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The Day Death Came Visiting


And so, the old man returned home to find Death slumbering in his chair, having come for him at last. But, thought the old man, is Death not merely another foe? A foe both weary and alone?


So, stepping lightly over the robes that spilled across his floor like rivers of tar, he searched his little house for a blade and then, with the stealth of Death himself, crept back over to his sleeping guest. Drunk on the desire to live forever, the old man raised his hands high and then drove them down hard, sinking the knife deep into the ashen insides. But he had done little more than awoken Death, who rose up to tower over the whimpering man, more vengeful and cruel than ever and unconcerned by the blade still embedded in the chair.


‘You mean to evade me?’ laughed Death. ‘You need but ask. Rest assured, you shall never feel my mercy. For only the living can suffer as you will.’


And with that, Death showed himself out.


He had much to do.


Almost seven years to the day, Death returned to the tiny cottage to find the old man slumbering in his chair, a familiar knife resting in his lap.


So, stepping lightly over the blood that spilled across his floor like crimson ribbons, Death took hold of his wrinkled arms. On feeling the chill of his grasp, the old man stirred, eyes flooding with tears as he regarded his healed wounds.


‘Please!’ he cried. ‘Have you not already taken everything from me? Have I not suffered enough?’


Amused, his visitor leaned over to whisper in his ear:


‘No, my old friend … Not yet.’


And with that, Death showed himself out.


For he still had much to do.
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CHAPTER 1


The indicators clicked loudly, shapes illuminating and then being reclaimed by shadow, as though an unseen audience were sparking matches in the darkness. When a lanky silhouette waved him down, Detective Sergeant Benjamin Chambers turned the wheel into Hyde Park. The figure hurried over to open the gate, the dark green of the Parks Department jacket catching in the headlights as he struggled with the lock. Tackling the frozen metal barehanded, his guide gestured for him to follow as he jogged ahead on foot.


Chambers stifled a yawn, put the car in gear and set off along the untreated service road, hearing the change in pitch as wet concrete gave way to compacted ice.


‘Don’t run him over … Don’t run him over,’ he muttered under his breath, not at all confident the car would stop should his escort decide to, the wheels spinning more and more regularly, the deeper they ventured into the sprawling London park.


Suddenly, the man in front lost his footing, disappearing somewhere beneath the bonnet in time to a concerning thud. The brakes juddered underfoot as the car slid to a leisurely stop.


Chambers winced, leaning forward in his seat and watching the end of the bonnet anxiously …


But then a cheerful face popped up between the headlights, an illuminated name badge proudly declaring its owner: Deano.


‘Sorry!’ the man waved, getting back to his feet.


‘You’re sorry?!’ Chambers called back incredulously, shaking his head.


‘It’s just up past those trees!’ shouted Deano, not learning his lesson as he assumed his position three precarious steps ahead of the car.


Reluctantly, Chambers started the vehicle rolling again. Keeping his distance, he eventually parked up beside a patrol car, two uniformed officers inside sheltering from the cold wind that rushed in the moment he pulled on the handle. He gritted his teeth and climbed out, bundling his coat up around his neck as his Parks Department guide regarded him with surprise.


‘Never met a black detective before,’ he informed Chambers, who took the inane comment in his stride.


‘First time for everything. Although, if you ask me, I am in fact a very, very, very dark brown,’ he replied sarcastically, already scanning the vicinity for a body.


Deano chuckled: ‘So you are. Guess that’s why you’re the detective.’


‘Guess so,’ replied Chambers, frowning now, seeing only an assemblage of footprints encircling the stone base of a statue. ‘It’s all in the details … details like: where’s this dead body I’m meant to be looking at?’


At that moment, a car door slammed: one of the uniformed officers finally working up the nerve to head back outside. With dirty-blond slicked-back hair, he was a good decade younger than Chambers: twenty-one years old at most. Pocketing the remainder of a chocolate bar, he made his way over to shake the detective’s hand.


‘DS Chambers?’ he asked with a South London twang. ‘Adam Winter. And that …’ he gestured to his partner, a Viking-like tree trunk of a woman who had begrudgingly followed him out, ‘is Reilly.’ The other officer nodded curtly and then returned to the matter of not freezing to death. ‘We’ve actually met before,’ Winter told him, ‘on that jumper job.’


Chambers nodded: ‘With the …’


‘Thing.’


‘And the …’


‘Thing.’


‘I remember.’


The conversation paused when a bitter gust of wind blew through the trees, both men needing a moment to compose themselves.


‘Jesus Christ,’ complained Winter, shaking off the chill.


‘So, I was told you’d found a body under a statue,’ said Chambers casually, pretty sure he’d had a wasted drive. ‘It’s like Chinese whispers that control room,’ he joked, in no way pointing blame at the young constable – he had enough enemies as it was.


‘No kidding,’ replied Winter, directing him over to add his footprints to the dozens already stamped into the grass. ‘Errrm … The body isn’t under the statue … The body is the statue.’


Chambers raised his eyebrows sceptically and then looked up to the ice-coated figure perched ten feet above them atop a stone pedestal.


‘First noticed by a jogger at about eleven-thirty.’


Chambers glanced down at his watch.


‘… a.m,’ Winter clarified. ‘Eleven-thirty a.m.’


Now even more confused, Chambers took a few steps back to better appreciate the scene. He squinted up at what he was still reasonably confident was a weather-worn piece of art: completely naked upon a rough stone slab, a muscular male figure sat with his chin resting on his right knuckle, as if deep in thought. In the exposed areas, windswept icicles covered the skin like fur; in the more sheltered, it was an inhuman blueish hue.


Chambers looked unconvinced as Winter continued:


‘Said she’d passed these statues a hundred times without really noticing them, but this time something felt different. She let it play on her mind all day until coming back this evening and realising that, yeah, something wasn’t right: first and foremost – it was a frozen corpse.’


‘It’s meant to have been here all day?’ asked Chambers, moving around the base to find a better position. ‘And no one else noticed?’


‘Would you?’


‘… Still haven’t,’ he conceded, squinting up at it.


‘I’m thinking,’ piped up Winter’s intimidating colleague, whose name he’d already forgotten, ‘we can put this down as “bizarre way of committing suicide” number seven million and one. It’s pretty common in the parks. But then, what do I know? That’s for you to decide in your infinite wisdom.’


The woman clearly had an issue with him, but Chambers was both too cold and too tired to rise to it.


‘Sorry about her,’ said Winter, shaking his head at his partner. ‘She’s a delight when you get to know her though, aren’t you, Kim?’ he called, receiving a middle finger back in response.


‘Have you been up there?’ Chambers asked him.


‘Wouldn’t want to contaminate the scene,’ Winter smiled back, playing his get out of jail free card impeccably. ‘Plus, you know, we figured he wasn’t going anywhere.’


Chambers let out a frozen sigh: ‘Can’t do a lot without a lad—’


‘There’s one built into the base,’ an eavesdropping Deano informed him helpfully. ‘Round the back.’


Winter made no effort to conceal the smirk on his face. Chambers, meanwhile, looked as though he might cry.


‘… Great.’


The fifteen-rung ascension had felt far longer, the biting wind building strength with every inch he climbed as Chambers scrambled onto the pedestal’s flat summit, his pocket torch clamped between his teeth.


With its broad back facing him, the figure appeared as inanimate and perfect as it had from the ground. Carefully crawling across the ice to reach it, he removed the flashlight from his mouth, tracing the beam along the form’s opaque glaze, still uncertain as to what he was looking at … until he came across the crease in the statue’s elbow: a wrinkled area of blue skin – but unquestionably skin. Even though a part of him had been expecting it, Chambers was startled and dropped the torch, which rolled off the podium and twisted through the air like a falling star.


‘Shit,’ he whispered, a little embarrassed.


‘Everything OK up there?’ Winter shouted up.


‘Fine!’ he called back, tentatively getting up onto his knees to look at the frozen face by the light of the moon:


He was handsome – movie-star handsome – flawless. Perhaps he was an actor, thought Chambers. It would certainly align with the attention-craving mindset required to climb up naked onto a podium and strike a pose until one went solid.


Growing more confident in his footing, Chambers stood upright, leaning in close to see whether there were any identifying marks or features, his face mere inches from the statue’s, his misting breath reflecting off the shiny skin.


Something wasn’t right … Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on … Something about the eyes perhaps? Icy blue … Intense … Piercing … Not the glassy gaze of a vacant vessel.


He stared into them, transfixed … when a hand grasped out at him.


Instinctively staggering backwards, Chambers tore his arm from its grip and felt himself fall, the sharp intake of breath he took on the way down robbed from him the moment he hit the ground.


‘Detective!’ shouted Winter, the first to rush over.


‘He …’ Chambers wheezed, looking up at the night sky. ‘He …’


‘What? I can’t understand you. Just stay still!’ Winter turned to his partner: ‘Call an ambulance!’ Chambers attempted to sit up. ‘Please, sir. Stay still!’


‘He’s … He’s still … alive!’ gasped Chambers, lying back down and struggling to breathe as the others’ horrified expressions manifested into a frenzy of activity.


And all the while, he just lay there, unable to do anything more than stare up at the twinkling stars and the tragic, yet surreally beautiful, figure above him.


Winter had draped his jacket over the immovable man’s shoulders, an act of kindness akin to hurling a sponge at a tsunami. They’d attempted to move him but found the majority of his joints locked in place, the awkward positioning thwarting any aspiration of lifting him down unaided. And so, Winter had remained up there beside him, a muttered monologue of reassurances and insincere promises filling the time until a procession of blue lights followed Deano through the trees.


Chambers was back on his feet just in time to move out of the way. Using a cherry picker, two firefighters covered the frozen man in blankets before lifting him off his slab and onto a wheelchair, their patient’s pose barely altering. The moment they’d rattled back to earth, they handed him over to the paramedics, who rushed him straight into the ambulance.


‘Hope you weren’t planning on sleeping for the next six months,’ quipped Winter, joining Chambers to watch as the ambulance crew struggled to attach their equipment. ‘Think I royally screwed up tonight.’


Chambers didn’t respond. He actually quite liked the overtalkative officer, but it was difficult to argue with his accurate self-evaluation.


‘I mean, we were here a good hour before you,’ continued Winter. ‘I should’ve gone up there … shouldn’t I?’


Chambers turned to him. Being both older and wiser, it felt one of those perfect moments to bestow an invaluable pearl of wisdom for the young man to carry for years to come: ‘… Yep.’


Winter was clearly beating himself up over it but moved the conversation on nonetheless: ‘No sign of a struggle?’


‘Not that I could see.’


‘Who’d do something like that to themselves?’


Chambers opened his mouth to answer, when there was a commotion from the back of the ambulance:


‘Paddles!’


A monotonic tone rang out over the clearing as the crowd of emergency-service personnel watched helplessly.


‘Clear!’


‘Shocking!’


The body barely flinched, despite the surge of electricity coursing through it.


‘No pulse!’


‘Charging!’


While the others watched the inevitable events unfold, Chambers turned his back on the futile resuscitation efforts and returned to the empty podium.


‘So, what are you thinking?’ asked Winter, following him down, ‘… Detective Chambers?’


‘Who’d do something like that to themselves?’ he mumbled in reply, still lost in thought as he stalked the footprints around the large stone base. ‘It’s extreme. No doubt. And yet, feels a little …’ he struggled to find the correct word while the man they were discussing was dying just twenty metres away, ‘… non-committal.’


‘Non-committal?’ asked Winter, sounding only moderately appalled.


‘That jogger could’ve called it in twelve hours ago,’ reasoned Chambers, looking into the dark trees as if there might have been someone there. ‘Things could’ve been very different.’


‘True.’


‘And why here?’ he continued. ‘It’s on show, but it’s also shielded by trees on most sides and ten feet up in the air. If the idea was to go out in a blaze of glory, why not climb Nelson’s Column or do it somewhere a little more public at least?’


‘… Non-committal,’ said Winter, watching the detective in fascination.


‘Non-committal,’ Chambers nodded, finally tearing himself away from the trees.


As the final token chest compressions slowed to a stop, Winter sighed: ‘Guess he got what he wanted regardless.’


‘Actually,’ said Chambers, kneeling down to more closely examine a set of footprints, ‘I’m not so sure he did.’
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CHAPTER 2


‘Detective? … Detective?’ Chambers awoke with a start, grasping a fistful of the woman’s lab coat and staring up at her wild-eyed. ‘Woah! Woah!’ said Dr Sykes, New Scotland Yard’s Head Medical Examiner.


After taking a moment to absorb his insipid surroundings, he let go of the doctor and rubbed his face: ‘Sorry.’


‘No harm done,’ smiled Sykes, who was probably only a year or two from retirement and could do without being assaulted first thing in the morning. ‘Long night?’


‘You could say that,’ Chambers replied, habitually economical with his words.


‘Are you finishing soon?’


He glanced at his watch: ‘… Two hours ago.’


Sykes raised her eyebrows: ‘How about we get you some coffee?’


Having officially assumed responsibility of the patient, the ambulance crew had followed protocol and transported the thawing body back to St Mary’s Hospital, meaning that Chambers had wasted the remainder of his shift trying to get it moved to the forensic lab for testing. Eventually successful, he had fallen asleep in one of the plastic chairs out in the corridor until being woken by the very person he’d been waiting to see.


‘I’ve got a backlog already,’ said Sykes between sips of her coffee. ‘London’s been especially kill-y this past week.’


‘Take a look at the file. That’s all I ask.’


‘Detective, I—’


‘Just take a look.’


Clearly exasperated, the medical examiner placed her cup down to pick up the photocopied incident report and corresponding ambulance form, brow furrowing as she scanned the first page.


‘It’s a strange one. I’ll give you that,’ the doctor conceded after reading it in its entirety. ‘And you suspect foul play?’


‘Just a hunch.’


‘I can’t prioritise a hunch,’ Sykes told him, placing the documents in her lap while she awaited an explanation.


‘I …’ Chambers hesitated. He hadn’t fully organised his own thoughts yet. ‘There were dozens of footprints at the scene, not one of which was barefooted. I’ve had officers scouring the area all night and searching nearby rubbish bins. No shoes or clothing have been recovered.’


‘According to your report, he’d been there at least twelve hours. That’s plenty of time for footprints to be disturbed or fade entirely, including the warmest part of the day. Did it get above freezing at any point yesterday?’


‘Barely.’


The doctor shrugged as if to say: Well, there you go then.


‘I can’t see him walking naked that far into a London park unnoticed.’


‘Stranger things have happened,’ said Sykes, who seemed to be rather enjoying her role as Devil’s advocate.


‘OK. It’s possible.’


‘Could he have buried his clothing somewhere?’


Chambers was about to dismiss the theory but then decided it was actually a very good point. He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his weary face again, feeling as though he were fighting a losing battle.


‘OK. OK,’ said Sykes. ‘I’ll take a look at him this morning. Go home. Get some rest. Give me a call around lunchtime.’


Chambers gave her an exhausted smile: ‘I owe you one.’


Foolishly, Chambers had thought it a good idea to stop by his desk on his way out of the building, having failed to reach it all shift. He walked into the office to discover that someone had put the department’s tired Christmas decorations to good use by placing a five-foot snowman on his chair before covering his computer in a blanket of cotton wool. Expectant faces broke into communal laughter as he opened his top drawer to find it too overflowing with fake snow. Fixing a smile in place, he nodded along like a good sport, despite the extent of the mess feeling borderline malicious.


‘Duck. Duck. Duck,’ warned DI Graham Lewis, once his softly-spoken training officer, now one of the few friends he had left. ‘Boss’s looking for you.’


Chambers crouched behind the tatty snowman while Lewis smiled pleasantly:


‘Morning, Boss.’


‘Don’t be such a kiss-arse, Lewis.’


‘Very good, sir … OK. He’s gone.’


Stepping back out, Chambers gestured to his desk: ‘I take it you heard?’


Lewis nodded: ‘You know this place: word travels fast.’ He hesitated, it seemingly always falling to him to be the bearer of bad news, experience pre-empting the bureaucratic shitstorm about to rain down on his friend. ‘You went up to check the body the moment you deemed it safe to do so. Whatever you do, don’t say “you thought he was dead” or “he looked dead” or anything along those lines. Heads are going to roll for this and Hamm will be swinging for yours. Now get out of here before he—’


‘Chambers!’


‘Shit,’ whispered Lewis.


‘Yes, Boss?’ Chambers called across the room, his colleagues wearing the same smirks of anticipation they had as he’d approached his workstation wonderland.


‘My office! Now!’


‘The moment you deemed it safe to do so,’ Lewis reminded him quietly.


DCI Hamm had only been in the role for eighteen months, a short enough time to still be considered ‘one of the boys’ by his employ of close friends and former contemporaries, past loyalties deterring any criticism of his blatant favouritism and questionable promotion criteria. Hamm had, however, had the sense to ease up on his vocal dislike and offensive behaviour towards Chambers since assuming the position, which had only served to make his attacks less predictable.


‘Sit.’ Chambers did as he was told. ‘So … What the fuck?’


‘It’s all in the report, sir.’ Chambers winced, he hadn’t meant it to come out so sarcastic. ‘I arrived on scene, where the situation was explained to me. The moment I deemed it safe to do so, I climbed up to reach the victim.’


‘Victim?’ scoffed Hamm, chomping on the gum that seemed to perpetually reside inside his mouth. ‘“No sign of trauma” and just sitting there like that; he clearly did this to himself. That’s like me calling my fat arse a “victim” of my love of KFC.’


‘The “deceased” then,’ said Chambers. ‘I ascertained that he was still alive at that point and immediately requested an ambulance.’


‘Uh-huh,’ said Hamm, eyes bulging as he watched his subordinate for any sign of weakness or doubt.


‘With all due respect, sir,’ Chambers winced again: he had to stop adding that, ‘I clocked off two-and-a-half hours ago. I’m spent.’


After a childish attempt to stare him down, Hamm waved him away dismissively: ‘Go on then.’


Getting up, Chambers reached for the door handle.


‘One last thing,’ blurted Hamm, stopping him in his tracks. ‘What was your opinion of this Constable Winter?’


Chambers’ face dropped. Clearly the management wanted their pound of flesh.


He forced an impassive expression and then turned back to his boss: ‘Who?’


‘Adam Winter. He’s named in your report as the first officer on scene,’ said Hamm, lifting the file off the desk.


‘Ah. Joint first,’ said Chambers. ‘He had his partner with him.’


‘Irrelevant. It was Winter’s job … So?’


Chambers quickly considered his limited options:


‘Incompetent,’ he replied harshly. ‘I’ve a good mind to submit my own complaint about him. Typical wannabe detective – unable to get past his own ego long enough to even manage the basics. I strongly suggest you see he loses his job over this mess.’


Hamm appeared a little surprised by his impassioned reaction: ‘Do you now?’


‘I do … sir.’ That one was intentional.


‘Well, I’ll certainly take your advice on board. You may leave now.’


Chambers nodded and closed the door behind him, hoping that his damning opinion of a fellow officer might convince his chief to make the right call.


At 10.35 a.m. Chambers stumbled through the door of his Camden loft apartment. An unfortunate but conveniently timed inheritance, providing him a helpful leg-up on the inflated London property ladder. He made his way into the kitchen, disorientated stomach rumbling with hunger, to find a note stuck to the fridge door:


Had to go.
Sleep well.
       EX


He smiled and took the note down, pausing when he went to drop it in the bin, feeling irrationally guilty for destroying anything that Eve had given him, no matter how inconsequential. Opening a drawer, he tucked it beneath the instruction booklets for the microwave and answering machine, where she would hopefully never find it.


‘What’s happening to you?’ he chastised himself, raiding the fridge for leftovers before heading into the bedroom.


He had only just removed his shirt and finished brushing his teeth when the phone started to ring. In his exhausted state, he’d forgotten to unplug it from the wall. Looking longingly at his bed, he walked back through to the hallway and picked up the receiver:


‘Yes?’


‘Detective? This is Charlotte Sykes … from work.’


‘Oh. Hi,’ said Chambers, wondering how the medical examiner had managed to get hold of his number.


‘I’m sorry to disturb you at home. We can talk later if you’d prefer?’


‘No. It’s fine,’ he yawned, stretching his free arm up to grasp the wooden beam above his head.


‘I just thought you’d want to know sooner rather than later that you were absolutely right.’


‘Right?’


‘Your hunch. Because there’s physically no possible way that this man could have killed himself … Someone did this to him.’


Chambers rubbed his stinging eyes. He was so tired: ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’




CHAPTER 3


Chambers had dozed off on the Tube and missed his stop. Frustrated with himself, he got off at Victoria and made his way on foot through the frozen city – streets sullied with dirty grit, the wind – river-chilled and lost amid a maze of grey buildings. After passing through security at New Scotland Yard, he was met with an enquiring look from Lewis, who rushed across the lobby to intercept him.


‘What are you doing back here again?’ he asked in exasperation. ‘Get out! Boss’s looking for you.’


‘Again?’ complained Chambers.


‘Yes. Again. Go home.’


‘Can’t. I’ll stay out of his way though.’


Shaking his head, Lewis stepped aside to allow his friend past.


In a tactical but energy-sapping move, Chambers had taken the stairs. It wasn’t only DCI Hamm he needed to avoid but his entire network of tattletale subordinates. Checking the coast was clear, he hurried down the forensic corridor and knocked on the door at the far end, his face dropping the moment he crossed the threshold.


‘Shit.’


‘Shit indeed,’ Hamm concurred, abandoning his conversation with Dr Sykes to square up to Chambers. ‘Got an overtime query through after you left. Apparently, two technicians were instructed to transport a non-urgent body across the city minutes before the end of their shift.’ Chambers opened his mouth, but Hamm cut him off: ‘At which point, I said: “That can’t be right. None of my detectives would be stupid or disrespectful enough to do something like that without my approval.” Right, Chambers?’


‘I didn’t design their rota … sir,’ he replied, lack of sleep shortening his fuse. ‘They have a job to do. I asked them to do it.’


In a demonstration of his unsuitability for the position, Hamm gave Chambers a sharp shove. He then moved in uncomfortably close despite being half-a-foot shorter than the tall detective: ‘Do you want to get yourself suspended right here, right now?’


‘… No, sir.’


‘Boys! Boys! Boys!’ snapped Sykes, the matriarchal woman quite terrifying when she wanted to be.


Still glaring at Chambers, Hamm stepped back: ‘Then, I find out you’ve got our head medical examiner working on your bullshit suicide case rather than the four murder investigations we picked up yesterday alone!’


Chambers calmly wiped the spittle from his face: ‘… Five.’


‘What was that?’


‘Five murder investigations,’ Chambers corrected him, glancing over at Sykes.


‘He’s right,’ the doctor backed him up. ‘And due to the … state of the body, we had to move quickly. Every degree it thaws, the more evidence we risk losing.’


Hamm’s furious expression endured, but it was clear that the doctor’s assessment had smothered some of his fire. He turned to Chambers: ‘Go behind my back again, boy, and I’ll fucking end you … Understood?’


‘Yes, sir.’


On that note, Hamm stormed out, leaving Chambers and Sykes alone with the body. They moved either side of the metal table, the man’s icy glaze now replaced with mottled freeze burns, two fingers on the left hand blackened from the joint up.


‘Frostbite,’ Sykes explained when she noticed Chambers looking. ‘I suppose it goes without saying that he was suffering with critical hypothermia by the time you reached him, his organs barely functioning sufficiently to sustain life. Then the ambulance crew got involved, warmed him up far too quickly and his system couldn’t handle it.’ She huffed. ‘Probably wouldn’t have made a difference anyway. I need to show you something. Help me roll him over.’


Donning disposable gloves, they struggled to lift the heavy corpse enough to reveal the red dot at the nape of its neck.


‘See the puncture mark?’ asked Sykes rhetorically, as she’d already given up supporting her share of the weight. ‘He’d been injected with something … a bit of an unpleasant cocktail from the looks of it. I’m still trying to sort out what’s what. What could be attributed to diet pills, protein supplements or steroid abuse. An admittedly judgemental but educated guess based on the sheer size of him.’


‘Makes sense,’ agreed Chambers.


‘One thing that most certainly shouldn’t have been in his system, however, was significant levels of pancuronium bromide.’


Chambers looked understandably blank.


‘It’s used in surgeries where they require the patient alert but can’t risk the smallest chance of movement. It’s impossible to even estimate how much he was given without a definitive time frame and considering the extreme temperatures involved.’


‘He definitely couldn’t have administered it himself?’ asked Chambers.


‘There’s no mention of a needle or vial being found at the scene, and I don’t think he’d realistically have had the control of his limbs required to throw it any distance. It’s my impression that the victim would have been in an almost dreamlike state – awake but completely malleable, maintaining just enough residual muscle tone to hold whatever position his killer decided to put him in.’


‘Then walk away and leave him to freeze to death. That’s twisted.’


‘We don’t tend to get many happy stories down here,’ shrugged Sykes. ‘Know who he is yet?’


‘Not yet. Gyms and leisure centres seemed like a good place to start though.’ Noticing something, Chambers crouched down to more closely inspect the corpse’s right knuckle: the raw wound unlike the others adorning the frost-damaged skin.


‘Glue,’ Sykes told him, pre-empting the question. ‘Similar marks beneath the chin, on the left forearm, knee and both buttocks. Crude but …’ She trailed off. ‘So, first impressions?’


‘Suspect’s male … probably. Strong enough to move two-­hundred-and-fifty pounds of this guy around anyway. Feels personal: shaming him, stripping him naked, placing him on display like that, the cruelty of leaving him there to suffer. It was premeditated … organised … and yet impassioned.’


Sykes nodded in agreement: ‘Guess we can only hope he doesn’t have any other enemies out there.’ When Chambers turned to the doctor with a troubled expression, she smiled back awkwardly: ‘Just saying.’


‘The next station is High Barnet, where this train will terminate. All change, please. All change.’


Chambers peered vacantly to his left and then quizzically to his right along the length of the deserted carriage: ‘Oh, cock.’


Eventually emerging from the lift at Camden Town, Chambers looked down at his watch, dismayed to discover that he had only four hours and ten minutes before his alarm would be getting him up for work again. Feeling painfully hungry, he made a beeline for KFC; for some reason, he’d been having cravings ever since talking to the boss that morning.


Armed with a Bargain Bucket, he found a park bench to dine on so that Eve wouldn’t smell it in the flat and lecture him again about his ever-increasing waistline. Halfway through his feast, he realised he’d been staring out over the frozen pond while his food went cold, mind still on the job, his thoughts in the company of thawing corpses and empty podiums. He glanced over his shoulder at the phone box, shook his head, and shoved some more chips into his mouth, resolute on not giving in …


‘I hate myself,’ he muttered, dropping a half-eaten leg back into the bucket as he walked over to squeeze into the cramped red booth. One-handed, he picked up the receiver, clumsily dialling the number for the department: ‘It’s Chambers. Put me through to whoever’s working on my iceman case today,’ he said, filling the ensuing pause with another mouthful of chips. ‘Yeah, where are we at with IDing our vic? … Uh-huh. Well, stick with it. Have we still got anyone at the park? … Good. Tell them to restart the search, this time looking for needles, vials, anything medical … I know. You can blame me. We also need to find anywhere that supplies a drug named pancuronium bromide … No, pancu— I’ll spell it.’


With the phone in one hand, his Bargain Bucket in the other, he attempted to retrieve the notebook from his pocket, throwing the remainder of his chicken extremities all over the floor.


‘Bastard! … Not you. I dropped my breakfast … dinner? I don’t even know any more. It’s P.A.N.C.U.R.O.N.I.U.M. Got that? … Last thing, I need you to find out who looks after the statues in that park. Why was that base empty? Have they got the sculpture? Did the killer make off with it? We need to know … That’s it for now … Yeah, seven o’clock. OK. Bye.’


Crouching down to scoop the Kontaminated Floor Chicken back into the bucket, he couldn’t help glancing at his watch again – three hours, forty-five minutes now.


At 6.37 p.m. Chambers stepped off the Tube at Embankment as intended and set off on the short walk to New Scotland Yard. Having successfully negotiated the underground network this time, he was feeling particularly smug with himself but no more rested than when he’d left earlier in the day. Between forgetting to unplug the phone again, a fire alarm going off in the building opposite, and a pair of Jehovah’s Witnesses, who came a hell of a lot closer to witnessing Jehovah than they’d probably realised, the impracticalities of resting through the daytime had got the better of him. Giving up, he’d sprinkled a few salad leaves across the top of the bin and, before leaving, written Eve a note which he stuck to the fridge – these scrawled clusters of words their only form of communication when he hit a run of nightshifts like this.


‘Henry John Dolan,’ a young detective constable announced as Chambers removed Frosty the Snowman from his chair. ‘Our victim. Fitness instructor, backing dancer, and minor celebrity. No doubt you’ll remember his turn as “Muscle Man Five” in that episode of Minder?’


‘Oh, that Henry John Dolan!’ replied Chambers, tongue-in-cheek.


‘I’m interviewing the girlfriend tomorrow. No luck on the needles or vials though.’


‘What about the statues?’ Chambers asked her, swearing under his breath as he stuffed a drawer-full of cotton wool into the bin.


‘Complicated. This one seems to come under Royal Parks and the City Council, who outsource the work to private firms.’ The constable handed him a scrap of paper. ‘Someone’ll be there until eleven, should you fancy paying them a visit.’


Looking down at the address, Chambers nodded: ‘I might just do that.’


From the outside, Sleepe & Co. Restoration and Conservation Solutions didn’t look the most fitting establishment to be housing some of the country’s most prized works of art – just an anonymous roller door built into the old railway arches off Hackney high street. Picking an arbitrary spot, Chambers knocked loudly to make himself heard over the radio blaring inside. He looked up at the obvious camera above the door and then noticed two others nearby as the music went quiet.


‘Who is it, please?’ a voice called.


‘Detective Sergeant Benjamin Chambers with the Metropolitan Police.’


‘Have you got identification?’


‘Yes.’


‘Hold it up to the camera, please.’


Rolling his eyes, Chambers produced his ID card and held it above his head.


‘Closer, please.’


Muttering, he stretched his arm out further, standing on tiptoes, when suddenly the metal door rattled open to reveal the strange little man behind. He must have been in his fifties and had the appearance of a cyclops – one eye enlarged by the magnifying glass suspended from a leather headband. He had a monk’s hairline and was wearing an oily apron that was almost as grubby as his hands and face.


‘Sorry. Can’t be too careful,’ said the man, peering anxiously up and down the street before gesturing for him to enter. He then closed and relocked the door behind them. ‘Tobias Sleepe,’ he introduced himself, regarding Chambers with interest.


Inside, the industrial unit was moodily lit. Four grand statues stood upon wooden plinths, spotlights positioned above each of them as if displayed in a gallery, their size intimidating within such an intimate setting. Chambers strolled between them, taking in the subtle details: the intricate creases adding movement to bronze clothing, the all-too familiar lines etched into world-weary faces, and looked forward to getting home to tell Eve that he finally ‘got art … or whatever’.


‘You work here alone?’ Chambers asked while casually walking a lap of the space, noticing the assorted tools laid out across a workstation, a discoloured pill pot covered in red warnings, and the simple pulley system erected in the centre of the room, its empty rope hanging like an expectant noose.


‘The past thirty-two years.’


‘Heavy work, I bet,’ he commented conversationally.


‘Not if you’ve got the right tools,’ replied the man without taking his eyes off his wandering guest.


‘And you live here?’


‘Sometimes … That will be enough personal questions, thank you.’


Chambers smiled, walking back over to join him: ‘Sorry, always did want to do something creative. I digress. The Hyde Park statue: which one is it?’


The man turned his back on him and the four illuminated sculptures, heading instead for a darkened corner of the room. Chambers tensed up as he watched Sleepe pass the workstation covered in tools. But then, pulling an old cloth to the floor, he revealed a statue of a man riding a horse, whose right arm looked to have been smashed off. Both the rider and the horse’s eyes had been scratched out, and one of the animal’s legs lay broken in a box beside it.


‘Vandalism,’ Sleepe announced. ‘It’s a strange thing that the very worst aspects of the human condition are what keeps me in a job … Well,’ he chuckled, ‘just look who I’m talking to. I’m interested: I suppose, like me, you think of what you do as a calling … your purpose in life?’


Chambers remained silent.


‘So, let’s say one day all your hard work pays off,’ Sleepe continued regardless. ‘The world miraculously turns into a nice place, that fabled utopia we’ve all been striving for … What would your purpose be then, Detective? … Huh? Here’s hoping we continue our collective fall from grace for all time … for both our sakes.’


The two men stood in silence for a moment, the statues’ blind eyes watching everything.


Clearing his throat, Chambers asked: ‘You retrieved the statue yourself?’


‘I did.’


‘When?’


‘Monday … Morning.’


‘And … who is it?’


‘The sculpture? I believe it’s a lesser known depiction of The Duke of Wellington.’


‘Do they routinely remove statues from the parks for repair?’


‘Almost never, and only as a last resort. But when they realised the horse’s leg was missing, it was deemed unsafe and they requested I remove it immediately.’


‘Was the arm recovered? I’m only seeing a leg.’


‘No. Nor the sword.’


Chambers looked confused.


‘It was holding a sword,’ explained Sleepe.


‘And is anyone currently looking into who did this?’


‘I expect it will be dismissed as “petty vandalism” as per usual … It’s not like it’s a dead body, is it?’


Chambers frowned and watched the man for a moment – watched the peculiar little grin that he’d fixed upon his face:


‘Don’t touch this again. I’ll have forensics round first thing to dust for prints.’


Now it was Sleepe’s turn to watch Chambers closely:


‘It would appear the Metropolitan Police are taking vandalism rather more seriously these days.’


Chambers met his eye, giving nothing away: ‘On this occasion, yes. Yes, we are.’




Tuesday




CHAPTER 4


The Tower of London seldom managed to sneak up on anybody, but Chambers was a little surprised to see it through the driver’s-side window as he realised he was in the wrong lane. He’d been rolling through the city on autopilot, his mind too preoccupied with their stalling investigation to worry about the angry honks as he cut someone up.


They’d learned that the work order for the statue had been submitted four days before its eventual removal, a strip of yellow tape, which had promptly blown away in the wind, holding the fort until then. Working off the assumption that the killer was responsible for the damage, it also seemed fair to assume he’d been returning to the park on a regular basis in the hope of finding his chosen spot now vacant. Officers had spoken with all the local homeless, the Park’s Department staff and every dog walker they’d come across. They had also retrieved the tapes from every security camera providing a view of the park – all to no avail.


The same could be said for the victim, Henry John Dolan, who’d attended his regular gym session on the evening before his murder. A creature of habit, he’d also made it to his nearby Applegood Health Food Market on the way home, according to a receipt found in his rubbish. This still left them with a fourteen-hour time frame to work with between leaving the store, arriving home and first being spotted by the jogger.


None of the hospitals they’d contacted thus far had reported any unusual shortfalls in their stocks of pancuronium bromide when accounting for breakage and general misplacement. And when the search widened to include veterinary practices and a number of specialist dental surgeries, the undertaking had become more of an ‘ongoing’ concern. Forensics, meanwhile, had discovered a staggering number of prints on the statue considering the thing had been ten feet up in the air.


To top it all off, Chambers had picked up another murder and serious assault to add to his already crippling workload, and Eve had found the stash of his mother’s home-made ‘Fatty’ biltong he’d ingeniously hidden in an empty butter tub at the back of the fridge.


Overall, it hadn’t been a good few days, the only ray of light being the revelation that the killer needn’t be a well-built man as originally suspected after seeing the makeshift pulley system which would no doubt make shifting a cumbersome corpse considerably easier; that coupled with the fact that Chambers had now encountered just such a shifty, not well-built man, who had already made just such a makeshift pulley system and, therefore, could now consider himself a suspect.


Chambers slammed his foot on the brake, having just driven straight through a red light. Once the seemingly endless queue of vehicles had finished hurling abuse at him, he decided he was in desperate need of caffeine.


Parking up, he was just about to climb out when the radio went off: ‘All units. All units. Have we got anybody in the vicinity of Bethnal Green? I think we might have a body.’


‘Think we might have?’ a gruff Glaswegian voice chimed in, before playing up for the sake of his eavesdropping audience. ‘Tell them if it’s either peach or brown, got arms and legs, and doesn’t get up when they ask “are you a body?” … it’s probably a body.’


‘Thank you, Detective,’ said the dispatcher, struggling not to laugh. ‘The caller doesn’t speak any English.’


A drawn-out sigh filled the speakers: ‘All right. Allocate to me.’ There was a pause. ‘Did you get that? You can allocate it to me.’


‘Sorry,’ the dispatcher came back to him, turning abruptly professional. ‘Additional details: it now sounds like there could be two bodies.’ Her voice became muffled and distant as she spoke to someone at her end. ‘They’re saying something about glue … or that they’ve been glued together maybe?’


Snatching the handset from its cradle, Chambers responded before anyone else blocked the channel: ‘DS Chambers,’ he identified himself, switching the engine on, hitting the sirens and pulling out into traffic. ‘Allocate to me. I’m on my way.’


‘You sure, Ben?’ the Scotsman asked over the air.


‘I’m sure. Pass details.’


Just then, a fourth voice joined the conversation, one that Chambers was a little surprised to hear: ‘This is Constable Winter. We’ll be backing him up.’


‘Received.’


In no mood for the inevitable argument to come, Chambers accelerated northwards through the city.


‘Pietà! Pietà!’ a dark-haired woman cried in anguish as Chambers pulled up outside a run of terrace houses that suggested neglect was contagious. She spotted him the moment he shut the engine off and came rushing over, her face wet with tears, a look of terror in her eyes. She grabbed a handful of his overcoat: ‘Pietà!’


‘I’m going to check on him,’ he promised, taking a step towards the open doorway. But when her grip failed to loosen, he had to forcibly remove her hands.


‘No. No. No. Pietà!’


‘You need to let me go to him,’ he told the woman firmly, passing her back to her teenage relatives and heading into the property.


The smell hit him instantly: dirty litter trays, body odour and putrefaction. The bedroom to his left stood empty, so he proceeded down the hall, where Winter intercepted him:


‘Sergeant,’ he greeted Chambers curtly.


‘Constable.’


‘As you might be able to smell,’ he started, trying not to gag, ‘we’ve got two dead bodies.’


‘Are you absolutely sure this time?’ deadpanned Chambers, not because he particularly wanted to provoke the young man, just because he’d handed it to him on a platter.


Winter didn’t seem impressed: ‘Looks like it’s been a couple of days, at least. And …’


‘… And?’


‘Like control said: they’ve been glued together.’ Cupping his hand over his nose and mouth, he gestured for Chambers to follow him.


They entered the gloomy living room. Rubbish blew around their feet on a cold wind, the French doors propped open while Winter’s partner stepped outside for a minute. Careful to keep the bizarre shape in the corner of his eye, Chambers braced himself …


He turned to face it.


In the centre of the threadbare sofa, a woman in her early thirties was sitting upright, a flowing cloth hooding her head before cascading down to the carpet. Across her lap lay the body of a teenage boy, head tilted back in her arms, ribs teasing the skin, naked but for a narrow strip of material around his waist. Despite the delay in finding them, and the smell to the contrary, both looked to have a healthy colour.


‘In all seriousness. You did check they were both dead, right?’ Chambers asked him.


‘Yes!’ Winter replied, affronted. ‘No pulse. No signs of breathing. No eye reflex.’


Chambers nodded, satisfied, and then pulled his jumper up around his face just to breathe. ‘Glued?’ he asked.


‘Her hand under his armpit, his hand, legs and head … and the back of her head to the wall.’


‘Je-sus,’ said Chambers, sliding his hands into a pair of disposable gloves. Stepping lightly over the robes that spilled across the floor, he inspected the back of the boy’s neck.


‘Looking for something?’ Winter asked him.


‘Clues,’ he replied.


‘… In particular?’


Finding no puncture wound, Chambers didn’t respond. But then he frowned on noticing the beige-brown powder coating the fingers of his gloves. Next, he attempted to gently manoeuvre the woman’s head, but gave up on realising that the material had been stuck onto her scalp to hold her in position.


‘Know who they are?’ asked Chambers. At which point, Winter’s perpetually aggravated colleague stomped back inside, notebook in hand.


‘Take it you met the neighbour on your way in?’ she asked. He nodded. ‘She’s calling one of them Peter or Peeta, but as far as I can tell, they’re Nicolette and Alphonse Cotillard. Mother and son. And this is their house.’ Reilly flipped the notebook shut as though she’d just solved the case. ‘On the plus side, she’s gonna shit a brick when she finds out this Peter’s OK.’


Both Chambers and Winter shot her disapproving looks.


‘Found methadone in the bathroom cabinet,’ she continued, oblivious. ‘Look at how skinny they both are. It doesn’t take a genius to work out … scumbag junkies,’ she concluded in a way that implied they’d had it coming.


Chambers scratched his head and looked at her: ‘The envelope in the hallway stamped Cambridge University Admissions, framed medal on the bedroom wall awarded at the under-eighteen’s British Championships, and the fact that there’s a nose clip beneath your great bloody hoof would suggest otherwise … He was a swimmer. A damned good one from the looks of it.’


Winter had to fight a smile as he watched his idiot partner lift her foot to reveal the bent piece of plastic she’d stamped into the carpet. Insulted, embarrassed, impressed and bemused, she stood there on one leg regarding the detective as though he’d just performed witchcraft.


‘Get forensics down here,’ Chambers told them, taking note of the paler areas of skin where he’d touched the male victim. ‘I’m going to get my camera.’


He made his way out of the house and across the front garden.


‘Detective! … Detective!’


With a hefty sigh, he turned to face Winter: ‘Now’s not the time.’


‘Pietà! … Pietà!’


‘For Christ’s sake,’ he muttered, unable to catch a break as he watched the middle-aged woman come running over to them. ‘Go back to your house,’ he told her pointlessly. ‘Could somebody take her, please?’ he asked of their growing audience.


Still inconsolable, she was shown away by an accommodating couple.


Chambers shook his head and looked to Winter: ‘Before you say anythi—’


‘What’s your problem?’


‘OK. Before you say anything else … I don’t have a problem,’ he told Winter while buttoning up his coat.


‘Bullshit. I saw what you said to your chief about me. I almost got suspended thanks to you!’


‘Well, I’m glad you didn’t,’ smiled Chambers, turning to walk away, the young constable ill-advisedly grabbing his arm. ‘Don’t … touch me,’ he spat in a cloud of warm breath.


Winter let go but continued with what he’d come out to say regardless: ‘You were there that night. You know the conditions we were working in. Anyone would’ve thought that guy was dead. You could’ve had my back. You could’ve—’
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