





[image: image]











Also by Laurence Anholt


Art of Death









Copyright


Published by Constable


ISBN: 978-1-47213-002-0


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Laurence Anholt, 2020


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Constable


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









For my lovely daughter, Maddy,
who dances at the Festival of Life









Chapter 1


While My Guitar Gently Kills


In the days leading up to the Glastonbury Festival, a raggle-taggle army of revellers hauled backpacks and tents through the leafy lanes of Somerset, towards the mythical valleys of Worthy Farm.


To pass through those turnstiles was to enter another world – a carefree utopia in which the air was thick with hypnotic rhythms, the spicy aroma of a thousand and one food stalls, and the sticky scent of ganja.


Discarding their packs, the festival-goers hunkered down for five days of sun-baked, blissed-out music and mayhem in that kaleidoscopic canvas city.


This was a special year. For the first time since the seventies, the headline act would open the festival, instead of closing it on the Sunday night. The reason was simple – the biggest band in the world could choose their own slot.


And so it was that on the Wednesday afternoon, as if guided by an invisible force, the multitude converged towards the beating heart of the festival: the Pyramid Stage, which thrust like an intergalactic chariot into the sky. Over the years, the likes of Amy Winehouse, Stevie Wonder, Baaba Maal, David Bowie, Adele, Dolly Parton and The Rolling Stones had strutted their stuff on those hallowed boards. Pity the B-listers on the outlying stages; tonight they would play to empty fields, as the rapt eyes of 175,000 festival-goers and a TV audience of gazillions were fixed on the band called Stigma.


Unless you lived on Mars, you could not have avoided the lurid stories of the Flynn twins, Ethan and Tyrone – the arguments, the bust-ups, the court cases. But now, following an acrimonious seven-year split, Stigma had reunited. Of course they would headline the festival. Of course they could choose their own time slot, no matter how inconvenient for the festival organisers and the rival stars of the music world.


Twins they might be, but the Flynns could not have been more different. Legend had it that they were even born in different years: Ethereal Ethan, first and favoured in everything, arriving a few minutes before midnight; Tyrannical Tyrone, angry and late for the proceedings, in the dawn of the new year.


What Stigma fans – or Stigs – knew was that the animosity rarely came from Ethan. His was a gentle, almost feminine presence. The bitterness belonged to his dangerous brother, who emanated resentment towards everyone, and especially his beautiful and talented twin. This was their thing. This rivalry was their identity. The Flynn twins were the Beauty and the Beast of the music world.


Despite Tyrone’s hostility, or maybe because of it, Stigma’s YouTube videos had clocked up a staggering numbers of views. Their songs were endlessly streamed and downloaded. There was something mesmeric about the incongruous pair. Androgynous Ethan was a virtuoso on any instrument, his voice a crystal river, his lyrics like mystical poems. With flowing curls, a wisp of a beard and delicate features, he had been likened to Marc Bolan, and even Jesus Christ. By contrast, snarling, spitting, shaven-headed Tyrone, whilst a competent bass guitarist, lacked his sibling’s divine talent, and having lost out in the looks department had compensated by building bulging muscles, adorned with terrifying tattoos. Tyrone was also an amateur boxer with past convictions for GBH.


By early evening, the huge bowl of Worthy valley was a churning ocean of Stigs, waving flags and jostling for position. Like antelopes to a watering hole, their numbers grew. Only the bravest or most inebriated elbowed towards the mosh pit in front of the stage, where the noise would be deafening and the crush almost unbearable. On the hillsides, families picnicked in the sunshine while teenagers snaffled cider and spliffs.


The dark stage lay unoccupied but for a few technicians in skinny jeans and Stigma T-shirts, making last-minute adjustments to the array of stringed instruments that lined the back of the platform – autoharps, dulcimers, lutes, mandolins, sitars, zithers. Yes, Ethan could play all of these and many more besides.


Now even the techies melted into the shadows, and for ten long minutes, the stage lay silent, empty and brooding. The anticipation was palpable. Would Stigma show up at all? It was not unknown for Tyrone to throw a last-minute tantrum and refuse to perform.


Slow handclaps rose and subsided. Loud yells, followed by laughter. A leaking beer can was hurled in the air.


And then at long last, a single spotlight picked out a solitary figure who entered from the wings. It was the ubiquitous Canadian radio presenter and MC, Vula Plenty. She appeared tiny on that vast stage, but she was grinning from ear to ear. Everything was all right. Stigma were here. They were going to play.


Vula raised the microphone, her velvety tones welcoming the many viewers at Worthy Farm and around the world. At last she stepped backwards, urging the crowd to give ‘an enormous Glastonbury welcome to … THE MIGHTY … STIGMA!’


A deep-throated roar of joy echoed around the valley. Pyrotechnics ejaculated into the sky. The stage erupted into incandescent brightness. And now Exquisite Ethan glided barefoot like a ballet dancer across the boards. Delicate, slender, draped in flowing clothes. On the vast screens, those emerald eyes twinkled with kindness and intelligence.


The roar did not diminish for one second as his brother entered stage right – swearing, swaggering Tyrone, swigging from a beer bottle and wrenching ugly notes from his bass guitar.


Any Stigma show was a spectacle in itself. Tonight the Flynn twins were supported by eight musicians on drums, keyboards and brass, backing singers and an exotic troupe of dancers, dressed for the occasion as sinister characters from Tarot cards – the Fool, the Magician, the Priestess, the Hermit, the Devil, the Sun and the Moon.


Taking the mic, Ethan spoke for a few minutes about how young the brothers had been the last time they played this stage, and about someone special who had come into his life and made him rethink everything. He was not a natural speaker – he mumbled and stuttered shyly – but when he began to sing, those awkward, childish tones melted into liquid silver, like the song of a fabulous bird.


The performance kicked off with Stigma standards: ‘Legend of You’, ‘Tiger in the Subway’, ‘Heathen Child’, ‘And For You a Love Song’ – in which Tyrone plucked moodily at his strings, while Ethan coaxed enchanted rhythms from mandolin and lute, his tremulous voice floating into the evening air, where countless iPhones and cigarette lighters swayed.


In one extraordinary piece of theatre, the fragile man stopped playing abruptly. He raised a thin finger to his lips. As the world fell silent, he pointed across the stage, over the festival site, beyond fields and woods towards a distant hilltop where the sun was sinking in a melodramatic blaze behind the ancient tor of Glastonbury. Even the most cynical viewer felt the skin-crawling magic of the moment.


As lasers and strobes lacerated the sky, Stigma launched into several classics from their best-selling album, GlobalEyes, which had scooped nearly every award the fawning music industry had to offer. The years of separation had done nothing to diminish their genius. The multitude swayed and dissolved in a communal orgasm of bliss … Ethan Flynn was on fire!


At the midpoint of the concert, Ethan turned to raise his legendary vintage Stratocaster – a gleaming marvel of craftsmanship known to Stigs as Excalibur. The audience went wild; St John Ambulance crews worked frantically, tending to over-excited fans who had simply passed out with rapture. Ethan slung the strap around his neck and gazed tenderly at the instrument like the father of a newborn child. The world knew what was coming, and they prepared to sing along to Stigma’s all-time greatest hit, ‘While My Guitar Gently Kills’.


Ethan’s pale face turned towards his sweating brother, and in the faint smile that illuminated a billion screens, the love he had for Tyrone and every one of his doting fans was plain to see. Ethan so loved the world that he gave this unforgettable song …


But as his fingers shaped the first complex chord, something appalling happened. Something momentous.


Something shocking in every sense of the word.









Chapter 2


Shock and Awe


DI Shanti Joyce was working late at her cluttered desk at Yeovil HQ when she took the call.


‘Seen the news, boss?’


‘What do you think I’m doing, Benno? Relaxing in front of the TV?’


‘Take a look at the Stigma gig at Glastonbury.’


Shanti had heard of Stigma, of course – all those trancey-dancey numbers like ‘Heathen Child’ – but it wasn’t really her thing. She didn’t think it was Sergeant ‘Benno’ Bennett’s thing either.


As a rule, she didn’t bother much with Glastonbury, although she’d make an exception for soul legend Sista Tremble on Sunday night. That was real music. Shanti had an evening planned in front of the TV with Mum and a bottle of Chardonnay. Maybe Paul could stay up late if he behaved.


Prodding her iPad into life, she quickly realised that the internet was alight, like a sparkler in a firework box. On every news channel and social media platform, an extraordinary image was playing again and again – a Stigma performance on the Pyramid Stage. Ethan Flynn, slim-limbed, mesmeric and barefoot beneath the spotlights.


The rock god turned and raised his guitar, Excalibur. Tossing the strap around his neck, he paused and smiled. But at the very first chord of the song, an ear-splitting wail surged from every amp, and a searing flash of electricity burst from his fingers.


In front of the astonished multitude, his long hair leapt outwards. Eyeballs bulged. Smoke streamed from fingers and toes. And then, with a ghastly rictus snarl on his face, he began to dance. Not the usual Ethan Flynn girlie-whirly gyrations. This was jerky, spasmodic St Vitus dancing that was painful to watch. He twisted. He shimmied. He jived. Thin limbs thrashed like a houseplant in a hurricane.


Ethan Flynn was quite literally on fire.


At last someone cut the power, and he fell. As the music died, brother Tyrone and the backing singers were left gawping dumbly like goldfish. The throaty roar of the crowd disintegrated into chaotic wails and screams as a weirdly costumed troupe of dancers rushed towards the smoking body, which enfolded the guitar like a giant mantis around its prey.


Shanti stared at her screen in disbelief. What had she just watched? Was that part of the act, or had the world’s media live-streamed a demonic dance of death?


On the stage, MC Vula Plenty pleaded for calm, but without a working mic, her words were swallowed in the jeers and wails and boos of the crowd.


At the back of the stage, a surreal tableau was taking place as the strangely costumed dancers bore Ethan’s charred and twisted body into the wings.


‘Holy moly, Benno! I’m watching it now. That’s Ethan Flynn. Is he …?’


‘Dead, boss.’


‘Well I’m truly sorry. But why are you telling me?’


‘The festival is policed by the Keynsham squad and they’ve put in an urgent request for you to attend.’


‘I’m flattered. I think. But why me?’


‘They’re stretched to their limits with the demands of the festival.’


‘I see that. But there must be other DIs closer to hand.’


‘It’s you they want, boss. And Caine too. Since the two of you cracked the Havfruen case, it seems you’re the “go-to team for weird shit in the West Country”. Their words, not mine.’


‘Jeez, Benno. I won’t be putting that on my CV. But Caine’s on leave, isn’t he?’


‘Shall I track him down?’


‘I’ll handle it. What I want you to do is seal the area – I need screens around everything and a cordon across the stage. Gather every millisecond of footage you can lay your hands on. And Benno … don’t let a soul within a hundred metres of that smouldering superstar.’


As she threw a few items into her shoulder bag, Shanti reflected on something odd that Benno had mentioned just before he hung up:


‘By the way, boss, you may as well know that the rumour mills have started to turn.’


‘What kind of rumours?’


‘People are speculating that this wasn’t an accident. That Ethan’s death was …’


‘Deliberate?’


‘Yeah. Deliberate.’


She ran the footage one last time, noting the way in which Tyrone Flynn responded to his sibling’s demise. You’d expect astonishment. Horror. Disbelief. But from what she could tell, the bellicose brother simply tossed down his guitar, drained his beer and stormed off the stage in disgust.


Hurrying along the flickering corridors, Shanti experienced a familiar mix of sensations: distress at what she had just seen – this was a human being after all, a talented young man microwaved in his prime – but alongside that a surge of adrenaline more thrilling than any drug. She had got the call. She, DI Shanti Joyce, was on the job. Whatever the hell had taken place, just twenty-five miles from here, was her responsibility. She alone would solve the case.


Alone? The Keynsham Kops had asked for Caine too. She liked to think of herself as a lone wolf, but she had to admit that her long-haired colleague knew stuff that she did not. The local geography for a start, and Caine probably had all kinds of irritating facts at his fingertips about music and the effects of high voltage on the nervous system. Come to think of it, he was bound to be a Stigma fan. He probably collected their albums in alphabetical order.


Hurrying across the car park, Shanti made two calls. The first was to her mother – ‘No, Mum, I won’t be home any time soon. Go to bed and don’t worry. How long? One night at least. Maybe more. How’s Paul? Well give him a kiss for me. Thanks, Mum. Love you …’


The second call was to Vincent Caine – ‘Veggie Cop’ as he was known to the Yeovil Yoof. The chances of him answering were virtually zero. He seemed to spend most of his time ‘in retreat’ at his cabin, deep in the Undercliff outside Lyme Regis. It was virtually the only place on earth that had no network coverage whatsoever, and Caine liked it that way. He wanted to be ‘at one with nature’. He wanted to meditate in silence. She decided to give him one chance and then go it alone. So she was astonished when, after a few rings, Caine answered her call.









Chapter 3


The Dancing Detective


‘Good grief. You answered.’


‘You’ll have to speak up, Shanti. It’s very noisy here.’


‘I can hear that, Caine. Where the hell are you? Feelings workshop at the men’s group?’


‘Can’t hear you, Shant …’


‘I said … Oh never mind. Listen, there’s been a death. A weird one. On the Pyramid Stage at Glastonbury.’


‘I saw it.’


‘Yeah. Half the world saw it. You at a seance? What’s all the wailing?’


‘No, I mean I saw it. Right in front of my eyes. Twenty minutes ago … I’m at the festival. I was dancing.’


‘You what? You hate noise and crowds … and there are probably beef burgers too.’


‘I’m keeping someone company. Anyway, I like Glasto, Shant. There’s a lot of love … At least there was until just now.’


‘OK, well we got the case. So sit tight, I’m on my way.’


‘Shanti, I’m on leave. I took a week out for the festival. I’m sorry.’


‘Tell me when I get there. I’ll meet you directly in front of the Pyramid Stage in an hour.’


‘There are a hundred thousand people in front of the Pyramid Stage. Text me when you arrive and I’ll find you. But I’m telling you, you’re on your own with this one.’


As she shovelled a pile of rubbish from the front seats of her Saab – bundles of files, a Lego space station, a weeping can of Fanta and a useful-looking half-eaten Mars bar – Shanti considered her reluctant partner. He was a Buddhist, for God’s sake; why of all professions had he chosen the law? Then she recalled his uncanny ability to solve crimes. Slow, alert, intuitive, like an Apache tracker … an Apache tracker working out of the concrete edifice of Yeovil Police HQ.


The satnav told her that the festival was situated at Worthy Farm in the village of Kilton, just outside Glastonbury. Under normal circumstances, that was less than thirty-five minutes up the A37, but she knew traffic would be heavy around the festival site. Benno had arranged for her to leave the car as close as possible to the Five Heads pub in Kilton. From there, one of the Keynsham Kops would collect her in a 4x4, and blue-light her to the scene.


Jeez, this was exciting! There was nothing she loved more than an off-road adventure.


In the dying light of the day, she passed ancient farmyards and apple orchards; a converted van by the roadside where a tie-dyed family sold chainsawed toadstools. She saw signs for yoga retreats and shamanic healers – everywhere an incongruous blend of the bucolic and the bohemian.


As she entered the pretty village of Kilton, she realised the traffic was almost at a standstill; in and out of the gridlocked vehicles, a stream of pedestrians wove like fish – many staggeringly stoned or inebriated, some weeping at what they had seen.


It was a hot night, and to her right, the door of the ancient Five Heads was propped open. Within the gloomy interior she made out a huddle of locals sitting around tables sipping pints. She watched a dreadlocked couple enter with backpacks and two skinny lurchers on strings. Even from inside her car she could sense the hostility with which they were received. A moment later they emerged empty-handed and went on their way.


The lanes were lined with hundreds of traffic cones, but Shanti spotted a space just beyond the pub. Expertly nudging a couple of cones aside with the front of the Saab, she parked tight against a stone wall.


Within seconds, an angry cop in a high-vis jacket came rushing to her side. ‘What the fuck d’you think you’re doing?’ he snapped.


Shanti stepped calmly onto the warm tarmac and flashed her warrant card.


‘I’m doing my job, Constable. There’s been a major incident on site and I’m leading the case. And don’t you dare swear when you’re on duty, or I’ll have you on a fucking charge. I’ve clocked your collar number.’


‘I … er, sorry, ma’am. It’s been a long day.’


‘Right, well see this car?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘I love this Saab. You guard it with your life, all right?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


She pulled the cones back into place. ‘Now please excuse me … my carriage awaits.’


A blinking neon Land Rover glided towards them. Shanti pulled open the passenger door, and as the embarrassed plod held up the traffic, the driver executed a swift U-turn and, with sirens wailing, returned in the direction of the festival site, swerving frequently up the steep banks of the lane to circumnavigate vehicles.


‘DI Shanti Joyce?’ asked the outrageously young female driver. ‘I’m a big fan of your work. I followed every detail of the Havfruen case. This is awesome!’


Christ! thought Shanti. I’ve got a fan club. Just wait till I tell Mum.


As they slalomed between the crowds, she gathered a little background. The on-site force had a base to the north of the festival site, with spill-over cells at Keynsham HQ. Up until now they had considered themselves prepared for almost any eventuality at the world’s largest green-field festival. After all, Glastonbury had been running successfully for nearly fifty years. In the early days it had been overdoses, drug dealers and unlicensed vehicles. Lost children, several births and a few heart attacks. Thefts from tents, the occasional brawl or sexual assault. In recent years they had introduced an armed unit and upped the helicopter presence to counter the terrifying threat of terrorism. But the outrageously theatrical death of music legend Ethan Flynn was in a different league. A kind of mass bereavement had swept over Worthy Farm, and the police were having a hell of a time keeping distraught fans from the body.


‘The Pyramid Stage and backstage VIP area are being sealed, and I’ve just heard that the SOCO team have arrived.’


‘Who’s the festival coordinator?’ asked Shanti.


‘Best person to talk to is MC Vula Plenty. Vula knows everybody.’


They were heading through boundless car parks, across rutted fields towards the towering eight-mile fence that encircled the 1,100-acre site.


As they paused behind a reversing tractor, the young cop asked to borrow Shanti’s phone. ‘I’m downloading an interactive map of the festival site for you. Here we go … This is where we are now … and the Pyramid Stage is down there.’


‘Thanks,’ said Shanti. ‘That’s really useful.’


The Land Rover passed through a heavily guarded gateway set aside for emergency vehicles, and as they entered the site, it felt to Shanti that they were crossing a border into a strange country with its own set of laws. The vehicle inched through the almost impenetrable crowds, avoiding a tundra of tents and the occasional horizontal figure in the grass. Didn’t these people ever go to bed? Shanti wondered. It was Wednesday night, for Christ’s sake. Didn’t they have jobs in the morning?


The youthful driver was still talking, more loudly now because of the incessant dance music. ‘Could you give me, like, your top tip? You know, for investigating a crime?’


‘Well … I suppose you need to be constantly vigilant – there may be hidden clues in every detail you see and every phrase you hear.’


‘I like that. But I guess they’re just as likely to be red herrings?’


‘That’s the skill, telling one from the other … And by the way, we don’t yet know if a crime has been committed.’


‘That’s true. But when a celebrity like Ethan dies, everyone is quick to draw conclusions. I mean, it’s well known that there was no love lost between the Flynn twins – at least from Tyrone’s point of view.’


The fresh-faced cop reminded Shanti of a younger version of herself – keen as mustard but with very little actual experience. ‘Yeah, well the thing I’ve learnt is not to jump to conclusions. You’re young, but here’s a little wisdom: a good detective is prepared to embrace uncertainty.’


‘Oh, I love that phrase. Isn’t that’s what Vincent Caine always says?’


‘You know Caine?’


‘I’ve never actually met him, but like I say, I studied every detail of the Havfruen case, and Vincent Caine is my idol. I believe he’s known as the Mindful Detective.’ The young driver had that annoying upturned inflection that made every sentence into a question.


‘You know, you should get out more … and talking of getting out, why don’t you drop me here? Thanks for your help, but I can see the Pyramid Stage in the distance and it’s got to be quicker on foot.’


‘It’s been awesome meeting you. Listen, there’s a copy of POLICE magazine in the glove compartment – it’s the Havfruen edition. You wouldn’t …?’


‘You want me to sign it?’


‘Well, if you like. But I was really hoping that you would get Inspector Caine to sign …’


Shanti threw her bag over her shoulder and jostled along the walkways between multicoloured stalls selling everything from Bob Marley wigs to fairy wings. My God, there were youths openly smoking drugs … If she wasn’t on a case she would …


The surging throng left her completely befuddled, so she was almost relieved when she finally made contact with Caine.


The tall detective was dressed in loose trousers, walking boots and a white T-shirt, looking very much at home. Shanti noticed that he was in the company of an attractive flame-haired woman at least five years his junior. To her annoyance, she felt a frisson of jealousy, which she swiftly booted to the backwoods of her mind. She was here for one thing only. Emotion was a tool she did not need.









Chapter 4


The Passing of the
Pale Prodigy


‘All right, Caine. Let’s do this.’


‘Shanti, I’d like you to meet Misty. She’s—’


‘We’ll socialise later, shall we? Is this the entrance to the backstage area?’


She turned in time to see Caine kissing the girl tenderly on each cheek whilst gazing deeply into her eyes.


‘Caine. Get over here.’


‘Shanti, I’ll say it again – I’m on leave. I don’t want to get involved …’


Deaf to his protests, Shanti flashed her ID at the beefy security guards and strode into the screened VIP zone, where musicians and festival crew stood shell-shocked amidst an array of vehicles: tinted tour buses, Winnebagos, full-sized articulated trucks loaded with equipment; even a couple of vintage double-decker buses. She noticed various temporary structures – yurts and marquees, equipped with bars and catering facilities to suit the demands of every diva, crooner and starlet – as well as rows of luxurious pods and tents, toilet and shower facilities, and a spacious seating area laid out with picnic tables and sun chairs.


Near the back of the towering Pyramid Stage, two private ambulances were parked haphazardly alongside SOCO vans and a flashing cluster of police vehicles. Dunster, Spalding and a few of the Yeovil crew were questioning tearful technicians and reeling roadies.


Benno came down a flight of black steps from the back of the stage, and she noticed the respectful way in which he and Caine acknowledged each other. Big, burly Benno. A third-generation cop who played by the rules.


‘How are you, boss?’


‘Unhappy, Benno. Too many people trampling on my crime scene. Who are that lot?’


She nodded at a small crowd gathered around a handsome woman in her early fifties who appeared to be utterly convulsed with grief.


‘Queenie Flynn, boss. Mother of the deceased. She’s also been Stigma’s manager since the early days. The big lads are road crew, and from what I gather most of them were related to Ethan in some way – nieces, nephews, uncles … It’s a family affair, and the Flynns are very protective.’


‘Will the mother talk?’


‘No chance. She’s completely beside herself, poor woman. The medics gave her something to calm her down, but … take a look …’


Queenie Flynn had broken away from her minders and was on her knees in the grass, sobbing and crawling towards the stage. Some of the Flynn womenfolk hauled her back, soothing and murmuring and stroking her hair.


‘Send them all home, Benno. Where are they staying?’


‘The Flynn family home isn’t far. Just outside Frome.’


‘Tell Queenie we’ll visit as soon as she’s ready to give a statement.’


‘Sorry, boss, but she won’t leave until the body has been removed.’


Caine’s face was a picture of pained compassion. ‘Tell us about Ethan’s brother,’ he said quietly.


Shanti had seen this before – the way Caine’s reluctance gave way to curiosity. He couldn’t help but help.


‘Tyrone? He’s an aggressive sod. He seems more concerned with record sales than his dead twin.’


‘He has previous convictions, doesn’t he?’


‘Three counts of GBH.’


‘Nice,’ said Shanti. ‘Where’s he staying?’


‘Tyrone and Ethan had rooms at a farmhouse in Kilton village. It’s where many of the big names stay. I instructed him not to leave the vicinity and I’ve stationed a couple of uniforms outside the farm.’


‘Good work, Benno,’ said Shanti. ‘By the way, do the Flynn twins have partners? Or children?’


‘Ethan was unmarried, but in and out of relationships according to the tabloids. Tyrone is married and I believe his wife is expecting their first child. That’s why she isn’t on site.’


‘OK, that’s all useful. Now Caine and I would like to view the deceased, if we may.’


‘Up the steps and left into the wings. You’ll find Dawn Knightly and her SOCO team are already there.’


‘Of course, the body was moved. Damn it … when will people learn to leave things alone?’


‘I guess it was all too public. The dance troupe carried him offstage, then the paramedics did their thing. Ironically, they even tried to shock him back to life with a defibrillator.’


‘I’m assuming no one thought to photograph him in situ?’


‘Don’t think so, boss. It was a bit chaotic and hysterical.’


‘Has the stage been screened off?’


‘We’ve made a start.’


‘Right, come on, Caine. It’s time to meet the legend that was Ethan Flynn.’


‘Better on an empty stomach,’ said Benno. ‘I’m afraid he ain’t as pretty as he used to be.’


Shanti headed towards the steps, taking two disposable suits and two pairs of latex gloves from the constable on duty. But Caine did not follow her.


‘For Christ’s sake, Caine,’ she hissed. ‘Don’t do this to me. What is your issue?’


A long pause.


‘I’m sorry, Shant. I’m no good at this. I’m not as tough as you. It’s too painful …’


‘This is unbelievable. Right, let me spell it out. You’re a serving officer. This is what we do. Don’t you realise this is potentially the biggest case of my career? Of our careers. Look up there … Police helicopters! With searchlights. When was the last time you had a job with helicopters?’


‘It’s just that—’


‘I need you, Caine. Is that what you want me to say?’ My God, his eyes were actually moist. ‘OK, well, will you please just examine the body? You’re good at that stuff, you know you are. Do it for her …’ She nodded towards Ethan’s genuflecting mother, who was praying wide-eyed to the heavens, then shoved the paper suit firmly in Caine’s direction and watched him pull it on, reluctant as a child dressing for school.


At the top of the steps they entered the wings area, where a group of similarly white-clad investigators were at work behind a nylon screen. As they drew closer, they saw the familiar stocky form of senior forensic investigator Dawn Knightly bent over a body. Dawn was a few years older than Shanti, but there was mutual affection between the pair, both tough women.


‘What have you got for us, Dawn?’


Knightly’s eyes sparkled when she saw Shanti and Caine.


‘Ethan Flynn, aged twenty-nine, musician from the band Stigma. Probable cause of death: electrocution. I’ve got a team on stage hunting for DNA and dusting for prints, and my electrical whizz is on her way. You know the deal – we treat it as homicide until we know different.’


‘Quite right, Dawn. Caine and I will examine the body if that’s OK.’


Dawn stepped away from the cadaver and Shanti and Caine flinched in unison.


Corpses come in many shapes and sizes. Most are horizontal. Some appear almost asleep, but the blackened rock star was weirdly angular and rigid – like a giant grasshopper caught in a forest fire. That was tolerable. But it was the face that made the Fanta and half a Mars bar lurch in Shanti’s belly – a cheap joke-shop imitation of a face, with wild hair extended to its tips, vast bulging eyeballs, and a sharp, blackened tongue protruding from the distorted mouth.


‘Whoa!’ she gasped.


‘May he be at peace,’ said Caine.


‘Only ever seen one like it before,’ said Knightly cheerfully. ‘Nineteen ninety-eight I think it was. A cricketer got caught out … by a bolt of lightning.’


‘Right. Just give me a moment,’ said Shanti, backing away a few paces and closing her eyes. As she inhaled gulps of Somerset air, she felt the gentle pressure of Caine’s hand on her arm. Remembering his annoyingly pretty companion, she shook him away and steeled herself for action.


‘Time of death?’


‘Twenty-one forty-four,’ said Knightly.


‘Witnesses?’


‘About twenty-four million, boss,’ said Benno, coming alongside.


‘Funny, Benno. I mean who was onstage?’


‘The other members of the band – drummer, keyboardists, brass section – the fancy-dress dancers, backing singers, a crew of roadies, sound and lighting technicians, MC Vula Plenty, who’ll be joining us shortly, brother Tyrone, of course … and Ethan’s mum out the back. Poor woman watched the whole horror show.’


While they were talking, Caine reverentially approached the cadaver. With gentle fingertips he touched the forehead, muttering some sort of incantation. Then his gloved fingers fell to the gawping eyes, but without lids, they would not close. Pulling a pen torch from a pocket, he knelt and scrutinised each rigid limb within the charred cloth. Next he raised the slim feet and examined the scorched soles.


At last he inspected Ethan’s hands, which were clenched into black fists. Prising open the carbonised fingers, he shone the beam within. In the centre of each palm lay a raw wound, from which black blood oozed.


With an expression of wide-eyed amazement, DI Caine turned and looked up at the silent group around him.


‘Stigmata,’ he said.









Chapter 5


Beautiful Musical Murder


‘Why did you have to say that, Caine?’


They had stepped away from the body, allowing Dawn and her team to resume their work.


‘Say what?’


‘You know, stigmata. You sounded like a fruitcake.’


‘Stigmata are marks on the hands or feet that correspond to Christ’s crucifixion wounds. But in fact there are mentions of them in Buddhism and other belief systems—’


‘I know what they are. I’m not a total idiot. But that creepy thing you did with his hands … I’m embarrassed to even say it – you sort of smelled them. Everyone was watching.’


‘Oh, OK. Well, it’s said that stigmata have a particular smell – a sweet aroma like flowers, which is sometimes called the odour of sanctity. But I couldn’t detect anything except scorched flesh.’


‘Listen, Caine, it doesn’t matter about our team, they’re used to your weirdness. I mean the Keynsham crew – they’re going to think we’re a pair of nutjobs. Did you know we’re already described as the “go-to pair for weird shit in the West Country”?’


Caine smiled faintly. ‘Ah, Shanti, you shouldn’t care what people say. You’re a first-class DI. The best.’


‘I am. I know that. It’s you I’m worried about.’


‘You’re right. I don’t have the temperament for this work. I think about handing in my badge every day.’


‘Oh boy, why are you always fishing for compliments? OK, listen … Benno reckons you’re just about the most talented DI he ever knew, and he was literally born in a peaked hat.’


‘All right, Shanti. I’m going to show you something I noticed. Then I’ll be on my way.’


He led her out of the wings and onto the stage itself, where, behind screens, Dawn’s SOCO team were dusting for prints and scrutinising the complicated apparatus: towering stacks of speakers and amps, a huge drum kit on a dais, a plethora of keyboards and a line of antiquated stringed instruments on stands.


To step onto that high stage was a dizzying experience, which only the likes of Ethan Flynn would ever know. As far as the eye could see, the lights of the festival twinkled in the pounding night. On the grassy arena below their feet, a cordon had been established thirty metres back from the stage, where armed and mounted cops patrolled. Beyond that, a multitude of Stigs stared up at the Pyramid Stage, forlornly holding ragged flags, like defeated troops after a battle. Shanti noticed dozens of popping flashes in the half-light.


‘Bloody hell,’ she said. ‘Do you ever feel you’re being watched? It’s like being an actor in some crazy play.’


‘Just ignore it,’ said Caine. ‘Right, this is where he fell. Don’t worry, the power has been shut down.’ He led her towards the front of the stage, where microphones on stands stood in front of wedge-shaped amplifiers. He pointed to the deck. ‘And this is Excalibur.’


The lethal instrument lay at their feet – lacquered and elegantly curved.


‘What do you notice, Shant?’


‘Jeez, I don’t know … It’s still connected to the amp. It has a canvas strap. There are scorch marks and … oh my God, are those scraps of burnt flesh stuck to the strings?’


‘Look carefully at the floor. What do you see?’


‘Caine, this isn’t the time for party games.’


‘There are footprints, Shanti. Wet footprints, left by Ethan Flynn, I should say.’


‘Footprints? Where?’


He was touching one of them, and examining his gloved fingertips. The footprints were long and slim and ghostly faint.


‘They’ve almost evaporated in the heat,’ said Caine. ‘But if you follow them backwards, you’ll see that they originated from this damp area by the amp. The guitar stand is right in the middle, so he couldn’t have avoided stepping in it as he picked up Excalibur.’


‘He probably pissed himself. It happens all the time as people die.’


‘But he didn’t die here. He died over there at the front of the stage.’


‘He spilt something. Maybe he was holding a drink.’


‘Tyrone had a bottle of beer, but Ethan never drank on stage. And I’m fairly sure this is water.’


‘Excuse me. What is the relevance of this, Caine?’


‘Well, as you know, Ethan always performed in bare feet.’


‘Yes, but what’s that got to do with anything?’


‘Conductivity. The combination of electricity, water and bare skin is lethal.’


She stared at him with half-concealed awe. ‘All right, Caine, you’re a bloody marvel. Another twenty minutes and that water will be gone. I’ll order some photos and a sample for analysis.’


He gave her a slow smile.


‘But it still doesn’t make sense,’ continued Shanti. ‘They were halfway through the gig, right? So how come Ethan wasn’t electrocuted before?


‘I wondered about that too. But I’m pretty sure Excalibur was the first and only electrical instrument he played tonight – the others were old-fashioned acoustic instruments, which he used with mics or pick-ups rather than direct leads.’


‘So tell me this, Oh Wise One – why wasn’t he frazzled the second he picked up the guitar from the stand?’


‘It’s a good point, but if you study the footage, I’m pretty sure you’ll find that he lifted Excalibur by the canvas strap and the wooden body, neither of which is conductive. The first contact he made with any live components – I mean the strings – was when he played that first note.’


Shanti thought for a moment. ‘Well, OK, there we have it. Despite the rumours, what we’re looking at is an unfortunate accident. Possibly criminal negligence. A wet stage, plus bare feet, plus an electric guitar equals … KERPOW! It’s tough for Stigma fans, but a disappointingly easy case for us.’
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