



  [image: cover]










  FOUR BELOW




  





  [image: ]




  





  Constable & Robinson Ltd




  55–56 Russell Square




  London WC1B 4HP




  www.constablerobinson.com




  First published in the UK by Constable, an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd, 2011




  First US edition published by SohoConstable, an imprint of Soho Press, 2011




  Soho Press, Inc.




  853 Broadway




  New York, NY 10003




  www.sohopress.com




  [image: ]




  Copyright © Peter Helton, 2011




  The right of Peter Helton to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988




  All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any

  form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to

  actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in Publication data is available from the British Library




  UK ISBN: 978-1-78033-143-0




  US ISBN: 978-1-61695-082-8




  eISBN: 978-1-78033-157-7




  US Library of Congress number: 2011030236




  Printed and bound in UK




  1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2




  





  

    Thou strong seducer, opportunity!




    John Dryden




    

      If you think dope is for kicks and for thrills, you’re out of your mind. There are more kicks to be had in a good case of paralytic polio.


    




    Billie Holiday
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  He couldn’t believe it was back to this. Back on the bloody night shift by himself. Constantly looking over his shoulder. It wasn’t as easy as

  it had been either, especially being half-blind now. In the dark, having just one eye really made a difference. It stood to reason: only half the light went into your brain. And his left hand still

  hurt when he put pressure on anything. Lifting things the wrong way made his shoulder scream. He’d nearly dropped a whole bunch of stuff off a roof the other night. He’d get

  compensation eventually, they’d said. As a victim of crime. Quite ironic, if you thought about it. Of course he hadn’t said that to them, about the irony and that. He hadn’t said

  anything worth mentioning to them. You just didn’t. Assailants unknown. If he’d said anything else, anything more, and the big man had got wind of it, he’d have sent Ilkin to

  finish the job. He was lucky to be alive as it was, they had said so at the hospital. He knew they were right, too. Got away with losing one ball and one eye. The pain of it, just the memory, could

  still make him sweat, even on a freezing night like this one. They’d done it on purpose, too. The testicle, not the eye. They’d taken great care to punch his balls in. As a warning to

  others. Ilkin threw the half-brick that took his eye. Good at throwing stuff. When they tied him up, he was sure they were going to kill him this time.




  Should leave Bristol, really. Much safer, in case the big man changed his mind. Lying low now, back on the night shift. The cushy life was over. But kind of relieved, too. Okay, it was easy

  money working for the big man, but he was a scary fucker. His cold, trembling rages were enough to turn your hair grey. Better off out of there. Better off on your own, working. While all the

  idiots slept.




  





  Chapter One




  McLusky knew he should get back to the station, but he wasn’t entirely convinced he could move. It had been a tedious morning of meetings and paperwork and his eyes just

  wanted to stay fixed on this painting of snow-capped mountains. Certainly an improvement on the canteen walls at Albany Road. They should get whoever painted this to do a mural at the station. The

  painting reminded him of the Swiss Alps – not that he had been to the Swiss Alps – though this being an Indian place, it was probably a scene from Kashmir. He hadn’t been there

  either, but if this was what it looked like, he wouldn’t mind going. There were several of these mountain scenes hanging around the walls, and all were pleasingly, luxuriously empty of human

  life. It looked clean and sane. Restful. Unlike the place itself. If the owner was being nostalgic about the wilds of Kashmir, then a noisy fast-food restaurant in the shadow of a railway bridge

  had to make him feel a long way from home.




  McLusky tried to burp but couldn’t. Shouldn’t have had the enigmatically named ‘meat curry’. He never dared ask what kind of meat went into it, but it sat in your stomach

  like a hot rock. He pushed his cleared plate away from him with too much emphasis and had to make a grab for it before it shot off the Formica table. He got to his feet with a groan. As he walked

  to the door, one of the men behind the counter gave him a nod of acknowledgement. He nodded back. McLusky was on nodding terms with the city now, but this was his first Bristol winter. A fierce

  blast of it swept down the Cheltenham Road as he stepped outside, threatening to freeze-dry the film of curry sweat on his forehead. And it was only November. Two in the afternoon, and already

  everything felt grimy and grey. It had never properly got light in the first place, with the sky hanging over the city like a dirty tarpaulin. Which reminded him: he’d have to buy a few light

  bulbs on the way home; two of the bulbs in his flat had blown this morning. This morning already seemed a long time ago.




  Traffic didn’t look too bad today. By which he meant it was actually moving. As he vainly looked for a gap to cross the street, a man in a white T-shirt ran right-to-left on the other

  side, behind traffic and parked cars. He was running fast. McLusky didn’t like the look of it. The man was running too fast. And what was it he was carrying? Shouts followed him up the road.

  Now he took a sudden rabbit-hook right into the street, angry horns blaring as cars braked sharply to avoid him. McLusky could see it now: the man was carrying a samurai sword, sheath in his left,

  naked blade in his right, stabbing the air as his arms pumped to the rhythm of his feet. McLusky thought he saw blood on the blade. Damn. He reached for the radio in his leather jacket just as a

  harsh and familiar voice approached. PC Hanham came running across lanes of traffic, shouting breathlessly into the radio clipped to his vest. McLusky left his own where it was; Hanham would

  already be calling for armed response. If he had enough breath to get the words out, of course. The constable jogged heavily past him, giving no sign that he had noticed DI McLusky standing there

  with his much-needed unlit cigarette between his lips. Leave it. Hanham was the man to catch the swordsman, McLusky thought. He was the one wearing a stab vest, after all.




  Rapid response. In this traffic? Oh, what the hell. At least it would warm him up. He started after the burly constable. Hanham was running fast. McLusky speeded up, then found he needed to

  speed up again. He only caught up as Hanham followed the suspect into Zetland Road. By then, a jabbing stitch in his side was making it hard going.




  ‘He … attacked a man … at the bus stop near the girls’ school … a leg wound. Ambulance en route,’ Hanham got out.




  ‘By the school? That’s miles back.’




  ‘I know … miles … I don’t think … I can run … much further …’




  One look at Hanham confirmed it: his face was slack with exhaustion, his eyes were rolling like those of a panicked horse. He slowed, stopped, sank to his knees. ‘All yours

  …’




  McLusky kept going. He could still see the suspect ahead. Just then the man turned to check behind him and spotted his new pursuer. Civilians shrieked and shouted, jumping out of the way of the

  dancing sword.




  Running in the street now, sweat was pricking McLusky’s skin, despite the cold. He realized why he had so easily caught up with Hanham: the constable must have already been slowing from

  exhaustion. The swordsman was pulling away from him, fuelled by adrenalin, madness and drugs no doubt. And probably unencumbered by a mystery curry.




  McLusky ran on. The pain in his side got worse. He’d go vegetarian. Perhaps even give up smoking. Again. Now all he could do was keep running, without the foggiest idea what he was going

  to do should he ever catch up with the suspect. Without stab vest, baton or pepper spray, he’d have little chance of disarming him. As a last resort, he could always threaten to throw up on

  him, which he’d do anyway if this went on much longer. The rattle of a diesel engine behind him made him glance over his shoulder. Never had a scruffy cab for hire looked more welcome.

  Suicidally he ran into its path, scrabbling in his pocket for his warrant card.




  ‘Follow that man!’ He threw himself into the passenger seat.




  ‘What man would that be?’ The cabby spoke and moved with agonizing slowness, setting the meter. He filled every available inch behind the wheel and looked like he hadn’t left

  his cab for years. Far ahead of them, the swordsman had now sheathed his weapon and was crossing Zetland Road, trotting into a side street.




  ‘Just drive! There, the young man …’ McLusky was still struggling for breath. ‘With the light jacket, jeans and … trainers.’




  ‘Righty-ho.’ The driver pulled away at last. ‘What’s he done?’




  ‘Never mind that, just catch up with him.’




  ‘Only asking. Taking an interest.’ He turned the cab into the side street. They could both see the suspect a hundred yards or so ahead. The man was either out of puff or thought he

  had lost his pursuers. He stepped off the pavement and stood at the edge of the road as if waiting to cross once the taxi had passed.




  ‘Keep closer to the left. I’ll tell you when to stop.’




  Half a second before drawing level with the swordsman, McLusky popped his seat belt and threw the door wide open. The man had no chance to react before the door caught him a thudding blow on the

  side, breaking his elbow and flinging him hard on to the tarmac. McLusky could hear him scream as they passed.




  The cab driver braked indignantly. ‘You never told me to stop!’




  McLusky jumped out and ran back the few yards to where the young man was still on the ground, groaning. He had dropped the sword. The DI kicked it under the nearest car, then thumped a heavy

  knee into the suspect’s back and twisted his unbroken arm back.




  This wasn’t popular. ‘Ah! Get off me! You broke my arm! You broke my fucking arm! You fucking arsehole broke my arm! Get off me! I need an ambulance!’




  ‘You need to shut up. Of course it may harm your defence …’ McLusky rattled off half the caution, but stopped when he felt a wave of nausea travel up from his stomach. He

  thumbed the orange button on his airwave radio. ‘Alpha Nine, can I come in please …?’ He gave his position and asked for backup, while the suspect kept up a rich mixture of

  pleading, insults and threats. Feeling in danger of losing his supper and with no handcuffs to secure the suspect, McLusky was extremely grateful when he saw PC Hanham, who had got his breath back,

  come marching up the road.




  ‘You can’t cuff the other wrist; I think he broke his arm in the fall,’ McLusky explained.




  The swordsman twisted his head back and yelled his protest at Hanham. ‘He ran me down with the fucking taxi, that’s what broke my arm, you wankers!’




  ‘Good effort, sir. Did you see what he did with the sword?’ the constable asked.




  ‘Under that car. You’d better arrest him properly; I may have burped a few times during the caution. Better make sure.’




  ‘Will you take him in?’




  ‘Me? I got a taxi waiting with the meter running. No, he’s your man, Constable.’




  Hanham loudly cautioned his blaspheming prisoner while watching the DI get into the cab. Half-arresting suspects, then swanning off in a taxi all casual. McLusky. Where on earth did they

  find him?




  McLusky made the driver stop at a convenience store so he could stock up on light bulbs, mineral water and indigestion tablets before letting himself be driven back to Albany

  Road. By the time he was carrying his purchases along the corridor towards his office, he no longer felt sick, but the curry still sat acidly right under his solar plexus. Definitely the vegetable

  biryani next time.




  DS Sorbie watched McLusky come past the CID room. He checked his watch. If he himself were to take lunch breaks this long, he’d soon get an earful from DI Fairfield. The man had been

  shopping too, by the looks of it. Unbelievable. And that could so easily have been, should have been, him. If Avon & Somerset hadn’t seen fit to import the DI from Southampton, there

  might have been room round here for long-overdue promotion.




  McLusky firmly closed the door of his office behind him and let himself fall into his chair. He didn’t have far to fall. The office they had found for him at the very end of the corridor

  was minute. At first he had suspected it to be a converted cupboard, but he had been assured that it was DI Pearce’s old office. Sometimes McLusky thought it had probably been responsible for

  driving Pearce to retire early. With a large haul of drugs money. Not that ‘renegade cop Pearce, 46’ (Bristol Herald) had enjoyed it for long. The Spanish police, with the help

  of DCI Gaunt, had scooped him up before he had a chance to spend much of it.




  The only good thing about the office was that the enormous radiator under the window, obviously designed for a much larger room, heated the place to tropical temperatures. Not quite the only

  thing, he reminded himself now. The fact that his window opened on to the back of the station, away from the prying eyes of colleagues and punters, meant he could afford to smoke the odd cigarette

  without attracting attention. Albany Road, along with every other police station, of course, was a no-smoking area. A recent decree issued by Superintendent Denkhaus had also strictly outlawed the

  ‘abhorrent practice’ of smoking near the entrance or in the staff car park.




  McLusky opened the window. It looked out over roofs and the neglected backs of nearby buildings. McLusky preferred the backs of houses. He invariably found them more revealing than their

  better-kept fronts. The rear was not just where illicit cigarettes were smoked. It was where suspects tried to leave when the heavy knock came at the front. The rear of a house was the natural

  hiding place for drugs, money, weapons and the occasional body.




  An illicit cigarette was exactly what he needed now. Last one in the packet, how annoying, and he’d been in the shop not ten minutes ago. Smoking was said to aid digestion, and he could do

  with all the help he could get. The scarcity of tobacco made the first drag even more luxurious.




  It had been a quiet week, apart from the endless paperwork, of course: report-writing, form-filling, box-ticking, assessments and memos. Earlier in the year, Atrium, the anti-drugs operation,

  had taken Ray Fenton out of circulation, a major drugs baron who would never again see his naff sports car, ostentatious penthouse or tasteless motor yacht. But even in the midst of the

  celebrations, they all knew what it meant, what the next few months would bring: a vicious little war fought in the resulting power vacuum. In supply-and-demand economics there would always be

  drugs barons as long as there were customers for his wares, and Bristol was the hub that supplied drugs to much of the West Country. The business was so ridiculously lucrative that new dealers

  constantly tried to move in, at the risk of all-out war with Yardie and Asian gangs and established dealer networks. Over three hot summer months there had been stabbings and shootings; one

  drive-by shooting had injured two innocent bystanders while completely missing the target. Yet there was nothing concrete; there had been plenty of hints and rumours, but all had failed to

  solidify. By autumn, everything had gone quiet. A new kingpin was securing the hub now, only so far McLusky had no idea who he was. There were rumours, of course, and the rumours weren’t

  good. Give it time. He knew that the quiet was deceptive, the short lull before business as usual resumed. Like a quick illicit cigarette break before the return to work.




  He flicked the fag end out of the window towards the wheelie bins below. The phone on his desk rang and he answered it. On the other end was DS Austin. McLusky had been right.




  They were back in business.




  On the night shift, planning was important. Without a plan, you ended up like an opportunist junkie thief, climbing into houses and then staggering along the road carrying some

  crap that was enough to get you put back inside but not enough to buy you a kebab. Tricky, of course. All the good stuff sat where there was tons of security. Neighbourhood Watch, those were the

  days. Now it was all high-tech; no one needed to twitch their curtains, they all got security cameras, CCTV, SmartWater, alarms. If you strayed into the wrong neighbourhood, they would have you

  taped before you’d got your tools out. Taped? What an old-fashioned expression. It was all electronic now. At least in the old days they’d record over the same cassette a million times

  so when something worth seeing happened the quality was so crap it could have been anyone ghosting through the frame. Either that or they’d already taped over it. Morons. Now it was hard

  drives and crisp images and as much recording time as you liked.




  Not in your league, that, anyway. Not on your own, either, not with one eye and one ball and an old motor that stuck out like a sore thumb. Mind you, he always made sure he looked after the van,

  and there was nothing the rozzers could pull him over for. Tax, MOT, insurance, all the paperwork. No point in drawing attention to yourself. Clean driver’s licence, too. As for

  housebreaking, it was the lower-middle ground you wanted, the up-and-coming, upwardly mobile, what they used to call yuppies. Thirty-something couples just starting out together, twenty-five grand

  a year each, first house. Lots of money for stuff and gadgets to plonk on every surface but not enough for a five ninety-nine window lock. Lava lamps. Digital photo frames. They’re the ones.

  Hard-working morons. Not a care. Pick one. Clean them out. All insured. Come back three months later and lift all the brand-new replacements. Nine out of ten still hadn’t fitted any security,

  even then. Idiots. He was the lightning that struck twice. Of course most of the junk people had in their houses was worth next to nothing. All the usual stuff was now so cheap to buy in the first

  place that it wasn’t really worth pinching. You hardly got a thing for it, especially if you used a fence. After all, why spend a hundred and fifty on a netbook you know is probably stolen

  when you can get a new one for two-twenty? With a year’s guarantee?




  But at last he had struck it lucky; not a bad haul, this. In fact it was so good he had made two trips to the van, breaking his iron rule not to get Aladdined. Getting greedy and hanging around

  too long gave people time to notice you, to get on the blower and arrange nasty surprises. But it had been worth it. Not a load of catalogue showroom rubbish this time. Top-of-the-range equipment,

  this. Professional gear, all photography stuff. Two digital SLR cameras, long lenses, two printers – he’d lifted the bigger one – all the chargers and a laptop. State-of-the-art

  laptop. Top spec, latest model. Must have cost a fortune. He flicked on the ultraviolet bulb. Not one item was security-marked.




  He used to quite enjoy taking pictures. Never had a decent camera, though, just happy-snappy things. Send the pics off to Prontoprint and get them back a week later. Most of them went straight

  in the bin, but some were good. Some were priceless. No idea where they’d got to. Lost in one of the endless moves or disappeared when his last girlfriend ran off. Took a few good ones of

  her. He had quite an eye for taking photographs. Let’s hope it wasn’t the eye he’d lost. Ha. First eye joke that made him smile, good one. Might take a bit longer for the

  first ball joke, of course. He was tempted to keep one of the cameras. And the printer. But perhaps not the laptop. Too expensive, he could never explain that away. Flog it, then buy a cheap one

  and keep the receipt. That’d unnerve the rozzers if they came calling. A receipt.




  Of course, before you could sell a knocked-off computer you had to wipe everything on it or whoever bought it in a pub car park wouldn’t be able to pretend that he didn’t know it was

  nicked. A shame with this one, because the pictures on it were fantastic. Really good. You could tell the last owner knew what they were doing. Folder after folder. This lot, for instance, the

  pictures in the woods in autumn. Taken at the crack of dawn or else just as it got dark. Some of the shots were amazing. Mind you, some of the pics had a weird mob in them; the bunch this

  photographer hung out with didn’t half look nerdy. All with little cameras. One of them in a wheelchair, even. How did they get him into the woods? But the pics without people in them,

  the atmospheric ones, he’d keep some of them. These ones with the lights in the trees looked spooky, like from a fantasy movie. And the pictures had so many pixels you could probably have

  them blown up big as posters. And you could zoom right in on the spooky lights … and keep zooming in … and …




  It was difficult to believe what he was seeing. His mouth had gone dry and his heart was hammering. His palms were sweaty. And this was just a picture of the bastards. It must have been taken

  with a long lens. Or did he mean long exposure? The big man must have stood still, because he wasn’t blurred at all. Neither was the car. The very Merc he sometimes used to drive him around

  in when he was drunk, he was certain. But the figure with the bag over his head was a bit out of focus, and so was Ilkin. Though you’d recognize him if you knew it was him. He was hard to

  forget. However much you’d like to.




  He got up and started pacing the room, leaving the image on the screen. How was it possible that he had found this very picture? Or was it the other way around? Had the picture found him?

  Whoever took this picture couldn’t have known what they were photographing. The big man couldn’t have known, or this photographer would already be six foot under. What he needed now was

  a drink. And time to think. This could be it, his one chance of revenge. This picture could be his ticket. He would have to move house first, of course, no question about it. The big man would pay

  a lot to keep this picture out of the papers. Of course he would also happily have him killed – slowly – by Ilkin while he watched from the comfort of his car.




  





  Chapter Two




  ‘This could turn out to be complete nonsense, of course. Bound to, in fact.’ McLusky was possessed of a profound cynicism where the observational skills of the

  public were concerned. ‘Once we’re across the bridge, you’ll have to give me directions.’




  DS Austin made himself taller in the passenger seat and craned his neck to catch a glimpse of the river below. ‘Okay, will do. It’s a great view from up here.’




  McLusky, who didn’t like heights much, gave an all-purpose grunt and kept his eyes to the front as they crossed the Clifton suspension bridge going west. ‘Someone moves their

  dustbins out of alignment and we get a detailed description of the perpetrator, but you can carry a headless corpse through town and no one sees a thing. I can guarantee it.’




  ‘The woman was quite adamant. A fox with half a human face in his jaws. Or words to that effect.’




  ‘Half a cheese sandwich, more like.’




  ‘She was walking her dog early this morning. Turn right when you’re past the sports club.’




  ‘Where would we be without dog-walkers?’




  ‘Back at the nick in a warm office? No offence, it’s a stylish car and all that, but the heating is pathetic.’




  McLusky knew Austin was right. The old Mazda had been an impulse buy, and the longer he drove it, the more faults showed up. Terrible suspension was one of them. A feeble heater another. But he

  liked it and felt defensive about it. ‘It gets warm eventually.’




  ‘I’ll have to take your word for it.’




  McLusky turned on to what looked like a forester’s track into the bleak woods they had been skirting for a while. ‘What is this place, anyway?’




  ‘Leigh Woods. Have you not been here before?’




  ‘I’m not the outdoorsy type. And look at it, why would anyone?’




  ‘Because, it’s great in summer, lots of people come here. It’s quite big, runs all the way back to the gorge. Streams, ponds …’




  The afternoon seemed set to become even gloomier. ‘Ponds, Jane?’ DS James Austin was broad, darkly hairy, with an Edinburgh accent, so naturally everyone called him Jane. If

  the DS minded, he never let on. ‘Not bleedin’ ponds in November, Jane.’




  ‘Yes, okay, it’ll be a bloody nightmare place to search.’ For someone. It wasn’t as if they were personally required to dive into ponds and lakes. Ahead, two vehicles,

  one a patrol car, came into view, parked across and beside the track. ‘This should be it.’




  McLusky pulled on to the soft verge beside the patrol car. The woman who had made the call stood by her silver hatchback. She was in her fifties and sensibly dressed in thick boots, padded

  jacket, hat and gloves. Very sensibly, thought McLusky, whose leather jacket wasn’t putting up much of a fight against the cold. Further along, among the stark and practically leafless trees,

  two police constables in high-vis jackets used sticks to poke half-heartedly at the wet leaf litter. Winter mist hung in the woods, cutting visibility to less than a hundred yards. All around them

  the place dripped with icy moisture. McLusky acknowledged the civilian with a nod, turned up his collar and waited for one of the constables, who was making his way towards him.




  DS Austin approached the woman. ‘Are you the lady who called us?’




  ‘I am. You must be Inspector McLusky, I was told to expect you.’




  ‘Erm, no. I’m Detective Sergeant Austin; that’s DI McLusky over there.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I heard the Scottish accent and just assumed …’




  ‘The inspector will be with you shortly. I think he first wants a word with the constable.’




  McLusky did. It was PC Pym. He was a slim six foot four and had a habit of folding himself at the hip so as not to tower over superior officers. ‘What have we got, Pym?’




  ‘Well, erm …’ The PC looked across to the woman. McLusky walked them away from the cars to get completely out of earshot. ‘The lady reported seeing a fox carrying what

  she believed to be human remains, sir.’




  ‘Part of a face, is that right?’




  ‘Imagination may play a part here, no disrespect to the lady. Yes, what she is quite sure about, she says, is flesh, hair and what looked to her like a human ear.’




  ‘Bits of rabbit?’




  ‘That may account for the hair, but what about the ear? Rabbit ears don’t look much like ours.’




  McLusky shrugged heavily. Cold air crept under his jacket as he did so. ‘I don’t know. Rabbit and mushroom, then.’




  ‘Rabbit marengo,’ Pym said helpfully.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Sorry, sir. A rabbit dish. My mother used to cook it. It’s got mushrooms in it.’




  ‘Please don’t mention food, Pym. Whatever it was they put in my lunch refuses to go quietly. Right, let’s have a quick chat with that woman. I don’t suppose you saw any

  foxes’ lairs, if that’s what they have?’




  ‘Holes, I think, is what they have. Not a one. Aren’t they nocturnal, though?’




  McLusky waved his hand as he walked away. ‘Carry on here for a bit, anyway.’




  Back at the cars, he introduced himself to the woman. On the other side, Austin was walking between the trees, eyes down.




  ‘I did tell your colleague the fox went that way.’ She pointed irritably in the opposite direction.




  ‘How long ago did you see the fox?’




  ‘This morning, as I said. About nine thirty. I was walking my dog when I saw it running. Ziggy must have startled him. He ran after him but lost him, predictably. It took me half an hour

  to get Ziggy to come back to me, he was so excited.’




  ‘And the fox was carrying human remains?’




  An impatient intake of breath. ‘How often do I have to repeat it? Yes. I clearly saw a human ear. There were bits of hair and flesh. It was quite … well, I shouldn’t

  say disgusting; quite shocking, I suppose.’




  ‘And naturally you reported it straight away?’




  ‘Well, no, I didn’t. I went home. I reported it later.’




  McLusky nodded. ‘You waited till the afternoon.’




  ‘I only saw it for the briefest of moments. And it was such a strange thing to have seen. I wanted to be clear in my mind that I really had seen it. And then I decided. Not many things

  look like human ears. Do they, Inspector?’




  McLusky squinted into the mist. Not many things a fox would show an interest in. ‘We’ll look into it. We have your details, in case we need to speak to you again.’




  ‘I can go, then?’




  ‘Mm? Yes. Yes, thanks, you did the right thing.’




  ‘I know, Inspector.’




  McLusky was already walking away. ‘We’ll let you know if we find anything.’




  Sitting in the driver’s seat, the woman wiped condensation from the windscreen with the back of her glove. She wouldn’t be holding her breath on hearing from them again. And she

  wouldn’t be surprised if they got themselves lost in there; they all looked like they’d never actually seen a tree before, the way they were behaving. You reported a murder and they

  sent four bobbies up to search Leigh Woods. And they didn’t even have the sense to bring a dog.




  McLusky hurried to join PC Pym before he disappeared completely into the mist. His colleague was already barely visible between the slick boles of ash trees to the north.




  ‘What was your impression of the witness, sir?’




  ‘Not easily flustered. If she says she saw an ear, then perhaps that’s what she did see.’ He kicked at the leaf litter. It had to be centuries deep. Things had lived and died

  in this place since the last ice age. It felt like the next one was on its way. Not a bad place to die, probably. If it was your time, of course. Not if some other bastard decided it was. And as

  long as it wasn’t November.




  Austin crossed the track and came over to join them. ‘I thought there were two of you,’ he said to Pym.




  Pym looked around. The mist was turning to fog; there was no sign of his colleague. He cupped his gloved hands round his mouth and called, ‘Becky? You fallen down a hole yet?’ Almost

  immediately, the form of PC Becks appeared from the mist, making his way back towards them. ‘Now you see him, now you don’t,’ Pym said. ‘So much for high-vis jackets.

  We’ll have to tie ourselves together with string. The fog’s getting worse and it’ll be dark soon.’




  ‘Are we searching the area, then?’ Austin asked.




  McLusky nodded heavily. ‘Yes, we’ll do a bloody search. But first: do you have a cigarette on you, DS Austin?’




  ‘I gave up, don’t you remember?’




  ‘So?’




  ‘You mean it would help my promotional prospects if I carried cigarettes of a certain brand at all times?’




  ‘Definitely.’




  McLusky turned to Pym, who shook his head. ‘Don’t smoke. But sir, if we are to do a real search, we’ll need a lot more bodies up here.’




  McLusky wrinkled his nose in distaste. ‘Would you care to rephrase that, PC Pym?’




  Sisyphus, that was it, she remembered the name now. It wasn’t a Bible story at all, silly, it was a naughty Greek man who was condemned to push a boulder up a hill and

  then it rolled off again and he’d push it up again and so on for ever. The Greek myth of Sisyphus this was like, only was Polish myth of Anastazja. You push the trolley first along one floor,

  then next floor, then other floor again. Every day, a job without happy ending, there was always more where that came from. Only, if you push cleaning trolley through shopping centre you become

  invisible also. The landlady says: with name like Anastazja you should be on stage. What can invisible woman do on a stage? Play the ghost perhaps. Excuse me. Excuse me was what she said

  mostly all day because of course, when you are invisible woman, people don’t know to get out of your ways. Excuse me. English people do not notice other people, only notice shopping.

  Excuse me while I clean up vomit from teenager drunk in middle of day. Of course at night the whole shopping centre was made clean with machine. A man with machine. But you cannot clean

  toilets with machine. For toilets we use Polish woman. Excuse me while I mop up orange soft drink your child spills on floor because he wants attention but you are too busy making eyes at things in

  shops windows. The English have a saying: where there is muck, there is brass. Well, is completely wrong. Where there is muck there is Polish woman with mop. Cleaning it up.




  ‘And another thing …’ Superintendent Denkhaus signalled McLusky to sit down while speaking forcefully down the phone to a civilian IT technician who

  hadn’t got a word in for the last five minutes. Denkhaus even managed the ghost of a smile to go with his nod, without letting up on the tirade he was pouring down the receiver. That was part

  of management skills, McLusky thought, pretending anger you didn’t feel, beaming with enthusiasm at boring stuff, smiling encouragingly at people while thinking of other matters.

  ‘… for the past two weeks under the heading “Offenders Brought to Justice” there was not a single example posted.’ Denkhaus began lifting his coffee cup but set it

  back down on its saucer with dangerous emphasis. ‘I know, but what’s that got to do with it? It makes us look like we never get any bloody convictions at all! The public

  don’t fart about on our website for information; they’re just looking for reassurance.’




  McLusky looked stealthily at the superintendent’s coffee tray for evidence of anything skinny. He’d been warned more than once that Denkhaus, who carried at least four stone of spare

  weight, turned ogre as soon as he tried to give up sugar. A reassuring sugar bowl sat next to the little jug of cream on the tray, together with a small saucer displaying telltale signs of recent

  biscuit consumption. That was as far as indulgence went in this room, he noted. Not only was the desk devoid of any clutter; the rest of the office was as functional as could be contrived. Not a

  picture, plant pot or ornament softened the starkness of the room, one wall of which was taken up entirely with a large-scale map of the city.




  ‘Public confidence is the watchword here, as ever,’ Denkhaus continued. ‘From now on I want at least four mugs on that page for our force area at all times … Well I

  don’t care if you put your own picture up as long as it makes us look good to civilians browsing the site. If we told them what really went on, they’d soon start throwing rocks

  at us.’ Denkhaus hung up without bothering with formalities.




  ‘They’re doing that already, sir,’ McLusky offered.




  ‘They’re doing what?’




  ‘Throwing rocks at us. When we closed down the crack house in Knowle West last Monday, a rock and a bottle were thrown at officers, just for doing their job.’




  ‘By some local yobs. Not by your average citizen, not yet, and that’s why public relations is half the battle. A reduction in the public’s perception of crime is as important

  as reduction in crime itself. No point in eradicating crime if people are still frightened in their beds.’




  ‘A bobby on every street corner.’




  ‘Quite. It would only take an extra million officers. As it is, cuts are now inevitable. Enough.’ Denkhaus waved away the distraction. There was no point in discussing issues like

  these with junior officers. ‘How reliable is your witness?’




  ‘Hard to say, but she was no airhead and was quite sure of herself. She did take her time reporting it, though. She waited several hours before making up her mind that she had in fact seen

  human remains being carried around by a fox. Now she’s adamant.’




  ‘And you turned up nothing at all?’




  McLusky pointed out of the window. ‘It was already getting dark and it’s very misty up there, too. ‘




  ‘Tomorrow, then, at first light.’




  ‘How many officers can we deploy?’




  ‘I can let you have four. With you and DS Austin, that’s half a dozen.’




  ‘Half a dozen? Sir, have you seen the size of the place? Leigh Woods is two hundred hectares, give or take. In old money that’s probably—’




  ‘Five hundred acres, thanks, McLusky, I’m fully decimalized. There’s a big football match on tomorrow; we can’t possibly spare dozens of officers to poke around in the

  woods on the strength of some vague sighting. Find some evidence of foul play and you can have all the officers you want. Until then you’ll have to make do.’




  Football. Why couldn’t they play football in summer, when it was nice and warm? ‘There’s at least one pond in there as well.’




  ‘Forget the damn pond. It was a fox she saw, not a beaver. Leave the pond alone. Underwater search costs an absolute fortune. Now if there’s nothing else, DI McLusky

  …’




  DI Kat Fairfield turned the heater up. Then she turned the music up. She loved her little Renault. It was quick, it was fun. Come to think of it, it was more comfortable than

  her flat. Quicker to warm up than her flat, too. And it was paid for. She could play music as loud as she liked without the neighbours complaining, and the view from the windows was ever-changing. There was no one to tell her that heavy metal was rubbish. If

  Led Zeppelin was rubbish, then fine, she liked rubbish. Mind you, there was no one at home to tell her it was rubbish either. Not since ‘the break-up’, and that was years ago now.

  Before the flat and before the Renault. Why aren’t we all living in cars? she wondered. She’d probably still be with Paul if they were. Just meet from time to time, park up next to each

  other for a while, then drive through your own life until you felt like parking up again. She’d hung on to the name, another thing her mother couldn’t forgive her; the first had been

  marrying Paul in the first place. Somehow DI Kat Fairfield seemed an easier name to work with on the force than Katarina Vasiliou. What’s wrong with Vasiliou, Rina? It’s a fine Greek

  name! And all her own fault for not marrying a nice Greek boy with prospects in the first place. Unfortunately she’d never been completely one hundred per cent sure about the boy

  thing either. But opportunities for the girl thing seemed even rarer than the other.




  She liked driving, especially on these back roads, but it was getting quite misty and would be dark soon. And the trip out to Yatton had been a complete waste of time. She’d gone to

  re-interview the victim herself, hoping to get a handle on a violent reoffender, aka the victim’s ex-boyfriend, but the woman had begun by contradicting her first statement, then completely

  withdrawn the charge. It would have been good to take the man out of circulation for a while. Otherwise not a CID matter. He’d punched the victim to the ground then stomped on her a few times

  for good measure, breaking her collarbone and several bones in her hand. What counted as losing your rag in some circles. Well don’t come running to us next time. The next time, of

  course, it might not just be a couple of teeth and your collarbone.




  ‘What can I do, I love him,’ Fairfield mimicked in a squeaky voice. Not that the woman had actually said it, but it was the refrain she heard in her head when she came across

  women in abusive relationships who every time went back for more. He’s always so sorry afterwards, so contrite. And there it was, that tiny illusion of power, the joy of forgiving.

  That girl could do with a bit of heavy metal in her life rather than the boy-band crap she listened to. Perhaps it would give her enough backbone to get out of there. Mind you, these lyrics

  weren’t exactly written by a feminist either. Fairfield quickly forwarded through the song to the next track.




  Her frustration had made her speed up too much, and she had to slow down quite hard for the bend ahead. Nothing in her mirrors. A speeding ticket was the last thing she needed. Superintendent

  Denkhaus did his nut last time one of his officers was caught speeding, and she wasn’t in the super’s good books as it was. Never had been and had no idea how to get into them. To make

  matters worse, DCI Gaunt was in hospital having ‘his operation’. He’d been waiting for ‘his operation’ for so long, she’d forgotten what it was for. She got on

  with Gaunt, no matter what others thought of him. Popularity wasn’t important in this job; you could do well without it. It was results that counted.




  The road was empty now, and Fairfield speeded up again. How she’d love to drive a fast car on a race track one day. Still nothing in her mirrors. She checked her speed. Sixty. It seemed

  like nothing, but it was idiotic in this mist. She slowed down a little. It was the end of her shift anyway, no need to hurry anywhere. She might not even check in at Albany Road nick; drive

  straight home instead. Her speed crept up again. It was getting dark now, but it was a familiar road; it felt like she knew every bend, and she swung the car through them in an easy, one-handed

  rhythm. There was food in the freezer; she’d stop at the off-licence near her house, buy a bottle of wine. Best get two, one for tomorrow. She really ought to try and make two bottles last

  three days.




  The deer jumped gracefully into the beams of her headlights and froze as Fairfield stood on the brakes. Her car snaked towards the animal while her tyres shrieked and Fairfield held her breath.

  Then the deer was gone. She released the brake and straightened the car. Damn it, Kat, you never know what’s around the corner. She drove on. Then stomped on the brake again, making

  the car squeal to a complete stop while two more deer followed the first one across the road.




  And you never know what the hell is going to happen next.




  





  Chapter Three




  Leigh Woods, first light. McLusky was reluctant to leave the car, which had just begun to warm up a little. It was perishing cold out there. Last night, knowing this cold

  moment would come, he had gone through his entire wardrobe, what there was of it, looking for warm things to wear. He appeared to have no winter clothes. He couldn’t understand it. Of course

  it had been Laura who, back in Southampton, had packed up all his belongings and dumped them at the section house so he would have no excuse to come back to her flat. Finding them there all boxed

  and bagged after he’d left the hospital had been a clear message: no negotiations. And yet. And yet she had moved to Bristol only a couple of months ago to start a course in field

  archaeology. She lived somewhere out there in the city now; he didn’t know where.




  But Laura was far too efficient not to have packed all of his clothes. So it was either thieving bastards at the police section house or the sad fact that his wardrobe was as inadequate as the

  rest of his domestic arrangements. One thick black sweater, a pair of black leather gloves and this ridiculously cheerful scarf was what he had found. PCs Pym and Becks were also still sitting in

  their car. He’d told them to wait until the rest had turned up. When they had learned there would be a grand total of six officers available to search the woods, they’d simply exchanged

  glances and nodded. They were used to idiotic numbers games.




  First light it may have been, somewhere up there above the clouds; down here it was dark enough to make the search difficult, if not impossible. Headlights appeared now in his rear-view mirrors,

  announcing the arrival of a second patrol car, carrying PCs Purkis and Hanham, and behind theirs the tiny blue Nissan of DS Austin. McLusky quit the dubious comfort of his old Mazda and waited for

  everyone to come to him. Austin parked opposite, beyond the track. He looked wide awake and full of energy as he unfolded himself from the little car.




  ‘You really need to get a different car, Jane,’ McLusky mocked, not for the first time. ‘For a big hairy DS, a baby-blue Micra is the wrong accessory.’




  ‘You’ve not met my fiancée, have you?’ Austin countered quickly. ‘Eve can be very persuasive. They also come in pink, you know.’




  ‘So you’re saying you got off lightly.’ The four constables converged on the inspector’s car. McLusky tuned his voice to upbeat. ‘Morning, gentlemen. Oh, and

  gentlewoman,’ he added when he recognized PC Ellen Purkis behind the broad shape of PC Hanham.




  ‘Gentle, her?’ Hanham scoffed. ‘You’ve not seen her make an arrest then, have you, sir?’




  Purkis shrugged happily inside her high-vis jacket and slapped her hands together for warmth.




  ‘Okay, welcome to the Avon and Somerset survival course. There’s six of us and we have five hundred acres of woodland here.’




  ‘Four hundred and sixty, I looked it up,’ Austin supplemented.




  ‘There you are, thanks to DS Austin here, that’s forty acres done already. Visibility is worse than yesterday, we only have six officers and a couple of dragon lights and the whole

  thing is a total farce. We’re now at the spot where the woman saw the fox and she says it went that-a-way.’ McLusky pointed west, into the mist. ‘We’ll form a line …

  yeah, okay, a very loose line, and sweep up and down on this side of the path. Pokey sticks at the ready. Let’s go find a dead body. You’ll recognize it when you see it; they say

  it has one ear missing. If you find one with two ears – ignore it, we don’t want any of those.’




  As senior officer, McLusky could easily now have returned to Albany Road, or at least sat in the car and waited for results, but he’d have felt cut off. He preferred being outside or on

  the move, only he liked his outside paved and tarmacked and twenty degrees warmer. He took the extreme left of the line next to Austin so he could talk to him without instantly broadcasting every

  word to the rest of the officers. The six of them walked ten paces apart, leaving plenty of scope to miss all but the most obvious clues. Short of stumbling into a recently dug shallow grave that

  had been uncovered by foxes, they had little chance of finding the body. If there really was one.




  ‘How long are we keeping this up?’ Austin wanted to know.




  ‘Don’t ask. I’m trying not to think about it. If we could be sure about the sighting, then we’d simply go on until we find the body.’




  ‘That’s if the rest of it is here. Perhaps it’s been dismembered and distributed around several sites.’




  ‘That’s what I like about working with you, DS Austin, your cheerful optimism.’




  Austin checked his wristwatch. ‘It’s twenty to eight now. Sun sets at sixteen twenty.’




  ‘We’ll have perished long before that.’




  ‘Yesterday you seemed quite certain the witness was reliable,’ Austin reminded him.




  ‘It wasn’t that cold yesterday. I must buy some warm clothes; one jumper is all I found.’




  ‘I’m wearing my thermals for this.’




  McLusky directed the sweep up and down in what by necessity was an arbitrary area on the west side of the path. Each time he called the line to a stop and moved it across, he was aware that the

  body could easily lie just six feet further on into the trees. The strong beams of the dragon lights the PCs were using stabbed thick milky fingers into the mist but after two hours had failed to

  illuminate anything significant. Cigarette packets, the odd drinks can, faded packaging of biscuits, of condoms. McLusky poked a stick at another bump in the leaf litter, uncovered nothing more

  interesting than a nest of stones and stopped. He straightened up. They were nearing the lower end of the area, getting closer to the cars again. He was about to order a break when control called

  him on his radio. He cheered up as he listened, and waved Austin over.




  ‘Enough of this, we’re wanted elsewhere.’




  ‘Oh yeah?’




  ‘A bona fide dead chap with both his ears in place. We’re even on the right side of the river.’ He called the officers over and delivered the news. ‘And then there were

  four. Don’t get lost, don’t get hypothermia. And don’t fall into any ponds, because we can’t afford the Underwater Search Unit, I’m told. Pack it in by

  lunchtime.’ He waved his hands, palms skywards, as though shooing along chickens.




  ‘Why don’t I drive us in my car?’ Austin suggested as they walked towards the collection of vehicles.




  McLusky grunted non-committally.




  ‘I’ll drop you back here again later. It’s got a decent heater. And I’ve got a flask of tea.’




  McLusky hated being driven, but the thought of warmth managed to override his anxieties. ‘You talked me into it.’




  ‘So what have we got?’ Austin asked once they were on their way. ‘Unlawful killing?’




  ‘Apparently not. Chap died in an old-fashioned road traffic accident.’




  ‘Great, now they have us doing RTAs. I must tell my dad. When I first joined, he said I’d probably make it as far as directing traffic.’ Austin pushed the Nissan along the

  country lane as fast as he dared. Not that this was exactly an emergency.




  McLusky sipped at the tea the DS had furnished him with and felt content. A corpse you could see, you could work with. ‘Slow down a bit or you’ll land us in a ditch. More immediately

  you’ll land tea on the windscreen.’




  Austin slowed down. A diversion had been set up down an even narrower lane. He ignored it. Further on, a constable stood by a Road Ahead Closed sign. McLusky drained his tea and replaced the cap

  on the flask. ‘That’s us.’ The constable waved them through. ‘Park here, we’ll walk the rest.’




  ‘What for?’ Austin stopped the car. ‘You really are embarrassed about my car, is that it?’




  ‘Nonsense. It’s just that I could do with the exercise.’




  ‘You hate exercise.’




  They were only a few miles out of town, yet it was markedly colder here than in the city, colder even than Leigh Woods. Against the grey of the frosted countryside the police vehicles and

  technicians’ cars looked bright and almost cheerful where they stood in the lane that led to the scene of the accident. A grey BMW 3 Series, what was left of it, had come to rest against the

  trunk of an ash tree in the midst of a thick hedgerow that divided the lane from the pasture beyond it.




  ‘His aim was good, I give him that,’ Austin said. ‘It’s the only tree on the whole stretch.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Sergeant Lynch. He had been watching their approach from beside the wreck. ‘Though it looks like the car had already rolled by the time it hit.’




  ‘Any other vehicles involved?’ McLusky asked.




  ‘We think not, at this stage.’




  ‘Who reported the accident?’




  ‘The farmer who owns those fields. He was out early and saw the wreck from the other side of the hedge.’




  Accident investigators were already busy photographing, marking sections of tarmac with chalk, measuring distances. There was a sharp scrape across the road surface where car metal had gouged

  it. McLusky ducked down to get a first look at the interior through a crumpled, glassless window opening. The body of the driver looked grotesquely twisted, as only corpses could. ‘So

  who’s the bod?’




  ‘We don’t know. White, male, mid-twenties. No identification. But fingerprints will tell us, I’m sure.’




  ‘Oh? You think he’s a customer, then? Go on, what’s interesting about this one.’




  ‘Ah, where to begin, Inspector,’ Lynch said with relish. ‘False number plates for starters. These plates weren’t stuck on properly.’ He pointed to them where they

  lay beside the road inside a clear plastic bag. We checked and they don’t match the chassis number. Cloned, we think.’




  ‘Okay, good. That’ll keep you busy. What else?’




  ‘Come and take a closer look.’ All three of them scrambled into the ditch to get near to the driver’s side. The wreck was tilted at an awkward angle, close to forty degrees. It

  was hard to believe that this had once been a fairly luxurious, even stylish vehicle. Inside, the driver’s body lay broken and twisted over the wheel.




  ‘What am I looking for?’ McLusky asked.




  Austin saw it instantly. ‘No airbags, sir.’ Austin was scrupulous about calling the inspector ‘sir’ in front of other officers. In exchange, McLusky never called him

  ‘Jane’ within earshot of others. ‘It should have deployed airbags; this one’s got side-impact bags as well, but there’s nothing.’




  McLusky turned to the sergeant. ‘Are you suggesting that someone deliberately disabled the airbags to kill him?’




  ‘No, not really. It was most likely the driver himself.’




  ‘What for? Oh, I get it. Didn’t pay off, though, did it?’




  ‘No. They do that in case of a chase. If they get rammed by a police car, the airbags could deploy. Makes things tricky, especially if you want to get out quickly and start

  running.’




  ‘This one won’t be running much. Airbags might have saved him.’




  ‘Even a seat belt might have done it. He wasn’t wearing one.’ The hand of the twisted right arm was closest to them, palm upwards. The fingernails were well kept and clean.




  ‘It’s the Darwin principle at work,’ Austin shrugged. In his book, if you were that stupid, this was what you deserved.




  ‘You mean the unfit don’t get to pass on their genes? If only that were true.’ McLusky turned away. He had seen enough. For some reason it was always the hands of dead

  people that affected him most. It was the thought of all the things they had touched and never would again. ‘Okay, Sergeant, I’m still bored. What else?’




  Lynch nodded. He’d come across DI McLusky before and liked him, despite the man’s odd reputation. Or perhaps because of it. ‘Just a second, Inspector.’ He walked to the

  nearest patrol car and returned holding aloft an evidence bag. Through the clear plastic showed a dark rectangular metal object. He handed it to the inspector.
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