towel stopped and her mouth formed the words to ask how she knew, but the answer came easily. “Dean Slater has been gossiping.” She sat down on a bench, elbows on her knees as she picked up her water bottle again. For the first time she looked vulnerable. “That was the whole deal. Both of us. New team, better cars, and we’d become the story of the season. Miles was going to build the entire year around it.”

“What changed?”

“Danny didn’t stop being Danny.” She said it flatly. “There was a girl in hospitality at Oulton. There was somebody at Croft. There’d probably been somebody at every round since he learned to drive. It turns out that I was the last one in the paddock to know.” She indicated between herself and Fanta. “We women like to gossip. Turns out men love it all. They just don’t direct it our way. It’s a special feeling, that. Being the only woman on the team.” She toyed with the bottle in her hands. “What would it have looked like if I ran off following Danny?” She gave a dry chuckle. “Like a heartbroken Juliet.”

She took a long gulp of water, her eyes boring into Fanta before she finally spoke again.

“Not that I was. Love-struck. It was nothing serious.”

Fanta wasn’t sure she believed her but let it pass.

“And then there was Lukas Vinter,” Fanta said, now intentionally provoking for responses.

Nikki’s jaw tightened. “You think I’m proud of that?”

“I think you chose him carefully.”

“I chose him because it would hurt the both of them.” Nikki tapped the side of her head. “Racing is mostly up here. Get into somebody’s head and you gain the advantage. Lukas is just as bad as Danny ever was. Look what he did to Eva. I saw the chance to bring the whole team down a peg or two, so I took it.”

She let out a breath and instantly regretted the outburst.

“That sounds bad in light of what happened. All I’m talking about here is fighting out on the track,” she clarified. Fanta gave her a silent nod of understanding, encouraging her to continue. “And it worked. It worked brilliantly. They stopped speaking within a week. Lukas rammed me off the track at Donington and claimed it was an ‘incident’. And on a couple of occasions Danny cut up his own teammate, costing them both points. Those two would rather have hit a wall than help each other.” She winced at her choice of words. “You know what I mean.”

“Danny was distracted enough to do just that the evening he died,” Fanta said bluntly.

Nikki glowered at her.

“Don’t think for a second I don’t feel guilty about that. But it could’ve happened to any of us out there. We accept the risks. We all play the mind games. Don’t confuse rivalry with wanting somebody dead, Detective. The whole point is you want them alive to see the look on their faces when you win.”

Fanta nodded. It was such a cold thing to say, which made it feel all the more genuine. It came with the realisation that Nikki was channelling the same sort of bitterness Fanta was experiencing. Fanta's was fuelled by a race for a promotion for a position made vacant by the death of their friend and colleague.

For a sickening moment, Fanta saw herself reflected in Nikki Frayne, in more ways than one. She didn’t know whether she should feel guilt, sympathy, or repulsion. She drew in a breath, forcing herself to focus on the reason she was here, not on her own issues.

“Whatever the reasons, it’s worked out.”

“Sorry?”

“You’re seven points off the championship. You’re on every piece of coverage TOCA puts out. There’s a fortnight to Brands and your only serious rival is a lad from a team that can’t afford brake discs and is probably still besotted with you.” Fanta smiled. “A year ago, you were the second driver in a team where Danny Royce was the best raw talent your boss had ever had. Now you’re in with a chance to show them all that you’re the best.”

Nikki Frayne treated her to a long, cold look.

Fanta smiled pleasantly back. “Is that why you were arguing with him the day before the crash?”

She watched Nikki carefully, searching for a denial. Instead, she gave no reaction at all other than a narrowing of the eyes, as if trying to work out just how much Fanta knew.

“It was nothing. He turned up on my practice session unannounced. That’s bad form. He shouldn’t have been there.”

“What were you arguing about?”

Nikki took another swig of water. She was stalling for time. She tapped the side of her head.

“Mind games. I told him to fu- to go away.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and shuddered. “Our last words.”

She stood up and moved back to the machine she was originally using.

“I’ve got another five sets,” she said, icily.

Fanta sat in the Astra in Kwik Fit’s overflow bay with an iced coffee and the seat tilted back as she watched the gym door.

She told herself it was procedural diligence, but the truth was she simply did not like the woman.

At just after four, Nikki Frayne left in her black Cupra and turned away from Woking’s industrial park, away from Northstar, and went into town.

Fanta gave it a hundred yards and followed.

The Cupra went into a multi-storey. Fanta went in three levels below it, walked out into a bright pedestrian square, and stopped, because a seven-metre Martian War Machine was standing over the shoppers on three articulated legs.

It took her a full second to place it. Woking. H.G. Wells had set War of the Worlds here; the Martians had landed on the common up the road and burned the town to the ground in 1898. The town had celebrated their fictional destruction by putting a tripod in the middle of its shopping precinct. Fanta considered it an extremely healthy attitude to being destroyed.

Nikki Frayne exited the car park moments later and walked underneath the sculpture without glancing up, her nose in her phone. She had showered and changed into a casual jumper, jeans and white trainers – with her hair down she still managed to look like a catalogue model. She entered a restaurant on the far side of the square. Through the glass frontage, Fanta could see that it was still nearly empty at half past four.

She drifted to a bench that gave the restaurant a good angle and sat with her phone like every other person in the square. She used the camera to zoom in towards the window.

Through the glass she watched Nikki cross to a table by the back wall, where a man stood up to greet her.

He shook her hand rather than kissing her cheek and waited until she had sat before he did. Fanta missed the phone’s record button the first time; she was still reeling as she recognised the face from this morning’s briefing. It was Chee Lam – Pilgrims’ key investor.

Their body language was relaxed. Lam was animated as they both laughed. With people cutting between them, Fanta had to constantly refocus the image. Then a text message overlaid her screen. It was from Tovey, agreeing to talk later in the evening at 8 p.m. She made a quick reply to him, then forwarded the message to Garrick.

Once the message had cleared the screen and reverted back to the camera, a chill ran through Fanta.

Lam was looking out of the window. Straight at her.

It was a brief moment – but how long had he been looking as Nikki chatted to him?

Fanta sprang to her feet and, as casually as she could, walked away pretending to be laughing at a video call. She knew she was being silly; she and Lam had never met. How could he recognise her?

Yet still, her stomach churned at the thought that she had made yet another blunder in the investigation.


Chapter Seventeen


Clacket Lane services sat on the south edge of the M25 that orbited London. Apocryphal stories came to Garrick’s mind, of tourists who had circled for days, trying to reach a far-off destination. Still in the service station car park, he was experiencing the same feeling of going around in circles and starting to believe they could be true.

The original meeting had been set for eight, then thirty minutes later Tovey had moved it to 6 p.m. It was either that or nothing. Garrick had arrived early and sat there for twenty minutes waiting for Fanta Liu to turn up. He read through the three messages that had just arrived.

Wendy: Event going well. 40 covers. I have been ON MY FEET SINCE SIX. Mum has Amy till 9. Do not wait up but DO wait up. x

Wendy again, nine minutes later: Also, the fridge is making that noise again. Sounds like an invasion!

And then, at 5.51 p.m., from the Super: Must speak tonight.

Garrick read it three times.

Sadly, it wasn’t Superman. Superintendent Reynolds was another mountain he would have to scale before the end of the day. All day, the spy-cam he had discovered in the incident room had been at the forefront of his mind.

How long had it been there? Days? Months? Years?

Every conversation his team had held in that incident room may have been listened to. Every briefing. Every stupid, unguarded, gallows-humour comment any of them had said behind closed doors...

It potentially compromised every major investigation they had done. That was unprecedented.

He looked up to see Fanta’s grey Astra swinging in beside him at an aggressive pace. Hanging around with race drivers was not improving her driving temperament.

Garrick was out of his own car and standing in the drizzle with his hands in his coat pockets, as Fanta joined him, hanging up a call.

“You’re certain it was Lam?”

“Positive. Buying dinner for Northstar’s number-one driver – and Danny’s ex - doesn’t sit right with me, Guv. I put the video up on HOLMES. A man looking to set up a new league, funding Pilgrims, buying dinner for Frayne – and all under the watchful eye of a Martian.”

They started walking towards the service station entrance.

“A what?”

She shook her head. “Long story.”

Colin Tovey sat at a corner table of the McDonald’s, which gave him a view across the car park. He didn’t raise his hand to draw attention, instead he patiently waited for the detectives to spot him.

Garrick took off his damp Barbour and hung it on the chair back. “Is Immy joining us?”

“She’s not coming,” Tovey said. “She was originally…” He didn’t finish the sentence. He had the remains of a Big Mac meal in front of him and noisily finished off the dregs of the Coke through a cardboard straw barely fit for the task.

The smell made Garrick’s stomach rumble loud enough to get a reaction from the both of them. He propped his elbows on the table. “She knows what’s going on. Maybe she’s looking for a new job?”

“Who can blame her.”

“What about you?”

“I’m fifty-nine and I’ve got a bad back.” Tovey almost smiled. “There’s nowhere left to demote me to.”

Fanta chimed in. “Everybody says you’re an amazing engineer. You’ll be snapped up. If not, B&Q are always hiring,” she added with a tight smile.

For the first time since they’d met him, Colin Tovey laughed. Then he closed one eye as he turned the straw critically in his fingers.

“Either that or come up with a stunning new engineering solution the world needs.”

Garrick indicated the straw. “How do you redesign a hole?”

“When you’re in one, you start to think creatively.” He tossed the straw down. “Please tell me you’re getting somewhere?”

Garrick shifted in his seat. It was enough for Tovey’s anxiety to spike.

“We’ve spent the time braced for somebody to put your remaining driver into a wall on live TV. When that didn’t happen, a whole can of personal reasons for Danny’s death started to present themselves. Tell us about his relationship with Ackroyd and Slater.”

He expected relief. He got the opposite. Tovey put both hands flat on the table.

“I feel you may be missing the point. That damned car is the problem. It’s not a personal thing.” Tovey’s voice dropped and he scanned the room with an edge of paranoia. “We’re two weeks off the biggest race this team will ever run, and I’ve been building it out of second-hand parts I wouldn’t put on my daughter’s Corsa! There’s an upright I’ve crack-tested twice because I don’t like the look of it, and I can’t replace it, because that’s cash we don’t have. And I’ve got Dean Slater telling me every morning that if I sign it off, it’s safe. And if I don’t sign it off, I’m fired. And Lukas Vinter is terrified his career will be over if he doesn’t race so he tells me he’ll ignore my decisions anyway.”

“And is it safe?”

Tovey hesitated. “Probably.” He brushed a hand across his exhausted face. “Look, this is looking more and more like a series of unfortunate events.”

“It was sabotage.”

He nodded. “I’ve been thinking about the bar setting. Any one of us could have done that as a mistake. Misread the instruction. Hell, it could have even been me.” He looked at them with damp eyes. “We’re all tired. Pushed to the edge…”

Fanta held up her hand. “For the sake of argument, let’s say that was an accident. It was a contributing factor to the real cause of the crash. The power boost. You found the anomaly. That was sabotage.”

Tovey looked between the detectives and relented.

“If you’re looking for somebody who is going to sabotage Lukas’ car, they don’t have to. It’s already been done by attrition. And by Lukas himself.”

“Have you alerted Ceesay?”

This time Tovey’s hesitation was more profound.

“If I raised a safety concern, he could suspend the team from the final meeting. And, because there is nothing other than my word for it, they will find nothing. Nobody will get paid, and everybody’s career will be over.”

“Unless there is official police reasoning behind it,” Garrick said as the real reason Tovey had contacted them became apparent.

“But you will still be suspended from the final race, with the same outcome,” Fanta pointed out.

“But reputations can be salvaged,” Tovey said quietly.

Garrick gave him a long hard look.

Tovey stared at his cup. “Straight after the crash I told Slater I quit. He pleaded with me not to walk.”

“What made you stay?”

“They would’ve promoted Wayne Jones.” He looked levelly at Garrick. “With another kid on the way, Wayne would sign anything off.”

So far, Wayne Jones, the second mechanic and tyre technician, had kept a low profile. Nobody had a bad word to say against him, yet from Tovey’s tone, it was impossible to escape the hint of accusation.

“How well do you know him?”

“He was one of Slater’s personal hires. Quiet lad. Young family. Maybe a touch of jealousy that he never made the driver’s seat. Don’t we all have that,” he said wistfully. “I want it on record that I like him. Wayne’s been with us since the start. He’s decent, he’s fast, he’s never once left a loose bolt. He asked me in August whether I thought the team would still be here at Christmas, and I told him I didn’t know.” Tovey squirmed in his seat.

“And Chris Morton?”

Tovey drummed his fingers on the table and stared out of the window.

“Chris is the sort of person who just gets on with things. He never gets involved.”

Garrick recalled how the Northstar engineers had been threatening Morton near their transporter. Hardly the portrait of a man who never gets involved.

“What about Nikki Frayne?” Fanta asked.

Tovey moved his head back, uncomfortable that her name had been invoked. “What about her?”

“Did she often argue with Danny?”

Tovey sat back and gave a dry chuckle. It wasn't a race day if she didn't. She stormed into our garage at Donington and screamed at Danny in front of an ITV camera crew. Called him things I wouldn’t say in front of my wife.” He tapped the table. “Look - drivers seldom manage to keep it in their pants. That’s not news. They get heartbroken. Danny was no worse than most and Lukas is no worse than Danny was. You don’t run a garage for twenty years and get shocked by that.”

Fanta sensed he wanted to say more. “But?”

“But she works it.” Tovey’s mouth twisted. “She pitched Danny and Lukas against each other, and she enjoyed it. I’ve sat in debriefs with the boys and they wouldn’t look at each other. She played games and added more mental success ballast to those lads than anything else.”

Fanta nodded, almost ready to let it slide – but then said: “And Eva?”

Garrick’s head came round. He had not seen it coming, and neither had Colin Tovey.

“What about her?”

“A good-looking girl?” she prompted. “Horny drivers…”

“A supersmart woman,” Tovey clarified. “The glue holding Pilgrims together. Without her, Dean and Miles would need to be in the same room at the same time. They would’ve torn each other to shreds.” He tapped his finger on the table for emphasis, his voice growing louder as he leaned forward. “I’d go as far as to say that, without her, we wouldn’t still have a team.”

“I have no doubt about that,” Fanta said. “And if you won’t tell me, then I will have to shake the tree a little harder. You know how people love to gossip.”

Tovey shut his eyes. “I made a point of not getting involved with the lads’ personal lives. But Eva is not the sort of girl who goes all weak-kneed when a driver flirts.”

Garrick felt Fanta tense beside him. For the sake of a quiet life, he forced himself not to react.

“Tell us about Chee Lam,” Fanta said, quickly changing the subject.

The change in Tovey was immediate and total. He straightened; his hands came off the table into his lap.

“I don’t know anything about Mr Lam.”

“You know he’s put a lot of money into your team.”

“I know the alleged numbers. I don’t know the man. I also know he’s not willing to put any more in. And he has the money.”

“Then why doesn’t he spend a little more for the win?”

Tovey looked at the doors again as the noise rose; a coach party of children had entered, chaperoned by harried teachers. When he spoke, it was barely above the hubbub.

“Money turns up in this sport from places you don’t ask too many questions about. Sponsors that don’t sell anything. Backers with companies within companies but no employees.” He licked his lips. “Twice this year we’ve had invoices settled inside an hour by people I’ve never heard of. One from a company in Hong Kong, for parts that never arrived. But when we really need it...” He shrugged.

“Do you think it’s laundered money?” Garrick said pointedly.

“I couldn’t even begin to explain how that works,” said Tovey carefully. “However, I think that if a man like that decides a team is worth more shut than open, then he only has to stop paying and the whole thing deals with itself. He doesn’t need to do anything to a car.”

The drizzle had turned to proper rain by the time they exited the service station.

Tovey walked with them across the car park with a sense of urgency, his hood up as if fearing being identified.

“Everything’s on Brands now. If Lukas wins the title, we’re still skint, but we’re a team with a champion in it, and that’s worth something. Or rather, Lukas will be. If he doesn’t win, everything Miles and Dean owe goes down with it, and the pair of them walk away from a couple million quid’s worth of trouble. Well, except Dean. He once told me his house was used as collateral.”

He stopped by his battered blue Octavia estate with a Pilgrims sticker peeling at one corner. He dug out his keys from his coat pocket. His phone rang as he unlocked the door. Garrick and Fanta said goodbye and headed for their vehicles as Tovey sat in his car to take the call.

Garrick’s mind had already turned to his impending meeting with Reynolds, so he was only half-tuned in to what Fanta was saying.

“There’s something he’s not telling us,” she was saying.

Garrick was typing a reply to another message he had missed from Reynolds. “Why call us and then not tell us everything?”

They reached Fanta’s car first. She looked back to see Tovey hadn’t yet left. “He was being evasive. He didn’t want to blame anybody. You heard him, he practically blamed himself. That’s not the same man who called us in.”

Garrick had to agree. Something felt off.

“Well, there is the obvious–” he began.

Tovey’s Octavia suddenly lit up in a massive fireball – it was like watching a rocket launch as an orange cushion of flames erupted from under the chassis and flipped the vehicle off the ground.

Then the noise hit them like a wall.


Chapter Eighteen


Pandemonium was too slight a word to describe how the evening crashed around David Garrick.

The explosion had damaged several vehicles around Tovey’s Skoda Octavia, but mercifully there was nobody else around to be injured.

People had poured from the service station, some clutching small red fire extinguishers, although they were unable to get close to the ferocious flames devouring the vehicle.

Countless people fled the scene – some fearing subsequent attacks, others unwilling to disrupt their journeys by being dragged into an inevitable police investigation.

Four uniformed officers, a pair from Surrey, the others from Kent, joined Garrick and Fanta in keeping the crowd of gawkers safely away. They were joined by six traffic officers and were able to prevent further arrivals from jamming up the car park.

After twelve minutes of helplessness, two fire appliances finally arrived, sirens screaming. The crew had the flames out in moments, leaving twisted, blackened wreckage with no identifiable driver. For a second, Garrick had the crazy notion that Tovey had somehow escaped, but he knew the reality.

As the senior officer on site, he bore squarely the responsibility for the situation. That was compounded by a series of increasingly urgent messages from Reynolds to meet.

More police arrived as Garrick spoke with the service station manager and watched the CCTV footage covering the car park from the moment Tovey arrived, to the incident. It was an easy conclusion to reach - whatever explosive device had killed him, it had been planted on the vehicle before he arrived. It wasn’t helpful in any way at determining who was responsible, but it confirmed that interviewing the hundreds of people at Clacket Lane would be a waste of time; the killer wouldn’t be within miles. Checking his watch several times, and messaging Wendy that he wouldn’t be home any time soon, Garrick spoke to Fanta away from the massing police presence.

“Something has come up with the Super,” he said, avoiding her suspicious look. “I have to go and see him.”

Fanta made a pretence of looking at a watch she wasn’t wearing. “At this time of night?” She gestured around, her voice strained. “While this circus is going on?”

Garrick held up a hand to calm her. “I know, I know. But it’s complicated, Liu. Rivers is on her way–”

“Oh, joy,” Fanta said flatly.

Garrick bit his lip to avoid saying anything to inflame her. “But she’s forty minutes out.”

“Tied up with Harry,” she said, barely audibly.

“What?”

“Nothing, Guv.”

Garrick spread his hands to take in the car park that was awash with blue lights.

“I need to go. That makes you the senior officer in charge.”

The old Fanta would have been chomping at the bit for the opportunity. This version of her treated him to a sour look.

“I’ll make sure it’s on my CV.”

Garrick wanted to say a dozen things. Most of them harsh, and along the lines of buck your ideas up, you’ve been making rookie mistakes lately; but the problem was he sympathised with her. She was too good for the crap she was being made to wade through right now. But telling her that would be an admission too far. She deserved the truth. But she was not going to get it.

A rat in the force was just too big an issue and the old wartime phrase loose lips sink ships felt far too apt right now.

“Good. Deal with it, Detective,” he said curtly. He took one look at his watch and walked away.

He felt a complete arse abandoning his junior in the middle of a crime scene that had killed one of their main witnesses – and had turned their case into a literal powder keg.

But leave he must.

The pain behind Garrick’s right eye had flared up at Clacket Lane, and somewhere around Junction 5 of the M20, it had become a tempest. At one point he considered pulling over to steady himself, but the clever removal of the UK motorway’s safety hard shoulder had thwarted that idea.

By the time he swung into the yard at Maidstone the streetlights had grown haloes and a tightening of his stomach made him fear he was developing an ulcer.

None of this was helped by the acrid stench of smoke on his clothing. He hadn’t paid any attention to it while dealing with the aftermath of the explosion, but now, in the confines of his car, it was apparent it had seeped into his Barbour jacket and his hair. He’d spent the last twenty minutes driving with the windows down.

The motor pool sat behind the station under sodium lights. It was a double row of pool cars nose-in to the fence and beaded with rain. At the far end, Superintendent Malcolm Reynolds stood in the shadows near the station’s entrance door; a simple act that made him look more suspicious than if he’d been jimmying the doors of the vehicles. He stood with the bearing of a military man. Garrick had heard that was part of his past, but he’d never had the inclination to get to know his boss any more than he needed to. And yet now, circumstance was pushing them closer together than his own team.

With a sigh, he got out of his car and approached him.

“Sir.”

“Clacket Lane sounds a mess, David.” Reynolds wrinkled his nose as Garrick drew closer. “Smells like it, too.”

“Liu’s got it covered. Surrey are running the scene, but it’s our witness who was assassinated.”

“Assassinated is a loaded word.”

Garrick shrugged. “The chances of it being an accident are...” He held his thumb and index finger fractionally apart. “And leaving a DC in charge of the scene is going to raise a lot of questions with my team, so we better make this count.”

Reynolds puffed his cheeks but didn’t flare up in the way he usually would. Whatever weight was on his shoulders had grounded him. A Super in charge of a compromised station was facing something career-ending, and he knew it.

He glanced along the rows of vehicles, then up at the back of the building. “I want the camera out of your room tonight. Bagged, sealed, signed by both of us. But not logged into our own exhibit store. It needs to go someplace else.”

“Where?”

“That’s my problem.” Reynolds turned his warrant card over in his palm. “Yours is that from the moment you touched that vent, your prints are on it, so you now have to prove it wasn’t you who planted it. Whoever is at the other end knows you’ve found it. That makes you a target.”

Garrick felt a shiver run down his spine. The silence was stirred as somewhere over towards the custody block, a van reversed, beeping. The attempt on his life with a bulldozer indicated that it was a possibility – if it wasn’t connected to the case he had been running at the time. As ever, cases only really ended with a conviction in court, not collaring the perp in the street as was often suggested by TV shows. At that point, only selected evidence was ever presented in court. Anything that suggested a loose end was catnip to a defending barrister. If Garrick was the only one who knew about the camera, then he could well believe his life was in danger…

If it was linked to the ongoing Murder Club. At this point, that was just a theory, not even circumstantial evidence. Certainly nothing that would hold up in a court. But Garrick was seasoned enough to know that when enough circumstantial evidence was amassed, the odds of it being coincidence rapidly diminished.

Reynolds must have read his mind. “I need hard evidence to swing things my way, David. Not an anecdote.”

At half past midnight, the second floor of Maidstone had a dead, buzzing stillness that could burst at any moment as the county’s late-night denizens came to the fore. The cleaning staff had long since left, and two uniforms were snatching some sleep in the canteen in the time-honoured tradition of shift workers everywhere.

Garrick’s incident room door was locked. He lifted his lanyard, held the card against the reader, and got the green flash and heard the heavy clack of the lock releasing. He eyed Reynolds in silent confirmation that – so far – all was as it should be.

Inside, the boards were as they had left them. Danny Royce, alive and grinning in a Pilgrims polo shirt. Lukas Vinter and Nikki Frayne smouldering into the lens. The room smelled of Harry Lord’s Yorkshire Tea and somebody’s microwaved Chinese meal.

Garrick pulled Liu’s chair to the back wall, took the pair of nitrile gloves Reynolds held out, and knelt up on it.

“Let me record this,” Reynolds said, lifting his phone to landscape and hitting record.

The vent looked exactly as Garrick had left it, which meant it was covered in his prints. If the perpetrator had had any sense, Garrick’s would be the only ones still on it.

The cover came easily away.

The ribbed metal duct ran back into the dark with a scatter of grey fluff along the bottom. His phone torch illuminated… nothing.

There was no camera.

“Shit,” Garrick muttered.

He put his hand in up to the wrist and swept his fingers along the metal, just in case.

“Well?” Reynolds said. His voice had gone up half a tone.

Garrick came down off the chair.

“It’s gone.”

Reynolds stopped recording and looked between Garrick and the vent.

“Gone?”

Garrick bit his lip and nodded as the enormity of the situation struck him.

He had been so shocked at finding the camera that he hadn’t recorded the moment. Then he’d been pushed to replace the vent before any of his team arrived – so he had failed to take even a single picture of it.

He caught Reynolds’ expression – it was unreadable.

“I know what I saw,” Garrick said firmly.

Reynolds gave a single nod. “Right. Then we find out who’s been in here.”

The room had its own reader, because it was a major incident room and everything that went in and out of it had to be accounted for. Every card presented at that door was logged by the force’s access control system: which door, credentials, names, dates, times, granted or refused. Estates & Facilities ran the security access. Right now, every member of that team was at home in bed.

“We should get the Head of Business Services down here,” Garrick said.

Reynolds shook his head. “You’re assuming we can trust her. Ultimately, I’m responsible for any breach in security here. Let’s go to my office.”

Garrick replaced the vent and found the spectrum analyser where he had left it. He powered it up and the tone detected the trigger hanging in a plastic evidence bag on the board. When he swept it across the vent, the scanner didn’t issue a peep. Moving it around the room, it remained silent.

He locked the room before following his boss. He didn’t think it was wise to point out that, on the face of the evidence, there had been no breach. Just Garrick’s word for it. The word of a man who had suffered hallucinations. Garrick felt the ground shift under his feet; his own career was potentially in just as much jeopardy as Reynolds’.

The two plain-clothes detectives they passed on the way to Reynolds’ office failed to mask their surprise at seeing their boss in at this late hour. Heads bobbed, and firm ‘Sirs’ were given in greeting, but they had the sense not to hang around and be dragged into anything serious enough to bring the Super in so late.

Reynolds stood in the middle of his office and looked around, trying to spot anything amiss. Then he sat at his desk and woke his computer from sleep. As he entered his password, Garrick swept the spectrum analyser across the room. It remained silent. Disappointed, he stood over Reynolds’ shoulder and indicated the screen.

“You know that’ll log your accesses as well,” Garrick pointed out.

“Good. I’d like a record of me looking.” Reynolds squinted at the screen. The access report came up as a plain white grid. Garrick leaned in, and the pain behind his eye threatened to drag him into the screen, like Alice going on a trip through the looking glass.

12:56 – RIVERS E, granted, entry

12:57 – GARRICK D, granted, exit.

13:01 – RIVERS E, granted, exit

13:07 – WILKES S, granted, entry.

13:02 – WILKES S, granted, exit.

14:46 – LORD H, granted, entry.

14:48 – RIVERS E, granted, entry.

17:12 – WILKES S, granted, entry.

18:02 – RIVERS E, granted, exit.

18:03 – LORD H, granted, exit.

19:04 – WILKES S, granted, exit.

And then nothing, until 22:34, GARRICK D, granted, entry.

Reynolds scrolled it twice, as if the answer might be hiding underneath.

“Nobody,” Reynolds said. “Nobody else has been in that room.”

“Somebody has.”

“Not according to this.” Reynolds tapped the screen with a folded knuckle. “And this is what an inquiry will go on.”

Garrick tried to surf the wave of anxiety welling inside. There must be a way to bypass the system… either that, or he was going crazy.

“There’s a corridor camera at the lift end,” Reynolds mused. “It should just about have your door in, but I can’t pull that footage without raising a request.” Reynolds drummed his fingers on the desk.

“I know what I saw,” Garrick said.

“I have no reason to doubt you,” said Reynolds. “Which is worse as it leaves one obvious solution.” He tapped the list of names that accessed the room. “One of your team took it.”

Garrick’s skin crawled at the very idea.

Reynolds circled the mouse pointer around each name in turn.

“You leave. Liu more or less at the same time. Lord, Rivers, and Wilkes in and out.” He looked meaningfully at Garrick. “Which leaves Wilkes in that room, alone, for an hour, undisturbed.”

Garrick shook his head before Reynolds had finished. “Nope.”

“David—”

“That lad was blown through a doorway on my say-so and came back to work with his eyebrows singed off. He put me on the ground at a paddock with a round already in the air, like some presidential bodyguard. He’s engaged to Liu. Sean Wilkes is not our rat.”

“I’m not saying he is.” Reynolds’ voice stayed level. “I’m just doing what we’re trained to do, David. Follow the evidence without judgement or emotion.”

“Evidence which has gone,” Garrick pointed out. “How does that fit into your narrative?”

Reynolds gave him an odd look and nodded. “Good point. As much as I hate it, it keeps you on the suspect list.”

Garrick frowned. “For a crime that apparently hasn’t been committed?”

Reynolds knew he’d cornered himself. He held up a hand to contain Garrick’s mounting frustration.

“Wait a moment, David. I came to you for help because I know you are the one person in the building who can be trusted. I said I believe you – which means it has been removed. And whoever took that camera did it with the full knowledge it would lead to this situation.”

“Creating mistrust between you and I…”

Reynolds nodded. “I’d rather we don’t fall into that trap, if you don’t mind.”

The house in Kingsnorth was dark except for the landing light still blazing.

Garrick let himself in at just after midnight, hung his smoke-infused coat on the newel post, and stood for a while in the hall with his shoes in his hand as he listened to the silence. Duplo was scattered on the bottom of the stairs, like a Home Alone trap. The fridge in the kitchen was grinding away to itself as Wendy had warned him, and from upstairs came the soft murmurings of her sleeping.

He closed his eyes and savoured the moment.

On the middle shelf in the fridge, on a plate, under cling film, was a wedge of beef and ale pie, a heap of dauphinoise and about nine small roast potatoes, which was more roast potatoes than any reasonable person should be allocated.

A Post-it note on the film, in biro, in capitals:

LEFTOVERS FROM THE FUNCTION. NOT THE TRIFLE. THAT’S MUM’S AND SHE WILL HUNT YOU DOWN X

He ate it cold, standing at the counter in the dark, grateful that the woman who had been on her feet since six, done forty covers, collected a child, driven home, fed and entertained the child – had still managed to think of him.

He looked at Amy’s painting on the fridge door, which was either the three of them or a dinosaur, and thought about the jeweller’s in Canterbury.

He promised himself that he would go in next week. Tuesday, maybe. Wednesday at the latest. It was time to start enjoying life. He rinsed the plate, set it on the rack, and picked up his phone to put it on charge.

There was one missed call but no voicemail or follow-up message.

Just a caller ID that filled him with dread.

DCI OLIVER KANE.


Chapter Nineteen


“I’m beginning to think that you’ve got it in for me, for some reason,” Sergeant Gail Murray said by way of greeting as Garrick arrived in the SCIU. She wielded a chipped Manchester United mug of tea, using it more as a pointer than a refreshment.

It had taken two days for the onsite forensic team to mop up at Clacket Lane before they decamped down to Pilgrims’ office, which had been the last verified place Tovey had parked his car.

Fanta and Rivers had spent the last two days there, combing through every inch of security footage from the multiple units and interviewing everybody on the industrial estate.

The strain on resources was taking its toll on the investigation, with the added wrinkle that Surrey Police now wanted constant updates. Luckily, the team was on good terms with Surrey’s DI Fellows, who they had worked with before. At least that made for a frictionless side-investigation.

Garrick wasn’t in the mood for Murray’s frivolities. He was exhausted. The ache in his skull had intensified enough to cause a brief wave of dizziness. He had promised himself that health came first, but so far, he had been unable to spare the time to talk to Rajasekar.

“It’s just one car this time,” he said with forced calm. “I thought you’d approve.”

Murray’s eyebrow twitched in disagreement as she led him to the remains of Tovey’s Octavia mounted on a stand.

“But not another race car. You’ve slipped back in my estimation with a friggin’ Skoda.”

There was little left to identify the model; just a charred black metal skeleton that still stank of scorched upholstery and melted plastic. The smell was sickening, but Murray remained unaffected as she sipped her tea.

“To be honest, from our end, this is pretty straightforward. An explosive device was wedged next to the petrol tank. It went off, acting like a rocket to lift the car up. It came down with enough force to buckle the chassis.”

Garrick recalled how the car had risen almost vertically. Flames had engulfed the vehicle the second it was airborne.

“We found fragments of what we think may be the device. It was basic and brutal. The lab in Ebbsfleet is running those.” She looked sidelong at Garrick. “I laid it on heavy that you needed results now.”

“Appreciated.”

Murray shrugged. “If it gets you outta my hair...” Before Garrick could reply, she drew in a sharp breath. “I was in Northern Ireland during the Troubles. Saw a number of these.” She indicated the rear of the car with her cup, the tea almost spilling over the edge. “The petrol acted as an accelerant – the fireball was channelled from back to front. It would’ve killed the driver before it hit the ground.”

Garrick nodded. If somebody wanted to warn Tovey to keep silent, there were easier ways. “What about the detonator?”

“I can’t give you any hard facts on that. The lab may find out more. Wiring it to the ignition or pedals is the easiest old-school technique but takes a bit of access and time.”

“CCTV from Clacket Lane showed nobody had come close to his car since he arrived.”

Murray nodded. “Which implies that he was carrying it with him the whole way. Then a remote trigger.”

“We’re scraping traffic cameras along his route to see if it could have been attached while he was at the lights or something.”

Murray pulled a face. “Maybe. You needed to get under the car to edge this in place. A quick job, I reckon, if you know what you’re doing.”

Instinctively, Garrick was having trouble with the thought of the killer using a remote detonator. While Rivers had argued that it fitted the same MO as Danny Royce’s killer, if somebody had been watching Tovey, why not bump him off before he had the chance to speak with the police? And in that case, why not when Garrick and Fanta were standing close to him? Three birds; one stone.

Not that he had said anything incriminating. On the contrary, he’d been vague.

“That’s all you can tell?” Garrick hadn’t meant it to sound like an accusation, but he cringed as it came out that way. Next to him, Murray bridled.

“No. The fire damage scorched the killer’s name and address off the dashboard, along with the message asking for five stars on their Trustpilot review. That good enough for you?” She drank again then held up her fist. When Garrick blinked in surprise, she shook it. “This is how much explosive was needed to lift that car up and cause that damage. That is if it’s the regular sort used industrially.” She rattled her fist again. “This is how much would be missing from their stores.”

Garrick thanked her for dealing with the evidence so efficiently and made sure he sounded genuinely grateful and reminded himself to have a box of pastéis de nata sent across. On the way out he caught site of Fanta’s car, still unmoved from the last time he saw it. For a moment he considered asking if it could be released from evidence – but decided it would cause more trouble than it was worth.

He started the engine of his car without thinking – and only a second later did he realise that may have been Colin Tovey’s last action. Had he felt anything? Had his execution been instantaneous? Had he any inkling his life was in danger?

The more he thought about their meeting, the more convinced he was that Tovey had been holding back. Witnesses only tended to do that for one reason: fear.

He checked his phone in case there were any updates from the forensic lab in Ebbsfleet. Senior forensic expert, Zoe, had called him personally to assure him her best people were on the case, and to try and snag a VIP pass for the last race at Brands Hatch.

He joined Fanta and Ellen down at Pilgrims’ garage in New Ash Green. They had waded through the collective grief that had overwhelmed the team, and he was glad to have side-stepped that responsibility. He noticed that somebody had hung a black flag over the doorway, and wondered if it was the same one they’d used to mark the passing of Danny Royce.

Outside, a mobile police unit had been set up as temporary accommodation for the detectives. The modified Mercedes-Benz Sprinter had just enough room for a couple of desks and a kettle. Garrick made straight for the garage to talk to Slater.

He glimpsed the finishing touches of Lukas’ car being assembled, and equipment being packed up, before Dean Slater intercepted him, and led him outside.

“Whatever you have to say, Detective, I don’t want anybody in there having to deal with it.” He was brusque, but Garrick could understand why.

Slater quickly walked across the car park to distance himself from the building, lighting a cigarette as he did so and drawing in a lungful of smoke which he slowly exhaled.

“Tell me you know who did that.”

Garrick shook his head. “Nothing I can divulge at this stage.”

He had expected Slater’s usual arrogance; a snappy demand for answers. Instead, he closed his eyes and nodded. Fanta had already interviewed the team. He’d read their statements. They echoed the usual pattern of sadness and shock and offered no new morsels.

It started to drizzle, but neither man made any attempt to stay dry. Garrick nodded towards the garage. “Packing up?”

“Training session at Brands this weekend. We need all the practice we can get. Lukas is practically falling apart. He and Colin were friends.”

“Is it safe to race?” Garrick immediately regretted his phrasing, but Slater didn’t challenge him.

“If you mean, should we pull out? I’ve had Ceesay on the phone asking the very same thing. Lukas wants to race. We need him to race.” He looked pointedly at Garrick. “Colin wanted him to win, so of course, Lukas has got that in his head.” He touched the side of his head and mimed an explosion with his fingers. “Nothing is going to change his mind.”

“But it’s not just your driver’s head that needs to be focused, is it? You barely have a support team.”

“Wayne Jones has just been promoted from second mechanic… to acting race engineer.” He gave a grim chuckle and pulled a long drag on his cigarette. “Without the pay rise of course. Just added guilt.”

“It would be remiss of me if I didn’t suggest you withdraw from the race. We can’t guarantee Lukas’ safety.”

Slater jerked a thumb towards the mobile police unit.

“Your lot have been telling everybody that. Nobody wants to back out. They want to do it for Danny and Colin.” He sucked on the cigarette and shook his head. “It’s become a soddin’ crusade.”

“What about you?”

“What about me? I’m a co-owner of a cursed team. We’re all damned whatever we do.” He looked sidelong at Garrick. “Everybody is now saying Danny was sabotaged. It’s gone from rumour to certainty. If you think morale was low before this, now there is an utter lack of trust circulating in there.”

“And where is Ackroyd in all of this?”

“In London discussing finance. I say he’s keeping his head down because he can’t deal with this. If I know that son of a bitch, he’s negotiating a golden parachute as we speak.”

Something niggled on the edge of Garrick’s mind, a sense that there was something he needed to pursue on that – but he had more immediate questions that demanded answers. And to get them, he needed to be more direct.

“Why was Danny Royce at Brands Hatch the day before his death? He was arguing with Nikki Frayne and he hadn’t signed in.”

Slater’s eyes flashed in surprise, and he used the time to draw on his cigarette to not say anything impulsive.

“I didn’t know that.”

“Then indulge me with a guess as to why he would be there.”

“They had been in a relationship. He jumped teams. She is one angry woman who is very good at mind games. Maybe he was trying the same tactic?”

Garrick noted the deliberate angry woman slight. Never an angry man. He was beginning to feel sympathetic towards Nikki; after all, she wasn’t the one who had sneaked into the track. Granted, she wasn’t dead, either. He decided it was time to take a punt. “Did he know she had slept with Lukas?”

This time, Slater was unable to hide his reaction. He looked anywhere other than at the detective as his mind whirled through excuses.

“That’s not my news to tell. And, Christ, the whole league isn’t exactly filled with monks. Or nuns.”

“It’s evidence that has been omitted from an active murder enquiry. Double murder enquiry,” Garrick emphasised.

Slater flicked the cigarette stub away. “Detective, in just over a week everything we have built up here, everything Danny and Colin died for, will be over. If you think that’s because of some stupid love triangle, then I think you are no closer to cracking this case than I am.”

He stalked back to the garage without a word. Garrick fought the temptation of dragging Slater down for a more formal interview to get the smarmy git to say more in front of his brief, but the lack of evidence was stalling progress. Now, the sense of paranoia enveloping the team ensured lips were remaining sealed.

Jilted lovers were capable of the most heinous crimes.

Yet here was an atmosphere of sabotage and an undercurrent of fear. And they were still missing the root cause.

He joined Ellen Rivers in the mobile unit. She was sitting at a plywood desk, typing on a laptop. A small plastic kettle was coming to the boil, next to a box of Yorkshire Tea. She looked up wearily.

“On your own?”

“Liu doesn’t seem to want to spend time with me cooped up in here.” She gave a small smile. “Can’t think why.” She gestured to the garage. “And the atmosphere in there isn’t exactly a picnic.” She dropped a teabag into a mug and poured the boiling water over it.

“Please tell me you have just uncovered the key to all of this.”

Rivers barked a laugh, then stretched her arms behind her head, her shoulders cracking.

“We’ve found more dead ends than a…” She struggled to make an analogy. “Harry strung together a lot of CCTV footage tracking Tovey from here to Clacket Lane. We’re going through that. It looked as if he didn’t stop off anywhere. And as far as we can see, nobody approached his vehicle en route.”

“Meaning that the explosive device was on his car when he left here.”

She nodded. “There is a camera outside the door.” She indicated outside, “and one from the unit next door. Both covered Tovey’s car. Nobody other than him approached it. Could he have been carrying it on himself?”

Garrick shook his head. “Forensics say it was under the car.”

“That doesn’t bloody help,” Ellen sighed. “Then logically we need to roll the clock back. Find out when it was planted.”

“It appears so.”

That was logical, but it irked Garrick’s sensibilities. The timing of the event was specific. When Tovey was due to talk to him and Fanta.

Fanta had set it up while on her way to talk to Nikki Frayne.

A time had been set by Tovey.

Garrick felt that was the window of opportunity for the assassin. A flurry of ideas suddenly sparked in his mind.

“I need a list of everybody in and out of this site during the whole day but focus on who was with him when Liu set up our meeting. Who else knew about the time.”

“What are you thinking?”

“I’m not sure…” That was a lie, but caution was staying his hand. Outside of the garage, there was another avenue by which the rendezvous could have been known to the killer.

Via the spy-camera in the incident room.

Garrick had naturally assumed it was connected to his Super’s situation. But there was also a possibility somebody was specifically keeping tabs on this case. He found it hard to believe… yet, ironically, it was one of the more solid pieces of evidence they had.

Which led him to the list of who was in the incident room at the time Liu was arranging the meeting: Sean, Harry, and Ellen.

He looked at the back of his DS’s head as she stirred the teabag in her cup. It was impossible they were connected to events at Pilgrims. But if communications had been breached…

He forced that idea aside – but not before making a mental note to check that no explosives were missing from police evidence.

Again, a ridiculous notion…

He gently massaged his temples. He’d taken medication on the drive down, so he had to wait a good six hours before he could pop pills again. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was slipping down a rabbit hole of unrelated clues and increasing paranoia, both within the Pilgrims team, and his own head.

“You okay, Guv?” Ellen’s head cocked in concern. “I’ll make you a brew.” She reached across for another brown-stained mug.

Garrick smiled. “That sounds like a plan. Anything to make a crap day better.”

“Speaking of which,” came a voice from the door.

Garrick and Rivers looked up. Rivers registered the visitor in surprise. Garrick in dread.

“DCI Kane,” he said flatly. “Just the man I didn’t want to see.”


Chapter Twenty


“That’s a terrible way to greet an old colleague,” Kane said.

He stood in the doorway of the mobile unit with the drizzle beading on the shoulders of his coat, one hand curled around a vape. The grey in his short beard had spread since Garrick had last seen him.

Garrick pulled a face. “Colleague is stretching the definition.”

Rivers was already on her feet, raising the mug she had selected for Garrick.

“Sir. Cuppa?”

“Oliver. And no thank you, Ellen.” He let his eyes rest on her for a moment too long. Garrick knew she had already been interviewed by him regarding Reynolds, but didn’t know if there had been any further contact between them. “I need a word with David here, if you can spare him.”

“Absolutely.” There was a flippant tone in her voice that made Kane smile.

The industrial estate was surrendering to the evening. Security lights had begun tripping on along the row of units, each one throwing its own hard white pool onto the wet tarmac.

Garrick led him across the car park, away from the garage to the strip of bays marked out near the gate. They had full view of the taped cordon that forensics had set up where Tovey’s Octavia had been parked.

Kane took a drag on his vape. “Clacket Lane sounds like a nightmare.”

“Ruthless is the word that popped to mind. And professional.”

Professional was a word no seasoned detective never wanted to hear. Amateurs made mistakes. Experts hid them.

“You didn’t drive down from London to look at a parking space. Especially when it’s not your case.”

Kane drew on the vape and let out a cloud that smelled of mango. “You didn’t return my call.”

“I haven’t been in the mood for socialising.”

“Shame. And here I was thinking that you were avoiding me.”

Garrick grinned. “Damn. You’re such a good detective.”

“I’d avoid me, too.”

Garrick had come to terms with the fact that while Kane was no friend, and only by definition, a colleague, he was also no enemy. Yet his mere presence was inflaming the pain behind Garrick’s eye. He rubbed it as he caught something move in the pooling shadows near the perimeter wall. Possibly a fox… it was a better option than the alternative.

Garrick drew in a breath and tried not to retch because of the lingering vape cloud. “I take it it’s Club business that brings you out to the sticks?”

“I can’t think of any other reason to visit Kent.” Kane glanced back at the mobile unit, at the yellow window with Rivers moving behind it. “We’re close. On the Club.”

“Arrests?”

“I didn’t say that.” Kane’s mouth twitched. “But when it goes, it won’t go quietly, because of who’s in it.”

“Whitehall?”

“I’d love to tell you you’re wrong.”

Garrick had waited a long time for somebody to tell him the murderous cancer had been rooted out. Now that Kane was close to delivering that, he mostly felt sick, and decided to blame the tablets.

“Why are you telling me? I’m not on it. I’m not allowed near it, quite rightly. You’ve made a point out of reminding me dozens of times.”

“Because I thought you’d rather hear it from me than Molly Meyers.” Meyers was the journalist who had become a victim of the Murder Club. She owed her career to Garrick. And her life. Kane pocketed his vape. “And because your name is all the way through the material like a stick of rock.”

The rain intensified. Neither of them moved.

“Your sister was at the heart of it, we know.” Kane managed to inject some sympathy into the words. “But the information they had on you was something else. Not just where you were. When you were signed off and what with. Which consultant. Which hospital. What you were working on... and I’m talking about leads and case notes that were not submitted as evidence.”

Garrick tried his best not to give anything away when he met Kane’s eyes.

“Confidential information from HOLMES?”

Kane’s jaw tightened. “Edwards had it all. It came from inside your station. A steady drip feed.”

“Drury?”

“That was the first theory. It’s the obvious one.” Kane shook his head slowly. “It doesn’t hold. Twice the material was passed while she was out. The last package we can date is four months after she was moved.”

“Meaning that this mole is still there?”

“Not a lot of people have left in the interim.”

Chib was the name neither man wanted to mention. A friend to both and, in Garrick’s mind, a copper beyond reproach.

Garrick felt his knuckles bunch in anger. “Not one of mine.”

Kane picked his words with care. “From the shape of it, it doesn’t look like one person. Different systems. Different habits. Two hands, maybe? We wasted a lot of time looking at Drury.”

Ruining her career, Garrick mentally translated.

Kane gestured helplessly. “We should have started with when, rather than with who.”

For some reason, the words resonated with Garrick. Along the fence line, he watched a figure form from the shadows and walk towards them. He swore he’d just appeared out of nowhere. A man in a high-vis jacket with a lanyard and a set of keys, locking up the unit three doors down.

“Evenin’,” the man said.

“Evening,” Kane replied with a nod. Then he looked at Garrick and frowned. “You okay?”

Garrick knew he needed sleep. His brain had screamed at him that the man in the high-vis was a hallucination – until the second Kane had spoken to him. Worse, part of him had been hoping the man wasn't real – because then the camera might not have been either. But now Kane’s accusations were fuelling his paranoia. Reynolds was right to be worried.

He did the arithmetic. Reynolds had arrived after Edwards died. He’d been brought in because of it. Rivers had come down from South Yorkshire five months ago and had never set foot in Kent before that; and Reynolds had been the one to recruit her.

That meant the two people he had no reason to trust, he could trust. It wasn’t much of a comfort.

“For what it’s worth,” Kane said, “I’ve kept tabs on you. Since Beachy Head.” He said it lightly. “I’ve got your back.”

Garrick shuddered. It wasn’t the comfort Kane assumed it was. It raised the question – had Kane planted the camera in an effort to smoke out the mole?

Throb.

Garrick massaged his temples.

“Look, I appreciate all this intel, but right now I’m not sure what it is you want of me. I’ve got a case which may have a ticking clock of a week and has just notched up one more victim. A team who are overworked and – even if they don’t know it – under suspicion. Just tell me what it is you want?”

Kane’s mouth worked for a moment, but the words didn’t come.

“Nothing. Other than for you to keep your eyes open.” After some thought he added, “And keep reminding yourself that you’re a family man now.”

Garrick gave him a curious look.

Realising how ominous that sounded, Kane raised his hand. “Stop taking chances. When things come down… know that you won’t be on your own.”

The pain behind Garrick’s eye went off like a flashbulb. Kane looked at him with genuine concern.

“If I were you, unless you’ve got a red-hot lead to pursue, I’d turn your phone off for the weekend.”

“That’s the nicest way anybody’s told me I’m a liability.”

“You’re not a liability. You’re a witness. That’s worse.” He put out his hand. “Good to see you, David.”

Garrick shook it.

“I wish I could say the same.”

He watched Kane walk out of the estate, to his car parked on the main road, and stood a moment in the rain, thinking about two days off. He had asked Wendy for Sunday together - an actual whole day, but she was working – and enjoying it. A complete reversal of the status quo. He’d promised himself a trip to the jeweller’s, but that would have to go on hold once again since Tovey’s death now hogged the priority list.

Kane’s words came back to him: we should have started with when.

With so many conflicting thoughts and loose ends flailing around his mind, Garrick had the sense he was stuck inside a hurricane.

And now he had suddenly stepped out into the eye of the storm. As the rain pattered around him, one thread wagged for attention.

Tovey’s meeting had been set by text, by Liu when she was on the road. That was less than three hours before the man sat down in front of his last Big Mac.

Everything else about this case had been said out loud in the incident room, under that vent, for anybody to hear.

But not that.

Garrick stood very still with the rain running off his nose and tried to make the thought meaningful. It refused to play ball. He was too tired. But he knew something was there…

Rivers had two mugs on the desk when he entered the van. She bobbed her head in the direction Kane had disappeared.

“Was that about us, Guv?”

“No,” Garrick said, and hated how easily the lie came.

Ellen pursed her lips. “Or is it about why you left Liu running a critical scene?”

Garrick admired Ellen Rivers’ blunt Yorkshire demeanour. She wasn’t one to mince words or dance around people’s feelings. She got straight to the point – even to her superiors.

The worst part was, Garrick didn’t have an answer ready to throw back. Not even a lie. His silence was telling enough.


Chapter Twenty-One


It was the end of the second week in which Fanta Liu had not had a day off.

Since Clacket Lane she had barely slept, and last night she hadn’t bothered going home at all, waking at half four with her cheek stuck to a witness statement on her desk. Despite that, the offer to spend a Saturday at Brands Hatch while Lukas Vinter practised was welcome.

This time, not out of her love of cars.

It was an excuse not to be at the flat she shared with Sean Wilkes. Or rather, usually shared with Sean. He’d been cool with her ever since Silverstone. He’d barely exchanged a word with her that wasn’t part of the investigation, and he’d shown only a passing interest in her feelings since she’d stood in a car park and watched Colin Tovey die.

That was the part that stung. In the office Sean was quiet, taciturn to the point where people tended to forget he was in the room. Everywhere else he was all concern and attention; the polar opposite of her. She couldn’t think of a single reason he’d behave like this, other than that he was having doubts about their engagement.

And now she was beginning to wonder whether they’d done the right thing.

Fanta watched the race data on the laptop screen over Immy Fletcher’s shoulder. Even with her basic understanding of the peaks and troughs scrolling across the readouts, she could see that Lukas was performing a long way below his Silverstone peak.

The atmosphere in the garage was muted. All but silent. Tovey’s absence created a void nobody wanted to be the first to mention.

Wayne Jones, who had taken Tovey’s place, had spent the morning attempting to assert his authority in a relentlessly upbeat manner that jarred with the mood and was winning him no favours from anybody. Fanta had watched Immy snap her opinion on what was wrong with the engine straight over the top of him, then talk over him again when he tried to make his opinion known: new parts had just come through. The car was better than ever – it must be down to the driver. Lukas himself was almost monosyllabic when asked how the car was performing, although the disappointment on his face was readable to anyone.

Fanta felt as if she was witnessing the team lose before the final race had even begun.

They had a four-hour morning slot to tune the car for the circuit before Blackthorn came in for the afternoon session. Since Tovey’s death she had interviewed all of the teams separately on Zoom, and right now nobody was keen to talk to her any further.

The whisper of Danny’s car being sabotaged had now spread round the paddock, and it had done what rumour always did: everybody was on edge, conversations were truncated to just necessary business, and everybody checked who was standing behind them.

A fortnight ago, Fanta had been a curiosity in the garage, albeit an unwelcome one. Now she was treated as a harbinger of death.

She had never felt more isolated. And, not for the first time, the thought of giving her career a shot in the arm away from all of this rose up in her mind and sat there, vying for more attention.

She nursed a lukewarm cup of coffee and scrolled through her phone. When Lukas finished the laps and returned to the pit, some muted words were exchanged between him, Wayne, Chris Morton, and Immy, before the four of them leaned over the open engine to discuss solutions.

Fanta’s attention was on the forensic report that had landed on HOLMES. The lab at Ebbsfleet had found fragments of a mobile phone in the wreckage and strewn across the car park. It had been identified as a basic Nokia 105 handset sold for twenty quid. The cremated remains of the victim had already been recovered as best they could, along with the destroyed carcass of an iPhone. The idea that Tovey had been carrying a second phone was dismissed as the Nokia fragments had been found embedded in the underside of the vehicle. It was a reasonable deduction that it had been the bomb’s trigger.

When DS Rivers had finally turned up at Clacket Lane, she’d been surprised to find Fanta had already put in a request to hoover up all the mobile phone data in the area at the time. It had felt like the right thing to do. In retrospect it was a thankless task; the M25 was one of the busiest motorways in the country at any hour of the day, and the sheer flow of traffic meant they would need an absolute fluke to determine whether a call had detonated the device.

No SIM had been found. It wasn’t much of a surprise. It was a delicate, easily meltable part, and the fire had been ferocious enough to take everything else. Yet it gave her reason to believe the phone had been used as a timer rather than a remote trigger.

The roar of Lukas’ engine made her look up as he pulled out of the garage with a shriek of rubber. He was on his final thirty minutes of practice, and not improving.

She looked around, suddenly realising that neither Slater nor Ackroyd had shown their faces all day. Not that either man was needed during a test session, but given the precariousness of the team’s spirits she would have expected an appearance.

She made her way from the garage towards the side of the track and saw Eva standing near the pit entrance, staring out across the circuit. She was leaning on the barrier, head bowed and not moving.

Fanta approached slowly. “Hey. Are you okay?”

Eva looked up, pale, and wiped her mouth as she nodded.

“Detective. Hello.” The smile didn’t take. “Just feeling a bit out of it.”

Fanta gave her a sympathetic smile. “I don’t blame you. This whole situation is mad.” She nodded back towards the garage. “I wondered if you’d seen either Slater or Ackroyd today.”

Eva shook her head. “There’s a crisis meeting. I’m supposed to give them an update.” She shrugged, then leaned on the barrier to hold her weight. She didn’t even flinch when Lukas’ car roared past again with a deafening growl.

“Lap times are going backwards,” she said with a strained voice. “Which means we’ll all be looking for new jobs on Monday.”

Fanta knew what was socially expected. Move in. Offer comfort. Instead, she found herself woodenly patting Eva on the back.

“Maybe you should sit down. Shall we go and get a drink?”

Eva nodded — and then vomited on the tarmac.

Fanta leapt back in surprise and stared at the woman as she used a sleeve to wipe her mouth.

“This is the worst possible time to be out of a job,” Eva sobbed.

Fanta’s eyes flicked unwillingly between the vomit and Eva, who was wiping her eyes – and she remembered something Nikki had said.

“You’re pregnant…”

Eva’s hand went to her stomach, protectively, her eyes wide in alarm. Then she gave a rueful sniff and nodded.

“Thirteen weeks. I’m not showing.”

“Only when you throw up. Who’s the father? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Eva gave a sarcastic laugh. “Of course I mind.” She blinked, swallowed back a dry heave, and more tears flowed. “It’s Lukas’. He denies it. Says it must be Danny’s. I never slept with Danny. He just wants to avoid any responsibility. And of course he refuses to take a paternity test.”

“Are you keeping it?”

“I want to. Of course I do.” Fanta recognised the fear crossing Eva’s face. “This whole situation is a nightmare.” She gestured around helplessly, at the garages, the pit wall, the empty grandstands.

“Did Danny know?”

Eva nodded. “He knew what Lukas accused him of. And then that got to Nikki… who went bonkers at him. She used it as a weapon.”

Fanta’s mind was working overtime. The day before Danny’s crash, he’d come in and engaged in a shouting match with Nikki. Was it because she’d been spreading false rumours about the child’s father? She had hinted as much to Fanta: look at what he did to Eva. Did she mean Danny or Lukas?

“Do they know?” She jerked a thumb towards the garage.

Eva hesitated and looked away. “Not all of them. I don’t know. The boys were nervous of it getting out.” She gazed into the middle distance. “Lukas wants me to get rid of it.”

“Why would he care, if he thinks it isn’t his?”

“Because he knows it is.” She wiped her face with her sleeve, and for a moment she looked about nineteen. “He can’t deal with responsibility. Especially not with all this pressure on him. If he won… if he came out on top. Things would be different. We’d have a future.”

Fanta smiled softly. “Last weekend he proved he can push the envelope of what’s possible.”

They both watched as, out on the circuit, the Pilgrims car came off Clark Curve and hammered down the Brabham Straight towards Paddock Hill, carrying a season, a championship, the mortgages of everybody in the garage – and now the future of a child with it. It passed them in seconds.

“He can do it again,” Fanta assured her, although she wasn’t quite sure why she was being so understanding. She found Lukas annoying. After her initial fangirl moment, and falling victim to his subsequent charm, she now saw the shallow man beneath. Or a calculated man. Or both.

Now she was starting to wonder if he was a ruthless man.

Telling Eva to get rid of a baby she wanted was cold, even with the pressures weighing on his shoulders. She was beginning to see a man who had briefly been top dog at Pilgrims, then upstaged when Danny Royce was signed. That could not have sat comfortably with him, but would he have sabotaged his opponent? Perhaps not intending to kill… an accident that escalated, perhaps?

Fanta tracked Lukas’ car around the track, surprised by how fast her opinion of somebody had changed. She tried not to transpose that over her own life with Sean Wilkes, but it was difficult not to. She needed to focus on the matter at hand.

By watching over Lukas Vinter so protectively, had they really been protecting Danny Royce’s killer?


Chapter Twenty-Two


Other than the forensic report on Colin Tovey’s car, there were no updates on the case over the weekend, which meant that David Garrick had two whole days to focus on his family.

He had wasted most of it deliberating whether he should pop to Canterbury on Sunday and finally buy Wendy’s engagement ring. Instead, he spent the bulk of it sitting in The Seafarers in Folkestone, largely being ignored by his fiancée. The place was thriving, and she was in her element. Garrick felt like a fifth wheel. With her parents looking after Amy, he didn’t know what to do with himself. One night he had taken his new fossil cleaning kit off the shelf in the dining room, but had stared at it for the best part of an hour without opening it.

The one thing he was determined to do was not think about the conversation with DCI Kane. So naturally, that had been at the forefront of his mind. The headaches had faded, even if the anxiety hadn't. Despite that, he looked forward to the briefing on Monday morning, just for the sake of routine.

All the way through the briefing, Garrick caught himself glancing at the vent on the back wall and found himself tuning in and out of DS Rivers’ updates.

However, with the final race at the end of the week there was an ominous sense of a ticking clock, although the idea there was a threat to Lukas Vinter’s life was difficult to justify. It was also impossible to ignore.

With no updates, the team had scattered within minutes of finishing – Harry to SECU, Rivers to chase Ebbsfleet, Sean back to analysing the footage from Brands Hatch and tracing Tovey’s fateful journey to Clacket Lane.

Perhaps it was because his mind was skimming over the details that the hole around Colin Tovey was becoming increasingly frustrating. He had sensed Tovey was holding something back when they spoke, and his murder confirmed that. Even if the timing had been after he’d spoken.

It was time to talk to his widow. So far, family liaison had been supporting her as there had been no time for senior staff to show their faces as would be expected. Now the traces of explosives and a timer had confirmed that it was murder, it was Garrick’s duty to tell her. A task he hated performing, and one he felt he was not good at. He knew that Tovey’s widow deserved to know the police were doing all they could to bring his killer to justice. Even if it didn’t feel that way.

He asked Rivers to come with him, but she was joining Harry at SECU, so an unusually quiet Fanta Liu accompanied him.

The Toveys lived in a pebble-dashed semi at the end of a cul-de-sac in Larkfield. A silver Vauxhall Corsa sat on the drive with a scuffed rear bumper, and Garrick felt something twist in his chest.

I wouldn’t put it on my daughter’s Corsa, Tovey had said when talking about the second-hand parts they had been forced to use.

A lanky lad of about fifteen answered the door. He had his father’s narrow face and a school jumper he clearly hadn’t worn to school in a week.

“Mum,” he called over his shoulder, without taking his eyes off the warrant cards. “It’s them again.”

Sally Tovey was in her mid-fifties, small and in a stained, unbuttoned black cardigan. Her front room smelled of lilies, and sympathy cards covered every flat surface. Garrick picked an oversized one up. It was from Eva expressing her own heartbreak. A smaller one came from Ackroyd, and he noticed it was in the same handwriting.

On the mantelpiece, Colin Tovey grinned from a beach somewhere, sunburned, with a toddler on his shoulders who was now the young woman hovering in the kitchen doorway with a tea towel.

“Hannah, love, would you put the kettle on?”

The girl looked at Fanta, then at Garrick, and left without a word. Garrick heard the kettle go on, then a sob, quickly muffled.

Sally perched on the edge of an armchair with her hands clasped between her knees.

“The lady from the liaison service told me it wasn’t an accident.” She looked straight at Garrick.

“It’s true, Mrs Tovey. It was a planted explosive.”

He couldn’t give any further details and avoided the word assassination. To her credit she absorbed the news well. The notion that it had been an accident had been clearly unrealistic.

Beside him, Fanta sat unusually still, her notebook open on her knee.

“Twenty-six years,” Sally said. “And he won’t be coming back through that door.” Her breath stuttered as she fought to control it. “He loved that job. Racing was his everything.”

Her hands clenched and unclenched as she searched for any words to make the reality easier. Nothing came. Garrick had seen grief manifest on people many times, and it was never the same. He was also not one for pale platitudes and empty words. In all his career, he had never seen a single benefit in using them.

“I have to ask you some questions. Some of them may seem blunt.”

“Colin was blunt.”

“Was there anybody who didn’t like him?”

“Nobody didn’t like Col. He’d mend your fence without being asked, then complain you’d bought the wrong screws.” Something hardened behind her red-rimmed eyes. “If you want to know who he didn’t like, that’s different. Miles Ackroyd, for one.” She spat out the name. “When the team formed, Col saw the chance to properly make his mark. That didn’t last long.” She glanced between the two detectives. “Because Danny Royce joined.”

“He didn’t like Danny?” Fanta asked in surprise.

“No, no, not at all. He thought the bloke was talented. He just didn’t agree with what it did to Lukas.”

Garrick frowned. “Danny was a better driver.”

“Who came with a ton of baggage and cost more money. Money that should have been used to improve the cars. Which would improve the team. Which would make them real contenders.” She bit her lip. “When he brought it up with Miles… he didn’t want to know. And when he found out they were underfunded, Miles pointed out Col was there to solve it, not complain about it.” She rubbed her eyes and shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “Since Easter he'd come home depressed. Every night. That man had him signing off parts he wouldn’t put on a lawnmower because there was no money for new ones.” Her voice cracked but didn’t break. “He pushed that team until something gave. Danny was just a boy, really.”

“You think Miles Ackroyd was responsible for the crash?”

“Colin did. Inadvertently, maybe, but…” She licked her dry lips. “I think if a car’s held together with hope and cable ties, you don’t get to call it an accident when it falls apart. Colin had started saying so. Out loud, in front of people. Like the other investor.”

Fanta made a note. “Chee Lam?”

Sally nodded. “That’s him. He said Miles and Lam were trying to offload the debt.”

“Where to?”

She shrugged. “Any mug, as long as, if the team went under, it wouldn’t be their name. It’d be Dean’s problem. The suppliers’. Probably ours – Colin had signed things he shouldn’t have. He said he had proof.” Her hands twisted together. “I told him to leave it alone. He said he couldn’t leave the team carrying it.”

Garrick glanced at Fanta, glad she was making notes. “Did he say what proof?”

“No, and I didn’t ask.” She laughed bitterly. “When I heard someone had tampered with Danny’s car, I wasn’t surprised. The insurance claim would have solved everything for Miles Ackroyd.”

“Did he ever say if Mr Lam or Ackroyd was directly plotting that?”

Sally Tovey sat back in her chair and managed to look more anxious.

“That Lam bloke came here. He sat where you’re sitting just before the new season started. Flowers for me, and a bottle of whisky for Col. An expensive one.” She shook her head. “The man had lovely manners.”

“What did he want?”

She indicated towards the garden. “They sat outside and talked business. Afterwards, Col was conflicted. He said he’d been asked if he’d be interested in helping form a new league. Not just as a team engineer, but high up. Technical director, with a proper budget and a real salary.” She almost smiled. “Col laughed him out of the house. The Touring Car league is barely big enough to sustain itself. Two of them–” She brushed the air dismissively. “It was pure fantasy. That’s what made him start to think Pilgrims didn’t have a future.”

Garrick and Fanta looked at one another. He was certain she was thinking about their conversation with Ceesay. Now their case truly had the stink of corporate sabotage all over it.

She looked nervously towards the front window, as if checking Mr Lam wasn’t pulling up outside.

“Colin started poking around. He began to suspect that Lam’s money wasn’t clean. That it went through the team like water through a sieve and came out somewhere else. He said he was gathering evidence.”

Fanta finally spoke. “What sort of evidence?”

“He never told me.”

Garrick rubbed the side of his head as his old friend, the throbbing temple, woke up to say hello. What was left of Colin Tovey’s phone was in an evidence tray at Ebbsfleet, melted to the size of a biscuit. Forensics had already said that there was no way to recover any data.

“Did he have a computer, Mrs Tovey?”

She hesitated, then went upstairs. They heard a muffled exchange with her son, then her slow tread coming back down. She was hugging a battered silver laptop to her chest, a Pilgrims sticker on the lid.

“This was his own. Not work’s. I don’t know the password.”

“We need to look at that,” Garrick said gently.

She nodded and passed it over. Garrick stood, signalling it was time to leave, but Fanta didn’t make a move.

“Mrs Tovey, one more thing,” she said, tapping her pen thoughtfully on her pad. “Did Colin ever talk about the drivers? Specifically, their relationships. With women.”

Garrick turned his head, surprised. Sally Tovey rolled her eyes.

“Racing drivers,” she said, with the weariness of a woman who’d had no interest in sport-related gossip. “Do you know he wanted to be one? Colin? Not an engineer. A driver. He had a Formula Ford test at Snetterton in eighty-six. His sponsor went bust that autumn, and that was the end of his dream. So, he had a career of thirty years handing beautiful cars to boys with half his brains, a fraction of his talent, and twice his luck.” She huffed. “He spent all this season watching Royce and Vinter piss it up the wall between them. Women, wages, egos.”

She went quiet, composing herself in order to continue. “Col had been around the sport long enough to know it was ruled by testosterone.” She looked archly at them. “Sex, danger, money. It’s a cliché, I know. But it’s a cliché for a reason. It’s the only reason I’m glad engineering is so poorly paid and unsexy.” She gave a thin smile. “Ever since Danny joined, Col never stopped going on about Nikki Frayne.”

“It sounds as if she was stalking Danny,” Garrick offered.

Sally frowned at him, puzzled. “Stalking? No. It was the other way around.” She looked between them. “Col thought those boys had an unhealthy thing about her. Both of them. Danny was heartbroken when they split up – properly heartbroken, not the way kids pretend these days. Col said it ruined his concentration. Said Danny spent half a lap looking for her car in his mirrors instead of looking at the road.” She paused. “And when Lukas slept with her, Danny found out about it and that was the end of their bromance.”

Fanta leaned forward. Garrick begrudgingly approved of her methods at drawing Sally into her confidence.

“Do you think Nikki was doing this on purpose?”

“All drivers play mind games. Only it wasn’t Danny or Lukas that Colin was worried about.” Sally gave her a knowing look. “It was her. Weirdly, I don’t blame her. Danny was creepy at times, like I said, stalking her. What could she do? She used what she could against them both. Those lads would do anything to get one over on each other, and she was the thing they fought over. He always said somebody was going to end up getting hurt."

She looked at his photograph on the mantelpiece.

“But he thought it would be her.”

Fanta drove and Garrick sat with the evidence bag containing the laptop on his knees. The sky was the colour of old dishwater, and raindrops started peppering the windscreen.

“Okay, Liu, that was a great line of enquiry at the end there. What is it Nikki told you that I don’t know?”

“Nothing, Guv. Just playing a hunch.”

Her level answer surprised Garrick. He had expected a usual irreverent comment from her, which always came before a cocky, yet well-crafted summary of her intuitive deduction.

“I spoke to Eva on Saturday,” she said after a moment. “She’s pregnant. Says it’s Lukas’. Lukas says it’s Danny’s. He refuses a paternity test, but she never slept with Danny.” Her eyes never strayed off the road. “I was hoping it was her name that came up, not Nikki’s.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“I am. If anything, it makes me think that the CCTV footage of Nikki and Danny arguing is over Eva’s pregnancy. Nikki was using it to mess with their heads. Lukas wants her to get rid of it. She wants to keep it.”

“That makes him a cad, not a killer.”

He heard the leather on the steering wheel creak as Fanta’s grip on it changed. She was forcing herself to remain calm.

“Not that anybody’s asked me,” she said – confirming Garrick’s suspicions that there was a personal slant to her sullenness. He had Sean Wilkes earmarked for that responsibility.

“Things don’t fit. We’ve spent a fortnight treating Lukas as the next potential victim. What if it’s the wrong way round? You heard Mrs Tovey. The pair of them were fighting over Nikki like dogs over a bone.” She took a breath. “Since the crash, Lukas has gone from second fiddle to phoenix. Objectively, he’s the only person in that garage whose life has got better.”

Garrick said nothing. He’d had the same thought and hadn’t liked it any more than she did.

“Shouldn’t we bring him in? Formally,” she said with little conviction.

“On what grounds? On him lying about being the father of his child? That isn’t a crime. It’s a Jeremy Kyle episode.”

Fanta frowned. “Who’s he?”

Garrick sighed and rubbed his head. “Do you really have to keep pointing out I’m older and your generation has no cultural references?” He left a gap a little too long, which she was ready to fill. Probably with a correction. He pressed on. “We have no forensic link. No witness. Nothing that puts Lukas near that loom, or even how he built the trigger. He’s not an engineer. He’s not a technician. He’s a driver. We drag a twenty-two-year-old into an interview room five days before the biggest race of his life, and he’s the prime suspect on social media by teatime. If he’s innocent, we’ve finished his career – and everybody in that garage goes down with him.”

“And if he’s guilty?”

“Then he isn’t going anywhere,” Garrick said. “He’s got a race to win.”

Fanta turned to the window. She didn’t agree, but she didn’t argue, which was a warning sign to Garrick.

At a set of lights, Fanta eased to a stop behind a tractor. It was enough of an obstruction that she wouldn’t be recklessly speeding in the next few minutes, giving him an opportunity to delve deeper.

“And how are, erm, things?”

“Things?”

“At home. With…” He waved vaguely at the windscreen, as if Sean Wilkes might be sitting on the bonnet.

“Fine.”

“Good. That’s good.” The tractor didn’t move. The lights didn’t change. The only thing to change was the curdling atmosphere in the car. “Only I noticed…”

“Noticed what, Guv?”

He had interviewed killers who gave more away. He tried a different tack. “Sean’s a good lad, you know. Not flashy. Doesn’t say much. But when it counts, he’s there. And you’ve had - we’ve both had - a bit of a shock at Clacket Lane. I was glad for the weekend to switch off.”

Her eyes never left the tractor. “I don’t think we’ve been home together since then.”

The lights changed and she inhaled in frustration as the tractor crawled forward.

“Then where have you been sleeping?”

“My desk, mostly.” She shrugged. “It’s quieter than the flat. Less judgemental. The night shift doesn’t care, and the canteen does a bacon roll at six. It gives me enough time to get things done so Rivers can be critical about it all in the morning. And he spent the weekend at his parents’.”

Garrick kept his eyes on the road. The incident room. At night. Alone. Under that vent.

“Must be eerie in there after hours. Did you ever notice anything… odd?”

She gave him a sidelong look. “Other than Harry’s mug growing a new species of mould because the pig never cleans up?” Then she frowned. “Speaking of which, you should have a word. The cleaners are a waste of space.”

“How so?”

“The night we got back from Silverstone, I went to the office because Sean and I had a row. My desk and chair were covered in crap. All over my keyboard, too.”

Garrick recalled the dust he’d found when kneeling on Fanta’s seat to open the vent. Now she was confirming it existed. She was still talking, but he wasn’t listening. All he could think about was the detritus must have come from whoever originally opened the vent. And it had happened before he’d discovered the camera.

He almost gave a loud sob of relief – it confirmed he hadn’t been hallucinating. Somebody had tampered with the vent. There had been a camera placed there – and only for a day or two – and then removed.

He wasn’t going crazy.

And the fact Fanta had brought it up gave him further belief that she had nothing to do with it.

“Guv? You’ve gone a funny colour.” She was looking at him sidelong as she trailed behind the tractor, a little too close for comfort.

“These damned headaches,” he said, which had the benefit of being true.

His phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen, then put it on speaker.

“Harry. We’re on our way back from the Toveys but have his laptop to drop at forensics first.”

“Good. You’re both going to want to buy me a pint.” Harry sounded far too pleased with himself. “SECU have had a first look at Pilgrims’ books and got very excited.”

“What did they find out?”

“That Ackroyd was up to his arse in debt and entirely reliant on Mr Lam. Also, he had Eva sign off on a lot of the accounts, instead of doing it himself. Rivers is starting to suspect he may be using coercive behaviour on her to distance himself from blame.”

“We’ve met the man,” Fanta said. “It fits his lack of personality. Lukas said he lends his Aston out to keep people happy. That’s very generous, but it’s also a good way to manipulate people. Give them something, then ask for something back. And if he had been hanging her pregnancy over her head as a threat…”

“Eh? What pregnancy?” Harry said.

Garrick watched Fanta. Nobody else knew she had driven around Silverstone with Lukas Vinter in that very same car and accidentally let slip the sabotage element of the investigation. That guilt was clear on her face. Now he could see that things had had a more personal impact on her than he appreciated.

“We need another word with Miles,” he said. “Wherever he is. He’s been avoiding everybody like the plague.”

Fanta’s eyes went wide.

“I know just the woman to ask.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


The case was definitely having an effect on Fanta Liu’s driving. As Garrick often sat alongside his DC, gripping the edge of the seat with one hand, and the strap above the door in the other, it was difficult to narrow down exactly what had changed.

While they made a pit stop to drop the laptop off at the lab in Ebbsfleet, Fanta had put a call in to Eva, asking where Ackroyd was. The PA had been more than willing to spill the details. Her boss was having a late lunch at a private members’ club outside Sevenoaks, with Chee Lam.

They were ten minutes out from Knollbrook House when an email from Harry came through:

SECU – AN IDIOT’S GUIDE TO PILGRIMS.

Garrick chose not to take offence. Even the short version made his eyes water.

“Interesting read?” Fanta asked. She was holding the pool car at a steady eighty-five, which Garrick thought it prudent to ignore.

“Lam’s nine hundred thousand went into Pilgrims’ account last winter. Then there’s another two hundred and twenty thousand that arrived at the start of the summer. The money Slater told us about.” He scrolled. “It didn’t stay long. Within a week of this new payment, a number of smaller sums went back out.”

“To Lam?”

“To Ackroyd. Logged as a repayment of a director’s loan – only Ackroyd never loaned the team anything.”

“Slater said he never ponied up all his investment.”

“Exactly. We need a warrant to see where it went from his account.”

“Surely we’ve got reasonable grounds for that?”

“We do now. Harry’s on it.”

“If Ackroyd is using that cash to pay off his personal debt, isn’t that fraud?”

“SECU say there’s a potentially innocent construction. If Lam intended it as a personal gift to cover Ackroyd’s shortfall, Ackroyd can do what he likes with it. Sloppy, maybe a tax matter, but not necessarily criminal.” He lowered the phone. “Then there’s a paragraph here that suggests it looks like money laundering, only with more syllables.”

“Money in, money out, and nobody can say why. That’s layering, Guv.”

“I know what layering is.”

“Do you?”

“It’s how you make a trifle.” He tucked the phone away. “Whatever it is, it’s dodgy.”

The driveway to Knollbrook House wound for almost a mile through an ancient deer park, beneath oaks so old they had stopped growing upwards and started sprawling sideways. The house appeared as they crested a hill and looked as if the original building had accumulated design features over the centuries: Kentish ragstone battlements, a gatehouse flanked by square towers, and a rooftop with a forest of chimneys.

“It’s as if Downton Abbey had started to charge membership,” Fanta said as she pulled up the Vauxhall Astra on the gravel driveway, next to Jaguars, Porsches, Mercedes, and Miles Ackroyd’s familiar Aston Martin. “I feel underdressed,” she added as they climbed out.

A man in a charcoal morning coat walked from the house holding a small brass sign that read: MEMBERS ONLY.

“Good afternoon.” He had the fake smile of a man who spent his life pandering to people he loathed. “I’m afraid Knollbrook is a private club.”

Garrick held up his warrant card. “I think you’ll find I have universal membership.”

The man studied it with the curiosity of somebody reading a menu in a foreign language.

“Might I ask which member you’re here to see, Chief Inspector?”

“You may ask.” Garrick smiled amiably, then ignored him and walked past. Fanta followed in his wake.

The doorman hadn’t expected the move – and hurried to catch up.

“I’m afraid I shall have to telephone the club secretary.”

“Don’t be afraid, I’m sure he’s a very nice man,” Garrick said. “We’ll find our own way.”

The man hurried after them through a tapestried hall, murmuring into a phone about procedure and the committee. A younger, braver colleague stepped into their path at the foot of a broad oak staircase.

“Sir, the members’ dining rooms are⁠—”

“Upstairs?” Garrick said, trotting up the steps, his legs twinging in protest. “Thank you.”

The dining room was a long gallery lined with portraits of men in ruffs, gazing down on the new money beneath them with centuries of disapproval. Only three tables were occupied.

Miles Ackroyd and Chee Lam sat at the furthest, with the remains of Dover soles between them and a leather document folder on the tablecloth. Ackroyd spotted them first and he forced a welcoming smile. Lam simply put down his knife and fork, touched a napkin to the corners of his mouth, and waited.

“Detectives.” Ackroyd didn’t stand. “I don’t recall inviting you.”

“That’s all right. Nobody ever does.”

Lam’s eyes had moved to Fanta and stayed there for a beat too long. “I believe we almost met. Woking, was it?”

Fanta didn’t blink. “I was out Martian hunting.”

The comment threw Lam, who had been expecting something more professional.

Garrick pulled a chair from the next table and sat, uninvited. Fanta stayed standing a step behind him, which he appreciated. It made her look like a bodyguard.

“We have a few questions about Pilgrims’ finances.”

“Feel free to direct them to my accountant,” Ackroyd said, “like everybody else.”

“And I’m afraid today is not convenient.” Lam’s voice was soft and precise; the vowels polished from public schooling. “We have lost two members of our family in a fortnight. Danny, and now Colin. We are here to discuss how to honour them. To discuss business at a time like this is disrespectful.”

Ackroyd nodded gravely. The Dover sole didn’t look like it had been eaten in mourning. And the bottle of champagne was taking the piss.

Garrick felt anger prickle his neck. Just hours ago, he’d watched Sally Tovey hold herself together with the last of her dignity.

“Here’s what I think is disrespectful,” he said pleasantly. “Colin Tovey was killed by an improvised bomb under his car. That’s officially murder. Danny Royce’s car was sabotaged. That makes this a double murder inquiry in which everybody in your garage, your company, is a potential witness, suspect, or victim.”

Ackroyd gestured helplessly. “We barely have a team. Two people, as you claim, murdered. And in the end final week. Read the signs, Detective. Pilgrims is the third victim here.”

Garrick leaned back. “In that case I can make one call to Daniel Ceesay and have Pilgrims officially withdrawn from Brands Hatch on police advice. For the safety of the drivers and team.”

The silence lasted long enough for somebody at the far end of the gallery to drop a spoon.

“You can’t do that,” said Lam.

“You’d be surprised at what I can do.”

Lam placed his hands flat on the tablecloth. The arrogance hadn’t disappeared from his face, but it had been reallocated.

“That wouldn’t be in anybody’s interest, Chief Inspector. What would you like to know?”

Garrick motioned to Fanta, who took out her notebook.

“Mr Ackroyd,” she said. “Over the summer, Mr Lam put two hundred and twenty thousand pounds into Pilgrims. Within days of each payment, the same amount went back out to you. Was that to settle personal debts?”

Lam’s head turned slowly towards Ackroyd.

Ackroyd barely blinked. “Chee was kind enough to cover my shortfall with a personal gift. What I did with it was my affair.” He shrugged. “All above board. Ask my solicitor.”

“A gift,” Lam repeated quietly.

“That’s what we agreed.”

“As agreed,” said Lam, each word carefully placed, “it was to keep the car on the track.”

Ackroyd waved a hand, like he was brushing away a crumb. “And it is on the track. More or less.” He flipped open the leather folder, turned it round and slid it an inch towards Garrick, the way a poker player lays down a winning hand. Inside were share transfer forms, freshly signed, the ink still glossy. “Besides, it’s rather academic now. As of this morning, I no longer have an interest in Pilgrims Racing. My shares have been transferred to Mr Lam, which makes him the majority shareholder.” He smiled for the first time as if he meant it. “The team is his problem now. His and Dean Slater’s.”

“And its debts?” Garrick asked.

“Belong to the company, Chief Inspector. Not to me.” Ackroyd stood, buttoned his jacket, and dropped his napkin on the remains of the fish. “Limited liability. Wonderful invention. Look it up.” He nodded to Lam. “Chee. Lunch is on me. I believe that’s the least I can do.”

He walked the length of the gallery without looking back. The portraits watched him go. So did Chee Lam. He looked like somebody who had just been handed a parcel and heard it start ticking.

Garrick’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t know?”

Lam gathered himself with visible effort. “Miles has always been… creative.”

“Is that why you’re building a new league?” Fanta said. “Because this one has too many creative people in it?”

He regarded her for a long moment and then, surprisingly, he gave a small, tired smile.

“Detective, I have no idea what you have heard. I am an entrepreneur. I’m putting together a group of financiers for a new super touring car championship. That isn’t a secret, and it is not illegal. The sport has been run by the same people in the same way for thirty years. Stifling growth.”

“And you approached Colin Tovey to help run it.”

Lam was not good at hiding his surprise. Garrick was beginning to doubt he was such a good entrepreneur.

“I approached Colin about a senior technical role. He was one of the most knowledgeable engineers in the country. And frankly, the spine of Pilgrims.”

Fanta took Ackroyd’s vacated seat. “Did you change your mind when he started asking where your money was coming from?”

Lam said nothing.

“Here’s how it looks from where I’m standing,” Fanta continued evenly. “Danny Royce was going to be the league’s star, until his car was sabotaged. Pilgrims was the story of the season, until its engineer was blown up. Every week, TOCA gets weaker. Sponsors get nervous. Suddenly, no matter how well Pilgrims are doing, they’re worth very little. The real value in the company is its failure, its ability to bring the rest of the league crashing down with all the negative publicity.”

The colour rose in Lam’s cheeks. It was the first genuine emotion Garrick had seen from him.

“That is an outrageous suggestion. I have put over a million pounds in that team. Why would I destroy my own investment?” He drew a slim phone from his inside pocket. “I think this conversation should continue in the presence of my lawyers.”

“It can,” Garrick said mildly. “When you’re arrested. Until then, it’s just a chat over lunch.” He stood, pushed the borrowed chair neatly back under its table, and brushed an invisible crumb from his Barbour. “Although I think I’ll ask our Economic Crime Unit to take a harder look at your finances, Mr Lam. All of them. Hong Kong included. Just to rule you out.”

Lam’s thumb stopped over the screen.

“There is no need for that.” He composed his face, but his voice had lost its polish. “My backers are… conservative people. A police inquiry, however routine, would spook them.”

“Then it’s lucky they’re not the ones being murdered,” said Garrick.

“For a moment there, I almost felt sympathy for Lam,” Garrick said as they exited the hall. “Ackroyd has really pulled a number on him.”

They were halfway across the gravel car park when Fanta stopped dead.

The pool car was surrounded by a dozen fallow deer, dappled brown and white, standing around the Astra in a curious circle. One was placidly licking the wing mirror.

“The club has a very specific valet service,” Fanta whispered, raising her phone up to film them. She laughed. The first proper laugh Garrick had heard from her in weeks. The nearest doe lifted her head, ears twitching as she regarded the two detectives with enormous dark eyes and then went back to the mirror.

For a minute neither of them moved. There was only the rain dripping off the oaks and the rasp of tongues on metal. It was the most peaceful Garrick had felt since Silverstone.

“Amy would love this,” he said.

“Bring her. Oh wait, it’s twenty grand to join.” Fanta slowly lowered the phone. “Or buy Wendy the ring and have the reception here.”

“Is this because the odds on Harry’s sweepstake have changed?”

“I’ve got a fiver on Christmas.” She glanced at him. “Don’t let me down.”

He didn’t answer. The doe finished with the mirror and started on the door handle.

“Lam’s supposed to be the money man, the one pulling the strings,” Garrick said at last. “Yet he just found out his business partner has been using him as a cash machine.”

“I don’t think he’s the mastermind he thinks he is. I think he was scrambling. Nervous backers, a league that doesn’t exist yet, and now he owns a racing team with no money and a murder inquiry hanging over it.”

“Which leaves Ackroyd,” Fanta said.

“Who just walked away whistling.” Garrick watched a stag, who watched him back. “Think about it. A strong team in a crumbling league is worth very little. Slater told us Pilgrims was worth something while Danny was alive and winning. The moment it becomes a crime scene, it’s worthless. What does Ackroyd do? He dumps his shares on Lam, and the debt goes with it. He walks away clean.”

“So, he sabotaged his own team?”

“He had more reason than anybody.” Garrick paused. “On paper.”

“I buy that Ackroyd would sacrifice his team for a profit,” Fanta agreed. “But to stretch that to murder?”

Garrick nodded. "Is he really capable of killing?"

“Sally Tovey said Colin had proof about where the money was going. He may have been trying to hide that.”

Garrick indicated back to the hall. “If he thought it was worth killing Colin to cover, he barely reacted when we turned up and talked about it. No. This is something else.”

His phone rang. Two of the deer skittered back a few paces. It was Rivers.

“Guv, you seen the news?”

“I’ve been looking at deer.”

A pause while she decided not to ask. “Somebody’s leaked that Tovey was murdered. It’s on the BBC, Sky, everywhere. They’ve linked it to Danny Royce and they’ve named Pilgrims. Molly Meyers is doing a piece to camera outside the gates at Brands Hatch as we speak.”

Garrick closed his eyes. Of course she was.

Fanta was already checking the BBC news app on her phone.

“It’s the lead story,” she said. “Worst advert for touring cars ever. Unless…”

“Unless something big happens on Sunday.”

She nodded slowly. “Ceesay told you they desperately need poster kids. The underdog team that’s lost its star and its engineer – and the kid who’s now carrying them all. Versus the girl who was Danny’s ex and is seven points off the title.” She let out a breath. “Lukas and Nikki. The whole sport is hanging on the two of them.”

Garrick felt the familiar pressure stir behind his eye. Every camera in the country would be at Brands Hatch this weekend. If somebody wanted to kill the league, there would never be a better stage.

If somebody wanted to save it, they would need a hero.

And either way, a victim needed to be sacrificed.


Chapter Twenty-Four


There is an old saying that a week is a long time in politics. When it came to solving crime, a week was a mere blink of an eye.

The Major Incident Team assembled in the Maidstone office as usual, but only after Garrick had arrived earlier that morning and swept the room for any bugs. It was ridiculous that he had to do so, but with his newfound confidence that he wasn’t hallucinating came the certainty that somebody was watching them. He wanted to tell Reynolds that his suspicions were confirmed but didn’t want to risk raising his current medical concerns which could later be used against him. His suspicions that the spying may be DCI Kane’s operation were also something best not to reveal to his Super.

It raised the idea that Reynolds could be setting Garrick up to take the fall… for what, or why, that was not clear. In the depths of the night, when worry had woken him up and he’d wandered into Amy’s room to watch her effortlessly sleep, it had occurred to him that if DCI Kane’s investigation into powerful figures behind the Murder Club was about to come to a head, it was all based around the evidence that Garrick had unearthed. If it was proven any of his investigations had been so severely compromised, Kane’s entire case could come tumbling down.

Frustratingly, it was all speculation – and just as likely to be untrue.

The spectrum scanner remained blissfully silent. The trigger device from Danny Royce’s car had been secured in evidence and replaced with a photograph. This was no time for the team to be sloppy.

He was almost caught sweeping the room by Ellen Rivers as she entered early. Luckily, everybody else arrived soon after as Garrick was in no mood for small talk. As he was about to start the morning briefing, Superintendent Reynolds joined them without much comment and sat at the back.

“We have a potential situation brewing this weekend,” Garrick began, indicating the map of the Brands Hatch circuit on the wall. Sean Wilkes had taken some time the previous evening to mark up the garages of every team in the race. “I’d like to say we have good intel that something may happen.” He scanned their faces. “The truth is we only have circumstantial evidence. And the trouble is we now can’t risk standing and doing nothing.”

The previous day had exploded into a media frenzy as the Pilgrims story elevated from tragic accidents to serial murder. It had put unbearable pressure on the team. Harry had been vocal in his assessment that the story had been put out by the killer themselves to draw attention to the final race. Nobody had the conviction to dispute it.

Garrick gestured to the Super. “We have authorisation to triple our presence at Brands Hatch this weekend.”

All eyes turned to Reynolds. “The constabulary can’t be seen to do nothing. Every media outlet you can name is going to be there. One single foul-up, and it’s going to look bad for us all.”

Garrick braced himself for a muffled sarcastic comment to surface. Nobody had the enthusiasm today.

Reynolds continued. “There will be a visible uniformed presence everywhere. You lot will be the front line of communication.”

Garrick caught a look from both Rivers and Fanta; no doubt they were thinking the same thing. Their Super had just thrown Garrick under the bus – or touring car – should things go wrong.

With the Super’s bleak pep talk over, Garrick indicated to the faces on the board.

“Miles Ackroyd should not be there. He has just sold his interest to this man, Chee Lam. Lam is trying to start a new league, and what better way than out of the public ashes of this one. Harry?”

Harry limped up to the board, ignoring Garrick’s frown when he noticed his DC had got tarted up with a shirt and tie now that he was performing in front of the Super.

“You’ve all read the SECU report on Pilgrims’ finances. It tallies with Colin Tovey’s suspicions about mismanagement of funds. Ackroyd owed money to the team, it never came. Slater paid his dues, putting his house on the line. Lam put in his share and more to try and keep things afloat – and then Ackroyd funnelled it off in the guise of a director’s loan. He got Eva Molina to sign them off.” He indicated Eva’s picture on the board.

“For clarity, she has no financial experience whatsoever. She studied electronics at Loughborough. Fell for Lukas Vinter and then got knocked up by him.”

Ellen Rivers spoke up. “To my mind this has the shape of classic coercion tactics. Ackroyd using a vulnerable woman to cover his tracks. I’d like to bring him in for an official grilling. We’ve been holding back due to the race and pressure on the team. Now he has washed his hands of that, he’s fair game in my opinion.”

Garrick nodded his consent. “Go for it. I’d like to be there when you go at him.”

Harry looked around the room to check he wasn’t about to be interrupted again.

“I finally got access to his personal accounts to see where that money went. We have a total of two hundred and twenty thousand pounds Lam put into Pilgrims that isn’t in the published accounts. Within days of each payment, a similar amount went back out to Miles Ackroyd–”

Fanta interrupted. “Similar?”

Harry shot her a look, thrown off his stride.

“Yes, similar,” he said indignantly. “Look at what I put on HOLMES if you want to be the maths geek.” When Fanta didn’t follow through, he resumed. “It was labelled as a loan repayment on the team loan he never made. From there it went to settle debts from his old team. Then there were legal fees that were outstanding when he sold his company in Rochester. All wiped clean at the expense of the team.”

“Dirty,” Rivers said.

“I don’t think Ackroyd possesses much empathy,” Garrick said. “All of this weakens his own team. Ex-team. It doesn’t matter if the value of the team decreases, because he never put everything in. He’s effectively lost nothing – only gained.” He tapped Lam’s picture. “And enter this guy. Liu and I were there when Ackroyd signed everything over to Mr Lam and effectively shafted him.”

It was Sean Wilkes’ turn to stand and take the spotlight. His tone was low, his enthusiasm muted.

“Mr Lam is something of a curiosity.” He cleared his throat; he hadn’t slept much lately. “Born in Hong Kong, privately educated and ended up reading at LSE. Did some trading in the City but he didn’t seem to settle down at any one company. Companies House shows him starting numerous businesses, I ultimately found twelve in all, all of which folded. We found nothing that indicates any financial foul play. They all seem legit.”

Garrick chewed on that. “He’s a business guy who isn’t very good at business.”

“That’s about the sum of it. SECU are focusing on any red flags, but that will take a while.”

Garrick rubbed his hands together as he moved to Ceesay’s picture.

“Daniel Ceesay is TOCA’s director. He’s terrifically well liked in the sport and credited for the increasing levels of sponsorship and viewers. His vision was to find a poster-boy – or girl – to bring the sport to the masses. A Jenson Button or Lewis Hamilton. Somebody who oozes charisma, charm, and talent. A triple threat. And he got them: Danny Royce and Nikki Frayne both at Northstar. And both in some sort of relationship. Northstar were third in the league, with the potential of becoming first. Then, Pilgrims is formed and they try and lure both drivers away for more money. Danny bites and makes the move. Nikki stays.”

“Not quite right,” Fanta interjected. “They were both going to jump, but she backed out at the last minute. I think she suddenly saw herself as a much more important driver at Northstar without him, and already better placed. Plus, Danny appeared obsessed with her. Stalker-like behaviour, apparently. He was heartbroken over the split.”

Harry rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “With him going to Pilgrims, Lukas Vinter, who was Pilgrims’ lead, was bumped to second. Had Nikki joined, he would have been off the team before they’d raced their first lap. That has got to bruise the kid’s ego.”

“I looked into Vinter,” Sean said, his eyes flashing towards Fanta. “A real dick. Known for sleeping around and not taking racing advice seriously. At one point, Colin Tovey told me about the frustrations they had keeping him in line. It’s no surprise Eva is pregnant.”

“He denies it’s his,” Fanta said, looking away when Sean stared at her.

Sean threw his hands up in a helpless gesture. “Of course! Why would he want the baggage of responsibility? I asked around; everybody is surprised this guy hasn’t been accused of anything more serious. The guy’s a lech.”

“Is that on record, or an assumption?” Rivers asked.

Sean hesitated. “An assumption, Sarge.”

“We’ve got far too many of them,” Garrick pointed out. “Let’s stick to the facts. With Danny out of the picture, Lukas Vinter suddenly becomes important.”

Harry nodded as he took it all in. “If he’s not taking the rumours of Pilgrims’ financial problems seriously, then he still thinks he has a career there. And if it all comes crashing down, this is his last chance to make a mark and land something stronger in a new league.”

Garrick cocked a finger at him. “Exactly. Out of everybody, Lukas Vinter benefits the most from any scenario.”

“Filling a dead man’s boots,” Sean muttered loud enough for Fanta to hear.

Fanta’s frown deepened. “And how does Colin Tovey fit into that?”

Sean shrugged as if it was obvious. “They argued a lot. Tovey had a measure of what he was like. Don’t forget it was Tovey and Immy who made the call to bring us in.”

Fanta pressed. “Then why didn’t they name names straight away?”

“Maybe he didn’t have the evidence,” Garrick suggested. “Dev Sharma over at digital is bashing his laptop open. Let’s hope there are answers on there.”

Rivers frowned. “So, all this time we’ve been running around trying to protect him, and now you’re suggesting that he’s been promoted to prime suspect?”

Garrick stared at Lukas’ picture. A man blessed with looks and talent but cursed by potentially shaky life skills. He fitted the profile that was building in Garrick’s head: a man already cast to the back seat by his own team. Ridiculed into fourth place. He'd had access to Danny's car. With everything almost lost, he had everything to gain – and he did it by somehow creating a miracle at Silverstone.

“Now all eyes are on him,” Garrick said slowly, thinking how the weekend race could play out. “My money is that he’s focused on the race. Not sabotage. That window has passed. He’s out to win.”

“So we either nail him before the race,” Harry said, “or see if he’s desperate enough to pick off another competitor?”

“Nikki Frayne,” Fanta said quietly. “Out of everybody ahead of him, she is the one to beat. That’s where the vendetta is. And she is going to be spending the race worrying who is about to drive her off the track.”


Chapter Twenty-Five


“You look how I feel, Guv,” Ellen Rivers said as she walked with Garrick towards the interview suite.

“If this is some sort of surreal sexual harassment, I’ll have to report it.”

“Like shit. No sleep. And on edge.”

“I preferred the harassment theory. Thanks for that. I’ve spent the last few nights wide awake, watching my daughter peacefully sleep in the hope she’ll wake so I have something to do. It’s got to the point where I’ve deliberately woken her up just so I can talk to her.”

“You’re going to raise a very confused child.”

“Then she’ll fit right into the family.”

Most of the team had been at Brands Hatch since yesterday, carving up the map between thirty-two extra uniforms. Harry had been put in charge of boots on the ground. Fanta had been given the paddock on the grounds that she was the only person who could confidently tell the difference between spanners. Wilkes was all over press and CCTV, leaving Garrick and Rivers to run with the strands of the case flapping around under growing media scrutiny. That had led to the unwelcome proposal that, at seven this evening, he was to stand in the media centre at Brands Hatch and address every driver, principal and chief engineer in the championship.

The thought of it made his stomach churn.

They stopped at the door of Interview Three. Rivers paused with the access card halfway to the scanner.

“Remember, Ackroyd came in on voluntary attendance. He reminded the custody sergeant twice that he came of his own accord, then asked whether we validate parking.”

“Do we?”

“I told him he’d have to nip to the Co-op to get it done.” She said it without a flicker. “You’re sure you’re happy with me leading?”

“I’ll just get wound up talking to that smug face. You’ve read every page of the SECU report. I’ve read the summary twice and fallen asleep in the middle of it both times. Maths isn’t my thing.”

“What is?”

After a moment’s contemplation he said: “Fossils.”

Rivers slapped her ID on the scanner to unlock the door. It was better not to ask any follow-up questions.

The room smelled strongly of whatever cologne Miles Ackroyd had wallowed in. He sat at the table with a smile, dressed in a navy blazer, open collar, and a salmon-pink shirt. Beside him sat his brief, with a gold-flecked fountain pen and the air of a man charging handsomely by the minute.

Rivers started the recording, made the caution and the introductions, then turned the first page of her file.

“Mr Ackroyd, between June and August, Chee Lam transferred two hundred and twenty thousand pounds into Pilgrims Racing. Within a week of each payment, similar sums left the team and arrived in your personal account, recorded as repayment of a director’s loan.” She looked up. “Can you show me proof of the loan?”

“There wasn’t an official one,” Ackroyd said comfortably.

The solicitor’s pen didn’t move, a clear sign his answers had been rehearsed.

“Is the description false?”

“I didn’t write that description. That was done by whoever made the payment on my behalf.” He gave a casual shrug. “Although it all fits under the banner of bookkeeping, I suppose.”

“Why would the money be sent to you, whatever it is labelled as?”

“Chee gave that money to me personally. Not the company. He put it through the books for whatever reasons suited him. And at the time, it was our company.”

“And he did this out of the goodness of his own heart?”

“I’m sure that’s a portrayal he would love. Truth is, he’d been at me since February to sell him my shareholding. This way he paid for it in instalments, the way you’d pay for a caravan.” He spread his hands. “It’s a gift. Gifts aren’t illegal, last time I looked.”

“Then why route it through your team’s account?”

“As I just said, that’s because that’s how he wanted it done. You’ll have to ask him.”

“We have. He described it as money to keep the car on the track.”

“Then he’s remembering it the way that suits him. All things considered. And I suppose by buying me out, it’s not an inaccurate description.”

“The team that you and Mr Slater created.”

Ackroyd leaned back, and Garrick watched the transformation he had been waiting for. The bluster was replaced by oily self-pity.

“I built that team. Me. Off two hundred quid a race in the 750 Club and a demo business I spent a decade and a half getting off the floor. Dean Slater came to me with a spreadsheet and persuasive ideas. He brought Chee and his money in.” He tapped the table. “And the pair of them have spent eight months in each other’s pockets working out how to throw me out. And when I was presented with the opportunity, I took it.”

“Mr Slater says you brought Mr Lam in.”

Ackroyd shrugged. “I think we both knew of him. What does that matter?”

“You’re suggesting a conspiracy against you,” Rivers said flatly.

“No. I’m telling you that neither of them ever liked me.” He shrugged. “And now they’ve got what they wanted. Dean’s got a team with no money, and Chee’s got my shares and my debts. I hope they’re very happy.”

Garrick said nothing. It was an impressive performance from a man who had sold a burning building on the day he lit it and then demanded sympathy that he’d been robbed.

Rivers made a note.

“Let’s talk about Eva Molina.”

“Lovely girl.”

“Miss Molina signed off your director’s loan schedules. Nine of them. She’s yours and Slater’s PA, with no accountancy qualifications, no financial training, and no directorship.” Rivers laid a photocopy on the table and turned it to face him. “That’s your signature block, left blank. And that’s hers.”

Ackroyd looked at it for longer than he needed to.

“I never asked her to sign anything. She likes to take the initiative. I wish others had such zeal.”

“Zeal?”

“Nobody else did anything. That’s my point.” He pushed the paper away with one finger. “Eva volunteers. She’s the real engine underneath Pilgrims. Works weekends when nobody asks. She took payroll off Dean because he kept getting it wrong and she couldn’t stand watching the others getting paid late. Ran inventory when everybody else was screwing it up. If a job was lying on the floor, she picked it up and dealt with it while the others would pretend they hadn’t noticed.”

“That’s a convenient arrangement for you.”

“I would say we are all fortunate that she’s so driven.”

Rivers leaned back in her seat and cocked her head. “How about I reframe that as a young woman, keen to impress, and easily manipulated?”

Ackroyd’s eyes widened with mirth. “Eva? Manipulated? Without her Dean and I would have had to be in the same room twice a week. One of us wouldn’t have come out and you’d be investigating a completely different murder. She’s better than the lot of them.”

Garrick had heard almost exactly those words before, in a McDonald’s at Clacket Lane.

“Did you know she was pregnant?” he asked.

Ackroyd did a double take as if he’d forgotten Garrick was in the room.

“I heard. Second-hand, like I heard everything.” His mouth twisted. “Danny’s. I was disappointed. I guess it shows we are all capable of making errors in judgement. Even her.”

“She says the child is Lukas Vinter’s,” Rivers said.

Ackroyd’s eyebrows went up and then he laughed; a short, ugly, delighted noise.

“Does she now?”

“You find that amusing?”

“I find it typical. Give everybody two options and they will gossip to the death.”

Rivers moved on. “Tell me about the relationship between your two drivers.”

“You want the honest answer or the press release?”

“The honest one. We’ve had the other.”

“There wasn’t one. Not by June.” He sighed and gave a hint of embarrassment. “I’m sure that you’ve been told by everybody else that I pitched them at each other’s throats. Deliberately.”

“It’s come up,” Rivers said flatly.

“Two drivers, one seat – that’s all that matters. That’s how you get those extra seconds out of a car you can’t afford to develop.” For the first time he looked uncomfortable.

“Lukas had been my number one since the day we started. Then we signed Danny Royce – because Dean and Chee insisted. It was a condition of Chee’s investment, so who was I to stand in the way?” Ackroyd chewed his lip for a moment. “Poor lad. I watched him get demoted in front of his mates.” He glanced at his solicitor as if expecting some form of intervention. So far, the man had earned his money by remaining mute.

“Lukas never said a word about it. Never complained. He was lucky Nikki backed out of the deal at the last minute, or he would’ve been kicked off completely. There’s irony for you. She inadvertently saved his career.”

“What did Colin Tovey think about all of this?”

“Poor Colin.” He said it bluntly; almost without emotion. “Danny hated him.”

“Hated him,” Rivers repeated. “That’s a strong word.”

“It’s the right one. Like me, he didn’t like what was done to Lukas. Unlike me, he was a bit more… what’s the word?” His hand circled the air, searching for the inspiration until he found it: “Vocal. Quite literally. It caused blazing rows all season. You see, Colin would tell Danny no when nobody else did. Because Colin was so focused on the team – not the man – he would quibble over everything. The tyre temperature, the fuel load, every second of over-driving. He always said Danny was a liability in the wet. He was right about that.” Ackroyd sniffed. “Danny put up with it because he wanted the win more than anything. And Colin’s signature was all that stood in his way.”

“Was he as tough on Lukas?” Garrick asked.

Ackroyd shook his head. “Lukas was always the safer driver. That’s what held him back.”

Garrick’s finger prodded the table. “Do you believe Lukas Vinter sabotaged Danny Royce’s car?”

His brief’s hand came up. “You don’t have to speculate, Miles.”

“I don’t mind.” Ackroyd considered it. “I can’t say that it’s not possible. But Lukas doesn’t possess that killer instinct. Not in any form. Danny did. That’s what makes a winner.” He sniffed again. “Plus, he knows cars but couldn’t wire a plug and doesn’t want to learn.”

A moment’s silence filled the room. Ackroyd laced his fingers together and leaned forward on the table with a shrug as if to say that’s it.

“If your investigation is going so badly that you need a hint – look for somebody with a solid reason.”

Garrick’s eyes went wide. “Thank God somebody is finally saying something sensible.” He looked at Rivers. “I kept telling you that’s what we should be doing.” He leaned forward with enthusiasm. “Any help you can give us?”

It was as if Ackroyd was unable to parse sarcasm.

“I’d look at Dean. His house is in that company. Not equity — the actual house. His marriage with it. He’s been trying to get out since March, and there’s no way out of a team that isn’t winning. Unless something drastic happens.” He raised both eyebrows.

“That’s quite an accusation.”

“It’s an observation.”

Rivers took him back over the loan schedules again, but he didn’t deviate from his previous excuses. At four minutes past three she terminated the interview, and everybody stood.

Ackroyd took his time with his blazer, checking the hang of it in the reflection in the observation window.

“Thank you for coming in,” Rivers said with more grace than she felt.

Ackroyd answered her with a nod, then looked quizzically at Garrick.

“Everybody says you’re some sort of amazing detective.”

“Really?” Garrick couldn’t disguise his surprise.

Ackroyd jerked a thumb at his solicitor. “This one here was looking forward to locking horns with you.”

“Pity you’re innocent then,” Garrick said dryly.

That got a laugh from the man. “I’m surprised you didn’t ask me who I thought killed Colin.” He smirked when Rivers and Garrick exchanged a look. “I mean, it’s all over the news that it was murder. I’d have thought that’d be top of your list.”

“Do you have information you need to share with us?” Rivers asked pointedly.

“I wish I did. He was a good man. But as I said, him and Danny…” He pulled a face. “And of course, Danny didn’t deserve what happened.”

“Bitterness isn’t motive,” Rivers said.

“You say that,” Ackroyd said. “Then you don’t know how pissed off Colin was when he found out about Danny knocking Eva up.”

Garrick’s frown came before he could halt it.

“What has that got to do with anything? It was Lukas.”

This time it was Ackroyd’s turn to look surprised.

“Really? I bet it was Nikki Frayne spreading that misinformation. You know that it was Colin who suggested we hire Eva as a PA?” He looked between the two detectives with increasing bewilderment. “Eva Molina is Colin’s goddaughter. After her parents were killed, he treated her like his own daughter.”


Chapter Twenty-Six


Garrick had presented press events, pleaded to the public for information to track a missing person. He had delivered the most devastating news possible to families and had twice proposed to the same woman. He never enjoyed any of them, but he had never once been nervous.

He was nervous now.

The media centre at Brands Hatch was a long, low room above the pit lane, and at seven p.m. on a Friday it held the best part of two hundred people: drivers, principals, engineers, mechanics, and circuit staff. Through the glass wall the valley was dark, lit only by floodlights around the track.

His head wasn’t in the moment which, as the senior officer responsible for safety this weekend, wasn’t ideal. Two men dead with a roster of suspects was a tragedy. Now, only a few hours ago, an overlooked fact had turned the second victim into a suspect. And with that arithmetic, it opened up the possibility that there were two killers. That was far from ideal as he now had to radiate a confidence he did not have, to assure people – whose lives literally depended on being focused over the next two days – that he would protect them. Which he wasn’t sure he could.

Daniel Ceesay introduced him. The TOCA director had the gift of making a briefing about the murders sound like a health and safety notice.

“Thank you.” Garrick let the room settle. “I’ll keep this short, because I know most of you still have work to do tonight and so do I. From tomorrow there will be a significant police presence at this circuit. Some of it you’ll see, some of it you won’t. It’s here to let you race. It isn’t here to search your garages or to distract you.”

That earned a ripple of consternation.

“With all the media interest, I’ve been told that the weekend is sold out. That’s fifty thousand people each day.”

He let that sink in as a murmur rippled through the room. He caught the faces of some of the drivers who were realising that this would be the biggest touring car crowd in history. Only Nikki Frayne and Lukas Vinter, who were sitting at opposite ends of the room, wore worried expressions.

“Accreditation must be worn and visible at all times, including in your own garage any time of day. I don’t care if it’s two in the morning. Nobody lends a pass to anybody — not a mate, not a sponsor’s nephew, not a journalist. If you see a face you don’t recognise behind the fence, challenge them and don’t be polite about it; ring the number that’s posted in all the garages. Let us handle everything else. Questions?”

A hand immediately went up halfway back. “Is it true Royce and Tovey were murdered?”

It was now no secret as it was all over the news and social media, but Garrick was aware the constabulary hadn’t issued a formal statement. Now it had landed on his shoulders.

“Yes.”

The single word sent a ripple through the hall.

Another hand went up. Garrick pointed at them.

“Go ahead.”

“Does that mean you think one of us is going to be targeted?”

Garrick licked his lips. The honest answer – we dunno – wouldn’t play well to the room.

“We have no evidence suggesting that.” Especially not you, Garrick mentally added, wondering who that man was. “We are here through an abundance of caution. Danny Royce was killed on a practice lap. Colin Tovey at Clacket Lane service station. Not in front of fifty-thousand witnesses.”

Despite the size of the room, his eyes met Lukas Vinter’s. He stared back, unblinking.

Luckily everybody appeared to be taking the caution seriously – and no wag was going to publicly point out both murders were confined to Team Pilgrims.

Then a voice called out.

“Do you think one of us in here did it?”

Garrick tried to locate the man but could only get within the vicinity of Nikki Frayne. As the teams were mostly seated together, he guessed it was somebody from Northstar. He caught Ceesay’s worried expression.

“That is not what I said, and I’d ask you not to say it either. Not to each other, and certainly not to anybody with a microphone.” He let his eyes travel across the room. “The most useful thing any of you can do is be boring. Lock things away. Wear your pass. Ring the number. Other than that, don’t dwell on it. We are here to look after your safety. You’re here to race. A lot of people are due to turn up tomorrow, demanding to be entertained. And that’s what you lot do so very well.”

Unprovoked, the rallying scenes from the film Gladiator came to mind. He had almost convinced himself he found touring cars interesting. He searched for Fanta amongst the crowd. Harry was at the front, watching faces. Rivers and Wilkes at the back. He couldn’t see her.

He stood to the side while Ceesay wound the briefing up. He picked out faces as they leapt off the incident boards at the station, transposed to the room before him.

Dean Slater stood at the side wall with his arms folded, one hand covering his mouth so as not to shout out in frustration.

Lukas Vinter sat three rows back between Wayne Jones and Immy Fletcher, grey-faced, chewing the side of his thumb. Immy wore a haunted look and didn’t look up once. Next to her, Chris Morton sat with his head bowed. Garrick swore the man was asleep.

Eva Molina stood against the wall near the exit, her head bowed. Garrick intended to talk to her the moment the room started to clear. Lam and Ackroyd were notably absent.

Nikki Frayne watched Garrick through narrow eyes. On the way in he had noticed the black look she had cast in Fanta’s direction.

He was so inwardly focused that he missed Ceesay’s cue to leave and only reacted as people stood and headed for the exits. Garrick almost sprinted to intercept Eva, managing to get her before she slipped away.

“Miss Molina, a word please.”

She looked at him in alarm before composing herself. Her ordinarily perfect make-up had been applied half-heartedly, revealing the tired woman beneath. She was sweating and wiped a hand across her mouth.

“Are you okay?” Garrick asked with concern.

She managed a small smile. “Contrary to popular belief, morning sickness comes on any time. It’s hitting me hard.” She took a moment to compose herself. “If this is about the accounts, one of your DCs already talked to me with a woman from your financial department⁠—”

“No. It’s about Colin. I only learned this afternoon that he was your godfather.”

Eva stared at him. “So?” Then her free hand came up to her mouth. “You didn’t know?”

“No.”

“Oh God.” She looked mortified. “Everybody knew. It was never a secret. Miles knew, Dean knew.”

“We run checks for family connections. Not godparents. Nobody told me,” Garrick said. “Including you.”

“Because I’m a Latina and he is as white as they come?” She said it with an edge that surprised him. “That sounds like reverse racism, or something. He and my father had been friends since they were in uni together. When Pilgrims started, he put me forward as a PA. I wanted to get ahead on my own merits. Not because of favours, but I needed the job.”

“That’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Everybody needs a kick-start. I think the fact your relationship with Colin was never raised is a testament to your independence.”

She hung her head and nodded.

“It’s normally not talent that anybody first reaches for. It’s usually, ‘she’s the bimbo brought in to give the place a bit of glamour.’ I did three years of electronics at Loughborough and still failed to get a decent job. That’s why I ended up doing warranty admin at a Nissan dealership.” She waved her hand around. “And before all of this happened, I really felt as if I was helping a team that would fall over without me.”

It was the most alive Garrick had seen her.

“Miles Ackroyd said almost exactly that this afternoon.”

“Then it’s the first nice thing he’s said all year.” She sucked in a sharp breath. “If you want the truth, I don’t think what has happened to Colin has sunk in properly. This job is keeping me from going mad.” She put a hand over her stomach. “And, as horrible as it sounds, this is the worst time in my life to lose a job like this.”

Garrick wished Fanta was here. She was so much better at the interpersonal stuff. He respected people’s boundaries but saw a frightened woman who was desperate to be held and told everything would be okay. God knows he’d been in her shoes many times not so long ago. If it hadn’t been for Wendy, who knows what dark paths life would have taken him?

For a few seconds, the desire to simply walk out and return home to hug Wendy and Amy was almost overwhelming. It was his turn to draw in a long breath to compose himself.

“Did Colin know about the baby?”

The life in her eyes went out like a switch.

She nodded and wrapped her arms across herself. “He was angry. I’ve known that man my whole life. I’d never seen him like it.”

“You told DC Liu that Lukas is the father.”

“He is.”

“Is that what you told Colin?”

“I didn’t tell him anything. I didn’t want him to know it was a Pilgrims child.” She managed a thin smile. “But he got it into his head that it was Danny’s. I think he somehow heard it from Nikki Frayne. Nothing I could say would change his mind.” She wiped a tear from her eyes. “I lost my mum and dad when I was eighteen. Just too old for the foster-care system. Do you know what happens to people like me, at that age? You’re thrown into the wilderness to look after yourself. Uni became my lifeline, and Colin stepped up to the plate. Money, help, anything he could. He was an amazing man. So when he found out,” she touched her stomach, “he flipped. He said he’d sort things out.” She swallowed hard. “I thought he meant he’d go to Miles.”

Garrick kept his expression sympathetic, but his mind was working overtime.

“Did he say anything else?”

“No. When this season started getting serious, he just stopped talking about it.” Her eyes went past Garrick’s shoulder, and everything in her posture changed.

Garrick turned.

Across the emptying room Lukas Vinter stood by the doors with his hands in the pockets of his team jacket, glaring across. Not at Garrick. At Eva. He held it a moment too long, until Wayne Jones said something and he turned away.

“I’m scared that he’s going to be next,” Eva said quietly. “Danny. Colin. Somebody wants our team burnt to the ground.”

Pilgrims’ garage was dark, and Fanta Liu was enjoying the silence.

She’d left the briefing the moment Ceesay started his arduous speech. Nobody noticed. That was the story of her life lately, she thought bitterly.

She was convinced that it was pointless being in the media centre, and an even bigger waste of time listening to Garrick tell everybody what she already knew.

The cool evening air revived her as she walked down the pit lane. Awnings were zipped and most shutters down, giving the atmosphere of an abandoned Wild West street, just before the inevitable high noon shootout. Aside from the site’s official security and a dozen uniformed officers, she had the track to herself. Not so long ago, she would have been in her element. Right now, she felt nothing.

Pilgrims’ shutter was down to about knee height. She was aware Garrick was going to be telling people to keep everything securely locked, so the irony that Pilgrims, of all teams, had lax protocols made her furious.

She ducked under it and stood still, in the darkness, patting her jacket for her phone. Only dozens of red and green LED charging lights lit up the benches. She turned her phone torch on.

Lukas’ car sat under a fitted cover with the tyre stacks squared up beside it. The air smelled of oil, brake dust and the ghost of Chris Morton’s cigarettes. Immy Fletcher’s rig was parked on its trolley beside the car, laptop lid down.

Fanta had no reason to be here, other than to make sure nobody was prodding around the car. However, something had been bothering her. For the last two weeks she had been told by everybody in this paddock that Pilgrims was running on fumes. Tovey had complained to her face that he’d crack-tested an upright twice because he didn’t like the look of it but couldn’t replace it. Yet still, Lukas Vinter had pulled a rabbit out of the hat at Silverstone in a car that was on its last legs.

Fanta went along the back wall shelving with her phone torch cupped in her palm, held low.

Second-hand parts had a look she knew well from her own dabbling in pimping up her beloved car. They tended to look dull and worn, coming from scrap yards, cannibalised from counterparts that had usually met a terminal end. The top two shelves of Pilgrims’ rack were exactly that: battered and worn parts and boxes, down to a gearbox casing with a dealer’s sticker from 2019.

The bottom shelf was not. Four boxes were factory-sealed, the cardboard still sharp at the corners. A set of front uprights were in printed wrap. Taped to the shelf edge was a delivery note in a plastic sleeve.

In any other garage it would be normal.

Here, the new parts jumped out as imposters. Had Chee Lam finally succumbed to spending more cash in a last attempt to salvage his pride?

She took pictures of the note: supplier, part numbers, all coming in at close to eight grand. And the date: three days before somebody put a bomb under Colin Tovey’s car.

Fanta went rigid as the lock on the side door clunked, and the door swung open.

She killed the torch as somebody entered the garage without turning the lights on. They closed the door quietly behind them and stood in the darkness.

Fanta shivered. Did they know she was here? She was certain she hadn’t made a noise, and surely her phone’s torch wasn’t visible from outside.

Fanta folded herself into the gap between the tyre stacks and the wall, one arm hooked round a rim, and forced herself to breathe through her mouth.

Slow footsteps - nothing more than rubber soles on painted concrete - came past the nose of the car.

Fanta’s knee touched something - and a spanner went off the lower rack with a flat, bright, unmistakable clang.

The footsteps stopped dead. The breathing she could hear was not hers. And it was far too close.

A torch beam suddenly swung across the shutters, the workbench, the dented kettle, and the car in a slow, unhurried manner.

Then it went off again.

Fanta made the mistake of looking directly at it; now all she could see was bobbing dots from the afterimage. Her night vision was shot.

She moved around the tyres. Five steps and she’d be out under the shutter and into the pit lane.

She didn’t make it.

The blow came from her left, out of the dark. There was a sense of something heavy swinging at her head. She had no time at all to get her arm up to defend herself.

The side of her head went white hot with pain. The floor came up to meet her. But she never got the chance to feel herself crashing into it.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Light became a searing pain, like a hot needle applied directly to the centre of the brain. It was so focused, it caused Fanta Liu to gasp aloud.

Slurred voices swam dizzyingly around her before softly settling into coherence. At the same time her vision focused as if she’d been staring at a jumbled magic eye picture.

“Welcome back,” said the smiling face of a doctor as she leaned over Fanta, moving a small torch from one eye to another.

I’m in a hospital. It’s day.

That was the only deduction she could make.

“How long…?” was all she could manage on parched lips. She reached to the side, searching for water. The doctor obliged by pouring some from a jug into a plastic tumbler. Fanta devoured it in one long gulp.

“That’s a good sign,” the doctor said as she filled the tumbler again. “You’ve been out for fourteen hours. You had a blow to the old noggin’.” She tapped the side of her head.

Fanta finished the drink, handed the tumbler back and then reached a hand up to the side of her head. The right-hand side was swaddled with a bandage.

“What do you remember?”

The memory seemed sharp and focused in Fanta’s mind. “I was in a garage. I was hit on the side of the head. Then woke up here.”

“That’s about the size of it. They found you in the pit lane. You’re lucky it was a glancing blow. It could have been a lot worse.”

Fanta tried to sit upright, but the doctor’s gentle hand against her shoulder was enough to restrain her. She realised she was as weak as a kitten.

“Absolutely not,” the doctor said sternly. “Not even to pee.”

Fanta’s hand reached down and with despair, found they’d fitted her with a catheter.

“Great…” she muttered.

The doctor beamed at her. “Think of it as a holiday extra. You really don’t have to do anything except lie there and get your strength back.”

Fanta’s eyes peered over the doctor’s shoulder, to the door of the private ward.

“Is anybody waiting for me?” She hated how needy that sounded.

“Nobody. Which is perfect for you to relax and sleep.”

Despite herself, Fanta closed her eyes. Her mind immediately felt as if it was being wrapped in cotton wool.

“What time is it?”

“Nine thirty-six,” came the doctor’s words from far away.

“They’ll be starting soon…”

It was all she could manage before the world faded away again.

She had woken up at some point after midday to find a tray on the table perched over her bed. It had a sandwich, a small bowl of strawberry jelly, and a plastic cup of orange juice. The bread had already started to feel stale, and the rest of the food – which was a charitable description – tasted like cardboard.

She waited patiently for a doctor or nurse. Beyond the closed ward door, she could hear the sounds of movement and people, but it felt no more real than a looped stream of white noise. There was no clock in the room, and a weak search of the bedside cabinet turned up no phone.

When she next opened her eyes, it was dark beyond the window. It took her a moment to realise it was a combination of her rumbling stomach and the door opening that had woken her. She tensed, alarmed by a sudden irrational fear that it was her assailant coming to finish the job. She blinked and looked around, spotting the figure seated in the only chair in the room and saw that she hadn’t been far off with her assumption.

“I didn’t want to wake you,” Ellen Rivers said, reading Fanta’s chart that she had fetched from the clipboard at the end of the bed.

“You failed then,” Fanta muttered, eyes straying to the door in the hope somebody she actually wanted to talk to would appear.

Rivers read her mind. “Everybody is busy. It has been a helluva day.” Seeing Fanta’s flash of concern, she smiled and added, “Crowd control. You’re the closest anybody came to actually being dead. What do you remember?”

“I was checking out Pilgrims’ garage. Somebody came in and slugged me on the side of the head.” Her hand reached up and gingerly touched the bandage.

Rivers nodded. “Doctor told me that you’re suffering from concussion and a slightly fractured skull.” She checked the notes. “Oh, a non-displaced skull fracture. Which means you can walk and talk. Even work. Not that we’re letting you.”

“You need everybody down there.”

“We managed a whole day without you, and nobody got killed. We can do it again tomorrow.”

Fanta assumed the words had been intended as comforting, but they sounded harsh. Sticking into her heart like a personal assault.

“Everybody’s been worried,” Rivers said, standing to put the clipboard back. “Wilkes was a pain in the arse. He almost walked out.”

That didn’t feel like the comfort Fanta had hoped it would.

“I had to force him to help Harry break down the SECU amendments that came in. He hated that.”

Fanta was sure Rivers smiled with a faint sadistic thrill. She continued:

“Him and Harry found something new in Ackroyd’s personal statements. Turns out the money he was skimming between Pilgrims and himself was being top-sliced.” She shrugged. “And no, I don’t know what that means either. Turns out, neither does Wilkes. Any ideas?”

Fanta shook her head. Right now, Miles Ackroyd was the last person on her mind. And he hadn’t been at Brands Hatch last night.

At least, not officially…

“Who found me?”

“Lukas. He was in a right state, yelling and screaming. It’s odd that a man so used to being under pressure, fell apart the moment he saw a little blood.”

Fanta frowned. “Lukas wasn’t at the briefing?”

“Oh, he was there.” Rivers smiled and her voice lowered. “But you’ve been to enough of the Guv’s briefings. Everybody was desperate to clear out the hall. He just got to you first. His team spent a lot of the night working on the car. And because of what happened,” she gestured to Fanta, “they ended up undoing a lot of the day’s work and rebuilding it, triple-checking every component was legit.”

“In case it had been tampered with,” Fanta said thoughtfully. Why else would somebody attack her?

Rivers’ eyebrows raised in agreement. “They found nothing amiss. In fact, it may have helped them because Lukas blasted every qualifier today.”

“What’s his placement?”

Rivers hesitated. “You know the Guv and I have similar feelings on how this league is scored. Let’s just say, it’s between him and Frayne. If you listen to the media, this has built to a real knife-edge climax.”

“Ceesay got what he wanted.”

It was meant as a statement of fact, but it tasted foul.

Rivers nodded. “He was standing with the Guv on stage, so he didn’t do this to you.” She pointed to the largest bouquet of flowers and balloons in the corner that Fanta hadn’t paid heed to. “They’re from him.”

“What about CCTV?”

“Would you believe it was being rebooted?” Rivers wagged a finger to deliver her point. “All scheduled. Track security thought the safest time to do it was when everybody was at the security briefing. Oh, the irony…”

“Makes sense, I suppose.”

Rivers opened her mouth to say more but thought better of it.

“Well, I was passing on my way home.” She glanced at her watch. “Another early bird start tomorrow. I just wanted to check in. I’ll let everybody know. They’ll be relieved.”

“I’ll be down tomorrow,” Fanta said, pulling herself upright – and found it an exhausting effort.

“No you won’t. And that’s an order.”

Fanta stared at her, her mind too fuzzy for the quick comeback she wanted to deliver. Instead, she found herself muttering, “Yes, Sarge.”

Rivers gave a satisfied nod and said quick goodbyes before leaving and closing the door behind her.

Fanta slumped back in the bed, running through the previous night with the morsels of information she’d been given. Something danced teasingly on the edge of her comprehension, obscured by the effects of the head injury.

For a moment she was convinced she knew who the killer must be and resolved to discharge herself first thing in the morning to stop them…

But that could well be the concussion talking. It certainly was speaking to her, pointing out how alone she was. How she didn’t matter… which of course meant her deduction must be wrong, too.

Not that it mattered. The name and face eluded her as she sank back into a deep sleep.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Saturday had been a day of false alarms.

Before the first race had begun, a rucksack abandoned beneath the grandstand at Paddock Hill had cleared two hundred people and brought a dog handler sprinting from the car park. It contained a flask of tea and two rounds of egg sandwiches.

At noon, a drone had buzzed low over the paddock and sent Harry limping at speed towards a campsite half a mile away, where he found a twelve-year-old at the controls.

So far nothing was amiss.

Nothing had exploded.

Nobody had died.

Garrick marked that as a successful operation. The only blight on the weekend had been the assault on DC Liu. He had to believe it was connected to the murders rather than an opportunistic thief – but whether she had foiled their plans or they had simply tried to stop her finding evidence, he couldn’t tell.

Forensics had been in the garage at the same time as the Pilgrims team had been rebuilding the car overnight, but they had produced nothing of use. The spanner that had been used as the weapon was missing.

With the penultimate race drawing closer, Garrick had almost convinced himself that the killer had done their worst.

Almost.

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the dark, bloody smear on the concrete outside Pilgrims’ garage and the paramedic’s gloved hands working at the side of Fanta’s head.

With the exception of Ellen Rivers, he had seen every member of his team sitting in hospital nursing a grotesque injury and usually wearing a stupid grin because they had triumphed against the reaper.

It was never easy.

He texted Wendy to take his mind off it. He watched the screen for several moments, hoping for a response. She was too busy to reply. Normally she quickly messaged back, and it was Garrick who was too busy to respond. He didn’t like the change of dynamics.

Sunday’s first race came and went in a blur of noise. Lukas Vinter had started from pole, and for six laps he held it. Then Nikki Frayne went round the outside of him in a move that brought fifty thousand people to their feet. Hart – who had arrived as championship leader – got tangled up and slid into the gravel, angrily punching the air in disbelief.

Nikki took the flag. Lukas took second. Garrick understood that this was bad news only because Slater kicked a tyre across the garage.

He had been walking back along the pit lane in the lull that followed, the crowd still buzzing, when he saw Eva Molina coming the other way. She had the team clipboard pressed against her chest and her eyes fixed on the tarmac.

Garrick had noticed that she’d been avoiding hanging around the garage. Between Dean Slater’s tantrums and Lukas Vinter’s monosyllabic replies, the atmosphere was poisonous.

“Hey,” he said with a smile. “How are you holding up?”

She gave him a pale smile. “Don’t ask,” she said, one hand drifting to her stomach. “I haven’t kept anything down since six. Every time I look at Lukas…”

“He’s safe,” Garrick reassured her.

In fact, Lukas had taken Garrick aside to ask about Fanta. Since he’d found her Friday night, his mood had darkened. He’d also asked Sean Wilkes on her condition, an act that provoked a terse answer from the detective.

His radio crackled.

“Guv.” Sean Wilkes’ voice was tight. “Camera nine. Paddock tunnel. Tell me I’m seeing things.”

Garrick didn’t need to check a monitor. He turned to see Fanta Liu weaving through the crowd towards him, the right side of her head swaddled in a fresh dressing, a hospital identity band still around her wrist and a borrowed Kent Police fleece zipped to her chin.

Relief hit him so hard that his knees felt weak. It was followed a heartbeat later by something colder. She was here, on her feet – which meant whoever had swung at her head was still out there and had failed to finish the job. He intercepted her.

“You’re supposed to be in bed.”

“I overslept.” She said it as if that was the true outrage. “The nurse said I needed rest. I said I needed a taxi. We compromised. I discharged myself.”

“Rivers is going to kill you. We don’t want you here.”

“Rivers will have to queue.” She squinted towards the giant screen above the pit straight, where the grid was forming for the second race. “And want and need are totally different things. What have I missed? Nobody would tell me anything. What are the points?”

“Ask me something easier. Like who did it.”

Harry materialised at his elbow with a notebook already open. He had been keeping a running tally since the morning, and Garrick suspected it had less to do with policing and more to do with the money he had riding on Nikki Frayne.

“Saturday, your boy took pole and won the qualifying race,” Harry said, running his finger down the page. “He went to bed on three-sixty. Nikki on three-six-eight, Hart at the top on three-sixty-nine – but he binned it last race. Nikki took the fastest lap. She’s on three-ninety. Lukas came second. Three-seventy-seven.”

Fanta did the arithmetic faster than Garrick could follow. “Thirteen behind. Two races left. He can do it.”

“Or she can and I’m twenty quid richer by teatime,” Harry said. Then he looked at her properly. “I see they didn’t knock any sense into your head. What are you doing here?”

“I need to walk the garage.”

Garrick’s face scrunched disapprovingly. “Liu⁠—”

“Best I do before the concussion eats what I’ve got left to remember. I’m already forgetting things,” she looked at Harry, “like what this arsehole’s name is.”

Harry looked offended. “Hey, those winnings were going in a whip-round for your get-well present.”

The Pilgrims garage fell quiet when Garrick and Fanta ducked in under the awning. Chris Morton stood at the back with an unlit cigarette tucked behind his ear. Wayne Jones hovered at the pit wall end with a headset around his neck. Immy Fletcher was hunched in front of her rig, the telemetry scrolling across three screens, and she looked up at Fanta’s bandage, winced, and then quickly down again. Dean Slater stood with his arms folded and tracked them the way a farmer watches foxes.

“Carry on,” Garrick told them. “Pretend we’re not here.”

“We’ve been doing that for a fortnight,” Slater muttered.

The PA garbled across the track, building up anticipation for the second race, and the crowd responded in kind with a thunderous cheer and feet stomping on the stands.

For a moment, Garrick caught the wonder on the team’s faces as they let that sink in. It was quickly snuffed by the reality that this dream would soon come crashing down no matter who won. They just hoped it came down without any further injuries.

Lukas Vinter started second, tucked behind Nikki Frayne’s ballasted Northstar.

Fanta ignored the screen as she walked slowly along the back wall, retracing her steps. Garrick followed. Then the race was on and the tension in the garage rose as the cheering outside increased.

Lukas sat on Nikki Frayne’s rear bumper as if the cars were welded together. They were so close that Wayne Jones sucked air through his teeth and Slater swore under his breath:

“The dick’s going to knock them both off the track.”

Fanta stopped at the tyre stacks and stared at the narrow gap between the rubber and the breeze blocks.

“I was here,” she said quietly. “I knocked a spanner off the rack, and they heard it.” She turned, looking towards the door the intruder came through. “They shone a light around, then switched it off. I sneaked this way.” She moved to the fully open shutter leading to the pit lane. “The shutter was partially up, that’s how I got in.” She stopped and indicated where she stood. “This is the last I remember.”

On the screen, Nikki’s car suddenly twitched coming out of Druids. It was so subtle that Garrick would have missed it if the entire garage hadn’t howled at once. Nikki must have hesitated, as Lukas was suddenly alongside her.

“He’s boosting,” Immy said aloud.

Even Fanta looked up to the screen to see Lukas’ car leap ahead. Every time he had used the electric boost – the same thing that had killed Danny Royce – the room fell still.

Then Lukas was through and in the lead.

The garage erupted. Wayne punched the air. Chris Morton clapped Immy so hard on the back that she nearly headbutted her keyboard. Slater put his head in his hands in astonishment.

“What happened to her?” Garrick asked.

“Misfire,” Immy said, eyes on the replay. She rewound it, frame by frame and frowned. “She had a surge for maybe half a second and recovered it. That’s not a gearbox… that’s electrical.”

“Serves Callow right for skimping,” Morton said with a sniff.

Electrical. The word echoed in the back of Garrick’s mind.

Nikki’s car recovered its pace, but the damage was done. She came under attack from Foster, then from Cole, then from the rest of the pack who could smell blood. By the time the chequered flag fell, Lukas Vinter had won by a second and a half and Nikki Frayne limped over the line in eighth.

Wayne’s voice was strangled with emotion. “Three-ninety-eight to three-ninety-nine! One point. One point going into the last race!”

Fanta didn’t celebrate. She had moved to the shelving on the back wall and was staring at the bottom shelf. The four factory-sealed boxes were still there. The printed wrap that had held the front uprights was torn open and empty. The uprights were gone; installed overnight on Lukas’ vehicle.

And the delivery note that had been taped to the shelf edge in its plastic sleeve was gone too. Only a torn strip of tape remained.

“Guv, did anybody find my phone?”

“Next to you. The SIM had been removed. Your assailant had smashed the shit out of the handset. The lab doesn’t think the chips are in a good enough shape to extract anything. Why?”

She pointed at the shelf. “I took pictures of the delivery note. It’s gone.” For a moment she chewed her lip and lightly touched her head.

“You shouldn’t be on your feet,” Garrick said with concern.

Fanta ignored him and hauled one of the boxes off the shelf and carried it to the middle of the garage, where she dumped it on the bench in front of Chris Morton.

“Where did these come from?”

Morton looked at the box, then at her, genuinely baffled. “From the supplier. Where else would they come from?”

“Colin Tovey said he’d crack-tested an upright twice because he couldn’t afford to replace it. Now there’s a new set, and they’re on the car.”

“We fitted them Friday night,” Wayne said, eager to help. “After… you know.” He gestured at her head. “We stripped everything back. Rebuilt her with the new kit. That’s why Lukas is flying. We did the same at Silverstone when the new parts came through.”

Fanta frowned. “There was no cash flowing to get new parts through.”

Morton and Immy exchanged a look.

“Chee,” Morton said, as if it was obvious. “He must’ve stuck his hand in his pocket to relieve his conscience.”

“Col went spare when they turned up,” Wayne added. “Said nobody ordered them.”

Fanta’s eyes found Garrick’s. He saw that she’d registered the same thing he had. The parts had arrived in time for Lukas Vinter’s miracle at Silverstone; two days before Colin Tovey was blown apart at Clacket Lane.

“I need to see that paperwork,” Fanta said. “The order, the invoice, who signed it? Now!”

Slater pointed to the monitors. “Jesus Christ, we're one point off with one race to go. We haven’t got time for this!”

“We’ve got time before the last race,” Fanta pointed out.

Slater blinked at her, desperate to shout, but he reined his temper in.

“Detective, I appreciate you were somewhat incapacitated so may have missed it. They announced a new rule this morning – because of everything that has happened – the last race is running straight after this one. No fresh tyres. No new parts. Just line up and go again instead of running the reverse-grid rule.”

Fanta blinked in surprise.

“That’s harsh.”

Garrick nodded in agreement. “It’s like the ultimate winner’s ballast crap. Survival of the fittest car. Except this kicks everybody in the bollocks at the same time for even daring to take part.”

Immy was already tapping at the keys. “I can get the report for you…”

Fanta used the moment to catch Garrick by the elbow and steer him out into the pit lane.

“Where was I found?”

Garrick stepped a couple of yards out and pointed to the dark patch.

“Here. I turned up the same time as the paramedics. Lukas found you and hadn’t moved you.”

Fanta stared at him. Then she looked back through the door into the garage.

“That’s not right,” she said slowly. “I never made it out here. I was going for the shutter.” She indicated the spot inside. “I went down there.”

Garrick opened his mouth to correct her, then thought better of it.

“My attacker dragged me out…”

She said it aloud, the words disrupting the celebration the team had been feeling as reality came back with its grim reminder.

Fanta took small steps towards Garrick.

“I didn’t fall out here. I was pulled out.” She walked back inside. “This is where I fell. Not out there.”

Immy spoke up; she hadn’t been listening. “I’ve got the purchase ledger, Detective. Four front uprights, bearings, discs. Seven thousand eight hundred and forty pounds. Raised on the fourteenth.” She angled the screen towards Garrick. “Same as every order we ever put in. Miles’ authority. Eva signed it off. Parts came.”

“That was before Ackroyd screwed us over,” Slater pointed out. “We didn’t have any money to pay for it. The bank had frozen our overdraft facility.”

“Well, yeah. It went through the team account like normal.” Immy shrugged and gestured to the screen.

The numbers began to rearrange themselves in Garrick’s head – which was an uncomfortable sensation for a man who dozed off reading the SECU report.

The order predated Ackroyd’s departure. It had gone through the team records – the same account Lam’s money had passed through like water. Straight in, straight out, landing in Miles Ackroyd’s pocket as repayment of a loan that never existed.

Except not all of it. Similar, Harry had said. Top-sliced, the SECU report had noted, and nobody had truly made sense of it.

Now Garrick understood. Ackroyd had been skimming from Pilgrims, and somebody had been skimming from Ackroyd.

Top-slicing roughly ten per cent off every transfer, before it ever reached him.

Ten per cent of two hundred and twenty thousand.

Lam hadn’t paid for those uprights. Nobody had put their hand in their pocket. Somebody inside Pilgrims had been quietly stealing from the thief – and spending it on Lukas Vinter’s car.

Fanta’s voice cut through his thoughts. She had turned back into the garage and was looking around at the crew with an expression that Garrick recognised. The one she wore when she was about to be very right and very pissed off.

“You don’t drag somebody unless you can’t carry them,” she said. “I’m not exactly heavy. Chris, you could throw me over your shoulder. Wayne – you lift tyres all day. Lukas. Dean.” She let the names hang. “Any of the men in this garage could’ve picked me up and dumped me in a skip. None of you would need to drag me.”

The garage went very still. Slowly, one by one, eyes turned towards the only woman in the room.

Immy Fletcher pushed her chair back from the rig, colour rising up her throat.

“Don’t you dare.” Her voice cracked. “I-I was at the briefing when it happened. I was sitting next to Lukas!”

Garrick had seen her looking bored and distracted the whole time.

“I saw you,” he assured her. Then he looked sidelong at Fanta. “She was there the whole time.”

Fanta looked crestfallen. Her hand moved to her head and she muttered, “Maybe I’m not remembering correctly…”

Garrick recalled Immy’s haunted look, eyes on the floor. Lukas between her and Wayne, chewing his thumb. Chris Morton asleep. Slater against the side wall, hand over his mouth.

And against the back wall, by the exit, head bowed…

He remembered her sweating. Her make-up half done. The hand wiping her mouth. Morning sickness can come on any time. The one excuse in the world nobody would question for leaving a room, for coming back flushed, for vanishing at a moment’s notice.

Garrick turned slowly, taking in every face in the garage. The crew. The empty chair next to the pit wall where, all day yesterday, there had always been somebody with a headset on, watching with wide, damp eyes.

“Where’s Eva?” he said.

Nobody answered. Slater shrugged, as if the question was beneath him.

“Throwing up, probably,” he said. “She’s been in and out all day.”

Behind them, engines barked into life along the pit lane. A wall of noise that rattled the tool chests and made the concrete hum beneath Garrick’s feet as the cars lined up for the final race of the season.

Somewhere at the far end of the pit lane, Nikki Frayne’s Northstar was with them.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Garrick was already moving before Slater finished the sentence.

He thumbed the radio. “All units, this is Garrick. I need eyes on Eva Molina. Ackroyd and Slater’s PA. Latina, dark hair, team jacket, arrest her on sight.”

A chorus of acknowledgements crackled back. Harry’s voice cut across them. “Guv? What’re we arresting her for?”

Garrick didn’t answer. On the monitors, the cars were snaking out of the pit lane towards the grid, weaving to warm their tyres.

Nikki Frayne’s car had misfired once already.

Electrical.

Not a fault. A rehearsal.

“Rivers,” he barked into the radio. “Get to race control. Tell Ceesay to stop the race. Red lights, flags, whatever it takes.”

“Guv, they’ll never⁠—”

“Tell him it’s that or the next corpse is on live television.”

He turned to find Fanta already at the mouth of the garage, one hand braced against the shutter, swaying slightly.

“Liu, stay here. Sit down.”

She was gone before he had finished.

Garrick sprinted after her.

“Did that blow damage your hearing?”

She didn’t even look back. “What?”

The pit lane was a gauntlet of mechanics, trolleys, and air lines. Fanta ducked through it like a winger, and Garrick lumbered in her wake, pointlessly apologising in a very British manner.

A marshal in orange shouted at them, arms flailing as he tried to block them. Another stepped out to block the gap in the pit wall. They had all seen Garrick at one time or another and if they failed to recognise him, then showing his warrant card wouldn’t be much of a reminder. Instead, he shouldered the man aside with a gruff:

“Police! Outta my way!”

Then he and Fanta were out on the track, and the noise hit them like a wave as fifty thousand people watched two figures sprint onto the starting grid. Their reaction rolled around the valley – first confusion, then outrage, then a roar that was almost delight.

The cars had formed up on the grid, engines throbbing with a bass-heavy pulse that reverberated through Garrick’s chest and turbo-charged his headache.

Somewhere overhead a camera drone banked towards them with a high-pitched buzz that sliced through the noise. Every screen around the circuit was suddenly filled with a DCI in his Barbour, flapping his arms like he was trying to flag down a taxi.

“STOP! STOP!” he yelled.

Right in front of him he saw Lukas Vinter’s bewildered expression. Nikki Frayne was further back in P8, her visor was up and he could see her eyes through the window net, blazing as she motioned for him to get the hell away.

The start lights stayed red. Then, from the gantry, came the lazy wave of red flags.

Lukas Vinter was out of his car first, helmet off, face white with fury.

“What the hell are you doing?” He stormed towards Fanta, stopping short when he registered the bandage. His voice cracked. “You’re handing it to her. Do you understand that? One point! You’re handing her the whole bloody championship!”

“Get away from your car, Lukas,” Fanta said.

“What?”

Garrick didn’t wait to hear the rest. Nikki Frayne’s Northstar hadn’t moved.

“Get out of the car!” he yelled, planting himself in front of her bonnet. The heat from the engine bay rolled across his shins.

“Switch off and get out!”

“Are you joking?” She yanked the net down. “I’ve waited my whole life for this race! Why don’t you go and arrest the killer and leave the rest of us alone?”

Garrick was painfully aware of the cameraman crouched at the kerb six feet away, lens trained on the pair of them. He could already hear Molly Meyers narrating the story.

“Nikki, please. Your car misfired. That wasn’t Callow skimping on parts⁠—”

He never finished the sentence.

The Northstar’s engine note changed. It was the sound he had heard in the Pilgrims garage every time Lukas hit the boost – a rising electric whine climbing over the growl of the engine. Nikki’s eyes went wide. Her hands flew up off the wheel.

“I’m not touching it!”

The car lunged.

It was like being hit by a bowling ball hurled by a giant. Garrick’s legs were swept out from under him, and suddenly the sky and the bonnet were trading places. He rolled across the hot metal, the windscreen smacking his shoulder, the roof skimming past his face, and then he was falling off the far side of the car onto the tarmac.

He lay there, winded, and watched the Northstar slew sideways across the grid as Nikki wrestled the wheel, its rear wheels spinning in a howl of smoke as it shot between several cars before clipping Lukas’ Civic– shedding bodywork across the track as it jounced forward. Lukas darted to the side, shoving a cameraman with him to avoid being run over.

With a loud crump, Nikki slammed side-long into the pit wall in a spray of shattered plastic. The engine over-revved, unable to switch off. Smoke and flames began to pour from beneath the bonnet.

Garrick took a few steps forwards until common sense told him not to run towards a fire with no protection. Around him, fifty thousand people held their breath at once.

The driver’s window net moved. Nikki Frayne’s helmet appeared, then her shoulders, and she was climbing out with a string of language that no broadcaster would be able to bleep in time.

A fire crew moved in, extinguishers smothering the car, which did nothing to cut the engine. Nikki staggered as marshals swarmed her. She was on her feet. Unhurt.

Garrick patted himself down, astonished to find everything was still attached. His shoulder ached, and his Barbour had a fresh tear in the sleeve. Otherwise, he was alive. It was becoming a habit.

Fanta was suddenly at his side. “Guv! Guv, are you⁠—”

“Fine,” he wheezed. “Remind me to stop running out in front of traffic.”

“It was a remote trigger!” she said, eyes darting to the stands. “Short-range, like Danny’s. But I bet she has to be close enough to see.”

Garrick followed her gaze to the giant screen above the pit straight, still showing a replay of him cartwheeling over a bonnet.

His radio crackled into life.

“Guv! It’s Sean!” Wilkes was running; his breath came in ragged bursts. “Got her on camera fourteen. Back of the paddock, by the transporters. She’s got a phone in her hand – I’m on her!”

Garrick hauled himself up using Fanta’s shoulder, which was the wrong way round given who had the fractured skull.

“Which way, Sean?”

“Towards the service gate – she’s running⁠—”

Garrick and Fanta ran, pushing through the ever-thickening safety crew and team members flooding onto the track to check their precious drivers. They cut across the paddock between the ranks of articulated lorries, where barbecues had been lit for the end-of-season party that now looked very ambitious. Ahead, a throaty engine rumbled to life.

They saw the cab door of a large car transporter close. Eva behind the wheel. It was a big two-tier rig with a flatbed trailer, the recovery vehicle that had spent the weekend collecting whatever the circuit had spat out. Three wrecked race cars were chained to its decks – Hart’s Blackthorn car with its front end caved in, and two others that were more crumpled carbon fibre than race car. The tailgate ramp was still down, waiting for more casualties.

Sean Wilkes was sprinting alongside it, one hand clawing at the passenger door handle above his head, as the truck lurched forward. Sean stumbled and went rolling across the tarmac, inches from being crushed by the large lorry wheels as it swung towards the service gate, its ramp scraping the ground in a shower of orange sparks.

A steward stepped into its path - then thought better of it and dived out of the way as the truck ploughed through the service gate barrier, snapping the pole like a matchstick. The ramp screeched onto the access road. The whole rig swayed, pitching burning motes behind it like a sparkler on Bonfire Night.

Garrick reached Sean as he scrambled to his feet, his palms shredded.

“It was her,” Sean gasped. “She looked right at me, Guv. She was crying.”

Garrick stared at the rig, heading for the A20 and Sunday afternoon traffic. A pregnant woman at the wheel of ten tonnes of steel and scrap, with nothing left to lose.

How do you stop that without somebody getting killed?

“Harry,” he snapped into the radio. “Get traffic onto the A20. I want the junctions closed both ways. And get somebody to this bloody gate⁠—”

He stopped, registering that Fanta wasn’t beside him.

She was ten yards back, beside a line of cars waiting to be loaded onto the transporter that was no longer there. Wrecks from the morning races, still in their liveries, abandoned in a row on the tarmac. She was pulling open the door of one of them. Ryan Cole’s Northstar car that had spun off. Its rear bumper was hanging off, and one headlight was smashed. But everything else looked intact.

He raced towards her. “Liu! What the hell are you doing?”

She was already folding herself into the driver’s seat. “Get in, Guv!”

“That’s evidence!”

“It’s a car!”

Garrick reached the passenger side, hand searching for the door handle. It wasn’t there. He wasn’t sure there was a door at all – just a panel and an open window framed by a web of steel tubes. Inside, where a passenger seat should have been, there was nothing but a bare aluminium floor, a fire extinguisher bolted to the floor, and a roll cage resembling the inside of a birdcage.

“There’s no seat!”

“It’s a race car. Nobody wants company.” Fanta was flicking switches on a carbon panel in the centre of the dash, her fingers moving with a confidence gained from watching it happen over successive weekends. “Master switch. Ignition. Fuel pumps. Hold on…”

“Where’s the key?”

“You think drivers carry keys in their overalls?” She thumbed a red button.

The engine exploded into life. The noise inside the cabin was unbearable. It felt like being in a steel drum while somebody whacked it with a hammer. Fanta revved the engine. The air was rich with petrol fumes. She wasn’t waiting around.

“Guv?”

Garrick posted himself head-first through the window, snagging his coat on a strut, and landed in an undignified heap on the bare floor. He twisted around and grabbed the roll cage with both hands, wedging his feet against the extinguisher.

“Liu, this is insane. I’m ordering you⁠—”

She slammed it into gear.

The car torpedoed forward and Garrick’s head cracked against a bar of the cage. They shot across the paddock, past gawping mechanics and onto the road. The sparks from the transporter’s ramp glittered ahead of them, like a trail of breadcrumbs.

Fanta laughed. It was not an entirely sane sound.

Garrick looked across at her. Her knuckles were white on the wheel; her eyes fixed on the road. Beneath the fresh dressing, a thin line of red was seeping through the gauze. She blinked hard, once, twice, as though trying to bring something into focus.

“Guv,” she shouted over the engine, in a voice that was suddenly far too calm. “Quick question.”

“What?”

“Which one of those two lorries is she driving?”

Garrick looked ahead. There was only one transporter on the road.

Their speedometer climbed past ninety.


Chapter Thirty


Garrick had been in a lot of cars driven badly. He had never been in one driven so well by somebody who couldn’t see straight.

They sped along the A20 in a blur of hedgerow. The transporter was two hundred yards ahead, its ramp still down and dragging a comet’s tail of sparks. It didn’t stay on the dual carriageway long.

The blue lights of Harry’s roadblock came into view at the New Ash Green junction. He had to hand it to the man: he could galvanise the local force in an instant.

Eva swung the rig hard left across both lanes and into a gap in the hedge that Garrick would have sworn was too narrow for a wheelbarrow.

Multiple tyres screamed asthmatically as they fought for grip. The trailer followed her in, taking a telegraph pole with it.

“She knows the back roads,” Fanta yelled over the engine. “She drives up and down here every day!”

She dropped two gears with a sound like a gunshot and flung the car after the lorry.

The lane was single-track, sunk between high banks of hawthorn and bramble with grass growing down its flanks. The race car’s slick tyres slapped at every pothole. Its belly, designed for billiard-table smooth tarmac, scraped the road every time they hit a dip – kicking up an explosion of sparks and making the whole cabin ring like a dustbin.

Garrick wedged himself against the roll cage and tried to remember whether he had updated his will since Amy was born.

They easily gained. The transporter was no match for a race car, even a knackered one. But the lightweight was no match for a ten-tonne half-loaded lorry.

It filled the lane ahead, lurching from bank to bank, the three wrecks on its decks straining against their chains. Both wing mirrors snapped off in turn – the last one bouncing hard off their reinforced windscreen, making them both jump.

Fanta tucked the car in behind the ramp, so close that Garrick could see the rust on the hinges.

“Not so close!” he bellowed.

For once, Fanta listened and eased back as the road widened a tad – just enough for them to see the lane kink right, and a silver hatchback barrelling round the bend towards them.

Garrick had a frozen snapshot of the driver – an elderly man in a flat cap, a Labrador in the passenger seat – as the transporter bore down on him. The pensioner did the only sensible thing and drove into the hedge. The lorry thundered past him with an inch to spare, and suddenly the hatchback’s back end was sticking out into the lane, directly in front of them.

Fanta didn’t brake. She flicked the wheel left and put two wheels up the bank. The car tilted so steeply that Garrick found himself pushed flat with g-force against the side panel as hawthorns screamed along the bodywork. Then they dropped back onto the road with a bang that jarred his teeth and sent chunks of trim spinning off the car.

“Sorry!” Fanta shouted, to nobody in particular.

Garrick twisted to look back. Through the rear window he saw a wall of blue lights filling the lane behind them: five patrol cars nose to tail, sirens wailing, snaking round the stranded hatchback. It was a comforting sight for about two seconds, until he realised that every one of those officers was watching a stolen race car driven by a concussed detective constable, and would be writing it up in great detail later – possibly in their obituaries.

Fanta blinked hard. She squeezed her left eye shut and kept it that way.

“Liu, what are you doing?”

“Just… uh… just a little double vision. One eye’s enough.” She grinned without humour. “Depth perception’s overrated.”

Ahead, something changed on the transporter. The upper deck began to tilt, the hydraulic rams wheezing out like a pair of iron lungs. It went from level to an angle, then steeper, until the front of the deck was high in the air and the rear dipped towards the road.

“Oh crap,” Fanta said. “She’s dumping the load!”

Garrick watched in disbelief as the chains on Hart’s Blackthorn car snapped taut, then slipped.

The car slid backwards off the upper deck and dropped onto the ramp with a shriek of metal. Then it bounced and tumbled into the lane – landing on its roof and spinning like a stranded beetle on its back, directly in their path.

Fanta dropped a gear and threw the car right. They missed the Blackthorn by a hair’s breadth. The wing mirror inches from Garrick’s head snapped off.

Behind them, the lead patrol car wasn’t so lucky. It struck the upturned wreck square on and ploughed it into the bank in a cloud of glass and airbags. The second car swerved to avoid it and buried its nose in the hedge.

“Is your plan to drive until she runs out of fuel?” Garrick said, unable to think of an alternative.

Fanta touched her head and gave it a little shake. “To be honest, I didn’t have a plan. But I’ve always wanted to rally drive.”

A second wreck came off the transporter, with the third straight after it. Both cartwheeled end over end like unwanted toys.

Fanta weaved between them with a flick of the wheel, too quick to follow, as though she was auditioning for a seat at Pilgrims. Garrick heard another crunch of police hardware behind them and didn’t dare look.

Just ahead, the lane opened up. The hedges fell back and became a post-and-rail fence either side, with stubble fields rolling away to the woods. It was still only one and a half cars wide. It would have to do.

“Get me alongside,” Garrick shouted.

Fanta risked a one-eyed glance at him. “You’re not serious.”

With no wing mirrors, Eva was effectively blinkered to the road around her.

“Somebody has to stop her before she hits a village. And since you’re driving… unless you want to switch places?”

Fanta nosed out to the right, bumping along the verge, and crept up beside the transporter. The trailer’s wheels towered next to Garrick’s window, churning mud and grit into the cabin. The deck of the rig was at chest height. Empty now, a mess of snapped chains and ratchet straps whipping in the wind.

Garrick pulled himself up through the window, the way he’d got in. For a moment he hung there, half in and half out, fingers locked round the roll cage, the road a grey smear two feet below him.

You’re a family man now, Kane had said.

He jumped.

He hit the lower deck belly-first, and the air left his lungs in a rush. His hands scrabbled for purchase and found a chain. The whole rig shook beneath him, trying to throw him off, as he hauled himself forward, one rung at a time. The steel was greasy and slick. A ratchet strap lashed across his cheek and drew blood. He kept going until the deck ran out and there was nothing ahead but the back of the cab and a narrow walkway above the fuel tank.

He edged along it, hugging the cab. Reaching out he found the passenger door was locked but the window was open a couple of inches.

He punched the rest of it in with his elbow. Glass fell away, and he dragged himself through, head-first again – it was becoming his signature move. He sprawled across the passenger seat.

Eva Molina stared at him. Her face was streaked with tears, her knuckles white on the wheel. A cheap phone lay on the dashboard.

“Eva,” he gasped. “Stop the truck. It’s over.”

For a second, he thought she would. Her foot eased off the accelerator. Her mouth opened.

Then she stood on the brake with both feet.

Ten tonnes of steel tried to stop all at once.

Garrick, still across the seat with nothing to hold, carried on forward. He went into the windscreen shoulder-first. It crazed into a white spider’s web around him and gave way–

He was suddenly outside, folded over the flat nose of the cab with a mouthful of laminated glass and the sheet wrapped around him, effectively holding him in place.

Not that it would last. The bottom rubber seam began to peel away under his weight.

He grabbed the only thing there was. One hand closed around a wiper arm, the other around the bracket of the severed wing mirror. His feet found the grille. The front of the lorry was as flat as a fridge door, and he was plastered to it like a magnet.

Behind the transporter, there was an almighty bang.

Fanta had dropped back behind the transporter the moment that he’d leapt out and hadn’t been able to stop when Eva hit the brakes. With the ramp still down, the Civic had carried straight up it and onto the lower deck of the transporter. Garrick could just see its battered Northstar livery perched on the trailer like a toy on a shelf.

Eva jammed her foot on the accelerator again. The rig surged forward. Garrick’s legs swung free, and he screamed in pain as his shoulder took all his weight. If he let go now, he’d be under the wheels in an instant.

There came a grinding shriek from the back.

In a spray of sparks, Fanta reversed the race car back down the ramp and hit the road with a bounce. It fishtailed as she switched gears and fought it straight.

The wiper arm was bending. Garrick could feel the metal giving in his fist. The lane rushed at him, the hedges coming back, the fields disappearing.

Through the shattered windscreen Eva’s face was a white mask, fixed on the road, as though he wasn’t there at all.

Behind him, he heard the race car’s engine note climb to a scream.

Fanta hurtled past on the right. There was no room – but she did it anyway - the car clipped fence posts one after another like a stick dragged along railings. For a second she was level with him, one eye shut, teeth bared. Then she was ahead and pulling away.

For a terrible moment Garrick thought she was going to keep going.

A hundred yards ahead, Fanta yanked the handbrake. The car snapped round in a cloud of tyre smoke - making a perfect one-eighty that left black arcs across the lane. It stopped dead, nose pointing straight at the lorry.

Then Fanta started coming back.

Fast.

Garrick realised what she was doing and wished he hadn’t.

It was a game of chicken, and he was the fowl prize, pinned to the front of the lorry like a hood ornament.

The gap closed. The race car’s single headlight blazed. Garrick could see Fanta through its windscreen, hands at ten to two, only one eye open.

He heard Eva sob.

She blinked first.

The wheel spun in her hands. The brakes locked. The whole cab lurched left, and Garrick saw the fence explode into matchwood around him. The lorry ploughed off the lane and into the field, jolting across the stubble and flinging clods of earth into the air. The trailer slewed sideways behind it, carving a long brown furrow and acting as an anchor – before the lorry shuddered to a halt in a cloud of dust, the engine stalling.

The silence was sudden. Just the tick of hot metal, and a startled pheasant clattering out of a nearby hedge.

Garrick peeled his fingers off the wiper arm one by one. It came away in his hand. He slid down the grille and landed on his backside in the mud, his legs refusing to hold him. He sat there a moment, double-checking that he was still alive.

Then he got up, walked round to the driver’s door and opened it.

Eva hadn’t moved. One hand was still locked on the wheel. The other was pressed flat against her stomach.

“Eva Molina,” he said, and his voice sounded strange to him, hoarse and tired. “I’m arresting you on suspicion of the murders of Danny Royce and Colin Tovey, and…” He waved his hand as he battled emotion. “A load of other stuff.”

She finally turned her head and looked at him. Her eyes were red raw.

“He was going to win,” she whispered. “All I wanted was for him to win.”

He became aware of a shrill buzzing noise and looked up. The drone camera from the circuit was hovering several yards away. Garrick groaned inwardly; how much of that debacle had the over-enthusiastic camera operator caught? He dreaded to think.

Out on the lane, the Northstar race car sat idling, its engine burbling. Fanta had her forehead resting on the steering wheel. As the wall of blue lights crested the rise behind her, she lifted one hand and gave Garrick a weak thumbs-up.

Then she leaned out of the window and threw up.


Chapter Thirty-One


The long silences throughout Eva Molina’s interview were becoming a regular motif, and Garrick had resigned himself that it was pointless to try to push things on any quicker.

Eva’s solicitor had spoken more than her client. “My client has already told you that she was dealing with the side effects of antidepressants.”

Next to him, Ellen Rivers glanced at her notes. “The sertraline. We are still waiting for details from her doctor.”

The solicitor shrugged. “That is hardly my client’s fault. But it is clear she wasn’t acting with a rational state of mind. She is pregnant and emotionally vulnerable.”

“Noted,” Garrick said coolly. A part of him was feeling like a cad, grilling a young pregnant woman. Then again, she had killed two people and attempted to eliminate Nikki Frayne, Fanta Liu, and himself. So, sympathy was stretched, and he was increasingly convinced that the tears were crocodile tears. In brief fragments during the interview, he swore he saw defiance replace grief. Before the tears flowed again.

“Yet, in my experience mood swings and side effects of medication lend themselves to impulsive acts. They don't quite tally with premeditated murder, do they?”

Eva said nothing.

Garrick glanced at his notes. “You studied electronics at Loughborough. An excellent student. Focused on green initiatives. So, EVs were right up your street. Making a simple remote trigger to boost a signal was hardly any work for you.”

Eva shook her head in the most ambiguous of answers.

Garrick looked straight at her. “You don’t have to answer that. Your professor told me you’d already done something similar on one of your term projects to see if battery life could be extended. And you did it for Lukas. True love. Somebody you’d kill for. The father of your child. According to you.”

That got a response.

Eva glowered. “I didn’t sleep with Danny!”

“I didn’t say you did,” Garrick said easily. “But I’m sure Lukas Vinter wasn’t your only conquest.”

The solicitor tutted. “Oh, come on, Detective.”

Garrick waved his hand apologetically. “Until we have DNA confirmation that it’s Lukas Vinter’s, it’s just his word against yours.”

“We are in love!” Her fist bumped the table.

Rivers leaned forward. “According to Mr Vinter, he has never been. He described you as, and I quote…” She looked at a passage highlighted on her printed notes. “A crazy stalker.”

Eva sucked her teeth, tears welling in her eyes.

“Lying bitch! He would never say that!”

Rivers reacted to the insult with a smile. “His words, not mine. Crazy is not a word I like to use.”

Eva leaned back in her seat, arms folded.

“You were obsessed with him, weren’t you?” Garrick said. She held his gaze with dark unblinking eyes. It was disconcerting. “You felt sorry for the position he’d been placed in and saw Danny Royce as the threat. When did you come up with the plan?”

She looked away.

Garrick smiled to himself. “A simple accident would put him out of the running. Is that what you intended? Not to kill him, but to injure him just enough?” When she didn’t answer, Garrick pressed on. “Except it was the weather that did it. The rain. The slick track. The fact the tired crew had accidentally set the wrong bar. He didn’t stand a chance.”

Eva’s head circled around, looking at anywhere in the room other than the detectives. She stared at the camera in the corner, recording every moment.

Garrick shrugged. “But it did the job. Suddenly, Lukas was the only driver. He had a chance. Or he would have done if the team wasn’t running on financial fumes. Which you knew better than anybody because you were moving the money around for Dean and Miles.”

Garrick sat back and reached for his green tea, thankful that Rivers had absorbed the intricacies of the financial report. She took over.

“Miles Ackroyd told you to transfer money to his personal account. He was making you sign off on it, which you knew made you culpable if he was caught. But you did it anyway because you wanted to stay close to Lukas.”

Eva’s nose wrinkled at the mention of Ackroyd’s name.

Rivers moved a sheet of figures in front of Eva and tapped the numbers.

“And just about the time you discovered you were pregnant, you began to skim off the top of those transfers. Ten per cent. It builds up. You knew that if Ackroyd complained, you could report him. You relied on the fact that his bookkeeping was a mess at the best of times, so he wouldn’t notice.”

Eva shrugged. “Miles is an arsehole. He ran the team into the ground.”

It wasn’t an admission, but it was the closest she’d come so far. Rivers took that as a win and pressed on.

“Building a nest egg for you and your baby. That would have been the end of it, except Lukas couldn’t get ahead with the car he had because there were no new parts. They couldn’t afford them. But you could. You bought the new parts he needed. Everybody assumed the money had come in through the proper channels so nobody questioned it. You told them they were all backorders and obscured the paperwork. And finally, at Silverstone, Lukas performs a miracle and leaps ahead. Really, all thanks to you.”

Eva grinned, accepting the compliment without a thought that her reaction was damning her.

“But there were still problems,” Garrick said. “Aside from the fact Lukas didn’t want anything to do with you. Nikki Frayne was also powering up the league. Others were doing well, but Nikki…” He pulled a tortured face. “That must have hurt. After all, she had slept with Lukas just to get revenge on Danny. And since he has a reputation for sleeping with anybody–”

“You’re a lying bastard,” Eva spat.

Her solicitor bit her lip – unsure if she should intervene.

Garrick nodded in agreement. “It has often been said. But for the record, I didn’t sleep with Mr Vinter.” He took joy in her hateful reaction. “And while you thought about how to deal with her, another problem came from left field. Your godfather.”

Rivers swooped in like an emotional assassin as she placed a smiling photograph of Colin Tovey, Lukas Vinter and Eva, arms around one another in a cropped team photograph. “The man who looked after you when your parents died. Treated you like his own daughter. Got you the job at Pilgrims. He called us in when the data showed something had killed Danny. Only he didn’t know you’d put it there. He started to dig deeper and came across alarming evidence that pointed towards his own goddaughter.”

Eva shook her head.

Garrick shrugged. “He had it all on his laptop. The orders you’d made. The money you’d moved from the team. At first, he didn’t know it was you. He’d begun to suspect it was Immy, and he did think it was Nikki’s life that was in jeopardy. Silverstone was the breakthrough for him. The parts arriving in the nick of time made him suspicious. He even convinced Chris Morton to check up on Nikki – until a couple of the Northstar technicians took it the wrong way and threatened to brain poor old Chris.”

Eva scrunched her nose and looked away.

“But then he put the pieces together. It had to be you. When he spoke to us at Clacket Lane, he didn’t want to say anything because it implicated you. But you were way ahead of him. You knew he had to go.” He frowned. “Tell me, is that ruthless decision still a side effect from your medication?”

Eva pulled a face, as if he had cracked a joke.

“My client was nowhere near Clacket Lane,” the solicitor pointed out.

“Of course not. The original meeting was set for eight, but that would have been with Immy. When she was stuck at work, Colin seized the chance to change the time to six so he could meet us without her.” Garrick wagged a finger at her. “You were in the garage the whole time. Immy had told you about the meeting. The only problem was you didn’t know the meeting time had changed. You only had a couple of hours to find a solution. So you improvised a basic explosive. A lump of explosive detonated by the timer on a mobile phone, just in case he parked where there was no signal.” Garrick winked at her. “Good thinking. You used blasting explosives stolen from Ackroyd’s old demolition company, which you were ferrying paperwork back and forth for. I assume you had got that earlier, maybe in case you wanted to blow the garage up?”

Eva stared long and hard at him. He gave her time to respond. As usual, she didn’t react. Garrick was looking forward to her official psychiatric evaluation, but he already guessed that she was a psychopath. He couldn’t remember the politically correct term, and right now, he didn’t care.

“I have to hand it to you, Eva. You’re an excellent problem solver. They might not strictly be legal solutions, but they solve the problem. Now all you had to do was plant the device. You knew the garage well. Knew where all the security cameras were. So, you did the easy thing. You asked him for a ride home. Except you waited until you were around the corner before calling him, so nobody saw you get into his car.”

“But we have the phone logs from you and him. The time matches,” Rivers said with some satisfaction.

Garrick pushed several printed traffic camera photographs across the desk so she could see. Her solicitor paid more attention to them than she did.

“Traffic cameras showed Colin drove straight from the office to meet us at the service station.” He tapped the first picture. “Here you are as a passenger with him.”

A traffic camera clearly showed a figure sitting in the passenger seat next to Colin Tovey, although identification was impossible. It was just a dark silhouette.

The solicitor threw him a dubious look. “This could be anybody.”

Garrick indicated the second image. “And you can see here, there is no passenger.” He pushed a third picture across. Again the figure wasn’t clear as they leaned into the boot. “And here you take your bag out of the boot, that’s when you slid the bomb in place.”

The solicitor shrugged. “So?”

Garrick’s eyes didn’t leave Eva. “Do you know what’s close to this location?” He tapped the third picture and gave her a chance to answer, which she declined. “It’s your apartment.”

Silence filled the room.

Garrick shook his head. “In the long run, Colin didn’t tell us anything. He didn’t know what to do. You didn’t have to kill him. He was already looking out for you. But the explosive was on a timer, set to go off just before he was originally going to meet us…”

Rivers picked up the thread. “I can see you’re devastated at the thought of murdering your godfather just to silence him. If Danny Royce had been an accident, had it whetted your appetite for murder?”

The solicitor spoke up. “Objection!”

Rivers almost laughed. “We’re not in court.” This time it was the solicitor’s turn not to respond.

“So, let’s turn our attention to Nikki Frayne. It was an easy case of replicating Danny’s little accident. You just had a limited window of opportunity. You also knew our investigation was orbiting around the idea this was linked to Chee Lam’s proposed new league. A great smoke screen for you, and an opportunity to throw in a few red herrings for us to waste our time on.”

“I’m curious,” Garrick said. “When you put a spanner across DC Liu’s head, was that because you thought she had found out you’d just planted the device on Nikki’s car? She was just two garages down.”

Eva answered with a silent sneer. It took every ounce of restraint for Garrick not to yell at her. He took a deep breath.

“Unfortunately for you, you failed to kill her straight away and couldn’t just leave her in the garage. But by the time you dragged her out you were running out of time to get back to the briefing. You panicked and just left her. All in the comforting knowledge that the security cameras were all being reset during the briefing.”

Rivers produced a photograph from the cardboard folder next to her. She slid across an enlarged forensic blow-up of a whirled fingerprint.

“I find it strange that not many people realise you can leave fingerprints on clothing, like DC Liu’s jacket – and we can extract them. Especially if you’ve been poking around the underneath of a car’s wiring loom. You tend to get all kinds of gunk on these.” She waggled her fingers for emphasis.

Garrick cocked his head then looked at her solicitor. “If it helps, we have drone camera footage of your client behind the wheel of a stolen car transporter. You know, the one she tried to kill me with?”

The solicitor decided saying nothing was the best course of action.

Shattered, Garrick and Rivers returned to the incident room. It was eerily quiet. It had been such a colossal forensic undertaking to get every atom of evidence they could from the transporter and the entire Brands Hatch course, once it had been vacated.

Fanta Liu had been placed on forced medical leave, which she had vocally protested against and told everybody that she was spending it with her mother.

That had soured Sean Wilkes’ mood, which had been at a low point all week as he hadn’t had the chance to talk to his fiancée.

If she still was.

That had left DC Harry Lord to run between labs, garages, offices, and everything else in between.

The incident boards were still up but would come down within days. Months of investigation would continue in the background as the case was passed to the CPS, even as the next crime reared its head. Amongst this, Garrick needed to debrief his team… and find time to talk to Reynolds.

When he looked around, Rivers was examining a pink greetings card envelope on Garrick’s desk. She held it up.

“Secret admirer?”

He rolled his eyes. “Can you blame them? Open it.”

She slid a finger along the seam to open it and drew out a sympathy card. For a second, a chill ran down Garrick’s spine – until Rivers chuckled and turned it around so he could read the handwritten message inside.

“It’s from Sergeant Gail Murray at Cold Harbour.” She read the message out. “‘Dear Batshit, Thanks for the new unexpected workload. DC Liu’s car has been released. Please, neither of you EVER come back. Your testicles are on the line if you do.’” She looked up at him and grinned. “I think she is a little in love with you.”

Garrick rummaged up a faint smile.

“Speaking of which…” He stumbled on the words. He hated having to get personal with his team. Lucky for him, Rivers was a damned good detective and was way ahead of him.

“You’re going to talk about a mistake.”

He tried unsuccessfully not to look embarrassed. “I’m not sure what to call it.”

Rivers bunched her fist and gently bit her finger. “I know Harry is married. I know we shouldn’t have–”

“And you’re his superior. And on his promotion panel.”

She nodded, full of guilt.

“It’s over. Just a stupid fling. And I’ll tell Reynolds I can’t be on his assessment.”

“What will you tell him?”

She locked eyes with Garrick. “Whatever you want me to, Guv.”

He let her words hang in the air before flashing a bemused look.

“As I said, I have no idea what happened. You should tell the Super whatever you think is appropriate. You know him better than I do. I’ll just back up my team.”

She smiled gratefully at him.

Garrick held up a finger. “Oh, and since Liu has her car released, it looks as if hell will be unleashed on the roads of Kent when she gets the insurance payout. I made the mistake of seeing her driving on the internet.”

Fanta’s performance chasing the transporter had been filmed by the pursuing drone camera and had garnered millions of hits on the internet.

“It wouldn’t be a terrific endorsement of our team if word of her current driving qualification situation–”

Rivers held up her hand. “Since she has been through the wringer recently, I thought we should drop the idea of her resitting her advanced driving qualification.”

Garrick smiled.

“That sounds like a wonderful idea. And less of a headache for us both.”

His hand reached for his temple, massaging it. The pressure had remained intense since his Sunday antics. He promised himself to make time before the week was out for the important aspects of his life.

By Friday night, Garrick had sat quietly and taken borderline abuse from his doctor because of his lax attitude in dealing with his condition. She whipped up yet more tests and upped his medication which had the almost instant effect of vanquishing his headaches and, he hoped at least, any hallucinations.

The more he thought about those, the more difficulty he had putting his finger on any he had actually experienced recently. As far as he could tell – none. He put his paranoia down to the stress of the case.

He’d broken the news to Fanta that her vehicle had been released, she was off the hook with Rivers, and she was now an internet celeb.

Her muted reaction wasn’t what he’d been expecting. And not for the first time did he start to worry that her injuries had been worse than he suspected.

He’d tried to pry information from Sean Wilkes by dragging him along to the jewellery shop in Canterbury to buy Wendy’s engagement ring. Sean had been reluctant to talk, muttering that he’d only just managed to tell her about witnessing the stolen kiss with Lukas Vinter that had triggered everything. He had expected her to laugh it off as he now accepted it had meant nothing, just high spirits. Instead, Fanta had flown off the handle.

The ring expedition took a further downward spiral when Garrick admitted to the flummoxed shop assistant that he didn’t know the size of Wendy’s finger, and she took a dim view of measuring anything with a Hula Hoop crisp; no matter what the flavour.

When it came to his indecisiveness regarding the ring’s design, he witnessed Sean almost losing his usual glacially calm temper. Garrick had always assumed an engagement ring required diamonds but eventually settled on a plain white-gold affair which everybody agreed looked timeless.

His final mission of the week had been to talk to Reynolds. But other than a ‘well done’ text for arresting Eva Molina, his Super hadn’t returned his calls.

Shortly after, he received a text from DCI Kane:

All systems go.

He resisted the temptation to ask for details. Was that why Reynolds wasn’t answering? Had the Murder Club investigation just pulled the proverbial trigger?

He hoped that he would only hear about it on the TV news. He convinced himself that there was no other reason for him to be involved.

He parked up outside his house, the engagement ring box conspicuously bulging the pocket of his ragged Barbour, and he felt more anxious than when he had been clinging to the front of the vehicle transporter.

This was it. He climbed from the car and walked to the house. Inside, the television light was playing through the curtains, and he imagined Wendy and Amy sitting on the couch waiting for him.

A bright red card envelope was poking out of the letterbox, only the top corner holding it in place. He hoped to God that this wasn’t going to turn into a tedious running joke with members of the force who blamed him for increasing their workloads.

With a sigh, he pulled it out, put the keys in the door lock and paused to open the envelope. It hadn’t been sealed; the flap had been tucked in. Inside was a congratulations card, with a cartoon jack-in-the-box springing out of a small container, holding a balloon. He flicked it open with one hand and read in confusion.

The letters inside made no sense at all.

He was tired, so it took his brain several moments to appreciate that it wasn’t written in Latin script. He was about to slip it in his pocket to work the joke out later when something made him pause.

He pulled out his phone and after hunting around the various folders on it, selected the Google Translate app. A little more fumbling around and he activated the camera function.

He held the mobile up so it could read the text in the porch light. He was confused as the app identified the text as Ukrainian.

Then he felt nauseous as the letters jumped around on the screen as they were translated. The message in English read:

I’m watching you.

The smiley face that followed did nothing to stop the fear suddenly coursing through his veins.

Garrick’s head snapped around, studying the quiet, empty street around him and wondering what new evil had awoken…
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5 - CLEANSING FIRES

6 - THE DEAD DON’T PAY

7 - A MURDER OF LIES

8 - SIREN’S CALL

9 - A DEGREE OF MURDER

10 - THE WHITE HORSE

11 - KILLING ON COMMAND

12 - BLACK FLAG

13 - THE FINAL VERDICT

as: SAM OMAN

Judith Spears Cozy Crime Series

1 - MURDER BY INVITATION

2 - DEATH ON THE LINE

3 - A DOSE OF MURDER

4 - MURDER OVERDUE

5 - DEATH THROUGH A LENS

6 - MAKING A KILLING

7 - THE BODY IN THE BARN

[coming soon]

as: ANDY BRIGGS

MAJESTIC THRILLER SERIES

1 - EPICENTER

2 - CHEM

3 - PHANTOM LAND

4 - POINT NEMO

5 - TRIGGER EFFECT

6 - THE CARRIER [COMING SOON]

CTRL+S

YA TITLES

MARLOW

DRONE RACER

HERO/ VILLAIN SERIES

1 - HERO: RISE OF THE HEROES

2 - HERO: VIRUS ATTACK

3 - HERO: CRISIS POINT

4 - HERO: CHAOS EFFECT

1 - VILLAIN: COUNCIL OF EVIL

2 - VILLAIN: DARK HUNTER

3 - VILLAIN: POWER SURGE

4 - VILLAIN: COLLISION COURSE

THE INVENTORY SERIES

1 - IRON FIST

2 - GRAVITY

3 - BLACK KNIGHT

4 - WINTER STORM

THE TARZAN SERIES

1 - THE GREYSTOKE LEGACY

2 - THE JUNGLE WARRIOR

3 - THE SAVAGE LANDS
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