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‘What if there is a God?

‘What if there is a heaven?

‘What if there is a hell?

‘And what if … just what if … we’re

all already there?’


PROLOGUE

Wednesday 6 January 2016

9.52 a.m.

‘There is no God. Fact.’

Detective Chief Inspector Emily Baxter watched her reflection in the interview room’s mirrored window, listening for any reaction to this unpopular truth from her eavesdropping audience.

Nothing.

She looked terrible: fifty rather than thirty-five. Thick black stitches held her top lip together, pulling taut every time she spoke, reminding her of things she would rather forget, old and new. The grazed skin on her forehead was refusing to heal, tape splinted her fractured fingers together, and a dozen other injuries were concealed out of sight beneath her damp clothing.

With a deliberately bored expression, she turned to face the two men sitting across the table from her. Neither spoke. She yawned and started playing with her long brown hair, running her few functional fingers through a dusty section, matted together by three days’ worth of dry shampoo. She couldn’t have cared less that her last answer had clearly offended Special Agent Sinclair, the imposing, bald American now scribbling onto a piece of elaborately headed notepaper.

Atkins, the Metropolitan Police liaison, was an unimpressive sight beside the smartly dressed foreigner. Baxter had spent the majority of the previous fifty minutes attempting to work out what colour his off-beige shirt had started out life as. His tie hung loosely round his neck, as if a philanthropic hangman had tied it, the dangling end failing to conceal a recent ketchup stain.

Atkins eventually took the silence as his cue to step in:

‘That must’ve led to some pretty interesting conversations with Special Agent Rouche,’ he stated.

He had sweat running down the side of his closely shaven head, courtesy of the lighting above them and the heater in the corner, which was billowing out hot air and had transformed the four sets of snowy footprints into a dirty puddle on the linoleum floor.

‘Meaning?’ asked Baxter.

‘Meaning that according to his file—’

‘Screw his file!’ Sinclair interrupted. ‘I used to work alongside Rouche and know for a fact that he was a devout Christian.’

The American flicked through the neatly indexed folder to his left and produced a document decorated in Baxter’s own handwriting. ‘As are you, according to the application for your current role.’

He held Baxter’s gaze, relishing that the confrontational woman had contradicted herself, as if the balance of the world was restored now that he had proven she did indeed share his beliefs and had merely been attempting to provoke him. Baxter, however, looked as bored as ever.

‘I’ve come to the realisation that, in general, people are idiots,’ she started, ‘and a great many have the misguided notion that mindless gullibility and a strong moral compass are in some way linked. Basically, I wanted the pay rise.’

Sinclair shook his head in disgust, as if he could not believe his ears.

‘So you lied? Doesn’t exactly support your point about that strong moral compass, now does it?’ He smiled thinly, making more notes.

Baxter shrugged: ‘But does say a hell of a lot about mindless gullibility.’

Sinclair’s smile dropped.

‘Is there some reason you’re trying to convert me?’ she asked, unable to resist jabbing at her interviewer’s temper so that he jumped to his feet and leaned over her.

‘A man is dead, Chief Inspector!’ he bellowed.

Baxter didn’t flinch.

‘A lot of people are dead … after what happened,’ she mumbled, before turning venomous, ‘and for some reason you people seem intent on wasting everybody’s time worrying about the only person out there who deserves to be!’

‘We’re asking,’ interjected Atkins, trying to defuse the situation, ‘because some evidence was found close to the body … of a religious nature.’

‘Which could have been dropped by anyone,’ said Baxter.

The two men shared a look, which she recognised as meaning that there was more they were not sharing with her.

‘Do you have any information on Special Agent Rouche’s current whereabouts?’ Sinclair asked her.

Baxter huffed: ‘To the best of my knowledge, Agent Rouche is dead.’

‘Is that really how you want to play this?’

‘To the best of my knowledge, Agent Rouche is dead,’ repeated Baxter.

‘So you saw his bo—’

Dr Preston-Hall, the Metropolitan Police’s consultant psychiatrist and the fourth person sitting at the small metal table, cleared her throat loudly. Sinclair broke off, understanding the unspoken warning. He sat back in his chair and made a gesture towards the mirrored window. Atkins scribbled into his tatty notebook and slid it across to Dr Preston-Hall.

The doctor was a well-presented woman in her early sixties, whose expensive perfume had been reduced to acting as a floral air-freshener that failed to mask the overwhelming smell of damp shoes. She had an effortlessly authoritative air and had made it quite clear that she would end the interview at any point should she deem the line of questioning detrimental to her patient’s recovery. Slowly she picked up the coffee-stained book and read through the message with the air of a schoolteacher intercepting a secret note.

She had been silent for almost an entire hour and clearly felt no need to break it now, offering Atkins only a simple shake of the head in answer to what he had written.

‘What does it say?’ asked Baxter.

The doctor ignored her.

‘What does it say?’ she asked again. She turned to Sinclair. ‘Ask your question.’

Sinclair looked torn.

‘Ask your question,’ Baxter demanded.

‘Emily!’ the doctor snapped. ‘Do not say a word, Mr Sinclair.’

‘You might as well just say it,’ challenged Baxter, her voice filling the small space. ‘The station? You want to ask me about the station?’

‘This interview is over,’ announced Dr Preston-Hall, standing up.

‘Ask me!’ Baxter shouted over her.

Sensing his last chance for answers slipping away from him, Sinclair elected to persevere and worry about the consequences later:

‘According to your statement, you believe that Special Agent Rouche was among the dead.’

Dr Preston-Hall raised her hands in exasperation.

‘That wasn’t a question,’ said Baxter.

‘Did you see his body?’

For the first time, Sinclair saw Baxter falter, but rather than enjoying her discomfort, he felt guilty. Her eyes glazed over as his question forced her back underground, trapping her momentarily in the past.

Her voice cracked when she finally whispered her answer:

‘I wouldn’t have known if I had, would I?’

There was another strained silence, in which everyone reflected on just how disturbing that simple sentence was.

‘How did he seem to you?’ Atkins blurted the half-formed question when the quiet became unbearable.

‘Who?’

‘Rouche.’

‘In what way?’ asked Baxter.

‘Emotional state.’

‘When?’

‘The last time you saw him.’

She considered her answer for a moment and then smiled genuinely:

‘Relieved.’

‘Relieved?’

Baxter nodded.

‘You sound fond of him,’ continued Atkins.

‘Not particularly. He was intelligent, a competent co-worker … despite his obvious flaws,’ she added.

Her huge brown eyes, emphasised by dark make-up, were watching Sinclair for a reaction. He bit his lip and glanced again at the mirror as if cursing someone behind the glass for such a testing assignment.

Atkins took it upon himself to finish off the interview. He now had dark sweat patches underneath his arms and had failed to notice that both women had subtly scraped their chairs back a few inches to retreat from the smell.

‘You had a team search Agent Rouche’s house,’ he said.

‘I did.’

‘You didn’t trust him, then?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘And you feel no residual loyalty towards him now?’

‘None whatsoever.’

‘Do you remember what the last thing he said to you was?’

Baxter looked restless: ‘Are we done here?’

‘Almost. Answer the question, please.’ He sat, pen poised over his notebook.

‘I’d like to go now,’ Baxter told the doctor.

‘Of course,’ Dr Preston-Hall answered sharply.

‘Is there some reason that you can’t respond to this simple question first?’ Sinclair’s words cut across the room like an accusation.

‘All right.’ Baxter looked furious. ‘I’ll respond.’ She considered her reply and then leaned across the table to meet the American’s eye.

‘There … is … no … God,’ she smirked.

Atkins tossed his pen across the table as Sinclair got up, sending the metal chair clattering to the floor as he stormed out of the room.

‘Nice job,’ Atkins sighed wearily. ‘Thank you for your co-operation, Detective Chief Inspector. Now we’re done.’


Five weeks earlier …


CHAPTER 1

Wednesday 2 December 2015

6.56 a.m.

The frozen river creaked and snapped as if shifting in its sleep beneath the sparkling metropolis. Various vessels, ice-trapped and forgotten, drowned gradually in the snow as the mainland was temporarily reunited with the island city.

As sunrise crept over the cluttered horizon, and the bridge basked in the orange light, it cast a stark shadow across the ice below: between the imposing archway, a framework of wires crisscrossed in the powder, a web of threads that had caught something overnight.

Tangled up and bent out of shape where it hung, like a fly that had torn itself apart in its desperation to break free, William Fawkes’s broken body eclipsed the sun.


CHAPTER 2

Tuesday 8 December 2015

6.39 p.m.

Night pressed against the windows of New Scotland Yard, the lights of the city smudged behind a layer of condensation.

With the exception of two brief toilet breaks and a visit to the stationery drawer, Baxter had not left her cupboard-sized office in Homicide and Serious Crime Command since arriving that morning. She stared at the tower of paperwork on the edge of her desk, balancing precariously over the waste-paper bin, and had to fight all of her natural instincts not to give it a gentle prod in the right direction.

At thirty-four, she had become one of the youngest female chief inspectors ever appointed within the Metropolitan Police, though this rapid ascent up the ladder had been neither expected nor particularly welcomed. Both the supervisory vacancy and her subsequent over-promotion into it could be attributed solely to the Ragdoll case and her apprehension of the infamous serial killer the previous summer.

The last chief inspector, Terrence Simmons, had been forced to retire due to ill health, which everybody suspected had been exacerbated by the commissioner’s threat to fire him should he refuse to leave voluntarily, the customary reflex gesture for a disillusioned public, like sacrificing an innocent to appease the ever-wrathful gods.

Baxter shared the sentiment held by the rest of her colleagues: disgusted to see her predecessor being used as a scapegoat but, ultimately, relieved that it wasn’t her. She had not even considered putting in an application for the newly vacated position until the commissioner had told her that the job was hers should she want it.

She looked around her chipboard cell, with its dirty carpet and dented filing cabinet (who knew what important documents were entombed within that bottom drawer she had never been able to open?), and wondered what the hell she had been thinking.

A cheer rose up out in the main office, but the sound didn’t even register with Baxter, who had returned to a letter of complaint about a detective named Saunders. He had been accused of using a profanity to describe the complainant’s son. Baxter’s only doubt regarding the claim was the relative tameness of the word used. She started to type an official reply, lost the will to live halfway through, screwed up the complaint and threw it in the general direction of the bin.

There was a timid knock at the door before a mousy officer scuttled in. She collected up Baxter’s near- (and not-so-near-) misses and dropped them into the bin before flaunting her world-class Jenga skills by placing another document on top of the unsteady tower of paperwork.

‘I’m very sorry to disturb you,’ said the woman, ‘but Detective Shaw is about to make his speech. I thought you might want to be there.’

Baxter swore loudly and rested her head on the desk:

‘Present!’ she groaned, reminding herself too late.

The nervy young lady waited awkwardly for further instructions. After a couple of moments, and unsure whether Baxter was even still awake, she quietly left the room.

Dragging herself to her feet, Baxter walked out into the main office, where a crowd had gathered round Detective Sergeant Finlay Shaw’s desk. A twenty-year-old banner, which Finlay had actually purchased himself for a long-forgotten colleague, had been Blu-tacked to the wall:

SORRY YOU’RE LEAVING!

An array of stale supermarket doughnuts sat on the desk beside him, various ‘reduced’ stickers documenting the contents’ three-day journey from unappetising to inedible.

Polite laughter accompanied the rasping Scottish detective’s exaggerated threat to give Saunders one final punch in the face before he retired. They were all laughing about it now, but the last incident had resulted in one reconstructed nose, two disciplinary hearings and hours’ worth of form-filling for Baxter.

She hated these things: so awkward, so false, such an anti-climactic send-off after decades of service with so many close calls and so many horrific memories for him to take home as souvenirs. She stood at the back, smiling along in support of her friend, watching Finlay fondly. He was the last proper ally she had in this place, the one remaining friendly face, and now he was leaving. She hadn’t even bought him a card.

Her office phone started to ring.

She ignored it, watching Finlay fail miserably to pretend that the bottle of whisky they had clubbed together to buy him was his favourite.

His favourite was Jameson – same as Wolf.

Her mind wandered. She remembered buying Finlay a drink the last time they had met up socially. Almost a year had passed since then. He had told her that he never regretted his own lack of ambition. He had warned her that the DCI role wasn’t right for her, that she would be bored, frustrated. She hadn’t listened, because what Finlay couldn’t understand was that she wasn’t looking so much for a promotion as she was a distraction, a change, an escape.

The phone in her office started to ring again and she glared back at her desk. Finlay was reading through the variations of ‘Sorry to see you go’ that had been scrawled across a Minions card, of which somebody had mistakenly believed him to be a fan.

She checked her watch. She really needed to finish at a decent time for once.

Setting the card aside with a chuckle, Finlay began his heartfelt goodbye. He planned to keep it as short as possible, having never much enjoyed public speaking.

‘… Seriously, though, thank you. I’ve been knocking about this place since it was Brand-Spanking-New Scotland Yard …’ He left a pause, hoping that at least one person might laugh. His delivery had been terrible, and he had just blown his best joke. But he continued regardless, knowing that it was only downhill from here.

‘This place and the people in it have become more than just a job and colleagues – you’ve become a second family to me.’

A woman standing in the front row fanned her tearful eyes. Finlay attempted to smile at her in a way that conveyed both that the feeling was mutual and that he had some idea of who she was. He looked up into his audience, searching for the one person for whom his parting message was actually intended.

‘I’ve had the pleasure of watching a few of you grow up around me, transforming from cocky little trainees into’ – he felt his own eyes prickling now – ‘strong, independent, beautiful and brave young women … and men,’ he added, concerned that he may have just ‘outed’ himself. ‘I want to say what a pleasure it has been to work alongside you and how truly proud I am of you. Thank you.’

He cleared his throat and smiled at his applauding colleagues, finally spotting Baxter. She was stood beside the desk in her office with the door closed, gesticulating wildly as she spoke to someone on the phone. He smiled again, sadly this time, while the crowd dispersed, leaving him alone to collect his things and vacate the premises one final time.

Memories slowed his progress as he took down the photographs that had inhabited his workspace for years, one image in particular, creased and discoloured with age, hijacking his thoughts: an office Christmas party. A crêpe-paper crown covered Finlay’s balding head, much to the amusement of his friend Benjamin Chambers, arm around Baxter, in what must be the only photograph in existence of her actually smiling. And there on the end, failing miserably to win the bet that he could lift Finlay off the ground, was Will … Wolf. Carefully tucking the picture into his jacket pocket, he finished packing the remainder of his things.

On his way out of the office, Finlay hesitated. He didn’t feel as though the forgotten letter he had discovered right at the back of his desk drawer belonged to him. He considered leaving it behind, considered tearing it up, but in the end he dropped it to the bottom of his box of crap and made his way over to the lifts.

He supposed it was just one more secret he would have to keep.

At 7.49 p.m., Baxter was still sat at her desk. She had sent out text messages every twenty minutes apologising for running late and promising to get out as soon as she possibly could. Her commander had not only caused her to completely miss Finlay’s retirement speech but was now sabotaging her first social arrangement in months. She had demanded that Baxter remain where she was until her arrival.

There was no love lost between the two women. Vanita, the media-savvy face of the Metropolitan Police, had quite openly opposed Baxter’s promotion. Having worked with her on the Ragdoll murders, Vanita had advised the commissioner that Baxter was argumentative, opinionated and had a total lack of respect for authority, not to mention that she still considered her responsible for the death of one of the victims. Baxter regarded Vanita as a PR-bowing snake who had not thought twice about throwing Simmons under the bus at the very first sign of trouble.

To make matters worse, Baxter had just opened an automated email from their records department, reminding her, for the umpteenth time, that Wolf still had several outstanding files to return. She scanned the extensive list, recognising a couple of the cases …

Bennett, Sarah: the woman who had drowned her husband in their swimming pool. Baxter was reasonably confident that she’d lost that one down the back of a radiator in the meeting room.

Dubois, Léo: the straightforward stabbing that had gradually escalated into one of the most complicated multi-agency cases in years, involving drug smuggling, black-market weaponry and human trafficking.

She and Wolf had had a great time on that one.

She spotted Vanita entering the office with two other people in tow, which did not bode well for her hopes of getting out by 8 p.m. She didn’t bother to get up as Vanita sauntered in, greeting her with such practised pleasantness that she could almost have believed it.

‘DCI Emily Baxter, Special Agent Elliot Curtis with the FBI,’ Vanita announced, flicking back her dark hair.

‘It’s an honour, ma’am,’ said the tall, black woman, holding out her hand to Baxter. She was wearing a masculine-looking suit, had tied back her hair so tight that it looked shaved and was wearing minimal make-up. Although she looked to be in her early thirties, Baxter suspected that she was younger.

She shook Curtis’s hand without getting out of her seat while Vanita introduced her other guest, who seemed more interested in the destroyed filing cabinet than he was the introductions.

‘And this is Special Agent—’

‘How special can they be, I wonder,’ Baxter interrupted, playing up, ‘when we’ve got two just in my pitiful excuse of an office?’

Vanita ignored her:

‘As I was saying, this is Special Agent Damien Rouche with the CIA.’

‘Rooze?’ asked Baxter.

‘Rouch?’ tried Vanita, now doubting her own pronunciation.

‘I believe it’s Rouche, like “whoosh”,’ added Curtis helpfully, turning to Rouche for advice.

Baxter looked puzzled as the distracted man smiled politely, gave her a fleeting fist bump, and helped himself to a seat without saying a word. She placed him in his very late thirties. He was clean-shaven with pasty skin and salt-and-pepper hair styled into a slightly overgrown quiff at the front. He looked at the snaking tower of paperwork between them, then down at the bin waiting expectantly beneath and grinned. He wore a white shirt with the top two buttons undone and a navy suit that looked tired but well fitted.

Baxter turned to Vanita and waited.

‘Agents Curtis and Rouche just got in this evening from America,’ said Vanita.

‘That would make sense,’ replied Baxter more patiently than she had intended. ‘I’m in a bit of a rush tonight, so …’

‘If I may, Commander?’ Curtis asked Vanita politely, before turning to Baxter. ‘Chief Inspector, you heard, of course, about the body that was discovered nearly a week ago. Well—’

Baxter looked blank and shrugged, stopping Curtis before she had even started.

‘New York? Brooklyn Bridge?’ asked Curtis, astounded. ‘Strung up? Worldwide news?’

Baxter had to stifle a yawn.

Rouche rummaged around in his coat pocket. Curtis waited for him to produce something useful but instead he removed a family-sized packet of Jelly Babies and ripped it open. On noticing her angry expression, he offered her one.

Ignoring him, Curtis opened her bag and produced a file. She found a series of enlarged photographs and put them down on the desk in front of Baxter.

Suddenly it dawned on her why these people had come all this way to see her. The first photo was taken from street level looking up. Silhouetted against the glow radiating off the city was a body, hanging between cables a hundred feet above. The extremities had been contorted into an unnatural pose.

‘We’ve not made this public yet, but the victim’s name was William Fawkes.’

For a moment Baxter stopped breathing. She had already been feeling faint from lack of food, but now she felt as though she might actually pass out. Her hand trembled as she touched the distorted shape framed by the iconic bridge. She could feel their eyes on her, watching her, perhaps resurrecting the doubts they’d had about her vague version of events surrounding the dramatic conclusion to the Ragdoll murders.

With a curious expression, Curtis continued:

‘Not that one,’ she said slowly, reaching over to slide the top photograph off the pile to reveal a close-up of the naked, overweight, and unfamiliar victim.

Baxter held her hand to her mouth, still too shaken to respond.

‘He worked for P. J. Henderson’s, the investment bank. Wife, two kids … But someone’s clearly sending us a message.’

Baxter had regained enough composure to flick through the remaining photographs, which depicted the cadaver from various angles. One complete body, no stitches. A man in his fifties, stripped naked. His left arm hung loose, the word ‘Bait’ carved deeply into his chest. She flicked through the other photographs and then handed them back to Curtis.

‘Bait?’ she asked, looking between the two agents.

‘Perhaps now you can see why we thought you should be aware,’ said Curtis.

‘Not really,’ replied Baxter, who was rapidly returning to her normal self.

Curtis looked stunned and turned to Vanita:

‘I had expected your department, over any other, to want to—’

‘Do you know how many Ragdoll copycat crimes there have been in the UK in the past year?’ Baxter interrupted. ‘Seven that I know about, and I actively try to avoid knowing about them.’

‘And that doesn’t concern you at all?’ asked Curtis.

Baxter didn’t see why she should spare this particular horror any more time than the five that had landed on her desk that morning:

She shrugged: ‘Freaks be freakin’.’

Rouche almost choked on an orange Jelly Baby.

‘Look, Lethaniel Masse was a highly intelligent, resourceful and prolific serial killer. These others are no more than sickos defacing the dead before their local plod picks them up.’

Baxter shut down her computer and packed her bag in preparation to leave:

‘Six weeks ago, I handed a packet of Smarties to a three-foot version of the Ragdoll trick-or-treating on my doorstep. Some beret-wearing ponce decided to stitch a bunch of dead animal bits together. That mess is now the newest addition to the Tate Modern and being enjoyed by record numbers of equally poncy and equally beret-wearing, beret-wearing ponces.’

Rouche laughed.

‘Some sick bastard is even making a TV show about it. The Ragdoll is out there now, everywhere, and we’re all just going to have to learn to live with it,’ she finished.

She turned to Rouche, who was staring into his bag of Jelly Babies.

‘Does he not talk?’ she asked Curtis.

‘He prefers to listen,’ Curtis said bitterly, sounding as though she had grown tired of her eccentric colleague after just one week of working together.

Baxter looked back at Rouche.

‘Have they changed these?’ he finally mumbled through a technicoloured mouthful when he realised that all three women were waiting for him to input to the meeting.

Baxter was surprised to find that the CIA agent spoke with an impeccable English accent.

‘Changed what?’ she asked, listening carefully in case he was putting it on to wind her up.

‘Jelly Babies,’ he said, picking his teeth. ‘They don’t taste like they used to.’

Curtis was rubbing her forehead in embarrassment and frustration. Baxter raised her hands and looked to Vanita impatiently.

‘I’ve got somewhere to be,’ she said bluntly.

‘We have reason to believe that this isn’t just another meaningless copycat, Chief Inspector,’ insisted Curtis, gesturing to the photographs in an attempt to steer the meeting back on track.

‘You’re right,’ said Baxter. ‘It’s not even that. Nothing’s been stitched together.’

‘There’s been a second murder,’ snapped Curtis loudly, before reverting to her professional tone. ‘Two days ago. The location was … favourable in the sense that we were able to quell the media leakage, at least temporarily. But realistically we don’t expect to be able to keep an incident of this’ – she looked to Rouche for assistance. None came – ‘nature from the world for more than another day or so.’

‘… the world?’ asked Baxter sceptically.

‘We have a small request of you,’ said Curtis.

‘And a big one,’ added Rouche, even better spoken now that he had finished his mouthful.

Baxter frowned at Rouche, Curtis did the same, and then Vanita glared at Baxter before she had time to protest. Rouche glared at Vanita just to keep things even as Curtis turned back to address Baxter:

‘We’d like to interview Lethaniel Masse.’

‘So that’s why both the FBI and CIA are involved,’ said Baxter. ‘Stateside murder, Blighty suspect. Well, knock yourself out,’ she shrugged.

‘With you present, of course.’

‘Absolutely not. There’s no reason you could possibly need me there. You can read questions off a card by yourselves. I believe in you.’

Rouche smiled at the sarcastic aside.

‘Of course we will be delighted to assist you in any way that we can, won’t we, Chief Inspector?’ said Vanita, eyes wide with anger. ‘Our friendships with the FBI and CIA are both important relationships that we—’

‘Christ!’ blurted Baxter. ‘Fine. I’ll come and hold your hands. So what’s the small request?’

Rouche and Curtis glanced at one another, and even Vanita shuffled uncomfortably before anyone dared speak.

‘That … was the small request,’ said Curtis softly.

Baxter looked about to blow.

‘We would like you to look over the crime scene with us,’ Curtis continued.

‘Photographs?’ asked Baxter in a strained whisper.

Rouche stuck out his bottom lip and shook his head.

‘I have already agreed the temporary secondment to New York with the commissioner and will be stepping into your shoes while you’re away,’ Vanita informed her.

‘They’re big shoes to fill,’ replied Baxter snippily.

‘I’ll cope … somehow,’ said Vanita, her professional façade slipping for a rare moment.

‘This is ridiculous! What the hell do you people think I could possibly contribute to a completely unrelated case on the other side of the world?’

‘Nothing at all,’ Rouche answered honestly, disarming Baxter. ‘It is a complete waste of all our time … Times? Time?’

Curtis took over the conversation:

‘I think what my colleague is trying to say is that the American public won’t see this case as we do. They’ll see Ragdoll murders here, Ragdoll-esque murders there and they’ll want to see the person who captured the Ragdoll Killer hunting these new monsters.’

‘Monsters?’ asked Baxter.

It was Rouche’s turn to roll his eyes at his colleague. She had clearly said more than she had meant to at this early stage; however, the resulting silence told Baxter that the woman had raised her guard once more.

‘So this is all just a PR exercise, then?’ asked Baxter.

‘And yet,’ said Rouche with a smile, ‘isn’t everything we do, Chief Inspector?’
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