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ONE

The British called a warm, balmy period in October an Indian Summer, although temperatures never reached the heights of that continent. Personnel on the British military base in Germany who were enjoying the pleasant, sunny days said it was more reminiscent of an English spring. Birds were mistakenly building nests, animals who normally hibernated remained full of energy and flowers continued to provide colour in gardens and parks. After the debilitating heatwave in August bees were appearing in unprecedented numbers, causing a nuisance to the unwary. Global warming, warned the environmentalists. Local Germans said it was nothing unusual after an exceptionally hot summer. After the last heatwave they had been pestered by hordes of ladybirds, and the one before that had bred millions of caterpillars.

The Army had more to think about than global warming. The 2nd Battalion West Wiltshire Regiment had departed to Afghanistan to replace troops of the Royal Cumberland Rifles, who had arrived back on base three days ago. It was the practice of the ruling Garrison Commander, Colonel Trelawney, to provide the returning men and women with some fun and entertainment whilst also fulfilling his obligation to maintain easy relations with the local populace. To this end there would be an Open Day on Saturday, three days hence.

For several weeks the non-transient soldiers had been working on the project with enthusiasm, which had raised spirits usually restless during the six-monthly change-over periods. There were the tears and fears of women as resolute, keyed-up troops in desert combat gear loaded their cumbersome equipment in trucks ready for the off. A few days later, there were the radiant faces of families welcoming home loved ones with tense, drawn expressions and staring eyes. It was good for everyone on the base to have a period of relaxation before resuming their normal routine.

Saturday dawned bright and warm; perfect weather for the military to open the doors to all-comers. Aside from swings, roundabouts, a coconut-shy, a fortune teller and a test-your-strength machine, there were to be jousting contests by eight stalwarts dressed as knights on horses draped with their noble colours. Two were women, but the suits of armour would disguise the fact. There were also hijinks on a trampoline performed by NCOs of the Physical Training Corps made up as clowns; heart-stopping displays by a Royal Artillery motorcycle team; mock helicopter rescues by the Army Air Corps; a daredevil free-fall descent by Paras; precision marching without commands by Cumberland Riflemen; Military Police sending sniffer dogs out to find hidden drugs or explosives, and lavish refreshments provided by the caterers of the Logistics Corps.

In the face of all this regimental representation, men of the small Royal Engineers unit determined to make their own mark. One of their number was a highly experienced sub-aqua diver; another was a talented model maker. This combination produced an entertainment mainly for children, whereby the diver entered a huge glass-fronted tank filled with exotic ocean creatures in an attempt to reach a pirates’ treasure chest. The modeller was a genius. The great white shark looked terrifyingly real, as did the purple jellyfish with long trailing tentacles, the deadly sea snakes, the sinister conger eels and the spiny stone fish.

The opinion of more than a few that children would be frightened by the diver’s simulated tussle with these monsters was refuted by the crowds drawn to the tank. The cynics had forgotten that children love to be visually scared. Demons, witches, Daleks, cybermen with ray guns, and evil creatures that lurk in the sea all provided a delicious thrill while they clung to a parent’s hand.

All in all, the event proved to be a success. German visitors departed well satisfied, and the general mood on the base lightened. Litter strewn over the area, along with much of the equipment, was cleared by the end of the day. Sunday volunteers would remove the rest to prepare for resumption of normal routine on Monday.

That night was clear and moonlit, with a touch of chill to remind one that it was autumn despite the daytime temperatures. Privates Dennis James and Jock Johnston slowly patrolled their allocated stretch of perimeter wire. They, along with the rest of the guard squad, had ensured the departure of all civilians by 18:00 and were now mounting regular patrols. On reaching the limit of their sector, they headed for the guard post for a mug of tea and a pasty (if the greedy sods had left any) before setting out again.

As they approached the water tank, Jock began to chuckle. ‘I saw a right little bruiser damn near peeing his pants watching that guy fight off the shark, yet the kid who looked to be his sister was smiling with vicious satisfaction.’

‘Girls!’ Dennis exclaimed. ‘When I were a lad there was one in our street who led a reign of terror. Tough as nails and swore like a trooper. Never happy unless she had everyone dancing on her strings. Liar? They rolled off her tongue like...’

‘Christ!’

Jock’s vehemence halted the reminiscence. ‘What?’ Dennis demanded, instantly alert.

‘There’s a bloke in that tank.’

Dennis stared through the moonwashed darkness and saw a long vague shape in the water. ‘It’s not a bloke, you wanker, it’s that bloody shark.’

‘It’s a bloke, I tell you, and he’s not moving,’ muttered Jock, starting towards the tank at a run.

Dennis followed, activating his torch so that its beam merged with Jock’s. Now fairly well illuminated, the shape was revealed as a man clad just in underpants who was drifting among the synthetic creatures. Wrapped tightly around his neck were the tentacles of the life-sized replica of the purple-tinted jellyfish.

Tom Black had barely reached the depths of sleep when the shrill call of the bedside telephone brought him awake.

‘Sar’nt Major Black,’ he mumbled automatically, aware of Nora stirring beside him.

‘Sorry to disturb you, sir,’ said Military Police Sergeant Maddox in his ear. ‘Perimeter patrol just found a body.’

‘Where, George?’

‘In that water tank. The death looks fishy, if you’ll pardon the pun.’

Tom slid from beneath the duvet. ‘Have you called Captain Goodey? It’ll take her around thirty-five to drive in to the base, unless she’s sleeping in the Mess tonight.’

‘I checked. They signed her out through the main gate four hours ago. She’s on her way.’

Grabbing the clothes he had recently shed, Tom headed for the bathroom. ‘Who found the body?’

‘James and Johnston, Cumberland Rifles.’

‘Just back from Afghanistan?’

‘No, they only joined four months ago. I’ve switched patrols to split them up; warned them you’ll want to question them. I’ve got Meacher keeping watch on the tank.’

‘I’ll be there asap.’

Disconnecting, Tom dashed cold water over his face, combed his hair and dressed with practised speed before letting himself as quietly as possible from the rented house. On the drive back to the base he and his family had left as the last visitors had filed through the manned gate, Tom mentally reviewed the mock drama enacted in that tank. Nora and the girls had enjoyed it immensely; Beth and Gina for the clever reproductions of oceanic scarers, Maggie and Nora more probably for the hunky diver in brief swimwear. Was his the body in the tank?

George’s comment that the death looked fishy meant apparent murder, which was why Tom had been called. Max Rydal, Officer Commanding 26 Section, Special Investigation Branch, Royal Military Police, was in the UK attending his father’s wedding, so Tom was presently heading 26 Section. Most fatalities they dealt with were traffic accidents or the occasional outcome of punch-ups that progressed to broken bottles or knives wielded with alcohol-fuelled loss of control. This case promised to be more complex. More interesting.

When Tom arrived on the scene there was a powerful arc lamp illuminating the water tank, and an ambulance was parked near it. George Maddox and Corporal Meacher had roped off the immediate vicinity to preserve any forensic evidence, although they and the two guards had already trodden there. The body had been brought from the water to lie on the small platform from where the RE diver had entered for his performance. Squatting up there was Clare Goodey, Medical Officer for the base. Standing beside her were two men in swimming trunks, who must have rescued the body from its watery grave.

George Maddox crossed to him as Tom left his car. ‘It’s not the guy who did that act for the kids, and it’s not Sar’nt Cruz who made that thing wrapped around his neck.’

Tom gave a grim smile. ‘You’re saying you don’t recognize the victim?’

‘Well, the features are bloated and wearing an expression more often seen in a field hospital, but the face doesn’t ring a bell.’

‘So we’ll have to get identification from records.’

George glanced up to where Clare Goodey was on her feet instructing the pair who had pulled the body from the water to carry it down to where two orderlies waited with a stretcher. ‘We’ll get a match on the computer once we’ve taken a shot of him and checked for any identifying marks on the body. If the features are too distorted we’ll have to go with dental records, which’ll take longer. The real problem will be discovering who did it, and why.’ George gave a sly grin. ‘SIB’s responsibility, not ours.’

Tom grunted. ‘So where are the lads who found him?’

‘Out on patrol. I’ve split them up so’s we can call them in one at a time.’

‘Good. We’ll talk to them after we’ve had a word with Captain Goodey.’ Tom moved swiftly to where it seemed the orderlies were about to push the stretcher into the ambulance. He wanted to see the dead man in the hope of recognition before he was taken from the scene.

Catching sight of the two policemen who looked set to bring a halt to proceedings, the Doctor confronted them with an air of irritation. ‘He’ll probably be in the Medical Centre until at least tomorrow afternoon. You’ll have full access to him there until he’s removed for the post-mortem.’

Tom wondered if she would have been as brusque with Max, who had suddenly rented the apartment next to hers a month ago, causing speculation in the Officers’ Mess.

‘We need to identify him asap so that we can notify next of kin.’

‘And can you?’ she demanded.

He studied the distorted features, the protruding eyes and the gaping mouth. This man had died desperately fighting to hold on to life as it was choked out of him. He glanced up at the woman dressed in casual grey trousers and a thick Aran sweater.

‘We’ll know who he is by morning. Can you give me your initial assessment of the time of death; how long he’d been in the water? Cause of death isn’t in doubt, of course.’

‘Isn’t it?’ she said crisply. ‘All I’m prepared to say at this moment is that life is extinct. I’ll have more for you when I’ve had a proper look at him, but the cause of death could remain uncertain until the pathologist opens him up.’

Tom and George Maddox were left watching her departure alongside the wheeled stretcher, as Tom murmured, ‘We knew life was extinct, ma’am.’ He turned to George. ‘Call in James and Johnston. Let’s hear their evidence. What’s your impression of them? Did they do it?’

‘They seemed genuinely shaken. Could have been an act, but I don’t think so. They’re average young guys still flushed with the excitement of achieving their ambition to join the Army. Only got their Cumberland Rifles badges four months ago. Everything’s still shiny new.’ He gave a caustic laugh. ‘This wasn’t on their agenda. It’s not a glorious death in battle, and all that bravado nonsense.’

‘They’ll learn,’ commented Tom, still musing on Clare Goodey’s remark. Those latex tentacles were tightly wrapped around the victim’s throat, his death mask was typical of asphyxiation, there was no sign of blood darkening the water, no cartridge cases on the bottom of the tank. How the hell else did she imagine the poor bastard had breathed his last?

Jock Johnston bore out Maddox’s description. Tom saw a squaddie whose uniform was new and proudly worn; a young man of around eighteen with bright eyes and downy cheeks that would need a razor only every other day, if then. If he had been initially shaken, excitement had replaced the sense of shock. He described the discovery of the body in upbeat manner which convinced Tom of his lack of complicity.

Dennis James was much the same type of youngster, albeit a little more streetwise. He told a similar version of the discovery, reiterating Johnston’s denial of seeing anyone in the vicinity or hearing voices in argument, cries for help or sounds of frenzied splashing.

An hour passed before Tom drove to the Medical Centre leaving the uniformed men to search the area, and check the whereabouts of the RE diver and the model maker who had both been involved with the tank and its contents. Did they have solid proof of their movements at the end of the day?

Captain Goodey was in her consulting room writing when Tom entered shivering slightly in the early hours’ chill. A small electric fire gave welcome warmth and flushed her cheeks attractively. A very attractive woman altogether, Tom thought, yet in this predominantly male environment she knew exactly how to hold her own. She had taken up her post on the base just six weeks ago, but no one was left in doubt that the new doctor was not in the least intimidated by the macho majority she worked with.

Without glancing up, she said, ‘If you want to examine the body, Mr Black, you’ll find him in the small room at the end of the corridor. I’ll join you when I finish this report.’

He turned about without a word. The room was normally used for examinations. Aside from the couch on which the body lay there were shelves bearing packets of rubber gloves, lubricating jelly, syringes and swabs in sterile packs and a pile of folded drawsheets behind a concertina screen. Dimmed lighting gave an impression of a hallowed glow over the covered corpse. On a chair beside the couch lay the purple jellyfish in a sealed plastic bag.

Someone had removed the sinister-looking tentacles from the dead man’s throat, closed the horrified eyes and the mouth that had appeared to be crying for help, giving the face a more peaceful expression. Efforts were always made to render the job of confirming identity less upsetting for loved ones or close friends, and a photograph taken now would be suitable for a computer match.

Tom had just uncovered the body fully to look for blemishes, scars or tattoos when Captain Goodey walked in the room.

‘Two moles on the right forearm, a small scar behind the left ear,’ she said. ‘There’s also a magenta butterfly with the name Brenda beneath it on the right buttock and an indigo one with the name Flip on the left one. Quite ingenious. They’re positioned so that when he clenched his buttocks the butterflies would appear to kiss.’ Seeing Tom’s expression, she gave a faint smile. ‘No accounting for taste, but it must have been bloody painful while it was being done.’

‘Even more so to have it changed when the affair with Brenda ended on the scrapheap.’

‘If it didn’t, the poor woman’s in for a shock tomorrow.’ She pulled the sheet back over the sturdy body leaving the face uncovered. ‘I’d say his first name is Philip, wouldn’t you? Flip?’

‘Possibly, but the lads take on all manner of names with no obvious origin.’ He looked her in the eye. ‘What have you put in your report, ma’am?’

‘That’s confidential.’

Holding on to his temper – it was three a.m, he had had no more than a brief shallow sleep, and he was cold – Tom said carefully, ‘Kissing butterflies aren’t much help in a murder investigation. Time of death is.’

Her voice softened. ‘Yes, of course. I estimate that he died around ten to twelve hours ago.’

Tom stared at her. ‘But there were hundreds of people milling around that tank at that time.’

She returned his steady gaze. ‘He didn’t die in the tank.’

‘You’re saying he wasn’t strangled with that synthetic jellyfish?’

‘All I can say is that he probably died from asphyxiation. The jellyfish was pure window dressing. It’s up to you to discover why.’

Ninety minutes later an identity match was found. The victim was Corporal Philip Keane, Royal Cumberland Rifles, who had returned from Afghanistan six days ago.

‘Survived the Taliban to end up dead in a water tank,’ mused Tom. ‘Give it another couple of hours, then round up the appropriate officer and the Padre to break the news to Mrs Keane and get a positive ID from her.’

Max Rydal stood alone holding an untouched glass of champagne, brooding as he watched his father and the bride greet their guests. After twenty-six years as a widower, Brigadier Andrew Rydal had just married a chic, vivacious French Cultural Envoy fourteen years his junior. Helene Dupres appeared to hold him in thrall because he had apparently acquiesced in the elaborate wedding arrangements Max considered more suited to the betrothal of young lovers embarking on their first experience of wedlock.

This reception at the Saint Germaine Cultural Institute promised to be as extravagant as everything else about this marital union. Designer frocks, huge hats, immaculate morning suits and colourful uniforms had progressed from the church to the elegant salon in the building where the bride held a semi-diplomatic post. She was elegant in cream lace; the groom was handsomely distinguished in full dress uniform. Both looked to be overflowing with happiness.

Max had been in two minds about flying over from Germany to attend. From the age of six, when his mother had died, Andrew Rydal’s military career had led to Max attending boarding school before moving on to university and the Army. It was the lengthy separations rather than any quarrel between them that had caused father and son to become little more than polite strangers on the few occasions that they met.

The receipt of the wedding invitation had been a bolt from the blue. Max had had no inkling that Andrew had formed such a close bond with a woman after all these years, yet it was not that which had hurt him so deeply. It was the fact that Livya Cordwell, Andrew’s ADC and the woman Max loved, had not warned him of the impending marriage; had worked on the arrangements, written all the invitations, yet had said nothing of it even when lying in his arms a few weeks ago.

Her defence was that it had not been her place to jump the gun; that Andrew was the right person to break such news to his son. Max had been unable to accept that from someone who had already agreed to become his wife, if they could sort their careers so that marriage worked for them. They had quarrelled bitterly over where her loyalties primarily lay, and they had not been in contact since then.

Facing evidence that Livya’s military career meant more to her than he did, Max had impetuously discarded all hopes of a future with her and rented an apartment adjoining Clare Goodey’s with the intention of embarking on a bachelor life with women galore. Now here he was, watching Livya doing her duty among the many influential guests, knowing his feelings for her were still to be reckoned with.

As if conscious of Max’s scrutiny she glanced across to where he stood, expertly excused herself to two high-ranking French military officers and their ladies, then approached.

‘Hallo, Max.’

The familiar scent of her washed over him, reviving memories. ‘Quite a shindig, isn’t it? As a member of the Joint Intelligence Committee I thought my father would prefer to keep a low profile.’

She ignored that. ‘You didn’t write acceptance of the invitation so I was surprised to see you there in the church.’

‘As the groom’s son I didn’t feel a reply was necessary. That gold embossed card was surely a mere formality. As it happens, I haven’t a big case on at the moment, and they’re holding an Open Day at the base.’ He gave a faint smile. ‘I might have been roped in to do conjuring tricks or put on a Mickey Mouse outfit. It’s a good time to be away from there.’

Her dark eyes studied him appreciatively. ‘Amazing, but this is the first time I’ve seen you in uniform.’

‘Can’t stand penguin suits and top hats, that’s why.’

Although, like him, she was an army captain, Livya today wore an ivory silk cocktail suit with a tiny feathery confection on her dark hair. Very feminine. Very deceptive! He longed to tell her how lovely she looked, but resisted the urge. He nodded towards the doorway where guests had finally stopped filing past the newlyweds.

‘They look appropriately blissful. Hello! magazine isn’t covering this, by any chance? Or some French glossy equivalent? Has the MoD approved this exposure?’

‘Don’t be beastly, Max! Helene was widowed at nineteen after six months of marriage to a TV cameraman. He drowned filming submerged wrecks. She adores Andrew and this is her big day.’

‘And his, presumably.’

‘You know it is.’

‘No, I don’t,’ he said swiftly. ‘Until that invitation arrived I knew nothing about this connection. He wouldn’t think of confiding in his stranger son, and you decided...’

‘Don’t Max! Wrong time and place.’ After a short hesitation, she said, ‘We have to talk. Tonight, at my place?’

‘I’m booked on the late flight back,’ he lied, uncertain how to play this.

‘You’re not working on a big case... and tomorrow’s Sunday. Change the flight booking.’

‘What is there to talk about?’ he challenged.

‘Us. You proposed to me over the phone last month. Have you forgotten?’ She began edging away. ‘I have to go. Time to ease the top table guests in to the restaurant, or it’ll be dinner rather than lunch by the time four hundred are seated.’ Still edging away, she added persuasively, ‘Don’t let’s behave like sulky children over things said on impulse. Kiss and make up? Please come tonight, Steve.’

He watched her walk away all brisk efficiency again. Her use of that pet name prompted by his confession that he had always wanted to emulate Steve McQueen’s motorbike escapade in The Great Escape had shaken his defences. She was not the type of woman to go all dewy-eyed at weddings and she would certainly not want an extravaganza like this, so he was reasonably sure her olive branch had not been offered on a surge of romantic fervour.

He strolled across to join the great and the good filing through to a restaurant bedecked with masses of flowers. He had at least three hours in which to decide whether or not to take up Livya’s invitation. He hoped to God when the meal ended that some fool would not give a speech full of risqué honeymoon jokes that would make him want to crawl under the table.

When Nora appeared in the kitchen, dressing-gowned and yawning, Tom was just finishing off a couple of fried egg sandwiches. Glancing at his empty cereal bowl and the dregs in the tall cafetière, she said, ‘Lucky for you I’m not one of those wives who expect breakfast brought to them in bed on Sunday morning.’

He grinned. ‘I’m no sucker. Start that and I’d be expected to do it for the girls, too.’

‘No, you wouldn’t. They don’t emerge from their duvets until half the morning’s gone.’ She filled and switched on the kettle, then took a pot of yoghurt from the fridge. ‘So what was the emergency that wrenched you from my loving embrace this time?’

‘Loving embrace? You were snoring fit to drive a pork butcher wild with delight.’

Surprisingly, she did not cuff him playfully for that teasing comment, simply asked what had happened in the early hours. So he told her of the discovery in the water tank and the curious time gap between the murder and the immersion with the jellyfish wrapped around the corpse’s neck. Nora frowned as she sliced bread for the toaster and considered the facts.

‘You need Max here. He’s good at working out why a killer needs to make a statement, and this is surely another example of that.’

‘I don’t think Max would have any more idea of the symbolism behind this than any of us, at present. What statement can a jellyfish make?’

‘They’re deadly. At least, they can be.’

‘Anything that kills is deadly, and the guy had been a corpse for hours before being dropped in the water with that thing twisted around his throat. No, we have to concentrate on the actual killing. Mustn’t get sidetracked by what we found last night. Priority is to get the widow to confirm identity.’

‘What a shock to wake up to, just six days after she gets her man safely back from rockets and roadside bombs. You won’t give her the gruesome details, will you?’

‘Love, you should know by now they’ll be all round the base by sundown. Better to hear the truth from us than the more gruesome version from the neighbours.’

‘Any kids involved?’

‘Two. Both under school age.’

‘Poor little devils having to grow up with that knowledge.’ She set about making fresh coffee. ‘A dead man who is symbolically killed again in a tank filled with oceanic illusion. Can’t wait to hear what you make of it before Max returns.’

Tom wanted to have solved the case by then, but he was not rash enough to say so. Clare Goodey’s estimate of when the murder occurred widened the range of suspects to include German civilians. However, they all left the base in the early evening so, unless someone other than the killer had put the body in the tank, they could be discounted.

Gazing blindly at the cafetière Nora was refilling, Tom considered that premise. It seemed highly unlikely that Keane had been strangled and left lying around for someone else to discover and throw in the water wrapped around with the jellyfish. No, it was surely a non-starter, which then made it almost certain the perpetrator was military. Not only would that lessen the number of suspects it would mean the Polizei would not have to become a partner in the investigation. Through determined tact and openness 26 Section maintained a cordial relationship with Klaus Krenkel, the commander of the local German police unit, but when the victim was a British soldier SIB preferred to work solo.

Automatically stretching out his hand for the full mug Nora pushed towards him, Tom concentrated on the slender evidence they had so far. Keane was big and muscular. While it was possible for a normally fit man to transport the body, carry it up to the small diving platform, hook the jellyfish out and tie it tightly before tipping the corpse in the water, it would have taken two women. Or a man and a woman.

Could Brenda of the buttocks still be in the picture? Mrs Keane’s first name was Starr – where did parents get these names? – so she had had to live with the kissing butterflies. What kind of woman would be willing to do that? Ah, maybe her real name was Brenda, but she had chosen to be called Starr after a celebrity she admired. He was just deciding to ask his daughters about ‘celebrities’ he had never heard of when the phone rang. It was George Maddox with further unsettling news.

‘No one at the Keanes’ married quarter, sir. Neighbour heard them rowing on Friday night. Said it sounded so violent she considered calling us. Then it went quiet and she went to bed. I’m concerned about the safety of Starr and the kids. Have they been attacked, too?’

Tom got to his feet. ‘Until they’re traced we have to consider that possibility. Set up the usual checks, George. Finding them is top priority now.’

Tom knew they had a task and a half on their hands. Since the abolition of border checks people could pass from one country to another with ease, and Starr Keane could have mingled unnoticed with her children amid the visitors to the Open Day. The Polizei would have to be brought in on their disappearance in case they had left yesterday by this means, but a full search within the base must be undertaken in view of Keane’s murder. Tom fervently hoped the small family would be found alive and well.

George Maddox and his uniformed staff would organize the combing of those acres within the perimeter fence, while SIB tracked down witnesses who might lead them to the truth of what had happened during a day of fun and relaxed military routine, when a man had been murdered and a woman with two small children had vanished.

Driving back to base Tom faced the fact that he could well have four deaths on his hands. Maybe he needed Max here after all.


TWO

Tom called in as many members of 26 Section as were contactable on that Sunday morning. Apart from Staff Sergeant Melly on UK leave in hopes of a reunion with his ex, and Sergeant Prentiss, whose wife had gone into labour last night, the entire team had soon assembled at Section Headquarters. They were all keen and widely experienced. Tom knew he and Max were fortunate to have such people under their command.

He issued the known facts, adding, ‘We have to pull out all the stops on this. First we have to establish whether we’re dealing with two stand-alone cases, or whether they’re linked. At first glance they could be, but until we discover whether Starr and her kids left the base after the row with Keane or whether they’re still here we can’t be certain of that.

‘The uniformed boys are out searching for bodies. Our job is to trace the movements of Starr and Philip Keane following their violent row overheard by the neighbour. Keane got back from Afghanistan six days ago. After deployment in a warzone it’s not unusual for troops to be tense, aggressive and quick to react to confrontation. We’re all aware of the tricky few weeks couples have to get through while one partner finds it difficult to shrug off those months of intense combat with only their mates around.

‘In the past few years we’ve dealt with one or two cases of injury due to loss of control in those circs, but I sense we have something different here. We need to unravel the Keanes’ marriage and what makes them both tick.’

Sergeant Derek Beeny, a quiet, thoughtful team member, said, ‘If Keane had been shot, poisoned or bled to death from slashed wrists, the first premise would be that he did for his family then committed suicide, but no way could he then have got in the tank with that thing tied round his neck ten hours later.’

‘Which leaves the premise that Starr Keane killed him and scarpered with the kids,’ reasoned his friend Phil Piercey.

‘Then she wouldn’t have been here to put him in the tank at midnight,’ Heather Johnson pointed out. ‘Almost impossible for a woman to deal with such a dead weight.’

‘And where would the kids have been while she was “killing” him a second time?’ added Connie Bush.

‘And why would she want to make that bizarre gesture,’ said Beeny reflectively. ‘Strangulation isn’t a favoured method for women, and to do it twice is highly unlikely.’

‘And it’s men who tend to make symbolic gestures after killing,’ agreed Piercey.

Tom nodded with satisfaction. ‘So we’re left with several options. One: a third party killed off the entire family, hid the bodies of Starr and her children but needed to make some kind of statement with Keane’s. Two: as before but someone other than the killer put Keane’s body in the tank. Three: Starr killed her husband and scarpered, then someone else decided to metaphorically kill him in the tank.’

‘There’s another scenario,’ said Piercey.

‘So let’s have it,’ invited Tom. Although this sergeant often irritated him with his wild notions, the man did sometimes come up with sharp ideas.

‘Keane returned from Afghanistan to learn his wife had been having it off while he’d been away, hence the violent row overheard by the neighbour. So he tops her and the kids. Lover boy finds them, then does for Keane.’

‘So where are the other bodies?’ demanded Heather, who always delighted in deflating Piercey.

‘When the uniforms find them, you’ll know.’

‘So what’s with the jellyfish?’ she returned.

Tom looked towards Olly Simpson, who was engaged in his usual doodling. Dedicated to mental puzzles of a cryptic nature, next to Max’s this sergeant’s mind was sharpest at reading the meaning of symbolic gestures.

Aware of the sudden silence, Simpson glanced up. ‘We can’t even make a guess at that until we know more about the Keanes.’

‘That’s what we have to start doing,’ ruled Tom. ‘For now, I intend to assume we have two separate cases; the murder of Keane and the disappearance of his family.’ He indicated Connie Bush, Piercey and Beeny. ‘I want you to concentrate on the latter. Talk to Starr’s neighbours, friends and the gate guards who might have noticed her leaving the base sometime on Saturday. She could have German friends in town who she’s gone to because Keane threatened her during that heated row.’

He turned to Heather Johnson and Olly Simpson. ‘We three will focus on Keane’s murder. Find out how he spent the six days following his return. Interview everyone who saw or spoke to him during that time. One fact: the body wore only underpants, yet Captain Goodey reckons he died around midday. So, was he killed in bed? If not, what happened to the rest of his clothes, and why?’

He spoke generally in winding up. ‘We’ll meet here at eighteen hundred to collate our findings. As usual, if you get anything of vital significance, call it in to Jakes who’ll stay here to take any info that should be shared to save valuable time. Go to it!’

Sergeant Jakes was happy to stay on duty. He and his Swedish fiancée were planning their wedding and he had been tasked to produce a seating plan for the reception. He had a note from Ingrid stating which of her guests were on no account to be placed anywhere near each other, and another from his mother with similar instructions. He welcomed the chance to get to grips with this almost impossible task.

They all departed, Tom debating whether or not to update Max, who would relish working on this, maybe these, cases. However, he had taken fourteen days’ overdue leave which Tom guessed would be spent with Livya Cordwell if Max could get the affair back on track. Wait a while, he told himself. There could be a simple solution to the tragedy that had overtaken the Keanes. The case could be wrapped up in a matter of a few days.

Tom drove across the base to the married quarters where he hoped to speak to Sergeant Major Priest of the Royal Cumberland Rifles. He knew Frank Priest only slightly through meeting at several social events in the Sergeants’ Mess, and trusted him to give an honest assessment of Philip Keane’s personality. Official records gave bald facts; senior NCO’s were a source of more expansive information.

Drawing up before a house where several small children were having fun with a yellow plastic barrel, Tom approached the neat front garden with a smile. His own girls had had something similar years ago.

‘Hallo,’ he said cheerfully. ‘If I wasn’t so big I’d ask if I could join in.’

A dark-haired boy of around five years said, ‘You can, if you want to.’

Tom laughed. ‘I don’t think I’d better. I might get stuck in it.’

Two little girls fell into giggles, while the other boy in the group demanded to know who he was. Tom gave his name and explained that he was there to see Sergeant Major Priest.

‘Daddy’s out the back mending my bike,’ said the first boy. ‘You can go down there,’ he added, pointing to a side path. Then he turned on the giggling girls. ‘If you can’t play properly you can go home.’

Another sergeant major in the making, thought Tom as he made his way around the house to where Frank Priest had a child’s bicycle upside down with a wheel off and was squatting beside it.

‘Sorry to disturb your Sunday, Frank, but I’d like a word.’

The sinewy man in cut-off jeans and a grubby T-shirt appeared to take several moments to register the identity of his visitor, then he rose and nodded. ‘That grotty business with Flip Keane.’

‘News travels fast.’

The deeply tanned features twisted in disgust. ‘Poor bastard gets topped on his own doorstep after six months out there. Where’s the justice in that? You’ve come to ask who did it? If I knew I’d’ve sorted the bugger out good and proper by now.’

‘Leave that to us. We’ll do it legally. I didn’t know Keane so I’d like your input on the kind of guy he was, how he was regarded by B Company, some slant on his private life.’

Priest wiped his brow with a grimy hand then indicated a garden bench. ‘Let’s have a beer.’ So saying, he went into the kitchen from where Tom heard a short altercation with a woman, ending with Priest saying, ‘Sod the bike!’ before coming out with two cans. He handed one to Tom.

‘Problems, Frank?’

Priest yanked back the ring-pull and gulped thirstily. ‘You get back and all you want is to unwind. What d’you get? A long list: see to the leaky tap and the window that won’t open, mend the gap in the fence, put up a shelf in the kitchen, get someone to replace the dodgy boiler, sort out the neighbour whose dog barks the whole bloody night. I tell you, Tom, I’ve had it up to here.’ He rested the can against his throat. ‘Now it’s “we’ve got to have a holiday.” Brochures piled up everywhere I go. The Maldives, the Bahamas, Florida – you name it. And it’s “I’ve been stuck here alone for six months worried out of my mind, now I want to enjoy being together. We can leave the kids with Mum and have a second honeymoon.” A second honeymoon! They’ve no idea, have they?’

Tom downed his beer and let the frustration pour from his companion. Army wives had a tough time when their men went to war, but they found it even tougher to understand why it took so long to resume a loving, harmonious relationship when they returned. Had that problem ended in the murder of Keane? And his family?

Gripping the can tightly and staring into the distance, Priest eventually said, ‘Flip Keane was a bloody good soldier, but the poor sod couldn’t handle women. I’ve not met a more selfish bitch than Starr, and you come across a few in this game. Flip and her were an item a few years back and she had a kid while he was in Iraq.’

‘Keane’s?’

‘So she reckoned. He’d never wanted to set up home with her, so if it was his it wasn’t meant to happen. Out in Iraq he took up with a nurse. Real serious, that was.’

‘Was she called Brenda?’

Frank managed a dry chuckle. ‘Tattoos on his arse? Should’ve been on his dick, he was that gone on her.’

‘Yet he married Starr.’

‘No, mate, Starr married him. Had the whole bloody family working on it. Two truckie brothers saw to him one night, and her mother... Christ, send her out there and she’d sort even Bin Laden! He didn’t have a hope in hell.’

‘I get the picture,’ said Tom. ‘In addition he was getting grief from his company commander, and his career was in danger of going down the drain.’

Priest’s dark eyes bored into Tom’s. ‘It was in the bloody balance, mate. Your blokes almost did for him in Iraq.’

‘Say again.’

‘That “friendly fire” balls-up.’

‘Tell me about it,’ invited Tom, sensing an important revelation.

‘Look up your records. It’ll be in there, including the withdrawal of the charge the following day. The target was a bloody raghead. But something like that doesn’t go away. Flip was real strung out over it for that last month of the tour. Had no ammo left to fight with when that woman waggled the kid at him outside his parents’ house, and shouted obscenities while her brothers made threatening gestures. Modern day shotgun wedding, it was. Talk about kicking a man when he’s down!’

‘So Brenda was out of his life?’

Priest nodded. ‘He reckoned he wasn’t good enough for her. Shows how low he was over that period. Should’ve made sergeant by now, but that’s all on his record.’ He crushed the beer can with his hand. ‘He’ll never make sergeant now, thanks to some pervert.’ He turned haunted eyes to Tom once more. ‘What’re you doing about getting who did for him?’

‘We’re talking to people like you who knew him, garnering evidence that’ll eventually point us in the right direction,’ Tom told him quietly. ‘There’s another kid – a girl of eight months – so the marriage was working out, was it?’

‘They must have been having sex; doesn’t mean the marriage was working. Just satisfying basic needs. Flip loved those kids. Always gassing about them.’ He appeared lost in thought for a moment or two. ‘Back at the start of the year Starr starts nagging him to quit the Army. In spite of what happened, it was Flip’s whole life. Only thing he wanted to do. So that bitch set about getting what she wanted. You know the drill. Headache most nights, dried-up corned beef and limp lettuce day after day, dirty washing piling up. When it came to soiled nappies being dumped on his kit, he had a chat with Captain Steele, who called the Welfare people. We were on standby for Afghanistan and the Company Commander wanted the situation sorted.’

‘Would that be Ben Steele? Guy who got involved in the abduction of Major Kington, Defence Liaison Officer, a coupla years ago?’

‘The same. Know him?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Tom, recalling the young subaltern Max had dubbed the military Miss Marple.

‘He defended our action in Iraq. Backed Flip to the hilt. He’s all right. The guys really rate him.’

‘And Steele sorted Starr’s attempts to get Keane out of khaki?’

‘Welfare did. They arranged for the kids to go two days a week to a crèche in town run by several Brit women, giving Starr some time to herself, and Flip agreed she could take them to her mother’s, all expenses paid, while he was in Afghanistan. He also said he would give some thought to leaving the Army when he got back.’ Priest grimaced. ‘Between you and me, I think he was uptight about going into action again, and if it turned out he couldn’t hack it any more he’d be better off getting out.’

‘And did he?’

‘Did he what?’

‘Hack it.’

‘Yes, mate. When he got back here he had everything going for him.’ He flung the crushed can at his son’s bike. ‘He’s out of it with a vengeance now. That cow’s got what she wanted.’

Connie Bush was talking with the wife of a corporal of the West Wiltshire Regiment, now in Afghanistan. A neat, voluble woman, Sarah Goodwin had insisted on making extra coffee and sandwiches before settling on the settee to tell her visitor all she knew about her neighbours. Childless, she was clearly lonely and seized the opportunity to share an early snack lunch with a young woman eager to hear her titillating account. SIB members were plain-clothes detectives. The absence of military uniform and the unwelcome red-topped cap made interviewees more relaxed and confiding. This particular woman certainly chatted as if Connie were a friend who had dropped in for a gossip.

‘He was terribly henpecked, you know. Starr had a voice on her. These walls are too thin at the best of times – you can even hear sounds of an intimate nature, if you get my meaning – but when they had a barney we heard every word she said. Cutting him down to size. I started out feeling sorry for him, but then I had a think about it and changed my mind. I mean, any man who lets himself be treated like that deserves to be.’ She took a large bite from her cheese and pickle sandwich, saying through it, ‘Don’t you agree?’

Connie just smiled and sipped her coffee, privately labelling her companion a probable doormat. ‘You told Sergeant Maddox that you didn’t hear Mrs Keane depart with the children either on Saturday or early this morning, but surely you noticed how quiet it had become. Presumably, she shouted at her kids, too.’

‘I’ve been out a lot. I can’t stand it here without Den.’

I couldn’t stand it at any time, thought Connie. Little or no effort had been made to soften the austerity of standard army accommodation with colour or imagination. It was not a home, simply a basic living unit.

‘Are you friendly with Mrs Keane?’

The plate was profferred. ‘Have another sandwich.’

‘I’ve had enough, thanks. Are you?’ Connie persisted.

‘Den said it wouldn’t do.’

‘Oh? Why?’

Sarah poured more coffee for them both. ‘A woman like that would take advantage. Start gossiping over the fence, showing too much interest in our private affairs and blabbing about them to all and sundry.’ She shook her head. ‘Give her an inch and she’d take a mile, Den said. Before I knew it I’d be asked to babysit, and those kids would be forever in here.’ She took another large bite of sandwich. ‘Of course, I said hallo if we came face to face, but I always made an excuse not to stop and chat. Didn’t want any unpleasantness. That’s not in my nature.’

So you stayed in your little tight shell, thought Connie. ‘How about the other wives? Did they get on with Starr?’

Sarah’s plain face screwed into an expression of dislike. ‘She was part of a clique, all of them loud-mouthed and hung around with babies. They had an unpleasant smell, somehow. Babies do that to people, don’t they?’

Connie studied this tidy, colourless woman and tried to guess whether that statement indicated her reason for deciding not to have a family, or whether it was a kind of warped consolation for having tried and failed.

‘Who are Starr’s particular friends in this clique?’

The other woman got to her feet with a smile. ‘I’ve something nice in the kitchen. I’ll fetch them then we can go on with our chat.’ A moment later she returned holding a fancy tin. ‘I made these last night. Didn’t know what else to do with myself knowing I wouldn’t get to sleep if I went to bed. They’re Den’s favourites. Have a couple.’

Connie declined the chocolate-covered buns and repeated her question. She heard the reply through a mouthful of cake.

‘They’re all as thick as thieves. Do everything together.’ She took a gulp of coffee. ‘Starr’s never lonely. I mean, she doesn’t need anything from me. Not that I’d refuse to help her if she was in trouble. You mustn’t think that. But she has plenty of friends who are her kind, who would see she was OK. Mind you, soon after Melody was born she was very unhappy. Wanted him to leave the Army. Den told me Flip was uptight about it, but that was before Welfare sorted out the crèche for the kids. Starr calmed down after that, especially when he agreed she could go to her Mum while he was away.’ She gave a fey kind of smile. ‘Lovely and quiet here for five months. No banging and clattering; no kids squalling.’

Connie picked up on that news. ‘Mrs Keane went to the UK while her husband was in Afghanistan?’

Another bun began to be devoured. ‘Den said it was the only way Flip could stop her persecution. I couldn’t repeat to you what I was told she did to make him get out.’ She shuddered. ‘How any woman could behave like that I... Apparently,’ she continued with relish, ‘he said he’d consider leaving when he returned at the start of this week. Well, she arrived here ten days ago – I heard doors banging and the kids whining so I knew they were back – and she starts going at him the minute he walked in the door.’ She appealed to Connie. ‘Do you feel sorry for him, or not? I was feeling low with Den going off just a few days before, and I admit I did think she should have made a bit of a fuss of him after what he’d been through. But not her!’

‘This quarrel you heard on Friday night,’ prompted Connie.

Sarah Goodwin’s eyes lit with excitement. ‘Oh, that, I almost called the Redcaps. I mean, it was much worse than the usual mud-slinging and Starr’s screeching. It sounded like furniture being thrown about, and Flip was shouting as much as her. I’ve never heard him yell like that at her before. Talk about swearing! He’d really lost it.’

Crumbs of chocolate bun dropped from her mouth as she warmed to her theme. ‘After a whole lot of thudding and crashing, when I thought someone must be getting hurt, it suddenly went quiet. That frightened me more than the ding-dong. Alone here without Den I just huddled in the duvet and prayed it had stopped.’

‘But you didn’t call the RMP post on the base.’

‘Den says it’s always best not to get involved. We have to live next to them and Starr could make things very unpleasant for me without a husband here to sort it out. I didn’t get any sleep, you know, worrying about it,’ she offered as if by way of mitigation.

Connie lost her patience with this feeble woman. ‘You have heard that Philip Keane has been murdered, haven’t you?’

‘It’s all round the base,’ she murmured, fiddling with the paper cases from three chocolate buns she had eaten. Then she had a thought and looked up swiftly. ‘No, no, he wasn’t killed then. I’d never forgive myself if... No, I heard them both talking at breakfast time.’

‘Talking, or continuing the row?’

‘Starr always shouts, but he sounded quiet. The kids were crying and I think he was trying to calm them.’

‘Now, this is important, Mrs Goodwin. At what time did you grow aware that the Keanes had all left their house yesterday?’

‘Oh, I can’t tell you that. They were there when I was eating my usual bowl of banana and cornflakes.’

‘That was when?’ Connie demanded impatiently.

‘Eight thirty. I washed the bowl and coffee-mug – that always brings it home that Den’s not here; just one of everything – and I went out at nine to spend the day with a friend who was also not keen on all the noise and fuss of the Open Day. I came home after supper with her.’ Her brow wrinkled. ‘I was surprised that the place next door was in darkness. That small bedroom at the front is the nursery. There’s a low light burning all night for the kids.’

‘So the house looked empty?’

‘Well, yes. I got used to it being dark for five months, but they’re back now. There should’ve been lights.’

‘Was their car in the drive?’

‘No... no, so she must have taken the kids to friends, mustn’t she?’ A moment later, ‘Oh, my God, she won’t know Flip’s been killed.’

Connie got to her feet. ‘That’s why we’re trying to find her. Thanks for your help. I’d like details of the friend you were with on Saturday.’

Sarah Goodwin stood, cake crumbs dropping from her lap to the carpet. ‘Whatever for?’

‘We need to know where people were between ten and fourteen hundred... for elimination purposes.’

‘Elimination from what?’

‘Murder, Mrs Goodwin.’

Tom drove back to his office digesting a significant fact Priest had revealed. He was now eager to check SIB records for the report on a case involving Philip Keane during a tour in Iraq two years ago. It might throw some light on the man’s murder. Had Frank Priest lied about Keane’s ability to cope with active service? Had the Corporal funked it in Afghanistan, putting his men in danger’s way? Would the company sergeant major defend him so solidly if that had been the case? It was essential to interview Keane’s platoon before some of them went to the UK or to a European destination for their well-deserved rehab leave.

On a huge military base it was impossible for everyone to know everyone else, even those within the same regiment. For a small unit like 26 Section, whose headquarters were on a far boundary, the situation was worse. Because of their general unpopularity Redcaps tended to stay within their own ranks and territory. It was the best plan; a mistake to make close friends they might have to arrest and report to the Garrison Commander one day.

It so happened that Tom had encountered Ben Steele, commander of B Company, the Royal Cumberland Rifles – the RCR as they were frequently called – on a complicated case of abduction and murder in the regiment. Promoted to captain now, Steele would be the best man to question about one of his NCOs who had been murdered in this curious manner. According to Frank Priest, Steele had been involved in the trouble in Iraq and with Starr’s bid to get her husband out of the Army before the Afghan deployment, so he would know Philip Keane well enough to provide some input.

Approaching the water tank Tom saw two Redcaps dismantling the posts and crime scene tapes, so he pulled over and crossed to have a word with them. He was not surprised to learn that close examination had produced negative results. The area had been trampled and scattered with litter by hundreds who had enjoyed the performances throughout yesterday. The small platform had been more rewarding. The fingerprints there could be checked with those of people known to have been on it, which would leave others from whoever had put the body in the tank.

They all knew that these alone would not lead them to the killer. This forensic evidence would only become useful when they had definite suspects for comparison. As things stood, Keane would have been killed by one of thousands on the base. Only by interviewing anyone intimately concerned with the activity in the tank, and every person who knew the victim and his absent wife, would they begin to piece together the events leading to the disaster that had overtaken this soldier and his family.

With that in mind Tom moved to where a small group of men were emptying the tank, and addressed a muscular man with three stripes on his sleeve, who was overseeing the job.

‘Sergeant Figgis?’

The man swung to face Tom. ‘Who wants him?’

‘Sar’nt Major Black, SIB.’

‘Ah, guessed you’d be along soon, sir. I’m Cruz. That’s Roley Figgis by the pump. We’re real upset about what happened here last night. Should’ve been emptied right away, but Lieutenant Sears said it was OK to do it today. Would’ve had it completed by mid-morning ’cept the Redcaps wouldn’t let us near until half an hour ago.’

Tom nodded. ‘So you’re the guy who made the shark and other fearsome creatures?’

He grinned. ‘My old man used to fashion them for us kids. I got four brothers and three sisters. When Mr Sears said we had to put on some sort of show to keep level with the others, I got this up with Roley.’ His grin widened. ‘Better than blowing things to bits as a demo of what Sappers do, eh?’

‘How well did you know Phil Keane?’

Cruz was unfazed by the sudden question. ‘Never heard of him until the Redcaps woke me up middle of the night asking where I’d been after we finished here. Apart from our Field Section I don’t know any regimental guys ’cept other athletes.’ His grin broke out again. ‘I’m a sprinter and hurdler. Inter-Services champion two years ago.’

‘I’ll need details of where you obtained the materials for creating those models, and the names of everyone who was in any way involved in their manufacture. While you get your brain around that, I’ll talk to Sar’nt Figgis.’

The diver had moved up on to the platform where he was taking the shark, sea snakes, conger eels and other synthetic creatures from two men in swim trunks who had entered the quarter-filled tank to get them.

Tom climbed the metal steps to the platform. ‘Roland Figgis?’

The Sergeant studied Tom’s starched white shirt and grey trousers, but clearly did not identify the Corps tie for he asked somewhat harshly, ‘Who the hell are you?’

Tom told him equally harshly and was gratified by the immediate change of manner. ‘Sorry, sir, this business has shaken me up. Cruz and I were willing to clear this last night – we hadn’t any plans – but Lieutenant Sears said to leave it. He was insistent. Said we’d need a rest after a heavy day. Well, I was pretty knackered. Been at it since mid-morning. Needed a feed, too. Best to operate in water with empty guts. Soon as we finished here, Cruz and I had some nosh, played a couple of games of darts, checked our emails then hit the sack.’

‘So how well did you know Philip Keane?’

Same unfazed response. ‘Never heard of him until now.’ Figgis’s tanned face registered curiosity tinged with concern. ‘Why would someone choose to kill him with that bloody jellyfish? Points the finger at us, doesn’t it? The Section’s only been here two months and we’ve had blokes on staggered leave for most of that time, so what’s the deal with using our gear for it?’

‘You’ll know when we find out,’ said Tom, keeping quiet the fact that Keane had not been killed in the tank, just dumped there later. ‘Where were you before coming here?’

‘In the Stan,’ he replied, using the abbreviation some troops favoured when speaking of Afghanistan.

‘With the Cumberland Rifles who returned six days ago?’

‘With whoever needed our help. You’ve no idea. Kandahar base stretches for eight miles in most directions. It’s a bloody circus.’

‘I know. I was out there a couple of years back when some of our guys were slaughtered,’ Tom said tensely.

Figgis nodded. ‘You have to take it on the chin as part of the job... but this.’ He waved a hand at the almost empty tank. ‘The work of some psycho, must be.’

Tom chose not to follow that direction. Instead, he asked for the names of people who were in any way involved in yesterday’s performances, and those of any other service personnel who used the aqua club of which Figgis was a member. ‘You and Sar’nt Cruz should bring that info to my office by noon tomorrow,’ Tom instructed, eyeing the shark that was being lifted from the water. It looked all too real. ‘Have you ever wrestled with a real one?’

Figgis laughed. ‘Christ, no! They scare the shit out of me.’

Back in Headquarters and starting to access the report on Keane’s action in Iraq, Tom was obliged to answer his mobile.

‘Sar’nt Major Black,’ he muttered, his attention on the computer.

‘Clare Goodey here, Mr Black. Corporal Keane’s body is to be collected from the Medical Centre at fifteen hundred. If you want to view it again you should come along before then.’

‘Thanks, but I have all the info I need until the pathologist’s report comes in. How long before we get it, d’you think?’

‘Who knows? I’ll do my best to get him to speed it up.’

‘That’d be helpful, ma’am.’ He made to disconnect then realized she was still speaking.

‘... glad of his input.’

‘Sorry, say again,’ he murmured, his attention still on the facts rolling up the computer screen.

‘I heard sounds in Max’s apartment, so I went to investigate knowing he was supposed to be in the UK. He’s back.’
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