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Chapter 1


A Deathly Dawn


Snow.


Snow fell.




Snow fell softly on Salisbury Plain.





At first a dusting on frosted grass, then snowflakes like ashes swirling in air. Throughout the night a blizzard swept in from the east, driving sheep to shelter in banks and hedges.


This was the midwinter solstice – a hiatus in time in which the earth seemed suspended in its orbit. When darkness grappled with light. When our ancient ancestors gathered to imbibe their heathen brews. A time of sacrifice and death.


After the snowstorm had passed, only the wind remained. Only the wailing wind and the crows, which circled like ragged witches above a world as white as an unwritten story.


In the oyster-grey light before dawn, a procession set out from the visitor centre towards Stonehenge. Two thousand or more, huddled against the biting wind, led by chanting Druids and assorted New Age revellers. At their rear, tourists in bright cagoules, photographers, and neon-clad officials from English Heritage.


Amongst the multitude was a girl of nineteen named Jojo Bloom, who had arrived in a steam-breathing taxi from Salisbury station dressed in a silver puffer jacket and waist-length braids beneath her fur-trimmed hood. Jojo was here for a mystical experience, but what she did not know was that the solstice would change her life forever.


In their robes, antlers and folkloric costume, the millipede of visitors wound their way through the security barriers, where good-natured guards in balaclavas patted down a few in a search for bottles, knives or spray paint. They were not expecting trouble, and the only arrest was a man with a horse’s head and a pocket full of Ecstasy.


As they approached the roofless temple, the air was filled with the Kra! Kraa! Kraaa! of the beady-eyed lookouts – the rooks, jackdaws and crows who for centuries had built their tattered nests in the interstices between the upright sarsens and the horizontal lintels.


The temptation was to rush inside the stone circle, but a sense of reverence restrained the visitors. Slowly they formed a girdle around the stones, gazing inward at the virgin quilt of the floor, pockmarked only by the devil’s tridents of avian footprints.


When the last stragglers had assembled, the chief Druid raised a hand, red with cold. Broad-bellied. A cumulus of beard about his face. A writhing dragon emblazoned on his white gown. The man was an apiarist in his working life. Now he held aloft a sprig of holly dense with berries, his voice boomed and his words were vapour in the air.


‘After the darkness of the longest night, we bid farewell to the Holly King!’


The sprig was offered to his companion on his left – a part-time witch from Aylesbury – and onwards from hand to hand, past the bluestones, past the sarsen trilithons, past the Slaughter Stone and the Altar, returning finally to the Druid himself.


All eyes were drawn to the robed one as he dropped the holly into a cauldron at his feet and bent to retrieve a twig of oak.


‘The Oak King of light is reborn,’ he thundered above the moaning wind. ‘Once more our god and goddess rule together. And light returneth to our lands … BLESSED BE!’


‘BLESSED BE!’ echoed the devotees.


Amongst the crowd, Jojo Bloom could barely contain her excitement, for the Druid had timed his ceremony to perfection. At 8.09 precisely, the tip of the sun emerged in the eastern sky. Four thousand hands were joined. And then, to their utter astonishment, a laser beam of sunlight fell like a sword blade along the stone corridor.


There were gasps and sighs, followed by cheers, whoops and ululations, as the moment was recorded on a thousand iPhones.


So many times the dawn had been obscured by a bank of cloud, but today it was naked, and flaming, and red, and glorious.


Now they moved blinking into the embrace of the monument, rejoicing in their proximity to the sacred stones. Hands reached to hug and caress the rough lichen coats of the sarsens.


Some kissed the stones. Some sat in meditation. Spliffs were sparked and mead was supped from horned cups. Flutes were played and guitars strummed in a wild, discordant cacophony. In the heart of the monument, a wild woman beat out a rhythm, her hennaed hands pounding the skin of a tribal drum.


Beneath a mighty trilithon, Jojo Bloom shook free her feathered braids and danced a wild dance of the future. Her body swayed. Eyes closed. Fingers traced animalistic shapes in the glittering morning. Lost in communion with the solstice and the stones.


Down by the Portaloos, police officers relaxed; paramedics shared a flask of tea; security guards petted their dogs. Once more, it seemed, the gods had smiled on these helpless mortals.


At first Jojo ignored the warm drop that landed on her cheek. When it came again, she assumed it was melting snow. But when it traced a path to her lips, she tasted something sweet and metallic. Opening her eyes, she touched the wetness. There was blood on her fingertips, and now her cheeks were smeared with savage streaks. She felt a surge of panic. Had she somehow cut her face?


Staring up at the lintel high above her head, she saw a hand dangling from beneath a mound of snow. A hand unlike any she had seen.


A crowd formed around her, clutching each other in awe. The hand was large. The hand was green. The hand dripped with beads of blood, like berries on winter holly.


And Jojo screamed.









Chapter 2


The Shout


DI Shantala Joyce was balanced on a chair on top of a desk at Yeovil Police HQ. She took careful aim and was about to squeeze the trigger when her phone vibrated in her jeans pocket.


‘Jesus, this had better be important, Benno.’


Sergeant Bennett’s baritone voice sounded uneasy.


‘Busy, boss?’


‘I am literally suspended in mid-air.’


‘Well this will bring you down to earth. Bit of a shocker for you.’


‘Give me a moment, will you?’


Once again Shanti took careful aim, and fired a staple through the paper chain into the polystyrene ceiling tiles. When she was satisfied, she descended carefully.


‘Go on, Benno.’


‘Right, you know where I live, don’t you? Outskirts of Salisbury. Not far from Stonehenge.’


‘I’m sure it’s lovely. You and Mrs B must be very happy.’


‘There’s been an incident at the stones,’ he said. ‘A peculiar one.’


Shanti retrieved her coffee from the top of a bamboo-coloured filing cabinet. She put the phone on speaker.


‘What’s all that moaning, Benno? I’m having trouble hearing you.’


‘That’s the wind, boss.’


Although the offices were adequately heated, Shanti felt a chill permeate her body.


‘Stonehenge isn’t really our ground, is it?’ she said hopefully.


‘Not as such. But the Wiltshire squad have specifically asked for you and DI Vince Caine. They used that expression again – the one you hate.’


Shanti sighed. ‘What expression?’


‘Since you cracked the Havfruen and Flynn cases, it seems you’re the “go-to team for weird shit in the West Country”.’


The coffee was powdery at the bottom. Both bitter and sweet. Not unlike that accolade.


‘I’m deeply touched, Benno. But unfortunately they’ll have to find someone else – preferably not a single mum in the week leading up to Christmas.’


‘I hear you, boss. But I’ve been on this job all my working life, like my dad and my grandfather before him, and I’ve never come across one like this. I’m on site now, and I’m telling you there’s something ominous afoot. The only team who can handle it are you and Vince.’


She gazed around at the office. Strands of tinsel draped forlornly over desk dividers and monitors. A handful of Christmas cards from local businesses pinned to the noticeboard. From the staff kitchen, the raucous laughter of Dunster and Spalding in manic demob mood. Even the lights of the erratically blinking Christmas tree had been wired to annoy. As Shanti watched, twenty metres of paper chain unrolled majestically from the ceiling and came to rest on the carpet tiles.


‘You won’t convince Caine, you know that? He’s halfway through a midwinter retreat. He doesn’t do Christmas. He’s a Buddhist, remember?’


‘I think you may be wrong,’ said Benno.


‘Why? Has he converted?’


‘I mean he’s already in a cab. He’ll be with you in ten minutes.’


‘Wait. What? How did you speak to him? There’s no signal at Caine’s cabin. He likes it that way.’


‘I got lucky. He was walking to Lyme for provisions. I was as surprised as you, but he seemed pretty excited when I told him the details. Seems Vince is a bit of a Stonehead. That’s someone who’s mad about Stonehenge.’


‘Of course he is,’ said Shanti. A picture came to her of her long-haired colleague in full Druidic robes with arms outspread. ‘I suppose you’d better fill me in. But I’m not making any promises.’


‘Right. You know what day it is?’


‘I do indeed. Tuesday the twenty-first of December is Christmas Party Day, and for long-established and deeply sexist reasons, preparations fall on the nearest available female. That’s me, Benno.’


‘Honestly, boss, I fully intended—’


‘Last Christmas – which if you remember was my first in this dismal place – I bought, and even hand-made, Secret Santa presents for the entire team. That’s twenty-seven people. Guess what I got in return?’


‘Deodorant, boss. You told me.’


‘Nicely wrapped, I’ll admit. But it was indeed a stick of deodorant. Lynx, to be precise. I carry it everywhere. I take it out and marvel—’


‘With respect, this is a lot more important than the office party. Today is the midwinter solstice, commonly known as Yule. Despite the conditions, there was a fair crowd for the ceremony, and at eight twenty-three, a little after dawn, a young lady by the name of Jojo Bloom was dancing beneath one of the trilithons—’


‘What’s a trili …?’


‘A stone archway like giant cricket stumps. A drop of blood fell on her face. When she looked up, there was a hand – a large green hand – dangling several metres above the ground. I’m looking at it now; I can see the form of a large male lying horizontal beneath a mound of snow. The only visible part is the hand, which is swaying in the wind.’


‘What’s with the green thing?’ she asked.


‘Could be a pagan. There’s all sorts here, as you will see – Druids, shamans … As we speak, the local team are processing a gent with a horse’s head.’


‘Hang on … you’re telling me we have public on site?’


‘Around two thousand, at a guess. Normally there would be five thousand, but numbers are down due to the weather.’


‘Jesus. Well, is there somewhere to process them?’


‘English Heritage have put the entire visitor centre at our disposal. It’s a mile or two from the stones, and you’ll find the facilities very agreeable. Nice and warm, with a lovely canteen. Free coffee and mince pies if you want them.’


‘Sounds like my kind of crime. And we’re certain he’s dead, are we?’


‘He’s dead, boss. It was minus nine last night. Though how the hell he got up there is more of a mystery than the stones themselves. I’m not a superstitious man, but it sends shivers down my spine. Why today of all days?’


‘There’s always a spike at this time of year. Christmas Crime, they call it. Mind you, in my Camden days, it was a festive stabbing, or a nice burglary.’


‘I mean the solstice, boss. Round here they believe …’


‘Go on.’


‘The old ones believe that primal forces rise from the funeral mounds on the plains.’


‘Yes, but fortunately we’re police officers, Benno, so we don’t believe in bollocks. Has anyone been up there yet?’


‘Dawn Knightly and her SOCO crew have just arrived. Trouble is, Dawn won’t allow the climbers to ascend in these conditions.’


‘What’s she going to do? Wait till spring?’


‘She’s ordered scaffolding around the trilithon. She wants it tented, too. With a generator and lights. As we speak, there are scaffold poles swinging about like a Buster Keaton movie.’


‘Good for Dawn. You can’t overrate safety and comfort. How long will that take?’


‘Everything should be in place by the time you arrive.’


‘Hang on, I haven’t said …’


She carried the phone to the window, wiped a circle in the condensation and scanned the grey streets for a taxi.


‘Can’t hear you, boss.’


‘I’m thinking.’


What she was thinking about was Paul. The love she had for the boy was a kind of sweet agony, and every day for a month she had ramped up extravagant promises about this most glittering of all Christmases. A murder could be solved, but the conundrum of modern motherhood could not.


‘I won’t be Mr Popular either,’ said Benno, as if reading her thoughts. ‘The timing’s unfortunate for sure, but there are four days till Christmas. If we make a decent start, we might be able to freeze the investigation for a couple of days.’


‘Leave the wordplay to me, Benno.’


Three storeys below, a taxi pulled up by the white-piled kerb. As she watched, a tall man climbed out of the passenger seat, shaking hands with the driver as if they were lifelong friends. He was dressed in a greatcoat, with a battered bag over one shoulder, gloves, hiking boots, a grey scarf and a bomber hat with long flaps like dangling ears, which fluttered in the tail of last night’s blizzard.


‘Caine’s here,’ she said. ‘We’ll be with you in an hour.’


‘Appreciate it, boss.’


‘In the meantime, you know the drill. Establish a double cordon around the site. I want the contact details of every man, woman and child on the premises, and if anyone witnessed so much as a snowball fight, we’ll need a detailed statement. With the exception of SOCO, I don’t want a living soul near that jolly green giant.’


‘Got it. And by the way …’


‘Yes, Benno?’


‘You’ll need to wrap up warm. Hat, thermals, the lot.’


‘Jesus, is it that cold?’


‘As a penguin’s penis, boss.’


She knew he would not come inside – the beige corridors and holding cells were anathema to a man like Caine. She knew he would wait patiently on the steps, as incongruous as an Arctic fox that had strayed from the forest into the concrete edifices of Yeovil.


Perhaps he sensed that she was watching him, because he looked up and raised a hand in greeting. Even from here, she could make out the beguiling smile on his olive-skinned face.


Shanti turned and began stuffing a few essentials into her bag – torch, pepper spray, handcuffs, chocolate. Grabbing her leather jacket, she hurried to the staff kitchen, where half a dozen uniforms were sharing cracker jokes.


‘Sorry to spoil the fun, but the party’s off.’


‘Aw, boss!’


‘Suspected homicide at Stonehenge. I’m heading over with DI Caine.’


‘You’re not going to cancel leave?’


‘Possibly. Probably. We’ll see how it goes. You need to stand by. So stay sober, Spalding.’


‘Why me, boss?’


‘’Cos you’re the one concealing a bottle of Skol up your sphincter.’









Chapter 3


A Karmic Cop


Tyres squealed as Shanti reversed out of the parking space, pitching the Saab down the icy ramp to the street.


‘How are you, Shant?’ asked Caine, rearranging the detritus of toys, folders, books and wrappers at his feet. ‘You look …’ he gazed at her softly, ‘radiant.’


The man had a peculiar aroma about him – something you couldn’t buy in the shops. Pine trees. Incense. Earth.


But she was not going to do this. She had a job to do and a son who needed her home. Emotions were utterly superfluous. The fact that Caine had emerged from the Undercliff wearing that Zen-like smile and three days of stubble on his angular cheekbones was of no relevance.


When she spoke, her words were staples from a gun.


‘Right. Quickest route to Stonehenge, Caine? Benno says most of the minor roads are impassable.’


‘Up the A359 to Sparkford,’ he answered as if reciting a poem. ‘Then east on the A303 towards Andover. Forty-five minutes max.’


Although it was not yet 9.30, the pavements were thronged with shoppers – normal families doing normal things. A netted forest of Christmas trees added to Shanti’s shame.


‘You can take it off now,’ she said.


‘Take what off, Shant?’


‘The hat, Caine. I feel like I’m in a Beatrix Potter story.’


As he shook free his hair, the car was filled with a fleeting aroma of lemongrass shampoo.


The thing that Caine could never comprehend was that a crime scene was a war zone. Right now, Shanti was strapping on her armour. Emotions off. Logic on. This karmic cop was way too soft.


‘Spit it out, then,’ she said. ‘Why you were so keen to come on board. In all my years, I’ve never met a more reluctant cop, but Benno tells me you practically dived into that cab.’


She didn’t need to turn to picture that affectionate smile. The oil-well eyes.


‘I’ll admit he got me intrigued. A body on a trilithon at Stonehenge. On the night of the solstice, Shanti. How on earth would you raise a body seven metres in the air?’


‘I’ve already sussed that. A cherry picker or a forklift.’


‘It’s possible. But then there would be tracks in the snow. I suspect it’s far more mysterious than that.’


‘You can’t fool me. I know your real motive.’


‘You do?’


‘Admit it, that winter retreat business is a bit sad, isn’t it? Billy No-Mates all alone in his woodland shed while the rest of the world is celebrating.’


‘Meditation is neither happy nor sad, Shanti.’


‘Like you, Caine. You’re neither happy nor sad. Just annoying.’


The city was busier than she’d expected. She thought about blue-lighting it, but the roads were dodgy. Hit a patch of ice and you’d have pedestrians tumbling like chocolate Santas.


‘But you’re right,’ Caine was saying. ‘There is another reason. I like working with you. You know I do.’


‘Right. We can cover this topic very briefly indeed. I’m sure you remember the rules. It’s awfully simple. Imagine a thin blue line between us …’ She indicated a boundary along the handbrake. ‘On one side there’s the job in hand – the valiant fight for justice. On the other side, there’s … other stuff, which is not germane to proceedings.’


Jumping the red light at the top of the hill, she swung sharp right onto the A359, which was banked with dirty drifts. The roads had been gritted out here, and she began to weave expertly in and out of slow-moving vehicles, attracting a few hoots and enraged expressions from other motorists.


‘You’re driving very fast, Shanti.’


‘I’m highly trained, Caine. Advanced Driver of the Year, if I remember correctly. I expect you did the cycling proficiency.’


‘You’re a brilliant driver, and I know time is of the essence – the golden hour and all that – but not to put too fine a point on it, everything at the stones will be frozen, so perhaps we have a little longer than normal.’


‘You sit quietly like a good boy and leave the driving to me.’


She had whacked up the heating, and Caine began to wriggle out of his greatcoat, which he folded carefully. As he stretched to place his scarf, coat and hat neatly on the back seat, Shanti made the classic error of glancing at his midriff, exposed between T-shirt and jeans. Clearly that retreat diet was insufficient. For some reason, the random word ‘washboard’ came to mind.


Refastening his seat belt, Caine gazed out at the countryside, where snowy fields swept like laundered sheets to the horizon.


‘Look at it, Shant – the solstice light. Isn’t it extraordinary? You should have seen the Undercliff this morning, it was like another world.’


He was right. The icing-sugar landscape was bathed in luminosity so intense it made your head ache.


‘Tell me about Stonehenge,’ Shanti said. ‘Benno says you’re a bit of an authority.’


‘I wouldn’t say that, but I was pretty fascinated as a teenager.’


‘Poster on the bedroom wall, was it?’


‘Well, I … How did you know that?’


She half hated the sarcasm in her tone.


‘Just a hunch.’


‘Want to know what got me interested?’


‘I sense I’m about to find out.’


He turned to her enthusiastically. ‘Do you remember Neolithic Neighbours?’


‘Citation required.’


‘It was a fabulous TV show when we were teens. You’ll definitely remember the theme tune …’ He began to hum a strange dirge, until Shanti glared at him. ‘It ran for about ten years,’ he continued, ‘and I remember being bereft when it finished. The premise was that a group of experimental archaeologists lived together as a tribe near Stonehenge. There were three or four families, including kids of my age. The community built roundhouses and dressed in skins and furs exactly like our ancient ancestors. Every week they learned a new skill – foraging, body art, flint knapping …’


‘Indispensable in Camden Town.’


‘And you know what, Shanti? I still have my Neolithic Neighbours books and – keep this secret – I was planning to give one of them to Paul for Christmas.’


Jesus! Why did he have to do this? A memory came to her of Paul following Caine along the coastal path, lost in sunshine and happiness as they tracked wildlife, collected firewood, sharpened sticks … The boy idolised him.


‘Give me facts,’ she said tersely. ‘Not too many.’


‘Right, well, Stonehenge is a complex ring of standing stones built around 3000 BC. The thing that blew my mind as a youngster was that those colossal stones were transported from many miles away – some as far as the Preseli Hills in Wales.’


‘So, a ring of old stones that came from somewhere else.’


‘Magical stones, Shant.’


‘Word rejected.’


‘Deeply mysterious, then. You feel it internally somehow.’


‘Like period pains.’


That tender smile again. He reached to the floor and collected some Lego bricks. ‘Maybe it’s because the technology seems so anachronistic,’ he said. ‘The incredible thing is that the trilithons are interlocked like giant Lego bricks. A carpenter’s mortise and tenon, in fact. It’s extraordinarily sophisticated.’


‘I suppose they didn’t have much else to do.’


‘But this was the Stone Age, Shant. All they had were antlers and flints, and that stone is tougher than granite. It makes you wonder about so many things …’


‘If you mention UFOs, I shall exit the vehicle.’


He placed the Lego tidily in the glove compartment.


‘You wait till you’re standing there – it’s impossible not to be affected by the place.’


‘But what’s it for, Caine? I mean, what’s the point of it?’


‘That’s the intriguing thing – no one knows for certain. But one thing I learned from Neolithic Neighbours is that Stonehenge was a celestial calendar – a Stone Age computer, you could say. And the most significant event of the astral year is right now … today.’


‘The midwinter solstice is the shortest day, right?’


‘Yes. It’s the moment when our part of the planet is tilted furthest from the sun. The truth is, it’s all about sex.’


‘No it isn’t. I’ve sat in traffic jams for hours staring at those stones, and there is nothing sexy about them.’


‘Our ancestors would disagree. They saw this as a moment of celestial ecstasy when Mother Earth was impregnated by the Sun God. You see, the midwinter solstice falls exactly nine months before the harvest.’


‘Jeez. Give me strength.’


‘I suppose it represented a glimmer of hope in the hunger months. Imagine it! There would have been feasting, hallucinogenic dancing and even … I hardly dare to say it … human sacrifice.’


‘Wait a minute. You’re not saying …?’


‘The body on the stone? I’ve no idea. But we’re about to find out.’


Shanti overtook a hulking truck, which splattered the windscreen with sludge, forcing her to drive blind until the wipers did their thing.


‘Yeah, about that, Caine – we’ve got three days to find out, four at the most. I know your diary is pretty quiet, but I’ve got issues at home.’


‘Ah, Shant, I’m sorry to hear that. I know how hard it is for you. Do you want to talk about it?’


‘Not particularly, no,’ she said, but she told him anyway. ‘Paul’s dad has been on about having him for Christmas, but he only does it to get under my skin. He offers Paul all kinds of things that I can’t match. But it isn’t good for him, that’s the point. Whenever Paul goes to visit, he comes back all unsettled, and it takes me and Mum ages to steady him. That’s why … that’s why I made a stupid promise, which I’ll never be able to fulfil.’


‘What kind of promise?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I think I promised him the best Christmas of all time.’


‘That’s wonderful. What a fabulous mum you are.’


‘A fabulous mum? You must be kidding. Paul’s friend Sienna is literally on her way to Lapland with her mummy and daddy to meet Santa Claus. They’re going on an actual reindeer ride with tinkly bells, and where are we, Caine? Heading east out of Yeovil on the A303.’


‘But that’s just it – Paul’s mum is the lead officer on a major investigation. She’s like Superwoman. Paul’s mum is you!’


‘Oh Caine!’ A tear welled in her eye. ‘Why do you put up with me?’


‘I’ll tell you why, Shanti. Because the universe has thrown us together. It’s because you are the only person who makes me feel—’


She lurched around a gritting lorry and around the subject.


‘Look. We must be getting close.’


Half buried in a snowdrift at the roadside was a sign showing the familiar portcullis motif of English Heritage.


‘I was remembering a quotation in the taxi,’ said Caine. ‘A clever person once said that every generation gets the Stonehenge it deserves.’


‘So what does our generation deserve?’


‘Regimentation, I suppose. You queue for tickets within an allotted time slot. You take a shuttle bus to the monument and you circulate clockwise behind ropes.’


‘Benno told me there were people dancing amongst the stones this morning.’


‘Ah, yes. Today is an exception. Managed open access, they call it. At the spring equinox, the summer solstice, the autumn equinox and today, the midwinter solstice, the rules are relaxed and visitors are permitted to enter the monument itself. I think they even waive the entry fee. I suppose it’s a nod towards respecting the religious rights of those who consider Stonehenge a sacred space.’


‘Like who?’


‘Wiccans. Pagans. Druids.’


‘Druids aren’t really a thing, are they?’


‘They certainly are.’


‘So I’m getting a picture of historic tensions involving disparate groups?’


‘Exactly right. The stones have always been a lightning rod for conflicting factions – archaeologists, environmentalists, landowners, travellers, the military, politicians, the tourist industry, pagans … Just look at the controversy over the proposed road tunnel. Depending on your point of view, Stonehenge is a vital spiritual hub belonging to the people; or a fragile archaeological treasure that needs protection by the authorities.’


‘I’m with the second lot.’


‘Hmm. I’d say it’s a delicate balance between the two. But in general, I come down in favour of freedom and fundamental human rights.’


‘That’s because you are fundamentally an anarchist. You’re in completely the wrong profession, did you know that? Your career adviser should have been sacked.’


‘You’re absolutely right, Shanti. There isn’t a day when I don’t think about handing in my badge.’


‘Ah, yes. This is the bit where DI Caine starts fishing for compliments about his intuitive investigative skills.’


‘Inuit skills might be more useful today.’


‘But thankfully we’ve arrived, so you can put your fox hat on. We’ve got an appointment with a green cadaver.’









Chapter 4


Killer in the Crowd


Stonehenge Visitor Centre was a modernistic affair, perched like a heron on the wind-blown plains, with outspread wings of glass and chestnut. To Shanti, the place seemed more redolent of an airport than the prehistoric monument that lay unseen two miles to the east.


As they approached the security barrier by the car park, a pack of newshounds surged towards the car, yelling and thrusting cameras at the windows in the most alarming way.


‘Jesus, how long have they been there?’ said Shanti to the armed uniform who examined their warrant cards.


‘’Bout forty minutes, ma’am,’ he replied through his balaclava. ‘There’s more arriving by the minute.’


Dependable as ever, Benno had reserved the last parking space with a cone. Shanti eased between two squad cars and killed the engine. The car park was crammed, not only with the cars, battered vans and motorbikes of the solstice visitors, but also with emergency vehicles, SOCO vans and a couple of olive-green military trucks.


As they stepped into the dazzling morning, they were buffeted by a brutal wind, which made Shanti gasp and steady herself against the car. Turning up the collar of her jacket, she staggered to the rear of the vehicle, where she strapped on hiking boots, wrapped a scarf around her neck, and pulled on gloves and a mauve hat that her mum had knitted many years ago. Even then, the double bobbles had seemed gratuitous.


‘Not a word, Caine,’ she hissed.


Supported by a forest of steel struts, the undulating roof of the visitor centre seemed to groan beneath its load of snow. The DIs entered a wide passageway dominated by a ghostly bank of unmanned ticket booths. Up ahead, the passageway opened into the shuttle bus terminal, which was swathed in sparkling ice. To their right stood the museum and the Stonehenge Experience. To the left, the gift shop, crammed with Stonehenge paraphernalia – tea towels, posters of the monument and a row of snow globes. Why had she never brought Paul to this place? There was nothing he would not love about the experience. Perhaps they sold Shit Mum T-shirts inside.


Benno’s burly form stood sentinel inside the huge glass-fronted café. As the doors glided open, Caine and Shanti entered a noisy interior like a vast fish tank, populated by a throng of thousands.


It took a full minute to unscramble the chaotic vision. Pagans, witches, knights, tourists and shrill students huddled around chunky designer tables. Some appeared to be in shock or suffering from hypothermia; a few were weeping shakily. They were attended by a team of paramedics and army cadets, who bustled about dispensing hot drinks and space blankets. At the far end of the slush-covered floor, a band of robed and tattooed Druids sipped tea in front of motorcycle helmets on the tabletops before them.


Benno came to greet them, red-faced with cold and concern. For reasons Shanti had never fully understood, the veteran sergeant venerated Caine, and now he nodded respectfully at the younger man.


‘Thanks for getting here so quickly,’ he said.


‘Seems the press beat us to it,’ said Shanti, pulling off the woollen hat and stuffing it into her bag. ‘How did that happen, Benno?’


‘You won’t like this, boss – it seems we’ve got social influencers and local journos right here in the crowd. They are literally live-streaming an ongoing investigation. Hashtag Stonehenge is already trending on every platform.’


‘That’s all we need,’ said Shanti, shaking her head in dismay.


‘I suppose it’s the perfect seasonal story,’ said Caine.


Shanti surveyed the bedlam. What was lacking was decisive leadership. In the basement of her mind, she booted up Senior Investigating Officer.


‘Right, Benno, all this reinforces the need to process this lot as soon as humanly possible. I’m sure they don’t want to be here either.’


‘We’re making progress,’ he said. ‘See the evidence gatherer over there? She’s got everything on video. We’re also collating contact details, plus corresponding vehicle registrations, for every individual on site. Trust me, no one will disappear on my watch.’


‘We trust you completely,’ said Caine. ‘And as a local, I wonder if you recognise any of these people?’


‘One or two. I’ve come across the bikers before, and I know a few of the army officers.’


‘Yeah, tell us about that,’ said Shanti. ‘What’s with the squaddies? I didn’t ask for them.’


A group of ridiculously young cadets were shifting furniture and offering support to the elderly under the watchful eye of a suave officer in combat fatigues.


‘English Heritage have a long-standing relationship with the local barracks,’ said Benno. ‘They couldn’t be more obliging. I’ll introduce you to the major …’


‘Maybe later,’ said Shanti. ‘I don’t want to seem ungrateful, but this is a police matter. If we’re short-handed, we’ll call in the Yeovil squad – I’ve already cancelled the party.’


‘They won’t be happy, boss.’


‘Happy? This isn’t a Pharrell Williams song. How soon can we get to the scene?’


‘Dawn knows you’ve arrived,’ said Benno. ‘She’ll call the moment they’re ready. In the meantime, I thought you’d like coffee.’


A large lad reversed out of the kitchen with a trolley. Benno handed a cappuccino to Shanti, tea to Caine. There was even a miniature pot of local honey, called Henge Hives.


‘Is there anyone else we should register?’ said Caine, stirring a spoonful into his tea.


‘See the young lady down there? Next to the fellow with a white beard.’


‘Everyone’s got a white beard,’ said Shanti. ‘It’s like Santa’s grotto.’


‘Silver puffer jacket and braided hair. That’s Jojo Bloom. She’s the one who spotted the body.’


The silver girl was ashen-faced and strangely immobile, as if frozen. A young female police officer kneeling at her feet attempted to comfort her.


‘She looks traumatised,’ said Caine, with pained compassion on his face.


‘Yeah, she’s a bit shaken,’ said Benno. ‘We questioned her comprehensively, but there’s nothing to glean. Wrong place at the wrong time is all. Her mum’s on the way. That’s my new intern with her now.’


‘Do we have any indication as to the identity of the victim?’ asked Shanti. ‘Any reports of missing persons?’


‘Not a squeak. But I suppose most people are still in bed.’


‘Yeah, I remember bed,’ she muttered. ‘Listen, Benno, we’re going to need an incident room. Is there somewhere we can use?’


‘Now that you mention it, there are folding screens down there. We could shift the Druids and divide off the far end of the café. It’ll give us a decent base. I think I spotted a projector screen too.’


‘See to it, will you? Caine and I will deliver a team briefing as soon as we return from the scene.’


A look of mild panic crossed Caine’s face. He was not a natural public speaker.


‘How’s the coffee?’ asked Benno. ‘There are croissants if you want them. That canteen is on a different level.’


Shanti had missed breakfast and the aroma of pastry was intoxicating. But a sense of urgency drove her on.


‘Another question, Benno,’ said Caine. ‘I’ve attended the solstice a few times, and I’m sure I arrived cross-country on foot. How can we be sure that people haven’t slipped away?’


‘Fair point,’ the sergeant replied. ‘It’s the one positive about this weather. As you say, visitors normally drift in from every direction using minor roads and footpaths, but after last night’s blizzard, the security team decided to restrict access to the main gate only. That means everyone arrived the same way as you.’


‘So the perp could be right here amongst us?’ said Shanti.


‘It’s possible,’ said Benno.


‘The killer in the crowd,’ she mused.


They watched the uniforms working systematically through the room. The elderly and those with children were interviewed first and allowed to leave. Then the uppity ones – the belligerent and the entitled, who were always too important to wait their turn.


Benno took a brief call, zipping his jacket as he spoke.


‘That was Dawn,’ he said. ‘She had a few issues with the lighting, but the tower is up and SOCO have started a fingertip search. So as soon as you’re ready, I’ll drive you down. She thought you’d want to observe the excavation.’


‘Excavation?’ said Shanti warily.


‘From under the snow, boss.’


An aversion to death is a primal instinct, which manifests as trauma, fear, anxiety or revulsion to the point of nausea. These responses are nature’s way of avoiding disease, contamination and threats to our own mortality. Perhaps one in a hundred people can learn to override them – surgeons, soldiers, morticians, pathologists and investigating officers. Shanti’s secret, which she could barely reveal to herself, was that she was not immune. The dead man who waited for her on the plains filled her in equal measure with fascination and stone-cold dread.









Chapter 5


The Winds of Time


Wedged between ropes, shovels, traffic cones and a fat red battering ram, Caine surveyed the landscape from the back of Benno’s Land Rover. He noticed that in distinct contrast to the wet black roadway, the pristine plains were unmarked by a single footprint.


The voices from the front of the vehicle sounded remote and mesmeric, like long car journeys as a child.


‘This is the same route the shuttle buses take to the stones,’ Benno was telling them. ‘And it’s where every one of those visitors walked this morning.’


The solstice had always affected Caine strangely. It was something ineffable, to do with the suspension of time. Like the state of bardo that the old Buddhists talked about. Between death and rebirth.


‘Can you recall any previous incidents at the stones?’ said Shanti distantly.


‘Nothing significant,’ replied Benno. ‘Not since the eighties, anyway. There used to be a thing called the Stonehenge Free Festival … naked revellers dancing on the stones …’


‘That wasn’t you, was it, Benno?’


‘A little before my time. But I remember Dad coming home very shaken. There were terrible clashes between the authorities and the travelling community.’


Caine hauled himself back into the parallel world of police procedure. ‘The Battle of the Beanfield,’ he said.


Shanti turned round. ‘I thought you were asleep.’


‘It was a seminal moment in policing history,’ he continued. ‘You can still find videos on YouTube.’


‘It wasn’t our finest hour,’ agreed Benno.


‘Talking of video footage,’ said Shanti, ‘there must be CCTV here. What do we have from last night?’


Benno steered down the centre of the roadway, which was long and straight and completely deserted.


‘Good and bad news on that front. There’s a live-feed camera called Stonehenge Skyscape. It’s solar powered with a two-hundred-and-twenty-degree fisheye lens, so theoretically you can watch the stones round the clock, from anywhere in the world.’


‘I sense a but,’ said Shanti.


‘But unfortunately last night’s footage is mainly white.’


‘You mean snow blocked the lens?’ said Caine.


‘You’ve got it. You see the blizzard coming in around five p.m. Soon after that, snowflakes begin to settle on the lens. After that, it’s a white-out.’


‘Very convenient,’ said Shanti. ‘Where I come from, a spray can did the job.’


‘But there must be other cameras?’ said Caine.


‘Plenty at the visitor centre, but unfortunately the security team locked up early because of the weather. After that, there’s no activity whatsoever.’


‘You haven’t told us about the security team,’ said Shanti.


‘The job is subcontracted to an outfit called GoodGuys from Salisbury. They’re decent lads. A couple are ex-cops, so you won’t be surprised to know they were pals of my dad. Normally they patrol the stones all night, especially just before the solstice.’


‘What an amazing job,’ said Caine. ‘But they weren’t around last night?’


‘One of the lads admitted that after a couple of hours sitting in a van, he and his mates went home. It was well below freezing and they figured no one would be out and about in that weather. Besides, it was quiz night at the Stonehenge Tavern.’


‘Jesus. So when was the last time someone had a proper view of the stones?’ said Shanti. ‘I mean, before the visitors this morning.’


‘GoodGuys are a hundred per cent certain there wasn’t a body up there when they knocked off. My new intern is a whizz at research and she managed to pull some nice images off social media from daytime yesterday – taken by tourists mostly. There was clearly nothing untoward on that trilithon, morning or afternoon. Which suggests the incident took place late last night or in the small hours of this morning.’


‘In essence,’ said Shanti, ‘a murderer rocks up in the middle of a snowstorm and hauls a bloody great green man on top of a tricycle.’


‘That’s a trilithon, boss.’


‘I wonder if it’s a little early to assume murder?’ said Caine.


‘Yeah, he probably felt poorly and went for a lie-down.’


Out here, the plains had a different quality. An openness. A bareness. A timelessness. After a few minutes, Caine leaned forward and squeezed Benno’s shoulder. ‘Could you drop us here?’ he said.


‘Feeling carsick?’ asked Shanti.


‘You know how I like to do things, Shant. I need to get a feel for the place.’


‘You’re telling me you want to walk?’


‘It’s less than half a mile.’


‘Half a mile? Are you out of your tiny Buddhist mind? Time is of the essence, Caine, and besides, it’s bloody freezing out there.’


‘I could meet you at the stones?’


She knew when a battle was lost. She also knew that this Arctic fox needed to sniff around. Caine had already climbed down, and now he was prowling, getting his bearings. Smelling the air.


‘OK, thanks, Benno. Could you collect us in, what, fifty mins?’


‘No probs, boss.’


‘Don’t send another driver. I want you to look at the body yourself. Maybe you’ve met before.’


‘Understood. I’ll get those visitors processed.’


‘And the incident room – don’t forget the incident room. I want the whole team present for a briefing.’


When the Land Rover had retreated towards the glow of the visitor centre, Shanti joined Caine on the tarmac, where the beast from the east clawed at their clothing, searching ruthlessly for chinks.


Caine was rotating slowly on the spot, with coat tails and earflaps billowing, and arms outspread like a circling bird. ‘Look at this place!’ he yelled. ‘Those hillocks are funeral barrows, Shanti, and that’s the Greater Cursus. Normally the whole place would be teeming with tourists, so this is a one-off opportunity.’


‘You’re damned right,’ she shouted back. ‘I’ll never work with you again.’


‘You can almost feel the millennia flowing through you.’


‘What I feel is a howling gale flowing through my thermals.’


She set off briskly, body bent against the wind, one arm encircling her face. ‘Now where are these stones, Caine? Over this ridge? Oh! Oh, good grief …’


She halted abruptly and stared in wonder at the spectacle below.
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