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      Justin looked down at the blade as it hovered above his wrist. The knife was his mother’s; the trembling was his.

      For a second he was overcome by the practicality of the task. Had he chosen the right knife for the job? There were so many of them. Knives in the cutlery drawer. Knives sticking out of a wooden block. A set of sterling silver knives left to his mother that lived in their own decorative box.

      This knife was not his first choice. Initially he had reached for the biggest, baddest knife in the drawer. Its edge serrated. A row of sharp teeth like a mountain range.

      The handle had felt good in his grip but the thought of those teeth ripping across his skin had made him wince. Ironic, that he was ending his life, yet worried about the pain involved.

      He had put it back and reached for another. A long sleek number with a thicker, meatier handle. He’d seen his mother slice the Sunday roast with it many times.

      A pang of sadness, mixed with regret, coursed through him.

      He remembered sitting down every Sunday, beside his little sister, eagerly awaiting the most anticipated meal of the week. His mother would place each dinner plate, carefully, ceremoniously. Her face tinged with pride. He swallowed as he realised that she would never again look that way when thinking about him.

      The knife faltered as he wondered if there was any way back to those days; his early teenage years when belonging within his family had been enough. The days out, the seaside holidays, the takeaway and film nights.

      He swallowed deeply.

      He wasn’t that boy any more. Had not been for years. The rage that had seeded within him had been fanned to a roaring inferno.

      He knew what he had to do.

      His mother’s face planted itself in his mind. The pain he felt was almost physical.

      He cried out as he pulled the blade across his wrist.

      The action left a scratch that criss-crossed some of the other poor attempts he’d already made. This effort was rewarded with a small bubble of blood at one end of the cotton-thin line. It was progress.

      Her face remained in his mind. It was filled with understanding and forgiveness. The way she had looked when he had earned a detention for punching a boy in the school playground. Or the time he had taken another kid’s bike and damaged the front wheel. These were mistakes and he had been forgiven.

      This would not be one of those times.

      Never before in his eighteen years had he wished to turn back the clock. In the last two days he had wished it on the hour, every hour. The regret was not for himself. He would never marry. He would never bring a girlfriend home to meet his mum. He would never have children. But his regret was for his mother. He took with him her only hope of a grandchild.

      In his mind the face of his mother changed and looked puzzled, confused, almost questioning.

      The pain of her pain ripped through his heart.

      She would question herself. She would wonder what she’d done wrong. If it was her fault.

      Tears stung his eyes at the thought.

      ‘This is all wrong,’ he whispered, as he began to shake his head.

      He couldn’t bear the thought of his mother blaming herself. It wasn’t her fault. None of this was her fault. It was his own.

      His hand let go of the knife and reached into the top drawer of his bedside cabinet and took out a notepad and pen.

      He knew there was no other way for him. Had known it for two days. But his mother did not have to live the rest of her life with guilt due to his choices. He would never forgive himself for what he’d done and, try as she might, she would never forgive him either.

      He paused as he remembered the helpless, terrified face that had looked up at him, confused, searching for the reason; the motivation for his actions. It was a question he had suddenly been unable to answer, and it sickened him to his core. Those eyes, oh God, those eyes, full of fear, found the shame in his heart. It was only then he’d realised exactly what he’d become. The blackness of his soul had taken away his breath. He had turned into a monster.

      It would not end with him. In truth, it was only just beginning. Death and hatred were coming, and he was too cowardly to stop them.

      He placed the note to his mother on top of the pillow and reached once more for the knife.

      His grip was firm and his hand was steady as he focussed on the vein in his wrist.

      He slashed at the skin with the blade.

      This time, he meant it.
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      ‘Bryant, take this left,’ Kim cried, as she heard sirens in the distance.

      The brakes screeched as he did a Clarkson around the bend onto a trading estate.

      ‘I’m pretty sure we were on our way home,’ he grumbled.

      Kim ignored her colleague as she swept her gaze left, forward, right and back again, her eyes peeled for any movement between the darkened buildings.

      ‘Guv, you do know there are other officers on the West Mid—’

      ‘We were less than a mile away from an armed robbery with injury and all you can think about is your pie and mash?’ she snapped. It was his own fault for keeping his radio on.

      ‘Fair enough,’ he conceded. An evening meal paled against the vision of an innocent male bleeding profusely from a stab wound to the stomach.

      ‘I’m willing to bet he’s on here somewhere,’ she said, narrowing her eyes against the darkness.

      She already suspected from the description that they were searching for Paul Chater, a nineteen-year-old prolific shoplifter she’d been hauling into the station since he was eleven.

      The lad was banned from every shopping centre and high street shop that were members of an intel-based partnership scheme, and his photo had been passed around more than a reality star’s sex tape.

      ‘Why would he come on to here?’ Bryant asked.

      ‘Because it’s like a small town,’ she answered. ‘This place has over two hundred units and three miles of road.’

      They were less than a quarter of a mile from the shop, and the kid was still riding a crappy old moped with a dodgy exhaust muffler. He would want to be off the main roads as quickly as possible.

      ‘We could both be driving around here for an hour and not meet,’ she said.

      ‘So, he probably knows we’re gonna look here?’ Bryant said.

      ‘Not in an Astra Estate,’ she answered. ‘He’ll be paying more attention to those bloody sirens.’

      In recent years, Paul Chater had focussed his shoplifting and theft from small shops with limited or no CCTV. He took his frequent stretches inside as an occupational hazard and a well-earned rest. But the report of a knife was an escalation.

      Kim rolled down her window, hoping the tinny sound of his bike would give him away, but the sound of the approaching sirens was doing nothing to help her.

      ‘Guv, we’re not gonna find—’

      ‘There he is,’ she cried, pointing through the windscreen.

      Bryant put his foot on the accelerator.

      ‘No, don’t chase him,’ she warned. ‘He’s looking for somewhere to hide. If he drops the bike and goes on foot, we’ll never catch him.’

      She tried to think quickly. ‘Carry on to the end of the road, do a right and then a left.’

      If Chater had any sense at all, he’d be riding to the far west of the site that backed on to a steep bank leading to the canal towpath, but the way he was heading meant a half mile of straight road first.

      As they cut across a hardware store car park and landed on the stretch of road, Chater came into view, aiming right for where she’d thought he would.

      ‘Catch him up,’ she instructed.

      Bryant hit the accelerator again.

      Chater looked behind.

      ‘Faster,’ she barked.

      The sound of the sirens told her that squad cars had entered the estate, but she knew they would never catch up with him now.

      It was just them.

      ‘Get alongside him,’ she said, letting down her window fully.

      The bank was two hundred metres away.

      ‘Guv, what are?—’

      ‘Pull over,’ she screamed once she was level with Chater.

      ‘Pull over,’ she repeated, shouting into his surprised face.

      One hundred and fifty metres.

      ‘Guv, don’t do anything—’

      ‘Stop the fucking bike,’ she cried.

      One hundred metres until he dropped the moped and ran.

      The moped nudged ahead.

      ‘Get me closer,’ Kim said, breathlessly.

      ‘Don’t do what I think—’

      ‘Bryant, I already asked him nicely,’ she said, turning in her seat.

      Fifty metres and she was back level with his upper arm.

      She hesitated for just a second and then remembered the radio message that had described Mr Singh bleeding back at the shop.

      Twenty-five metres.

      She grabbed the handle and opened the car door, nudging him in the thigh.

      Bryant hit the brakes as the moped was falling to the left away from the car.

      She threw open the door and scrambled out. Chater got to his feet and began to run towards the bank.

      The sirens were coming at her from all directions as she closed the three metre gap between them.

      She launched forward as he reached the foot of the hill.

      ‘Gotcha,’ she cried, tumbling on top of him. The solid zip of her leather biker jacket dug into her stomach and his back.

      He groaned and struggled to get out of her grip.

      She turned him over and looked into the face behind the Perspex visor.

      ‘Okay, you little shit,’ she said, straddling his stomach. ‘What you been up to this time?’

      ‘Gerroff me, bitch,’ he said, wriggling his hips like Ricky Martin.

      She tightened her thighs around his ribs. ‘Where’s the knife, Paul?’

      ‘Weren’t no knife,’ he protested.

      The denial from his lips was quick, but his eyes did not agree.

      ‘Where is it, Paul?’ she asked, tightening her grip on his wrist.

      ‘Told yer, weren’t no fucking knife,’ he shouted now that the courage of his conviction had caught up with him. ‘Just wanted some fags, didn’t I?’

      Kim felt the anger surge through her at the picture of an innocent man bleeding back at his own shop. His life hanging in the balance because this little scrote didn’t want to pay for smokes.

      ‘So get a job and buy some,’ she said, tightening her grip as a squad car pulled into the kerb at an angle.

      She looked to her colleague who was now standing against the car with his arms crossed. ‘You know, Bryant, I bloody hate people who think the world owes them something.’

      ‘Shall we take him, Marm?’ asked one of the arriving constables as a second squad car pulled up.

      She nodded and raised herself from the ground to her five feet nine height and picked a twig from her spiky black hair. She turned her attention back to the man on the ground. ‘You’ve always been a dick, Paul, but now you’re a dick with a knife and that’s gonna put you away for a long, long time,’ she hissed, handing him over. ‘The knife will be on this estate somewhere, guys,’ she said to the constables.

      ‘That ay gonna solve all yer problems, pig,’ Chater smirked. ‘There’s plenty more like me out there and they’m coming…’

      ‘Oh, I know that, but as one supermarket likes to say, Paul: “every little helps”.’

      She walked over to her waiting colleague, who was quietly shaking his head. She rubbed the dirt from her hands and smiled. One less scumbag on the streets.

      ‘Okay, Bryant. Now you can go home to your dinner.’
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      Doctor A surveyed the row of faces before her and tried not to sigh out loud. Her colleague from Aston University was on his way to Dubai to advise a group of newly appointed police officers on the first stages of excavation.

      And she was in the middle of a field in the Black Country with a group of apathetic students wearing the Monday morning expression that she was too professional to show. Oh, where were the eager young minds with spongy brains desperate to soak up new information? That would have made the job allocation easier, she thought. The next request for archaeological consultancy in a warm, sunny climate had better have her name on it.

      ‘Okay, gathering round,’ she said, waving her hands forward.

      ‘She means gather,’ offered Timothy, her assistant.

      She pursed her lips at him. Yes, she sometimes mangled certain words in the English language but if they hadn’t understood that simple instruction, there was going to be trouble ahead.

      While she had been busy spraying the outline, two metres by one metre, the fourteen students had broken away, forming small groups and huddling together, hands deep in pockets, shoulders hunched against the early November seven degree temperature. Although the wind was chilly, it was not biting. She would like to take these youngsters to her home in Macedonia on the Balkan Peninsula where cold air masses travelled from Russia and hung in the valleys, plunging the temperature to minus twenty.

      ‘Who can name me tools in the forensic archaeologist’s toolbox?’ she asked, opening the bag beside the shovels.

      ‘Camera,’ said one, yawning.

      ‘Sketchpad and pencils,’ offered another.

      ‘Tweezers and swabs,’ said yawner.

      ‘Torch.’

      She nodded as the most obvious responses were called out to her. The enthusiasm was short-lived as their brains needed to change gear to search for more answers.

      ‘Don’t forgetting we are crime scene,’ she prompted.

      ‘Tape.’

      ‘Disposable clothing.’

      Doctor A nodded again, and looked down at the rectangle of grass.

      ‘So, are we ready to begin?’ she asked, reaching for the shovel.

      They looked from one to the other as they stepped forward.

      ‘Da mu se nevidi,’ she whispered under her breath.

      Doctor A stole a glance at Timothy, who made a cross-eyed expression at her. He had learned enough Macedonian to know it was her cry of frustration.

      ‘Is there anything we should be doing first?’ she repeated.

      ‘Clean your tools,’ called out one student.

      ‘One would hoping they are clean,’ she said, shortly.

      She was beginning to hope that none of these students took the forensic route.

      It was time to spell it out a bit, she thought as she began to dig.

      ‘Normally you would examine the topsoil area. There is no crime here so I shall dig as I explain.’

      Timothy stepped forward and began to dig alongside her.

      A few people stepped forward at the promise of activity.

      ‘At ancient sites, relevant layers are generally completely buried. At forensic scenes the existing surface is a relevant layer too.

      ‘The burial feature opens directly onto the present ground. This meaning that the ground you walking on simply to get to the scene is part of the site and your presence may alter or destroying evidence.’

      She paused for any questions. When none came she continued with the lesson plan. ‘Forensic evidence is more subtle. A forensic archaeologist must be sensitive to the presence of such evidence as cut roots, dry leaves, dead vegetation, tool marks, shoe prints, even fingerprints.’

      The pile of turf began to grow just outside the white paint border.

      ‘Artefacts at forensic sites are often perishable and rarely encountered at normal archaeological sites: paper, cloth, tobacco, insect evidence, hair, fingernails, other soft tissues.’

      Doctor A looked around at the bored faces as the hole gaped at a foot deep.

      She passed the shovel to a brunette to her right and indicated to the man beside her to take the second shovel from Timothy.

      ‘Dig, please,’ she instructed, and waited until they were throwing down the shovels to dig before speaking again.

      ‘There is also the possibility of encountering biohazardous or dangerous materials…’ She hesitated. ‘Like a loaded gun.’

      The woman student hesitated. Suddenly that word had attracted everyone’s attention.

      She nodded towards her audience. ‘Yes, it has happened.’

      She walked behind the diggers and motioned for them to pass the shovels along. It was time to warm these kids up.

      She laced her fingers behind her back as she continued to walk and talk.

      ‘Any evidence found must be entered into the proper legal chain of custody. Pass the shovels, please. And all must be accounted for and protected until officially…’

      Her words trailed away as she glanced down into the pit.

      ‘Stop,’ she cried at the top of her voice.

      Every single person jumped back, startled.

      ‘Step away,’ she said, not taking her eyes from the hole.

      She moved around to the long edge of the feature and knelt down.

      She peered closer and held out her right hand. Like every good assistant, Timothy knew exactly what to do.

      A soft brush was placed into her palm.

      ‘Getting out of my light, people,’ she shouted, without removing her gaze from the object that had caught her attention.

      She brushed gently, her heart beating loudly in her chest.

      Gasps sounded around her as the smooth, round shape began to emerge. It appeared these students knew something after all.

      Doctor A paused to turn and speak to her colleague.

      ‘Timothy, get everyone away from this area. And then get me the coroner and Detective Inspector Stone.’
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      Stacey Wood struggled hard to process the scene around her. There was something obscene about the volume of blood that appeared to have reached every hard surface of the tiny box room at the back of the small house. But that wasn’t the only problem. She’d seen blood before. The real issue was the memory that had been pushed to the back of her mind.

      Her gaze met Dawson’s over the space that was littered with trainers, football boots, car magazines and tee shirts.

      A normal boy’s bedroom ‒ except for the body of the teenage boy that was slumped against the wall, and the bloodstain on the carpet. The metallic smell of blood fought against the aroma of sweaty clothes.

      His head had dropped backwards, his open eyes appearing to stare at the blood spatter on the ceiling as though either stargazing or looking in awe at what he’d done. A white scar that ran beneath his left eye was the only interruption to the smooth, youthful skin. One sleeve of his hoody was rolled up to his elbow, displaying the fatal wound. His grey skinny jeans were covered with drying bloodstains.

      The kitchen knife had fallen just inches from his right hand.

      Stacey tried to keep her breathing even and unaffected as her gaze rested on the knife. She didn’t want Dawson thinking she couldn’t hack being out in the field. And he could smell her weakness a mile off. But that knife was tugging her mind towards somewhere she did not want to go. Not here and not now.

      She mentally shook herself and concentrated her thoughts. The mother had found her son and hysterically called for paramedics. A call had been funnelled through to the station, and subsequently a call for the pathologist to attend at the same time. Stacey guessed the boy had been dead for a couple of hours.

      The key reason for their attendance was to establish that it was not a murder staged to look like a suicide. A swift agreement between the detective and the pathologist would aid a speedy process in allowing the family to make funeral arrangements.

      ‘He meant it,’ Keats, the resident pathologist offered. ‘Eventually.’

      Stacey knew that. Despite the false attempt scratches running across the wrist, the tear in the skin ran down the arm. The vein had been sliced.

      Stacey couldn’t stop her mind wandering beyond the sight before her to the knowledge that the moments prior to death had been painful, emotional, laboured. Bad enough that this youth had felt there was no other alternative than to end his own life, but the hesitation cuts echoed his suffering.

      Stacey had no clue what had been torturing this young man but she did know that many teenage problems were not as insurmountable as the person thought they were. Perhaps if he’d been able to share his problems, he would not have felt this was his only course of action. She shuddered and swallowed the rising sickness away.

      Keats would continue to process the scene but from her view there was nothing to indicate anyone had been involved in the death of Justin Reynolds. The small room would have shown some signs of a struggle if that had been the case, but the only conflict had been in the young man’s head.

      ‘You happy to call it, Sergeant?’ Keats asked quietly, glancing at Dawson.

      He nodded. ‘I’m satisfied this young—’

      Stacey didn’t hear the rest of his words as she stepped out of a room that she could not leave quickly enough.
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      Kim took a sharp left off the A456, a dual carriageway that separated the West Midlands force with that of West Mercia.

      She followed the satnav’s instructions when it told her to turn left onto a dirt track behind a garden centre.

      ‘Is this thing on drugs?’ she asked, when the electronic voice announced they had reached their destination. Kim had thought the contraption was taking her on a shortcut and that they would eventually rejoin civilisation or at the very least a tarmac road.

      Bryant shrugged as the right tyre hit a pothole that bounced them both like a trampoline.

      ‘Oops,’ she said, as she spotted three police vehicles next to two minibuses on a gravel parking spot by a field gate. Luckily for her, electronic gadgets did not require apologies.

      She parked ten feet back, blocking the single-track road.

      As they headed towards the gate, a few fragmented groups of students reached the minibuses, talking animatedly.

      Thank goodness someone had had the sense to start clearing the scene. She was sure this was a training session these kids would not forget in a hurry.

      Both of them flashed their identification at the police officers guarding the entrance gate, even though both constables were known to them.

      A part-worn path continued into the field, gouged by farm vehicles entering the space. It continued for approximately fifty metres before disappearing.

      The wooded area to their right thinned to expose a flat, grassy field that stretched a quarter of a mile in each direction, bordered by dense green hedges separating it from the crop fields beyond.

      Kim spotted the activity at the tip of the trees.

      ‘Aw, shit, guv. You could have told me it was her.’

      Kim smiled. ‘Thought you liked surprises.’

      ‘You call that a surprise?’ he said, sourly.

      Kim shook her head. She knew the scientist was an acquired taste. Her directness did not sit well on everyone’s palate but to Kim the woman was a breath of fresh air. She said what she meant and meant what she said. Not always correctly, but close enough.

      Kim watched as Doctor A paced the length of the hole. Her one hand was thrust into her front jeans pocket while the other held the phone to her ear. The left leg of her light blue jeans had broken free from the confines of the Doc Marten boot.

      What may once have been a tight ponytail holding up her long ombre hair had now loosened and dropped to the back of her neck.

      ‘Doctor A,’ Kim said, offering her hand as the woman ended the call.

      The nickname had been fashioned by the scientist herself after witnessing too many annihilations of her Macedonian name. Kim wasn’t even sure what it was any more as she had used the shortened version for as long as she could remember.

      A brief smile accompanied the handshake as she moved her gaze along.

      ‘Bryant,’ she said, thrusting her hand forward.

      Her colleague had no choice but to take it.

      ‘She got my name right,’ Bryant mumbled, as the woman turned towards the hole.

      ‘Where is Keatings?’ she asked, suddenly.

      ‘Handing over a suicide scene,’ Kim explained. ‘He’ll be here shortly.’

      ‘Come, come,’ Doctor A said, beckoning them forward to the edge of the pit.

      Kim saw immediately the chalky white bone protruding from the soil. Experience told her exactly what she was looking at.

      ‘A skull?’ she asked.

      Doctor A nodded.

      Kim stepped back and looked at the hole in the context of the flat land.

      ‘A foot and a half deep?’ she asked.

      ‘Approximately, yes. Very shallow.’

      Kim stepped forward. ‘Can we?…’

      ‘No, no, no, no, no,’ Doctor A cried. ‘We cannot rush. We must have Keatings and my team firstly and foremost. We do not know condition or circumstance before you start tramping the scene.’

      Kim understood. At this point there was no way of knowing how long the skull had been in there. Doctor A’s job was to preserve the evidence and remove the skull as carefully as possible.

      Like most forensic archaeologists, Doctor A held a PhD in Anthropology and understood how to read any clues left in the bones.

      She would need to ascertain firstly that the bones were human. Kim had seen enough skulls to hold no doubt about that.

      She would then attempt to identify biological characteristics: i.e. age, sex and race. Kim already knew that establishing the time since death was beyond problematic when dealing with bones without tissue. The rate of decomposition of the flesh, factoring in both the biological and climate conditions, could have at least landed them in the correct ballpark. It was unlikely that entomology would assist either. Judging by the cleanliness of the bone, she could see the insects had long since left the party.

      Most importantly for the investigation, Doctor A’s knowledge would hopefully assist them to identify a cause and manner of death.

      Kim knew there were four manners of death: natural, accidental, suicidal, and homicidal.

      As yet Kim had no clue what they were looking at, but she knew one thing: this poor soul had not buried themselves.

      ‘Aww… double shit,’ Bryant said, causing her to turn.

      A horde was heading along the treeline towards them. Most of them she was expecting. One she was not. She groaned.

      ‘Thank you for keeping my crime scene warm but I’m here now,’ said Detective Inspector Travis, her arch nemesis from West Mercia Police.

      Never, since she had made DI had he ever referred to her by rank.

      She turned to face him, fully, and returned the favour.

      ‘Tom, by my count, this is the third time you’ve intruded on a crime scene of mine and walked away empty-handed.’

      ‘I make it one all,’ he said, referring to the body of a young manager of a Leisure Centre found in West Hagley.

      ‘Fair enough, and so pleased you solved that case. Oh, hang on, you didn’t,’ she said, realising, as the smile spread across his face, that she’d given him exactly what he’d been seeking. A reaction.

      Now she sounded just as childish as he did. If not more so.

      He continued. ‘I think you’ll find that Hunnington is under West Mercia.’

      ‘And Hayley Green is West Mids, so just leave it, Tom. We’ll let the grown-ups sort it out.’

      ‘Stone, you know…’

      ‘Tom, over here,’ she said, taking a few steps away from the audience that was suddenly more focussed on them than the skull in the ground. ‘Are you ever gonna just grow the hell up?’ she stormed.

      ‘Stop trying to steal my crime scenes and we wouldn’t have a problem, Stone,’ he spat back.

      ‘Oh, I think we both know that statement is bollocks,’ she said. ‘While there is breath in both of our bodies there will be a problem ‒ but stop turning it into a sideshow for the masses. It’s childish, unprofessional and beneath even you.’

      He glared back at her with a coldness she knew well as more people arrived at the scene behind him.

      She turned away and headed back to the activity around the pit.

      Doctor A’s team members were assembled and changing into white protective suits.

      Kim ignored everyone around her and watched as more of the skull was exposed by the techies. It appeared to be lying on its side in the dirt.

      One eye socket was exposed confirming, beyond doubt, that it was a human skull they were looking at.

      The techs continued to move the soil painstakingly away from the bone. Soon a gaping hole appeared where the nose would have been.

      More brushing and gentle trowelling revealed the socket of the other eye.

      Kim frowned as the work slowed and then ceased.

      A tech took photos of the skull.

      ‘What the hell?…’ Bryant asked, as his gaze rested in the same place as hers.

      Something unnatural was protruding from the eye.
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      ‘It’s a bone,’ Doctor A said as she stepped down into the hole.

      Kim was relieved that hers was not the only expression of confusion around the pit.

      How the hell was a bone protruding from the eye socket?

      Kim looked to Bryant, who shook his head. Clearly, he’d never seen anything like it before either.

      ‘I don’t know which bone it is,’ Doctor A continued. ‘But this just got a whole lot difficulter.’

      No one corrected her.

      If the bones were anatomically correct there were clues for the direction of excavation and recovery. Normally the skull would lead to the vertebrae and so on. If the bones were not in their proper place, the process for removal was far more complicated for the scientists.

      And for themselves also, Kim thought, turning to Bryant.

      ‘We need to speak to Woody. There’s a lot to sort out.’

      He nodded his agreement.

      Kim leaned forward and explained their departure to the scientist.

      ‘About time, Stone,’ Travis said, as they began to walk away. ‘You’ve encroached on my crime scene—’

      ‘It is my crime scene, Sergeant Travis,’ Doctor A barked. ‘You will do well to remember that.’

      ‘It’s Detective Inspector,’ he corrected frostily.

      ‘My mistake,’ Doctor A said, although Kim knew it was no mistake. It was her way of telling him to act his rank.

      Kim chose not to look at him as they headed back towards the car.

      Her mind was already making a list of requests for Woody. First and foremost was the need to survey the rest of the area. They had found body parts, and the whole field would need to be checked for more.

      ‘Do you think we’ll get it?’ Bryant asked.

      She shrugged in response. She hoped so. Woody had come through for her every other time. Had she never known about the bones she would not have been so determined but once she visited a crime scene it was there in her head. It was now hers.

      As they neared the gate, Kim could see that the additional vehicles had taken the place of the minibuses that had transported the students back to class.

      The road out was clear except for a gleaming white Audi.

      As if by magic, Tracy Frost appeared at the gate just as they reached it.

      ‘Hello, Frost. You’re back,’ Kim stated.

      ‘Miss me, Stone?’

      ‘Only if my aim was off,’ Kim quipped.

      Tracy laughed.

      There was less animosity between them than there used to be. Saving each other’s lives could do that to a relationship.

      To be fair to the woman, Tracy had been busy investigating a drugs supply chain that led from the Midlands to the nation’s capital.

      Kim looked her up and down and was pleased to see the five-inch heels still in place. Good to know things hadn’t changed that much.

      ‘So, Inspector?…’ Frost said, holding up her notebook.

      ‘I’ll save us some time,’ Kim said, walking past her. ‘No comment, no comment, no comment.’

      As she expected, Tracy followed.

      ‘Police presence is excessive for a university training session, eh?’

      Kim ignored her.

      ‘I’m guessing you’ve found something that shouldn’t be there. Am I right?’

      Kim continued to ignore her.

      ‘Why are there two police forces here again?’

      Kim reached the car and stopped walking. ‘By my count that’s three questions, and I’ve already given you my answers.’

      Bryant coughed to hide his chuckle.

      ‘Okay, just one more,’ Tracy said, tossing her long blonde hair over her shoulder.

      ‘You know I’m not going to…’

      ‘How the hell are you going to decide who gets this investigation?’ Tracy asked, anyway. ‘We’re right on the border of the two forces.’

      ‘Are we really?’ Kim asked, feigning shock.

      ‘So, you tossing a coin, pissing contest or arm wrestling?’ Tracy goaded.

      Kim smiled. ‘Okay, this one gets an answer. We’re gonna take turns kicking you across that field and see who gets the furthest. Best of three. Now move your car.’

      Tracy folded her arms over her breasts. ‘What if I don’t feel like?…’

      ‘Frost,’ Kim warned. She’d had enough. ‘Your car is gonna move if I have to ram it all the way back down the dirt track.’

      Her arms dropped. ‘You wouldn’t.’

      Kim nodded. ‘Oh, I would. It ain’t my car. It’s his,’ she said, nodding towards Bryant.

      She got in and started the engine.

      Tracy hurried backwards.

      Kim gave her a little wave and revved the engine three times.

      The reporter got into the Audi and began to reverse.

      ‘You wouldn’t have, would you, guv?’

      Kim said nothing.

      There was a body in the ground, and she needed to get back to the station.

      Had Bryant really felt the need to ask?
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      Kim didn’t pause at the office before heading straight up to the third floor.

      She had no doubt that news of the skull uncovered at Hayley Green would have reached her boss, DCI Woodward, already.

      She knocked on the door and waited only a second for his call. He was expecting her.

      She stepped into the office and held back the smile that teased at her lips. Never would she get bored of seeing that man sitting behind that desk. Although his six feet height was hidden behind the mahogany desk, his straight back and vertical torso were no less imposing; nor the smooth caramel skin accentuated by the crisp whiteness of a uniform he had earned.

      Only six weeks earlier it could have been a very different story. They had never spoken of the incident in Welshpool and they probably never would. But a week after the case that had almost cost his granddaughter her life, Kim had received a solid gold miniature replica of a Triumph T100 motorcycle, her favourite model. With it was a colourful handwritten note from Lissy. And that was as much discussion as there would be.

      ‘Sir, I take it you know that…’

      ‘You found a skull in a field, Stone?’

      ‘Well, it wasn’t actually me,’ she corrected. She got enough shit for her own shit.

      He sat back in his chair. ‘Sit down.’

      She realised this conversation was going to take longer than she’d hoped. All she wanted to hear was ‘it’s yours, Stone’. Surely, she didn’t need to sit down for that?

      ‘Sir, we need to organise a full survey of the site, GPR equipment and—’

      ‘Slow down, slow down,’ he said, holding up his hand. ‘There is a geographical issue to deal with first that I gather you and Travis discussed at the scene.’

      She just about stopped her eyes from rolling.

      Travis must have called his DCI the second she was out of view. She added ‘telltale’ to the list of his unenviable qualities.

      It wasn’t important. What was important was the fact that the two DCIs had already spoken, and Woody was not looking pissed off. It boded well for possession.

      ‘Stone, I’m curious to know what happened between you and Travis. Weren’t you close once?’

      Kim frowned. Close was not a word she would have used in relation to Tom Travis, or anyone else for that matter. But they had been partners and almost friends before he’d defected from West Mids to West Mercia.

      But that was before he’d placed her in an untenable position. A few months after the incident he had transferred to a smaller force. Within a month of her making DI before he did.

      She had never spoken of it to anyone. And she never would.

      She shrugged. ‘Just force rivalry, sir,’ she answered.

      There was no doubt that he didn’t believe her but he accepted her response. He laced his fingers. ‘You already know the location of this one is a complete nightmare.’

      She nodded. She still wasn’t hearing those magic words.

      ‘The field itself lies right on the border. West Mercia’s Hunnington at one end and our Hayley Green at the other. No one actually knows exactly where the boundary falls.’

      Kim knew that Hayley Green consisted mainly of owner/occupied housing stock. It was made up of Causey Farm Estate, St Kenelms Avenue, Squirrels Estate and an estate off Uffmoor Lane.

      Hunnington was a village that fell under the Bromsgrove postcode. Originally a township in the parish of Halesowen, it had been transferred to Worcestershire in 1844.

      And clearly no one seemed to know where it ended.

      ‘Now, we could get caught up in a pointless fight with our neighbouring force, which serves no purpose to anyone, especially the person who is in the ground.’

      Kim’s earlier conviction was fading fast. That was way more words than she wanted to hear.

      He continued: ‘So, having spoken to DCI Walsh at West Mercia and to Superintendent Shaw at Lloyd House, we have reached an agreement that satisfies all parties.’

      Kim frowned. The case of the skull in the field was either theirs or it wasn’t.

      ‘This will be a joint investigation, led by both yourself and Detective Inspector Travis.’

      He sat forward, awaiting her response.

      She laughed out loud. ‘Oh, sir. I’m sorry, but for a moment there I thought you said “joint investigation”.’

      ‘Yes, Stone. I did.’

      She stopped laughing.

      ‘Sir, you can’t possibly believe…’

      ‘Actually, Stone. I do. As you know, I have long held the belief that forces could and should work more closely together.’

      ‘But—’

      He held his hand up to silence her. ‘I believe that each police force should maintain their own identity but there are practices and methodologies that could be shared across police in general. We’re all trying to do the same job.’

      ‘One team, one vision?’ she asked, testily.

      ‘Not quite. But we can all learn from others, Stone. All of us,’ he added meaningfully.

      She ignored the remark. Her mind was already trying to process the logistics. Two investigating teams, two forensic labs, two pathologists, two SIOs. That was all one more than she was comfortable with.

      ‘But it’s doubling up on everything,’ she said, wondering how this was a sensible use of anyone’s budget.

      ‘It’s not going to work that way, Stone. Travis gets operational and you get technical.’

      ‘Technical?’ she questioned.

      ‘Laboratory and forensics.’

      She frowned. ‘So my team?…’

      ‘Will not be joining you on this one and will be working on other cases,’ he said, confirming her worst fears.

      ‘Supervised by whom?’ she shot back.

      ‘You’re a very resourceful individual, Stone. I’m sure you can work it out.’

      ‘But…’

      ‘Travis has the larger team but our forensic services are more efficient than theirs. And they know that.’

      Kim was stunned. The details had been arranged. She sensed there was no wiggle room on this at all, but she had to try a token movement.

      ‘You do understand that Travis and I can barely work in the same county, never mind—’

      ‘You are both professional adults,’ he stated.

      Well, half of us is, she thought to herself.

      It had been almost five years since they’d worked together, and it had not ended well. She wondered if Travis was feeling the exact same way as she was right now.

      ‘I’d like for the record to reflect that I don’t think this is a good idea,’ she offered.

      ‘Stone, the record had no doubt that’s what you’d think but this is evolution. We have to try new things. If you want involvement in this investigation it is on these terms. This is a test case for inter-force collaboration.’

      ‘I’m a guinea pig?’ she clarified.

      He thought for a second and then nodded. ‘Yes, I suppose you are.’

      ‘Sir, do you want this project to fail?’ she asked, seriously. Her reputation for playing poorly with others was legendary.

      Woody shook his head. ‘Why would you think that?’

      ‘Because you’re sending me out to work with another force, without Bryant. It’s almost like you want me to fu… mess up.’

      A brief smile settled on his features.

      ‘Or am I sending you because I know you won’t allow it to fail?’

      Oh, that was low. How was she supposed to fight that?

      Woody handed her a piece of paper. ‘This is Tom Travis’s address. Pick him up first thing in the morning, make your peace with him in the car and then get on with this case.’

      Kim hesitated before taking the offered paper. This was her last chance to refuse. To let someone else take her place, or just hand the investigation to West Mercia.

      Could she work with Tom again? she asked herself. After all the bitterness and animosity that had built between them over the last few years? Could either of them let it go?

      She could walk away now and work the current caseload with her team. Was she really that desperate to uncover the identity of a skull found in a field and meet the challenge that had been set out before her?

      Kim reached out and took the address.
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      ‘Righty folks, we need to have a little chat,’ Kim said, as she entered the squad room.

      She noted that the board had already been wiped clean and the words ‘unidentified skull’ had been written across the top.

      She had taken a walk outside and around the building to work off her irritation. It didn’t need to follow her into the squad room. Her team would pick up on her negativity, and she didn’t want that.

      ‘So, you guys are going to get a bit of a rest for a while.’

      ‘Really?’ Dawson asked.

      ‘Not really,’ she offered, smiling. ‘The skull case is going to be a joint investigation with West Mercia.’

      Three surprised expressions turned her way.

      ‘I’ll be working alongside Detective Inspector Travis and his team while maintaining contact with forensics.’

      There, the great big ball of tension rolling around her stomach could be explained in one simple sentence.

      ‘So, we have no involvement at all?’ Dawson asked, looking up at the board.

      Kim shook her head, feeling the dissatisfaction travel around the room.

      ‘You’re working with Travis?’ Bryant asked.

      Kim silently thanked him for noting the obvious.

      ‘What’s wrong, Bryant, feeling left out?’ Dawson asked.

      Bryant smirked. ‘Nah, just wondering where I can buy tickets.’

      ‘So, what are we supposed to do?’ Dawson asked.

      She glanced at his untidy desk. ‘I think you have enough to be going on with. Find out if the guy that was assaulted on Friday has regained consciousness yet, and I want Bryant on that with you.’

      ‘You want any follow-up with Paul Chater?’ Bryant asked.

      She shook her head. The CID team at Brierley Hill had made it clear they required no further involvement from her on that case. Because of her, their questioning had been delayed by three hours awaiting medical authorisation after she’d knocked him off his moped. She had not hesitated to remind them that it was only because of her they had the little shit to question at all.

      Dawson rubbed his hands together. ‘Fantastic. I get a partner. But we’re the same rank so who’s in charge?’

      ‘Me,’ Kim said. ‘And Stacey will continue to be your hub, okay folks?’

      They all nodded.

      Kim checked the clock on the wall. It was almost five.

      ‘Okay, enough for today,’ she said, not sure how much longer she could keep up the pretence. ‘We’ll brief at seven in the morning,’ she added, before stepping into The Bowl.

      The frustration was not leaving her as quickly as she’d hoped. If it was her case, her team, they would all have been assigned jobs and tasks by now. Her team would be animated, keen and eager to unearth the clues.

      The potential problems were already beginning to stack up in her mind.

      ‘Good sell, there, guv,’ Bryant said from the doorway.

      She shrugged. There was little point trying to lie to him.

      ‘So, I guess this is goodbye,’ he joked, as her phone signalled receipt of a text message.

      It was from Doctor A confirming that all facilities were now on site and that recovery would continue in the morning. She knew full well that if it were up to the scientist she would work all night to extract the bones but, like herself, Doctor A had the welfare of a team to consider.

      She sent back a short message acknowledging the information, and then dropped her head to the desk and groaned.

      ‘How the hell are you gonna cope with this?’ Bryant asked from somewhere above her.

      Once again, he appeared to be reading her mind.
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      Jacob James opened his eyes and instantly knew four things.

      The room was dark around him.

      A searing pain surged from the side of his head.

      His wrists were bound.

      And he was naked.

      The panic that seized him was immediate as thoughts and questions flew into his mind but he forced himself to consider one terrifying detail at a time.

      The darkness was resting heavily against his bare skin. He blinked twice. He felt the physical action of his eyes opening and closing but the dense blackness of his vision didn’t change.

      Another dart of panic speared him. He blinked once more and raised his bound hands from his lap in front of his eyes. There was a slight shadow. He was not blind.

      The pain in his head was thick and travelled around the entire contour of his skull. He narrowed his eyes, trying to focus through the pain and remember what had happened.

      An interview. He knew he’d had an interview.

      After so many months of looking, he’d met with the owner of a new printing company in Perry Barr. He’d been hopeful.

      After the interview, he’d been going to buy chips for the two of them. To celebrate.

      He carefully retraced the steps in his mind, looking for the missing information like a set of car keys.

      He had turned into Shaft Street and then… nothing.

      He tried to force the memory by picturing himself walking down the familiar road. But it wasn’t natural. It was like a film that he was directing instead of a recollection.

      As his mind lost focus and wandered from the trail of his memory, the questions flew into his mind.

      Where was he?

      Who had done this to him?

      What the hell had he done?

      Why was he being treated this way?

      Anger grew inside him as he felt the binding around his wrists, and his naked skin against the wall. He wished his captor were here, now, in front of him. Just one opportunity was all he needed. Although age was no longer on his side, he had learned to fight on the streets back in Jamaica.

      But those years were far behind him now. England had given him work, a wife. Family.

      A picture of his daughter’s face came into his mind.

      ‘Adaje…’ he cried out loud.
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      Bryant rubbed his hands together, sighed, accepted the inevitable and turned to Dawson.

      ‘What we got on that assault, Kev?’ he asked.

      The guv had popped in before heading for Kidderminster and reiterated her instructions from the previous day. As though he could have forgotten. Her expression had been tight and closed, and he had known her long enough to leave well alone.

      During the time he’d worked with Kim Stone he had wondered about the rumours that had whispered through the corridors of the station around five years ago, when she’d been promoted to DI. He had known her only by name and reputation back then but had still not played in the gossip pit. It helped no one.

      But what he had seen during the last two years was the tension in her jaw whenever the two of them had collided or even at the mention of Tom Travis’s name.

      Bryant’s daily workload normally involved a slice of tolerance with an extra helping of patience thrown in for good measure. And as he looked towards Dawson he had a feeling his tolerance in both those areas was going to be tested during his boss’s secondment.

      It wasn’t that he particularly disliked his colleague. Yes, he was reckless, sometimes, and yes, he defied authority other times. He was cocky and confident and full of his own opinion. None of this bothered Bryant. Most days he was entertained by it. He had no issue with the kid making mistakes. His problem was that he never seemed to learn from them.

      Dawson pulled at the top three folders of the stack in his filing tray, opened the top one and spoke as he read.

      ‘Polish male named Henryk Kowalski, early thirties, found in the car park next to the Job Centre, in town,’ he said, nodding his head across the road towards Halesowen.

      Bryant knew the car park. It was single storey and full of concrete pillars and dark corners that had seen their fair share of drug deals.

      ‘Is he a user?’ he asked.

      Dawson shrugged. ‘Haven’t got anywhere near him since Friday. In and out of consciousness. Nurse said we can have five minutes.’

      Bryant frowned. ‘Serious injuries, then. Any witnesses?’

      Dawson nodded. ‘A young kid named Marie, who had just closed up a jewellery shop for the night.’

      ‘Witness first?’ said Dawson.

      ‘Victim first?’ said Bryant.

      ‘Permission to just follow yow two around for the day?’ Stacey asked, smirking at them both.

      ‘Victim first,’ Bryant confirmed. ‘Need his full account of the incident so we know what needs corroborating.’

      Dawson thought for a moment.

      ‘Okay, victim first,’ he agreed.

      Bryant wondered if every minor decision was going to result in disagreement and debate.

      He stood up and grabbed his jacket.

      God help them when it came to deciding on lunch.
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      Kim pulled up at the address given to her by Woody, the day before. The semi-detached property, complete with box porch, lay on a small housing estate in Blakedown, an area between Hagley and Kidderminster. The house was as she’d expected it to be: bland and uninspiring; completely reflective of its owner, she decided grumpily.

      The morning had not started well due to a sudden freeze during the night which had left her eleven-year-old Golf GTI wearing an ice jacket. Cars with a decade under their belts didn’t do anything automatically so she’d grabbed the scraper and de-icer and broke it free.

      The pipes in her house had frozen as though this first freeze of the winter had taken them by surprise, and her last bottle of water had been poured into Barney’s bowl.

      If she believed in kismet, she’d think the universe was preparing her for the day ahead with Detective Inspector Travis.

      Their text conversation the previous evening had been brief and direct, the syllables counted on the fingers of one hand. Clearly, he was as excited as she was at the prospect of them working together. But like her, had probably been told there was no choice.

      Travis’s familiar form stepped out, attired in black trousers, black tie, white shirt and navy fleece: the uniform that had followed him throughout his career as a detective.

      Kim couldn’t help but feel that a fleece prevented any clothes from looking smart.

      His height was similar to Bryant’s six foot, but Tom was much broader, more bear-like than her colleague. His hair was now more salt than pepper and the short beard almost white.

      He turned his back on her as a woman appeared in the doorway. They hugged briefly before he turned her way.

      There was no acknowledgment of her presence, and his face was set as he strolled down the path.

      Kim sighed heavily.

      He opened the car door and folded himself into the passenger seat.

      Kim glanced his way. ‘Look, Tom, I’m sure we feel the same way about—’

      ‘Don’t speak to me about anything other than the case,’ he said, staring straight ahead.

      ‘I’d be happier not to speak to you at all,’ she retorted. ‘But I’m not sure that’s what our bosses had in mind.’

      Happy that the olive branch had been well and truly snapped in her face, she put the car into gear and pulled away.

      Yes, kismet had definitely been trying to give her the heads-up.

      Kim decided to remain in her own head as she headed towards Kidderminster Police Station: a thin sliver of a building that was flat-faced, three storeys high and eighteen windows to its length.

      West Mercia was the fourth largest force in the country. Covering 2,868 miles of Herefordshire, Shropshire and Worcestershire, serving a population of 1.19 million, with almost two and a half thousand officers.

      It differed from her own force as it covered both densely populated areas, like Telford and Shrewsbury, as well as sparsely populated rural areas.

      [image: ]

      She parked the car and followed Travis into the station.

      He stopped at the front desk to pick up her temporary identification, which she took without speaking and jammed into her pocket.

      He offered a few nods as they worked their way through the building, pausing to introduce her to no one. The strange looks she received made her feel like a curiosity or a suspect at his side.

      The low hum of conversation stopped completely as they entered the detective’s squad room.

      Kim was immediately struck by the difference in layout to her own set-up.

      For a start, the room was four times bigger than the one at Halesowen. The wall opposite the door held a total of eight wipe boards fixed together to make one long board. Two doorways were cut into the top wall like a pair of ears.

      The left led to an office, and the right appeared to be a small kitchen.

      But what she didn’t like was that the eight desks, four on each side of the room, all faced towards the front, like a classroom.

      There were no prizes for guessing who stood beside the small square table at the top that was holding a single pot plant with purple blooms.

      Five of the desks were occupied, and ten curious eyes rested on her as she followed Travis down the aisle that separated them.

      ‘Weird floor plan,’ she said, following him inside the solid walls from where he could see a whole lot of nothing.

      ‘All eyes focussed on the boards,’ he said, shortly.

      Like detention, Kim thought.

      Her own view was that if it took staring at a wipe board to keep their concentration they were in some bloody trouble.

      ‘Do you always?…’

      ‘Look, Stone. You run your team and I’ll run mine, okay?’ he snapped.

      She’d only wanted to know if he always briefed at nine o’clock. It was beginning to feel like half the day was already gone.

      She offered no reply and waited while he gathered papers and a clipboard.

      Eventually he headed out of the office and across to the head of the room. Kim put her hands in her front pockets and leaned against the door frame.

      Travis began the briefing by introducing her. She guessed he’d explained the situation to his team, as she had to hers. Once he had offered her a name for each of his team she nodded in their general direction. She received a half smile from the single female in the room. The ratio saddened her.

      Travis rubbed his hands in front of him. ‘Okay, guys and… girls,’ he said, nodding towards Lynda with a smile.

      She rolled her eyes in response.

      ‘We’ll do a quick catch-up before I ask you all to hand in your homework. And first we’ll go to… Gibbs,’ he said, casting his eyes around the room and landing on the smartly dressed man in his early forties.

      ‘Yeah, pick on the guy in the suit,’ Gibbs offered.

      Travis held up a hand and addressed the team. ‘I think we can all work out that Gibbs has court this afternoon,’ he said, raising one eyebrow.

      A few chuckles sounded around the room.

      ‘Go on,’ Travis urged.

      Kim could not tear her eyes away from her former colleague. This was not the man she had fought with across crime scenes for the last few years. It was not the man who had shown up yesterday, and it certainly wasn’t the man she’d driven in to work ten minutes earlier.

      But it was the man she remembered working with.

      ‘Finally got a full confession last night from Dalglish,’ Gibbs answered. ‘Admitted to driving the car in three of the four robberies. Insisted he didn’t do the fourth but gave us the name of the kid that did.’

      Travis nodded with satisfaction. ‘And?…’

      Gibbs growled. ‘Yes, you were right, guv. Revealing his mother was waiting for him outside loosened his tongue quite a bit.’

      Travis smiled. ‘I met her. I’m not surprised. I’d be more frightened of her than court, if I’d been in his shoes.’

      ‘Still waiting for a decision from CPS on the Turner rape case,’ Johnson offered, from the second row. His attempts to hide a prematurely receding hairline were not wholly successful.

      Travis’s mouth tightened. ‘Chase them again, I don’t want him back on the streets any time soon.’

      Johnson nodded.

      ‘Okay, homework time,’ Travis said. ‘And it’s back to Gibbs.’

      ‘The land where the body has been found is leased by the Cowley family,’ Gibbs said. ‘Which consists of father, Jeff; daughter, Fiona, and son, Billy. Originally leased around thirty years ago by Jeff Cowley’s father.’

      Travis nodded and turned to the only other female in the room.

      ‘Lynda?’

      ‘The Preece family own the land and have done for fifty-seven years. Robson Preece is head of the family and has one daughter, named Mallory. She has two sons, Bartholomew and Dale. All live together at Donnay Hall.’

      ‘Does Mallory have a husband?’ Kim asked.

      Travis threw her a murderous look, as Lynda turned to answer.

      ‘Killed in a boating accident years ago.’

      She nodded and closed her mouth, as Travis turned to the guy with ginger curls being held back by a Union Jack bandana.
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