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      Alexandru Popa drove his knuckles into his back and contemplated the fine mist rising over the hop bines.

      It was a little after seven o’clock in the morning, and he took a moment to enjoy one of the most beautiful sunrises he had seen since returning to Kent that July. The Weald’s undulating landscape was awash with different shades of green after a summer of showers and sunshine, and the hops were flourishing.

      Hand-woven trellises lined the hillside hop garden in neat rows that went on for several hundred metres, broken in places by natural corridors between the trellises to allow for the tractor and trailer that would collect the harvest once Alexandru and the other pickers had snipped the bines loose. The bines wound their way up wires that had been woven that February and March, ready for the first tentative shoots to grasp come April, and then the summer months had been spent coaxing those into the eight-metre-high vines that towered over him.

      They provided a modicum of shade over the parched clay and sandstone-based soil that had been baked and cracked by the late summer’s heatwave, and he took a moment to pause and take a deep breath.

      There was an aroma here that defied explanation, and made Alexandru’s heart soar. It depended on the hop variety he passed but could vary between an earthy, wholesome smell to citrus within a few lengths of trellis. He ran his calloused hand over the nearest ripened hop cones with a practised light touch that came from years of travelling here from Romania each season to lend his expertise and labour to the full-time staff contingent.

      The farm belonged to a well-established business that provided hops to several independent craft breweries in the county, as well as one or two over the border in Sussex. By the time the September harvest was complete, Alexandru and his co-workers would work ten- to twelve-hour days picking several thousand bines, each one destined to become a part of the flourishing local craft beer industry.

      He had even heard rumours about breweries from further afield placing orders for next year, depending on how well two new varieties were received at next month’s green hop festival.

      ‘Here.’

      He turned at the sound of a voice to see Daniel Ionescu walking towards him, a thermal flask in his hand, and raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that coffee?’

      ‘Justin turned up with the tractor five minutes ago and brought fresh supplies.’

      ‘I knew I liked him for a reason.’

      Daniel smiled and handed over one of two tin mugs, then shrugged his daypack to the ground before uncapping the flask and pouring a generous serving. ‘How’s your back?’

      Alexandru waggled his free hand by way of response.

      ‘It’s your age,’ said Daniel.

      ‘Piss off.’ He blew across the surface of the hot liquid and closed his eyes, savouring the arabica beans before taking a tentative sip. ‘Are we still picking these today?’

      The younger man raised his gaze to the top of the bines, eyeing the criss-crossing wires at the top of each. ‘He says they’re ready.’

      ‘I think he’s right.’

      ‘You agree with him?’

      ‘He’s not as patient as his father was, but yes – he knows what he’s doing,’ said Alexandru, pausing to take another sip. He pointed at the bines across the other side of the baked earth track. ‘And he’s not afraid to try new varieties. Those have done really well this year.’

      Daniel wrinkled his nose. ‘Has he found a buyer?’

      ‘A new craft brewery in Maidstone wants half of them.’ Alexandru finished the coffee and tipped the dregs onto the track, away from the bines so as not to affect the delicate balance of precious nutrients in the soil. ‘They’ve already placed an order for next year too.’

      The other man’s eyes widened. ‘Can they do that?’

      ‘They didn’t want to wait until the hop festival in case they lost out, but based on that I don’t think he’ll have a problem selling the rest once the word gets out.’

      ‘Good.’ Daniel took the mug from him and dropped both into his daypack together with the flask. ‘That means we’ll have work next year then.’

      ‘Looks like it.’ Alexandru paused at the sound of the tractor a few hundred metres to his right through the bines, and jerked his thumb at the trellises beside them. ‘Best get back to work.’

      The two men walked to the end of the row where a pair of red tractors rumbled, one with a corn picker platform attached to its rear, the other towing a trailer.

      ‘Ready?’ called the man with the corn picker. ‘Thought we’d make a start on this row before the sun gets too high – the remaining bines will give us some shade while we work.’

      ‘Ready, Howard.’ Alexandru tested the weight of the vicious-looking scythe in his calloused hand and eyed first the nearest hops, then Daniel. ‘Do you want to go up again?’

      ‘You go. We’ll switch in an hour or so.’

      Pulling a floppy cotton bucket hat from the back pocket of his jeans and adjusting it on his head, Alexandru lifted the safety rail and clambered into the steel picker, planted his feet on the grilled floor and waited while Howard controlled the ascent. In one fluid motion he was up in the air and able to reach out and cut the top of the bine with a single slash of the scythe.

      Below, Daniel did the same, leaving a few centimetres of the bine protruding from the ground, and carried the remains over to the trailer being pulled by the second tractor before returning.

      The two men repeated the exercise along the row of hops before Howard lowered the corn picker and Alexandru climbed out while the tractor was positioned to return along the next row.

      The trailer was only a quarter full, and the second tractor’s engine idled while the driver waited for them to start the harvesting process once more.

      As the corn picker lifted him into the air, Alexandru took a moment to admire the scenery. He would never tire of it, he was sure. From here, he could see along the bines and over towards the main dirt track that led from the field to the farmyard. An old stone wall ran the width of the hop garden, disappearing into a woodland copse of beech, oak and ash that was being regenerated with some of the profit from the farm. The gate from the field to the yard was left open for ease of access for the two tractors and the workers, and parked beyond that was a dark green four-wheel drive and a blue pick-up truck used by the owner and his wife.

      The farmhouse was late Victorian, a striking building that reflected the early morning sunshine across its red brick walls and clay-tiled roof. There was movement at a door to the side of the building, and then Justin Mallory, the owner, strode across the yard towards a converted stable block on the opposite side of the yard that was used for the farm office and a rudimentary staffroom. He had his hand raised to his head, and Alexandru realised the man was on his mobile phone, the working day already underway for the busy enterprise.

      In another hour or so, the first tourist group would be deposited at the main gate by minibus, eager to walk amongst the bines – and participate in an entertaining beer tasting afterwards, even if it was before lunchtime.

      ‘Today, Alex.’

      He jumped, then looked down to where Daniel was waiting at the bottom of the bine, his scythe lowered. ‘Sorry.’

      Turning his attention back to his work, they moved methodically along the row, the swish of the scythe and the rustle of fresh hops settling in the trailer below filtering up to where he stood and setting a rhythm to the work that held an underlying urgency.

      If the hops were left too long to ripen, the delicate balancing act that ensured the flavours were what the waiting brewers expected would be ruined and with it, the hop garden’s reputation.

      Alexandru grimaced as a familiar twinge struck the base of his spine when he let go of the next bine, and straightened for a moment, letting his gaze roam across the remaining rows that stretched out for another hundred metres or more.

      And then he frowned.

      There was something stuck between the bines in a row twenty metres or so away, something pale blue that flapped in the gentle breeze. Something that––

      ‘Lower me down!’ he bellowed. ‘Quickly!’

      Howard didn’t hesitate. The corn picker boom dropped while Alexandru clutched the safety railing, his jaw set.

      As soon as the boom was safe, he lifted the rail, unhitched his safety line and ran to the end of the row, Daniel and Howard at his heels.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Daniel called. ‘What is it?’

      He didn’t answer, already out of breath and ruing the amount of real ale he had enjoyed in the evenings with his compatriots in the local pub. There used to be a time in his youth when he could run a half marathon, but those days were long gone. Sweat beaded at his forehead and he was panting by the time he reached the track and slowed to a walk, peering between the rows of bines while he tried to locate what he had seen.

      Howard caught up with him first, his English accent tinged with a Somerset burr that spoke of his experience in the cider fields of the West Country. ‘What did you see?’

      ‘I’m not sure. I think…’ Alexandru broke off when he reached the next row, and he felt his bowels twist. ‘Stay here.’

      ‘Alex?’ Daniel tried to squeeze past him, but he pushed him back.

      ‘I said, stay here.’ He could hear the fear in his own voice now, and the other man’s eyes widened, seeing something in his expression that brooked no argument. ‘Let me check first. I may be mistaken.’

      He turned away before Daniel and Howard could protest further, and walked along the row. There was a natural curve to it caused by the topography of the hop garden. On a gentle slope that caught the sun’s rays throughout the day and that drained well after heavy rains, the centre of the row of bines was hidden from view at the moment, revealing its secret as he edged closer.

      Alexandru’s footsteps were slower now and more hesitant as he looked up and ran his gaze over the crisscrossing trellis lines, trying to gauge how close he was to… it.

      Then there was a flutter of wind amongst the bines, and the leaves parted to reveal a scrap of the same pale blue he had seen from the corn picker’s platform.

      Except it wasn’t a scrap.

      It was a man’s shirt, he could see that now. It had been torn lengthways, collar to hem, and there was what looked like…

      Blood.

      It had soaked through the hem of the shirt, down the dark grey cargo trousers and over dirty and well-worn work boots before pooling on the floor amongst…

      Alexandru reached for the silver crucifix at the nape of his neck, bile rising in this throat as he gazed up at the bloodied man who was bound by his wrists and ankles to the trellis wires, his face a rictus of agony.

      There was so much blood, so much horror in the man’s eyes, and his––

      ‘My God,’ Alexandru managed, and then turned on his heel and stumbled back towards Daniel and Howard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Inspector Kay Hunter climbed from the dull grey pool car and leaned her arm on the door, a faint breeze tickling the fine blonde hairs at the nape of her neck.

      It was warm already, with the forecast promising a blistering heat taking a hold of the Kentish countryside for the next twenty-four hours, with no promise of rain for at least another week. As she rolled up her shirt sleeves and eyed the array of liveried Kent Police cars, a plain white van belonging to the forensic team and a silver four-door saloon car that belonged to the Home Office pathologist, Kay huffed her fringe from her eyes and wished she had remembered to bring a bottle of water with her.

      Except there had been no time.

      The call had been patched through by the dispatch team an hour ago, the first patrol had been on site within twenty minutes of that, and she and her detective sergeant, Ian Barnes, had been assigned to the subsequent investigation fifteen minutes later. Notwithstanding their current workload, their superiors in Gravesend had taken one look at their location – a scrap metal yard on the outskirts of Tunbridge Wells that had been under investigation for the past month – and opted to send the nearest available superior officer.

      ‘Lucky me,’ she muttered. Closing the door, she peered over the roof as Barnes emerged from the passenger seat, loosening his tie. ‘What did Gavin say?’

      Barnes tucked his mobile phone into his shirt pocket and shielded his eyes with his hand as he looked at three forensic specialists in white protective suits moving between their van and a building at the far end of the farmyard. ‘He reckons there’s never been a sniff of trouble here. The nearest recorded incident was a drink-driving crash about a mile or so down the lane towards Headcorn in February.’

      ‘I remember that one. Three nineteen-year-olds, wasn’t it?’ Kay shivered. ‘I think one of the traffic officers who attended that is still off sick.’

      ‘Yeah. It was a nasty one.’ Barnes dropped his hand and peered over the car roof. ‘Ready?’

      ‘As I’ll ever be. Looks like Nadine’s got the cordon under control.’

      Kay led the way over to the far end of the yard where a young uniformed constable with brown hair tied back into a neat ponytail stood beside a metal five-bar gate. The gate had been left open, with a rusting chain looped around the top rail and its other end over a wooden post set into the drystone wall beside it.

      Nadine had stretched blue and white crime scene tape between the post and a protruding lump of flint in the wall opposite, and stood with a clipboard in her hand and a black biro in the other. She straightened at the sight of the two detectives.

      ‘Morning, guv,’ she said to Kay, giving Barnes a nod by way of greeting and holding out the clipboard. ‘Kyle said you were on your way over.’

      Kay scrawled her signature and the time on the sign-in sheet before handing it to her colleague. ‘Is he helping Gavin to set up the incident room?’

      ‘He is, and Laura and Debbie have been assigned to this one as well,’ said Nadine. ‘They’re ready to start processing information the moment we get anything here.’

      ‘That’s great work. Were you first on scene?’

      ‘Myself and Tim Wallace. He’s down in the hop fields at the moment, helping to coordinate with Harriet’s forensic team. They got here about ten minutes ago, so they’re making sure we didn’t mess anything up.’

      ‘Did you?’ said Barnes.

      ‘No, sarge. As soon as the workers showed us the crime scene, we moved all of them up to the staffroom in that barn over there. Harry Davis and Sean Gastrell got here twenty minutes ago and have started taking statements, starting with the bloke who found the body.’

      ‘Any ID on the victim?’

      ‘None, sarge. We’ll wait until Harriet’s team hand back the crime scene and then we’ll organise a fingertip search with them to see if we can locate his wallet or phone or anything else.’

      As Kay listened, the knowledge that everything she and her team did would be scrutinised by her superiors was tempered by the methodical calmness with which one of the youngest officers was undertaking her duties.

      She smiled. ‘Sounds like you’re managing it all well. Do we need to suit up here?’

      ‘No, guv.’ Nadine turned and pointed past the gate to the rows of hops lining the trellises as far as Kay could see. ‘If you follow the line for about two hundred metres, you’ll come to a wider track between the hops the growers use to access the field beyond this one. Lucas is down there, and I believe that’s where Harriet’s team have based themselves too.’

      ‘Great, thanks.’

      Kay set a quick pace alongside the hops, the strong scent almost overpowering. She hadn’t been this close to a fully-grown crop before, and as she looked between the rows of trellises, she shuddered at the way in which they towered above her, blocking out any light between them.

      There was a stillness in the air, an anticipation that whatever had happened here would ripple out across those who worked here, as well as families, friends, locals – all of whom would be affected by the victim’s death and the ensuing investigation.

      There was a verge of long grass to the left of the track separating it from the trellises, and she spotted a pair of opened cardboard boxes halfway along it, together with a biohazard bin that was being managed by one of Harriet’s team, the man pacing beside it with his phone to his ear.

      The pathways between the four trellises either side of him were cordoned off by a second strip of crime scene tape, and a sandy-haired giant of a uniformed sergeant stood beside it, his face stoical.

      ‘Morning, Tim,’ said Kay. ‘I heard it’s a bit of a mess along there.’

      ‘It is, guv,’ said PS Wallace. ‘It’s why I thought I’d best tell Nadine to manage the first cordon while I came down here when we arrived.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Kay shot him a grateful smile, then turned to the forensic specialist as he ended his call. ‘Morning, Gareth.’

      ‘Morning, Detective Hunter.’

      ‘Mind if we have two of those suits?’

      ‘No problem.’ The technician stooped for a moment, then pulled out two plastic-wrapped protective suits from the first box and matching gloves and booties from the other. While Kay and Barnes wriggled them over their suits, Gareth pointed along the row to Tim’s left. ‘We’ve set up a demarcated path along there. Luckily, it’s quite wide because they need to get a trailer along it during harvest, so you won’t risk touching anything while you’re walking along. Lucas is along there now.’

      ‘Okay, thanks.’

      She waited while Tim lifted the crime scene tape for her and Barnes to duck under, then fell into step beside her colleague. ‘Once we’ve taken a look at what we’re dealing with, I’d like to interview the man who found him.’

      ‘Alexandru Popa,’ said Barnes from memory. ‘He’s one of the part-time Romanian workers who come here for the harvest season.’

      ‘Visa okay?’

      ‘Yes, all legitimate. There are four of them at this farm, and more Romanian nationals spread around other hop farms and fruit growers in the area together with a few Polish and Hungarians. This is the fifth year Alexandru has worked here.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Kay murmured, then slowed her pace as she spotted a familiar gangly figure blocking the middle of the row, waiting for them.

      Simon Winter had joined Lucas Anderson’s pathology team a few years ago and was a key member of that tight-knit contingent of experts. She had worked with him on a number of occasions and his calm methodical approach to his work was one that calmed the most nervous visitors to the Dartford-based mortuary.

      He greeted the two detectives with a nod, then stood to one side as a burly figure joined him, the older man giving Simon a nudge before handing him a tablet computer.

      ‘Thanks for getting here so fast, Lucas,’ said Kay, then watched as Simon brushed past her and Barnes, a worried expression on his face while he stared at the tablet’s screen.

      ‘No problem. One of the forensic lot said you were on your way down from the farmyard so I thought I’d meet you here.’ Lucas Anderson used a gloved finger to scratch at the plastic hood covering his head. ‘I’ll warn you now, it’s not pretty.’

      ‘What do you mean, not pretty?’

      The pathologist peered over his mask at her, his brown eyes baleful. ‘Well, I can confirm he didn’t die from natural causes. And I think we can rule out an accident too.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      In reply, he beckoned to them. ‘It’s probably better that I show you rather than try to explain it.’

      With that, Lucas led them around the slight bend in the hop trellis before standing to one side, and pointed upwards.

      Kay followed with her eyes, then gasped and took a step backwards, tasting bile at the back of her throat despite her years of experience while she stared at the man’s body suspended by the trellis wires, his feet dangling above the ground.

      Dried blood stained the soil beneath him, and she could see where it had stained the man’s trousers. What remained of his shirt exposed a vicious open wound that started just below the victim’s sternum and carved a path down his stomach and abdomen, the man’s intestines snaking onto the ground where flies buzzed and crawled.

      ‘Jesus,’ said Barnes, paling. ‘I guess we can rule out suicide as well.’

      Kay swallowed, then cast her gaze over the bindings that held the victim in place. ‘How the hell did he get up there? It’s what, two, three metres off the ground?’

      ‘And he’s a decent weight for his age, too,’ said Lucas. ‘Harriet will have her own theories from her findings in due course, but I reckon it’d have taken at least two people to get him there.’

      ‘Was that done to him before or after he was killed?’

      ‘Before,’ said the pathologist without hesitation. ‘There’s too much blood here for him to have been moved from somewhere else, and there are no traces of blood along the track leading to this trellis.’

      Kay checked over her shoulder before taking a step back, then craned her neck to see along the shaded rows of bines. She could see three stooped figures in identical white protective suits at the far end. ‘What are the track marks going that way?’

      ‘Harriet and her team are already down there processing those and some footprints they found,’ Lucas explained. ‘She’s working on an initial theory that whoever did this used the cherry picker that they use here for cutting the tops of the bines free from the trellis to lift him up there.’

      ‘Still, that’d take some doing.’ Kay looked around, taking in the baked earth and gnarled hop roots. ‘Any sign of the weapon?’

      Lucas sighed. ‘According to the owner, there are six people on site right now all carrying hop scythes. Take your pick.’

      ‘Please tell me Harriet’s seized all of those for processing.’

      ‘She did, the moment I told her this wound was caused by a knife or similar.’

      ‘Okay, thanks.’ Kay took one last look at the victim, committing his face to memory despite the nightmares she would have to live with. She dug her fingernails into her palms.

      ‘When do you think you can get the post mortem done?’ Barnes asked, some of his normal colour returning to his face.

      ‘Tomorrow morning. Coming along?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So will I,’ said Kay, taking a final look around. ‘Whoever did this planned it well, and that worries me. A lot.’
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      Kay found Alexandru Popa in a cosy living room next to the kitchen in the main farmhouse. The man’s weathered features looked troubled as he sat on a sagging sofa and stared at an empty coffee mug in his hands.

      The living room had a low plasterwork ceiling striped with exposed oak beams and a large stone hearth at the far end that currently housed a vase full of fresh pink oriental lilies, around which a handful of dried hop cones had been scattered. A wall-mounted television stared blankly at the room from its position above the mantelpiece, a red standby light in its lower corner the only sign of life. A scuffed rosewood upright piano took up the space between two bookshelves on the right-hand wall, and the left wall gave way to two wide sash windows that overlooked a sprawling garden. A long low coffee table was in front of the sofa, separating it from two arm chairs with well-worn cushions and frames that looked as if they had been scratched by a cat, which was currently absent from the room. On the table were a selection of farming magazines, a copy of a tour brochure for the hop garden, and a television remote with the back panel off and two batteries discarded beside it.

      Sunlight dappled the rug beneath Alexandru’s feet, and as Kay sat in one of the armchairs opposite him and waited while Barnes extracted a notebook and pen from his shirt pocket, she saw that grey flecked the man’s thinning hair and age spots covered the backs of his hands.

      ‘Alexandru, I’m Detective Inspector Kay Hunter, and this is Detective Sergeant Ian Barnes. We’re with Kent Police,’ she began. ‘I know you’ve had a terrible shock this morning, and that you’ve also provided my colleagues with a statement, but I’d like to ask you some questions. Is that okay?’

      The man raised his gaze to hers, his dark brown eyes framed with red where he had been crying. He sniffed, then leaned forward, placed the coffee mug on the table and uttered a shuddering sigh before speaking.

      ‘I didn’t do it.’

      ‘Do you know who did?’

      ‘No. I have never seen that man before in my life.’

      ‘Any trouble back home in Romania?’

      He shook his head. ‘None. My wife died four years ago, my two daughters are married to wonderful men, and my three grandchildren are at school.’

      ‘Why do you work here during the summer?’

      Alexandru’s eyes widened. ‘Have you seen the cost of universities?’

      ‘I have, and they’re expensive. Are they the same back home?’

      ‘They are, especially when one of your granddaughters decides she wants to study medicine. That is why I come here – to help her save.’

      ‘That’s kind of you.’

      He shrugged. ‘I love my family.’

      ‘You must miss them.’

      ‘It’s only a few more weeks.’

      Kay leaned back in her seat, keeping her hands relaxed in her lap. ‘How long have you been working in the hop fields here?’

      ‘Five years. Always here.’

      ‘How did you find out about the work?’

      ‘Through a friend who was retiring. I came over with him the first year, and they invited me back.’ A faint smile reached Alexandru’s lips. ‘The Mallorys are a good family to work for.’

      ‘Tell me what happened this morning.’

      Alexandru’s body shuddered at the memory. ‘I was up in the corn picker – it’s a raised platform we use so we can reach the top of the bines. Daniel had spent the first hour up there, so we take it in turns. It gives us each a break from bending over and cutting them at the bottom and lifting them into the trailer. I was just looking over at the next rows, working out how many were left for that crop and how long it might take us when I saw something moving. It’s hot out there, but there’s a breeze amongst the hops, and the wind was moving… it turned out to be that man’s shirt… Do you know who he is?’

      ‘Why did you decide to investigate?’ asked Kay, ignoring his question.

      ‘I don’t know. I…’ Alexandru broke off, and gave a shrug before continuing. ‘It felt… wrong. Out of place. I wanted to see what it was. I suppose I thought if there was a problem, we should find out about it before it caused a delay… The hops need to be picked before they lose their flavour, you see.’

      ‘And so you went to take a look?’

      ‘Yes. Daniel and Howard followed me, but when I saw the blood, I sent them back.’ Alexandru looked at Barnes. ‘I used to be in the army when I was younger. Conscripted. I saw some things back then as a medic… I didn’t want them to see that man, like that. They would have nightmares.’

      ‘And you?’ said Kay, waiting until he turned his attention back to her once more. ‘Will you be all right?’

      ‘I think so.’

      ‘Do you have access to a medical professional, a doctor while you’re here?’

      The man nodded. ‘We all do.’

      ‘Please speak to them if you do have trouble sleeping, or need someone to talk to,’ she said. ‘They’ll be able to help you.’

      Alexandru’s head bobbed. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘When you found the man in the hop garden, did you touch anything?’ Kay asked.

      ‘No. I knew not to touch anything. I kept my hands in my pockets.’

      ‘What did you do next?’

      ‘As soon as I saw all the blood, I knew there was no hope for him. I could see death in his eyes. He had not lived for some time.’ Alexandru ran his tongue over his lips. ‘I ran away. I was sick, and then I told Howard to use his mobile phone to call for help. After that, we told Justin and he told everyone to get out of the hop garden.’

      Kay watched him for a moment, and then leaned forward. ‘Do you have any idea who might want to kill a man like that? Anyone at all?’

      ‘No.’ Alexandru’s gaze fell to his hands. He clasped his hands together as if in silent prayer, his knuckles white. ‘Whoever did that to him is a devil.’
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      Detective Sergeant Ian Barnes followed Kay across the farmyard, sweat beading at his brow within seconds of leaving the coolness of the house.

      He pulled a cotton handkerchief from his trouser pocket, a habit passed onto him by his late father, and dabbed at his forehead before side-stepping a young forensic technician who skittered out of his way before she hurried over to the white panel van.

      There was a stillness to the yard, as if it were frozen in time. Where normally he would expect to hear the rumble of machinery from the hop picking and modern drying machines in the barn beside the old oast house and voices calling across the yard while tractors and trailers arrived with more of that season’s harvest, there was nothing.

      Even the birds were subdued.

      Barnes eyed the converted stable block they were approaching and noted the newer clay tiles at the far end and the fresh paint that had been applied to the window and door frames at some point over the summer. The window panes were dusty, with hop husks littering the concrete hardstanding below them, but the gables above had been decorated with bright hanging baskets giving the impression that the whole property was well looked after, and that the business was thriving.

      The stable block had been divided up into three separate rooms. The one at the far end, nearest to all the patrol cars and other vehicles, was the largest of the three, according to Nadine, and served as a reception office and visitor centre. Barnes wet his lips at the thought of a fresh cold beer, but turned his attention to the middle room that was used as a staffroom and kitchen. The door was open as they walked past, but nobody was inside and the stainless-steel counters on each side of a matching sink were bare.

      The last room in the block had been converted into a farm office, and it was to this door that Kay turned her attention. She rapped on the oak surface, and Barnes heard a muffled “come in” before she opened the door and they stepped inside.

      Barnes peered around his DI to see a man in his late thirties sitting in a leather chair behind a pine desk, his head in his hands while he stared at a sheaf of reports that had been laid out before him.

      He looked up with a weary expression, and waved the two detectives to a pair of visitor chairs under the window on each side of a small occasional table with a water stain in the middle of it. ‘I take it you’re the two detectives they said would be turning up.’

      Barnes made the introductions, and took out his notebook. ‘Can you confirm your name please?’

      ‘Justin Mallory,’ said the man. He leaned back in the chair and sighed, the creak from the worn leather echoing the sentiment. ‘I’m the owner of the farm, along with my wife, Cassandra. Have you met her?’

      ‘We found her in the kitchen, doling out coffee to everybody. She said we’d find you here,’ said Barnes.

      ‘That sounds like Cassandra.’ The farmer gave a sad smile. ‘Always the one to face any crisis head-on.’

      ‘How long have you had the farm?’

      ‘It belonged to my grandfather,’ Justin said, gathering up the reports and stacking them into a tray to the left of a computer screen. That done, he pushed away the keyboard and mouse and folded his arms on the desk, tanned skin emphasised by the light green polo shirt he wore. ‘It was an arable farm until my father decided to experiment with hops. We haven’t looked back since.’

      ‘When did your father retire?’

      The farmer’s mouth quirked. ‘He says two years ago, although he’s never really given up. He likes to keep his hand in.’

      ‘Oh?’ Barnes cocked an eyebrow. ‘Does that cause problems around here?’

      ‘Not often. He still holds sway with some of the long-time employees but they’re good enough to humour him without insulting him, and then we find a workaround between us.’ Justin gave a sad smile. ‘He kept this place going through some really rough times over the years, so I don’t want him to feel left out.’

      ‘Is it just you and your wife here?’

      ‘We’ve got teenaged girls – they’re away at Cassandra’s parents’ house in Wiltshire at the moment, thank Christ. Dad’s got the cottage on the other side of the farm, closer to a neighbouring property – there’re two there, and we rent the other one out over the summer to provide some extra income, and we have three full-time staff who live nearby. Gloria manages the tourism side of things – bookings for the guided tours, the cottage I just mentioned and our website and blog. Howard’s our full-time farmhand, who’s been with us for over a decade now, and then there’s Trevor, who runs the production side of things with me – processing and drying the hops, things like that.’

      ‘You have a lot of vines out there,’ said Barnes. ‘How long does it take to harvest everything?’

      Justin gave a patient smile. ‘We call them “bines” in the industry. Vines for vino, bines for beer is how we tell it to the tour groups. We start in August, depending on the variety, and can be harvesting through to early October.’

      ‘Any problems in the business?’

      ‘No.’ The man’s answer was emphatic. ‘I’ve just signed a contract with a new local brewer for a variety we’ve trialled since last year and they’ve already placed an order assigning fifty percent of next year’s harvest of that to them. As for the rest of this year’s hops, we’re up to capacity and preparing for next month’s green hop festivals.’

      ‘Green hops?’ Kay asked.

      ‘New brews, very young and an acquired taste,’ Justin explained. ‘But integral to our marketing – it gets the brewers excited about the potential of new and existing varieties and helps us sell the hops we harvest as well as laying the foundations for next year’s. It’s what helps drive our balance sheet. By getting a feel for what’s trending or what might be the next big thing, we can tailor our planting in February and March to suit those needs.’

      ‘Have you received any threats that might explain what happened here this morning?’ said Barnes. ‘And I mean anything. Even if you think it’s insignificant.’

      ‘Nothing,’ the man said. He waved a hand towards the reports in the tray. ‘I’ve been thinking about that while I was going through the orders. There’ve been no threats, nothing said – as far as I know – in the local pubs… So no, I’ve got no idea why there’s a dead man hanging in my hop garden.’

      ‘Did you see him?’

      ‘I accompanied your sergeant, Wallace, when he arrived here.’ Justin shuddered. ‘I didn’t walk all the way down to… it… but it was obvious whoever it was, he was dead.’

      ‘Do you know who he was?’

      ‘I didn’t see his face.’

      ‘If we obtained a photograph, would you be willing to take a look to see if you recognise him?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Maybe…’ Justin’s tone was wary.

      ‘Don’t worry – it’ll be after he’s been cleaned up, and I’ll make sure I’m the one to show you. That all right?’

      ‘Okay. I guess, if it helps.’

      ‘Thanks, it would.’ Barnes updated his notes before continuing. ‘You said that you have tour groups visit the farm – how often does that take place?’

      ‘Tuesdays, Thursdays and the weekends. Mondays, if it’s a public holiday,’ said Justin, his shoulders relaxing a little at the change in topic. ‘Gloria organises them through our website, and myself or Trevor do the tours. We also offer business conference facilities, weddings, private tastings in the evenings over the summer with a hop garden picnic – we bring in a catering contractor to help with those. It’s run by someone in the village – we try to pass on the success of the farm to other local businesses wherever we can.’

      ‘Sounds good. Any issues with members of the public on any of those visits?’

      ‘None.’ Justin shook his head. ‘We’re very careful how much alcohol we serve – I’ve got to be, to keep my licence after all, and we make it very clear in our marketing that we’re not interested in hosting stag groups or hen parties, that sort of thing. Some of the corporate and wedding gatherings can get a bit rowdy, but nothing untoward. The weddings are typically small groups compared to some of the parties the hotels around here cater for. We market ourselves for the exclusivity of the setting, you see.’

      ‘What effect is today going to have on your business, Mr Mallory?’ Kay asked.

      His attention snapped to her, as if he had forgotten she was there, and Barnes saw fear in his eyes.

      ‘Apart from the tours that’ve just been cancelled at the last minute? Timing is everything in hop growing,’ Justin said, his clasped hands tapping the table for emphasis as he spoke. ‘In fact, in any arable farming system. Too early, and the taste will be too bitter. Too late, and all the aromas and flavours will be lost. If the hops aren’t harvested on time, they’ll be ruined. If I don’t harvest that new variety this week, everything we’ve worked for over the last two years will be up in smoke.’

      ‘And how much money will you lose?’ she said.

      ‘Hundreds of thousands of pounds,’ Justin replied. ‘I realise some poor bloke has been tortured and killed out there, but if you don’t find out who did this, I could lose my business – and my home.’
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      Detective Constable Gavin Piper took a sip from his can of energy drink and surveyed the bustling incident room with a familiar sense of anticipation.

      Two floors up and along a corridor from the main reception for Maidstone Police station, he could hear the roar and honk of traffic along Palace Avenue beyond the double-glazed windows, an ambulance siren adding a mournful refrain in the distance. Across the room, over where a group of four administrative staff sat at a pod of desks, an enormous printer and photocopier machine belched out page after page of reports and updates from early enquiries, the smell of burning toner mixing with the aroma of stale coffee from the small kitchenette off to one side of the room.

      Two more detectives sat at desks that were positioned outside an abandoned office, its door closed and the blinds down. He had tasked Laura Hanway and Kyle Walker with drawing up a list of the hop farm’s neighbouring properties and sourcing contact details for the owners twenty minutes ago, and they now stood with their heads bowed over a map that would eventually be pinned to the cork board at his back.

      Turning, he put down the energy drink can and selected a black pen from a collection tucked into an old chipped coffee mug and began a list of bullet points on the whiteboard that summarised the known facts.

      They were scant at best.

      Gavin knew better than to posit any theories at this stage – Kay would ask for those during the briefing when she arrived from the crime scene – but they were already tumbling around in his head.

      A single photograph was pinned to the top right-hand corner of the board taken by Kay at the crime scene, which showed the face of the man who had been found slaughtered in amongst the hop trellises. It would be replaced in time with one taken by Lucas Anderson after he had performed the post mortem and a cleaner version was made available to the team, but it now served as a reminder to all of them about the urgency of the investigation.
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