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			Praise for the Fiona Griffiths Crime Thriller series

			 

			‘Gritty, compelling . . . a [police] procedural unlike any other you are likely to read this year’ USA Today

			 

			‘With Detective Constable Fiona ‘Fi’ Griffiths, Harry Bingham . . . finds a sweet spot in crime fiction . . . think Stieg Larsson’s Lisbeth Salander . . . Denise Mina’s ‘Paddy’ Mehan [or] Lee Child’s Jack Reacher . . . The writing is terrific’ Boston Globe

			 

			‘DC Fiona Griffiths is ditsy, funny, stubborn and sharp . . . Bingham provides a spirited Welsh response to the Scottish domination of British crime fiction’ The Times

			 

			‘A dark delight, and I look forward to Fiona’s future struggles with criminals, her demons and the mysteries of her past’ Washington Post

			 

			‘Bingham has gotten inside the mind of his clever, neurotic heroine so well as to make her seem entirely credible . . . An interesting, unusual and in some ways even moving crime novel’ Literary Review
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			‘A stunner with precision plotting, an unusual setting, and a deeply complex protagonist . . . We have the welcome promise of more books to come’ The Seattle Times
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			Cardiff, March 2016.

			Jon Breakell has just completed his chef d’oeuvre, his masterpiece. The Mona Lisa of office art.

			The masterpiece in question is a dinosaur made of bulldog clips, twisted biro innards and a line of erasers that Jon has carved into spikes.

			‘There,’ he says.

			Stands back. Inspects.

			‘Do you think it needs claws?’ he asks. ‘Paperclips maybe?’

			He starts to break paperclips into spikes. Tries to figure out the claw conundrum.

			Foolish boy. Complacent child.

			As Jon – head down, attention buried – works with his paperclips, I get out the Great Crossbow of Doom, as Jon himself christened it. The Great Crossbow involves no fewer than six rubber bands, the really thick, strong sort, and it uses, for its shaft and crosspiece, an entire boxful of pencils taped together. The thing is a bit bendier than it ought to be, but it can still fire the little metal edge-piece stolen from the office whiteboard more than thirty feet across the room, and Jon’s desk stands a lot closer than that.

			He fixes his paperclip spikes into a bulldog clip and gently attaches them to his only slightly tottering dinosaur. There’s a moment of serious wobble where it looks like the whole thing might collapse, but Jon adjusts a grip somewhere and the edifice stabilises.

			‘There!’ he says, genuinely proud.

			And, fair dos, that pride is justified. This hasn’t been the first dinosaur he’s constructed, but it’s easily the biggest and certainly the best. It’s taken him all morning to get this far.

			But I am a hunter and my heart has no mercy.

			I load the Great Crossbow of Doom and pull it back till the pencils groan against the walls of their sticky tape prison. Jon half-turns to me, wanting, I think, to harvest the praise that is his due.

			Turns enough that he sees what happens next.

			The Crossbow straining to its uttermost. A quick release. The whiteboard edge-piece flying through the air and striking Jon’s tyrannosaur in its unprotected belly. An explosion of metal stationery and spiked erasers. The edge-piece falling to the floor, its deadly mission complete.

			‘Fi!’ says Jon. ‘Fuck’s sake.’

			‘It’s the Great Crossbow of Doom,’ I explain. ‘It’s doomy.’

			‘Fuck’s sake,’ Jon says again, down on his knees now, finding bits of lost tyrannosaur under his desk.

			And that’s how we are – me, Jon, the bones of the fallen – when Dennis Jackson comes in.

			Dennis Jackson, my boss. The detective chief inspector who presides over our happy breed, this little world. A world that is, theoretically, devoted to the investigation and prosecution of major crime, except that the good citizens of Cardiff are too tame, too meek, too unimaginatively law-abiding to generate much crime worthy of the ‘major’ dignity.

			‘What the bloody hell is going on?’

			I twang my crossbow. ‘Maintaining order, sir. My duty and my pleasure.’

			Jackson bites his thumb. He has the look of a man meditating some tedious comment about how the construction and demolition of dinosaurs is not what Jon and I are paid to do.

			He doesn’t say that, though even thinking it is tedious. 

			Instead, he fingers the wodge of paper on my desk. On the topmost sheet, there’s a figure scrawled in blue biro, big fat digits thickened out by a lot of cross-hatching and multiple outlines. The figure is ‘453’. On the sheet beneath, there’s a similar figure, but in black biro, that says, ‘452’. And so on, all the way back to one that reads ‘19 December 2014, Rhydwyn Lloyd, RIP.’ Four hundred and fifty-three days since my last proper corpse.

			Jackson says, ‘You’re still doing this? You had an attempted murder in Llanrumney just four weeks ago. Gary Whateverhisnameis.’

			I shake my head at that. How does anyone think that ‘attempted murder’ counts the same as actual murder? They shouldn’t even call it ‘attempted’: that’s just a way to flatter failure. The crime is as close as you can get to the opposite of murder. And not just that, but bloody Gary Whateverhisnameis was stupid enough and drunk enough to pull a knife on someone in a pub where there were about twenty-five witnesses, and the entire investigation comprised little more than sitting Gary the Moron down in an interview room, telling him to make a full statement and then listening to his tedious, self-justifying repetitions as he confessed to the whole damn thing. I mean, I’m happy to accept that destroying bulldog clip dinosaurs is not strictly speaking within my job description, but then again my job description does actually involve major crime and as far as I’m concerned, DCI Dennis Jackson, fine man that he is, has signally failed to deliver his end of the bargain.

			I don’t say that and, in any case, Jackson has already moved on.

			He takes a bit of paper from the stack by the printer and fiddles around in my pen-holder mug, one that I was given by the office secret Santa in December. On one side the mug says ‘grammar police’ and on the other, ‘warning. I am silently correcting your grammar.’ When I was given the mug, it came with black insulating tape over the word ‘silently’.

			Jackson finds a biro and scribbles till the ink flows.

			Then he takes my 453 page and throws it away. On a fresh sheet, he writes:

			 

			16 March 2016

			Gaynor Charteris

			RIP

			 

			Places that where my 453 one previously lay.

			I say, ‘Gaynor Charteris. What, a coroner’s inquest thing?’

			That’s not good English – my own internal grammar copper is already stripping down and refitting that sentence – but Jackson knows what I mean. I mean that any unexplained death needs to be examined by a coroner and plenty of those deaths require some form of police involvement, however sketchy. I don’t count those things, however, and Jackson knows it.

			Jackson says, ‘Yes, there will need to be a coroner’s inquest, of course.’

			‘OK, let me guess. Some granny slipped on the stairs and we need to confirm there were no suspicious circumstances.’

			‘Well, I don’t yet know much about the incident, but I understand that, yes, there were some circumstances that do possibly seem suspicious.’

			My face moves. An involuntary thing. I don’t know what it says, what it signifies.

			I just about manage to speak, though, and what I find myself saying is, ‘Suspicious circumstances, sir? I mean, what? An open window, something missing, that kind of thing?’

			‘Well, I don’t know about the windows. That part hasn’t been reported to me. But the uniformed officer currently attending the scene did say that this woman appears to have been beheaded. I daresay there’ll need to be some further forensic work needed before we can be certain, but it appears that the weapon of choice was an antique broadsword. It’s obviously early days, but I’m going to stick my neck out and say that no, Gaynor Charteris probably did not slip on any stairs. And I’d appreciate it, please, if – Jon, Fiona – the pair of you could act like a pair of grown-up, professional detectives and get your arses over to the scene without fucking anything up or making me want to strangle you.’

			He hasn’t even finished his speech, before I have my jacket on, bag over my shoulder, keys in my hand.
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			Dinas Powys.

			A biggish village just outside Cardiff. A wooded valley. A low hill.

			The road we want is a cul-de-sac. Two lines of smiling semis. Concrete ramps and little carports. Ornamental willows and a scatter of catkins. On a low wall, in the sunshine, a ginger tom licks its parts.

			Around one house, crime tape.

			A pair of coppers. A mutter of radio.

			Police vehicles too, of course. Two patrol cars. A scientific support services van, door open, half-blocking the road. Also, a silver Vauxhall Astra carelessly parked, front wheel on the pavement, the car itself at a loose diagonal to the kerb. That artfully poor parking signals the presence of some plain-clothes police presence, possibly the divisional surgeon or more likely whatever DI has been given this case.

			‘That’s Jones, that is,’ says Jon. ‘Bleddyn bloody Jones.’

			Bleddyn Jones: a DI recently shuffled down from Bridgend. A close friend of the Chief Constable, according to unreliable Cathays rumour. I’ve seen the guy kicking around the office, of course, and we’ve had a few glancing encounters, but I can’t say I really know him. I do note, however, that Jon, who knows him better, does not wear an expression garlanded with joy, merriment and delight.

			We park, properly, and walk to the house.

			The CSIs want us to put on paper suits, paper overshoes, and masks before we go further. Someone provides us with the necessaries. As usual, no one has bothered to bring a suit that is even remotely in my size, so I go flapping around like someone struggling free of a discarded parachute.

			We enter the house.

			A beige carpet ascending calmly. Coats sitting comfortably on pegs. Women’s coats only. Some boots beneath, including one pair of muddy walking boots. On the wall, a pre-Raphaelite print. A bored-looking woman at a loom, a big circular window behind.

			There’s someone tramping around upstairs, but most of the noise is coming from the living room. Jon sticks his head round the corner. Says, ‘Jon Breakell and Fiona Griffiths. Just arrived.’

			A voice tells us to come in, and we do.

			The room was probably once quite carefully put together. Comfortable, tidy. A mixture of John Lewis good taste and little flashes of personality: old pottery, a display of Roman coins, prints of some medieval pageant or tournament.

			But the way it is now, we don’t spend so much time admiring the tapestry-style chesterfield or the hand-knotted Persian carpet. In part, we’re distracted by the obvious disturbance in the furnishings. A coffee table thrown aside. A fallen lamp stand. But mostly, it’s hard to take in anything much except a woman’s corpse outstretched on the floor, in the spot where the coffee table once stood. I say ‘corpse’, but what lies on the floor is only the body. The woman’s head sits on a little bureau in the corner, drizzling the last of its blood and ooze into a mess of computer wires.

			The head boasts short grey hair, splitched and spotted with blood. Hazel eyes, with the lamps gone out. The mouth sharply down-turned. Her natural look, maybe. Or some post-mortem muscular contraction. Or something else. But she looks shocked or grumpy, as though meditating a scathing comment on the state of her carpet.

			Beside the body, a sword – an antique broadsword, Jackson called it. And in the body, planted deep in the chest, three spears.

			The spearheads themselves look genuinely old. They have the dug-up, cleaned-up, age-pitted look of real museum pieces. Their shafts, on the other hand, are short and obviously modern. New wood. Broom handles, repurposed.

			At first glance, it doesn’t look to me as though the spears played any part in the killing. There’s a large volume of blood in the room, of course. Much of it draining from the hacked-off stump, plus a generous backsplatter from the process of hacking. But the spear-wounds themselves haven’t bled all that much, indicating that the body was largely free of blood by the time the spears were planted.

			I could happily – would happily – spend hours alone in this room, if given half a chance, but Jones’s little terrier face, with its angry little stub-end of beard, comes vibrating up to us.

			He speaks like an office memo, all pre-packed executive summary. You can almost watch the bullet points firing from his mouth. The headings, the sub-headings, the checklists.

			‘Deceased is Gaynor Charteris,’ he says. ‘Doctor Charteris, that is. Not a medical doctor, but a part-time lecturer in archaeology for the Open University. Perhaps some local teaching commitments too, we’re trying to track those now. Sole resident at this address. Divorcée, two adult kids, thought to be living abroad. Age of the deceased: fifty-three. No known money problems. No known disputes. No sound of disturbance reported.

			‘Rectal temperature is the same as ambient, so that’s saying twelve hours plus since time of death. Rigor mortis still present in the larger muscles, so we’re thinking a maximum of twenty-four, thirty hours, something like that, but with blood loss on this scale, who knows? Anyway, we’ll get better estimates soon.

			‘Cause of death and murder weapon both obvious enough. Murder weapon seems to have been on site—’ he nods behind us at a stretch of wall, where empty fixings seem to imply a sword once hung ‘but we’ll need to verify that assumption. No indication of forced entry, implying the attacker was possibly known to the victim.’

			His bullet points run temporarily dry. A hammer clicking on emptiness.

			I nod towards the table where the good Doctor Charteris’s head is leaking its last, a table that boasts a mess of wires but no laptop, no phone, no iPad.

			Charteris’s faintly tutting aura disapproves of their loss.

			‘Theft?’

			‘Probably. We’ve not located any cash, cards, phone or computer hardware. But the value of that stuff . . .’

			He shrugs rather than completing his sentence, but his meaning is clear. Yes, you might want to nick a few hundred quid’s worth of computer junk from a single middle-aged woman. But no, you probably wouldn’t want to go to the trouble of all this head-loppy-offy, spear-jabby stuff if your only reward was a second-hand laptop and a handful of bankcards.

			He reloads and continues, ‘We’re obviously looking at some kind of maniac or some kind of ritual killing. If it’s a maniac, he’s probably local, otherwise why trek out here? So we need to ask around. Neighbours. Vicar. Doctor’s surgery. Local mental health. Fiona, I want you to take the lead on that. You’ve got three uniforms to work with. Stay in touch. I want regular reports.

			‘Jon, I want you to look at the possible ritual aspect here. That’s desk work. Take a look at the PNC. Call the National Crime Agency, see if they have any experience of anything like this. Check Interpol for possible overseas angles. OK? Got that? Yes?’

			I think he wants us to yessir him and go trotting off like a pair of Spanish show ponies, but off and away I do not trot.

			‘Permission to familiarise myself with the scene, sir? I want to get a feel for the man we’re pursuing.’

			Jones gives me a look that somehow manages to take in me, the headless corpse, the corpseless head, the bucketfuls of blood, the sword, the spears, and imply, ‘you want to get a feel for the man? You haven’t already got some hints?’

			But since he doesn’t actually say anything, and since I don’t curl up and start mewing, and since procedure does in fact require that key team members have a reasonable familiarity with the crime scene, in the end he nods.

			‘Five minutes, then brief your team.’

			He heads off to annoy someone else.

			Jon leaves, show-pony style, kicking his fetlocks and tossing his prettily braided mane.

			Me, I start with the corpse itself, trying to avoid treading on any significant blood-marks, though that’s easier said than done.

			Gaynor Charteris’s hands are clean enough, but have a pale tan, even here in a Welsh Marchtime, even under the pallor of death. Her fingernails, worn short, have the sort of scraped-out grey colour you get if soil has collected under your nails and you want to make a reasonable shot at tidying up. She has that sinewy, fifty-something, outdoors look which, out in villages like this, usually goes with dog ownership, but I see no sign of a dog. No leash in the hallway, no hairs on the sofa.

			The incisions on the neck look interesting too. It looks to me as if the front of the throat was cut by something sharp enough to slice through the soft tissue in a single stroke. Beyond that, there are signs of multiple hacking blows, the ones that finally severed the head. It’s hard to feel the edge of the sword properly through latex gloves, but it feels bluntish to me. A decorative piece, not a fighting one. And if that’s right, it looks like my putative local maniac came here with a sharp knife, neatly slit Charteris’s throat, then used the broadsword to complete the beheading.

			And the spears? Either they were carefully made beforehand and brought here. Or Charteris happened to have a nice trio of antique spearheads conveniently fastened to some seriously non-antique broom handles. Or someone stole the spearheads from Charteris, turned them into actual spears, then came back to plunge them into the chest of a woman who was already dead. 

			That’s not very maniac, if you ask me, but no one did.

			I take a brisk gander round the rest of the house. Everything tidy. Everything orderly. Everything consistent with the age, sex and occupation of the deceased. With this quiet, leafy, sunlit street.

			No dog.

			There are a pair of very muddy gloves drying in the kitchen.

			The garden shed has a few ordinary garden implements, all dry.

			It’s odd. Something I’ve noticed before. When a person dies, their presence in a home seems to swell initially. Everything exhales the dead person’s personality. Their hopes, their fears, their loss. Then, as relatives and officialdom nibble at the scene – items removed for evidence, valuables packed and stored, utility accounts terminated, the house cleaned – the dead person starts to fade until you can hardly feel their print.

			But right now is the peak of the peak. I feel Charteris in every speck of dust, in every bloody smear. When I’m not in the living room downstairs with her, I feel slightly weirded out, like someone is talking to me and I’ve simply turned my back. And when I am in the living room, it feels strange if I can’t directly see her head, preferably her face itself.

			I haven’t yet got my usual feel for the victim. Partly, poor dear, that’s because her head has been hacked off with a broadsword and those things can be unsettling. The set of her face – glassy, pale, unseeing, shocked – is, presumably, not standard-issue Gaynor Charteris. But it’s more than that. This outdoorsy woman, with her short grey hair and practical hands, has some quality that eludes me. I might capture it, perhaps, if I had longer here, but I know I don’t have long before Jones will toss me out.

			And then I notice something that has been bothering me since I first came in. Or not bothering, but nagging.

			One of those things you see, but don’t see that you see.

			Standing Charteris’s head on that little corner bureau could be taken, in a way, as simple trophy display. ‘Look what I’ve done! Here’s the body, here’s the head.’ Except if you were aiming at some kind of triumphal display, this tucked-away corner is a hopeless choice. Better to place the head on the corpse. Or the coffee table. Or in the window. Or almost anything.

			So perhaps the placement of the head was more accidental. More like: ‘OK, that’s sorted. Now let’s grab the laptop and the iPhone. No, you dummy, you can’t go out like that. You’re still carrying the old lady’s head. Yep, down there, that’ll do. Now let’s fuck off and hope no one notices we’re covered with blood.’

			That’s possible. Murders are shocking to the perpetrator as well as to the victim. People do stupid things. Make mistakes. Botch the job.

			But someone, probably, arrived here with three homemade spears and arranged them carefully in a dead woman’s chest. That’s not really stupid-mistake territory, so I want to bet that the placement of the head has its own dark significance.

			But what?

			Charteris’s empty eyes are turned towards the wall, where there hangs a piece of framed text, in that hard-to-read medieval script. I take a photo of the text for later reference, but try to read it anyway. It says, I think, something like this:

			 

			Agitio ter consuli, gemitus britannorum . . . Repellunt barbari ad mare, repellit mare ad barbaros; inter haec duo genera funerum aut iugulamur aut mergimur.

			—Gildas, De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae

			 

			I don’t understand Latin – though ‘Britannorum’ and ‘repellunt barbari’ presumably mean something like what you’d think they mean – but I feel the tug of that ancient world, its torments and darknesses. Perhaps there, in that tug, is an important part of Gaynor Charteris herself.

			I feel the flicker of her. Some stronger sense of the woman herself.

			I’d like to stay with that flicker, sense her better, but Jones comes up behind me.

			‘Do you have a feel for the perpetrator yet, Sergeant? I said five minutes.’

			He’s one of those officers who deploys sarcasm the way Russian riot police deploy batons, but I don’t care. I float above. I swim below.

			‘Yes, sir. May I ask, have we secured the victim’s place of work?’

			‘Place of work, Sergeant? She worked for the Open University. She worked from home mostly.’

			‘I think she was working on a dig.’ I mention the muddy boots, the gloves, the recently dirty fingernails, and the absence of a dog or visible gardening activity. ‘She’s an archaeologist, after all.’

			That pauses the sarcasm assault. Procedure does indeed require that any scene potentially connected to a murder be secured as soon as possible.

			‘Good catch. When you’re researching local angles, ask around for any locations where she may have been working. We’ll get officers there as soon as possible.’

			‘Yes sir.’

			I make my exit, hopscotching through the blood puddles in my parachute-suit and my non-tear paper overshoes. The street is still sunny. Still catkiny. The ginger tom is still there, his parts now beautifully clean.

			Gaynor Charteris is already maybe my third best ever corpse, runner up only to the beauties that were Alina ‘Carlotta’ Mishchenko and the ever-wonderful Mary Langton.

			I wait four hundred and fifty-three days, then up pops a beauty.
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			I do my job.

			Do it in a way that even Bleddyn Jones couldn’t find fault with, not even if he were tramping after me, spitting bullet points and beardy irritation.

			I’ve been given a team of three. One of them, Joe Harris, is a village resident of long-standing. He is quick to speak to two local vicars, the school headmaster, the people in the village store, the post office and the barber shop. The other two constables are, like me, native-born Taffs without local knowledge, but they troop sturdily from house to house, asking questions and collecting up answers. I stay on top of all that, but I also hit the phone, struggling through our beloved mental health bureaucracy, trying to locate any nutters with a known interest in swords, spears and beheadings.

			Nada, nothing, nix.

			No known nutters.

			No one, except Charteris herself, with a fondness for broadswords and antique spearheads.

			The local nutter hypothesis was never, I thought, excessively plausible but, fair play, you do have to test these things, no matter what.

			We also, rapidly, ascertain where Gaynor Charteris was muddying her boots. The village name, Dinas Powys, means something like ‘fort of the country-dwellers’ and, sure enough, a short distance out of the village, in Cwm George, there’s a low hill with the remains of an Iron Age fort. The site has been excavated before, back in the 1950s, but, it seems, Charteris was keen to re-explore it and enlisted a number of students from Cardiff to get the project started.

			As soon as I have that information, I relay it to Jones, who sends a couple of uniforms up the hill to take guard.

			An hour later, with my team ticking away nicely and no urgent leads emerging, I check in with Jones. Nudge him into sending me up the hill to Cwm George, which he does with only a flicker of irritation.

			I drive up there.

			A small parking area, mostly for dog walkers, I guess.

			Walking boots from the back of my car. Fleece.

			A stony path curves into a forest.

			Beech trees, ivy, and a dark gleam of ferns. Noises muted by the trees. Further in, any connection with the outside world is lost completely. It’s as though, round the next bend, a knight might come cantering up on a pale-grey charger. A jingle of spurs and a flutter of silk caparisons. The feeling is strong enough, and weird enough, that I actually call one of the uniforms. Check I’m heading in the right direction.

			I am, and soon find what I’m after. 

			A rise of ground. The ramparts of a fort, still discernible. And, just below, a small green Portakabin, its door open to an indecisive breeze. There’s a lock on the door, a padlock, but the hasp has been torn out of the flimsy wall and the thing just swings loose, screws dangling in space.

			I enter the cabin.

			The two uniforms are there, along with three others, students from the look of them. Two boys, both with longish hair, and a tall, skinny girl with pale, luminous skin. They all wear heavy boots, old jeans, warm coats. Mud on boots and knees.

			The cabin has a few folding camp chairs. Some shelving down one side, muddy, like everything else, but sort of clean too. Like someone’s been taking care to wipe things down and sweep up, no matter how basically. There’s a stack of heavy tools in one corner – spades, forks, mattocks – and some smaller tools – trowels, brushes, hammers – tidily arranged on the shelf beside them. There’s an orange plastic washing bowl and two big plastic water containers, fifty litres, or something like that. The shelves are otherwise clear. On a portable gas-stove, a kettle is coming to the boil.

			‘Typical CID,’ says the uniform nearest the kettle. ‘Always arrive in time for tea.’

			He makes tea, the regular sort. I always carry peppermint teabags with me, but just for today I think I’ll face the big, bad caffeine monster.

			The students introduce themselves. Katie, Mitch and Rob. Katie – complicated braided dark blonde hair, nose-piercing, a spray of star-tattoos behind one ear – seems like the queen of this little band and the others visibly defer.

			They all have the jerky movements and speech rhythms of unfaked shock. Rob, reaching for a stool to sit on, misses it with his hand, stumbles and refocuses. When he reaches for the stool the second time, he’s successful, but his face is tight with concentration. When he speaks, he does so with a clumsy, over-articulated clarity.

			I turn to the non-kettle-occupied uniform, Rhys. Ask him to bring me up to speed. He tells me that he and his colleague have taken basic statements, the gist of which is that, yes, the three students all knew and worked with Dr Charteris. The dig was happy and productive. They all got along fine. No one knew of anyone with a grudge against the archaeologist, nor did she seem troubled or fearful in any way.

			Just one thing.

			Katie, gripping the side-shelving, asks, ‘Do you know where all our stuff is? Our finds?’

			The uniforms look at me to see if I know.

			Nope. Nothing to do with me.

			I ask Katie what’s missing.

			‘Everything basically. Not our tools, those are all there, but everything else.’

			Shocked eyes sweeping the emptiness and returning. Everything is just that little bit off. Her timing, her fluidity. Everything.

			I say, ‘OK, sorry, everyone please leave the cabin.’

			I shoo everyone out. If stuff has been stolen, we have to presume there’s some connection with the murder down the hill. That means that, forensically compromised as the cabin now is, we have to take it seriously as a crime scene.

			We re-assemble on the grass outside.

			I ask about the project and it emerges that the dig had only been going for three weeks, an exploratory excavation in preparation for a much bigger project in the summer. These preliminary works had already confirmed the basic richness of the site.

			The braids-’n’-tattoos Katie says, ‘What we’ve got here is a really good Iron Age hill fort. There are thousands of them all over Britain, many hundreds in Wales alone, and this one isn’t particularly large. But it is well-defended.’ She starts pointing out the natural slope of the hill, its multiple levels of ditch-and-rampart defences.

			‘OK, go on’: my uncertain contribution to the discussion. It’s hard to know what to ask because it’s hard to see what could possibly be at stake.

			Katie continues. ‘So in about 43 CE – that’s AD in old money – the Romans invade Britain. They don’t reach south Wales for some time, but when they do, this area slowly Romanises. Although the Romans are technically in control of all of Wales, their rule to the north and west of here is military only. You only get real Roman villas and all the rest of it down here in Glamorgan.’

			‘OK.’

			‘But with the Romans keeping the peace, forts like this one fell out of service. You didn’t need this kind of military wellie, when you’ve got Augustus’s Second Legion a day’s march away in Caerleon. So yes, the site was probably inhabited, but was no longer of particular importance.’

			‘And nothing valuable?’ I ask. ‘I mean no horde of gold and silver? Nothing to provide a motive for murder?’

			‘Not at all. I mean, what we found had some value. A few Roman coins. Some nails. Some bits of pottery. But you can pick those sort of things up on eBay for a few quid. There’s historical value, yes, but monetary value? No. Nothing.’

			‘Oh.’

			I feel disappointed. Our one little lead seems to be vanishing into nothingness. A candle flame flickering on the blue edge of extinction.

			And yet the thefts: those were real. That broken hasp, it’s real too.

			Katie isn’t done. She’s eager to get to the next part, in fact. ‘But look, the real glory of this site is what happened after the Romans left.’

			‘Go on.’

			‘OK. It’s the end of the fourth century. The Roman empire is being attacked from the north and east. Large parts of the empire are using German troops anyway, and those troops start to think, the hell with this, we’ll just grab everything for ourselves. So the Romans start to panic. First of all, they withdraw from the north and west of Britain, from areas like this. Then, in about 410 CE, they withdraw all their troops. All of them. They tell the British, sorry and all that, but you’re on your own now. Goodbye and good luck.’

			‘Not brilliant news, presumably.’

			‘Not at all. All of a sudden, places like Dinas Powys become important again. They get reoccupied. Refortified. Once again, they’re the safest places to be. And right here, where we’re sitting now, is a fantastic site. It’s got these great defences. It’s in the richest part of Wales. It’s right on the coast, close to an excellent harbour. If you were a British nobleman at the dawn of the Dark Ages, this site would give you everything. Security. Trade. Wine from Spain and Italy. An opportunity to keep the good times going. That’s why Dinas Powys is so important. It’s got the most important collection of early Dark Age material anywhere in Wales. There aren’t many sites in England which come close.’

			She starts telling me more about what they’ve found. Evidence that a jeweller was once busy here. Also a blacksmith. Animal stock-holding: an earlier dig found twenty-two thousand animal bones.

			‘And the stuff that was stolen. Was there anything there? I mean, anything that mattered historically, leave aside the financial aspect.’

			Katie shakes her head. ‘Not really. We’re really only prospecting, remember. Figuring out our strategy for the summer. So, yes, we found enough to support our view that this site is going to be really great, but no, there was no individual piece which made us go wow.’

			I ask, ‘Did Charteris ever come up here alone. Did she ever dig by herself?’

			Katie – and the others – all laugh at that, a little embarrassed perhaps.

			Katie, tiptoeing round her answer, says, ‘Gaynor lived on her own. Her kids are in Australia. She loved archaeology. Yes, I think she had plenty of friends, but maybe not so many in the local area. So, of course she came up here whenever she could. She loved this place.’

			That’s code, I think, for saying that Charteris was mildly obsessive. Perhaps more than mildly.

			I think of that stern, outdoorsy, short-haired head in its little suburban cul-de-sac below. The way her gaze was fixed on that bit of Latin text. It makes no sense, no sense at all, but I have this stupid feeling that it was Charteris herself who, in death, swivelled on her stump of a neck to find that bit of Gildas again.

			 

			Repellunt barbari ad mare, repellit mare ad barbaros; inter haec duo genera funerum aut iugulamur aut mergimur.

			 

			I feel that flicker again. That flicker which whispers somehow of the real Charteris. Our victim, our corpse, our head.

			Tucking that thought away for later, I say, ‘OK, and just say she’d found, I don’t know, a Roman goblet. Gold, rubies, whatever. Who owns it? What happens next.’

			Katie’s answer is that it’s the local landowner who would profit, not the person who found the object. And anyway, ‘Gaynor didn’t care about money. She’d have no interest in any of that.’

			I try a few other questions. Get nothing of interest. Call Jones.

			He, predictably, isn’t impressed. The theft is significant enough that he wants to keep some police presence on site – which means the uniforms get to drink more tea, up here amongst these blowing trees, these ancient ramparts – but ‘I want you back on the local angle. You can’t keep an eye on your men from up there.’

			As it happens, I have been staying in fairly close touch with my three guys throughout, the ten or fifteen minutes I’ve been talking to Katie my longest interruption yet. 

			But I’m a good girl. I do as he says.

			Ask the uniforms to stay on site. Ask Jones to get some forensics guys up here. Meantime, the kids want to get back to Cardiff. Katie, it turns out, is a postgraduate student, researching for her doctorate. The other two are undergraduates, hence Katie’s air of authority.

			We walk, the four of us, down the side of the cabin towards the path back to the parking area. Katie, I realise, is tearing up. I tell the other two to go on, and say, ‘Katie?’

			She wipes her eyes, the blue of old seas and far horizons, and says, ‘I mean, who does that? Kill Gaynor of all people. And this dig. It’s totally fucked now. It’s just . . .’

			Her lips tremble with unfaked emotion. Katie’s clearly upset about her friend and colleague, but it seems like Katie is almost equally upset about the project. That seems like a weird thing to be so upset about, but violent bereavements are weird. People react in funny ways.

			Her little squall of grief subsides.

			At the corner of the cabin, there’s a tangle of long grass and fallen leaves, black and heavy with damp. She kicks at the tangle, loses her footing and has to grab at the cabin wall to steady herself.

			‘Fuck it.’ She pauses as she catches her breath, which is jerky and asthmatic. When she’s ready, she jabs again with her foot at something in the tangle below her. ‘Well, they didn’t get that anyway.’

			‘That’ appears to be a right-angled bit of stone, a stump of masonry, now very much corroded by time. It looks like the sort of thing which, if you found it in your garden, you’d throw on the nearest skip. Mossy, dirty, broken, useless.

			I raise my eyebrows. ‘Well, gee, Katie. It’s lucky they didn’t get that.’

			She stares at me, then laughs.

			‘OK, I know it doesn’t look like much.’

			‘But really it’s a priceless . . . um, I don’t know, help me out here.’

			‘It’s old. We haven’t yet had it tested, but the appearance is consistent with the early medieval period, possibly even the very start of the Dark Ages.’

			‘A lump of stone?’

			‘Yes, but it’s not a lump, is it? It’s carved.’ She pushes back the grass so I can see better. ‘It’s probably the angle from a stone cross, or burial stone. I mean, that’s a nice find, whatever, but it’s better than that. Look.’

			She gathers herself a second, then wanders a few feet away. Pulls an ordinary lump of stone out of the ground and lays it beside the possibly-ancient bit of cross. The two things are different. The stones aren’t the same.

			I see that, but don’t know what Katie’s getting at.

			She stares at me, like I’m supposed to know. The click-click-click of a shocked brain figuring out ordinary human interactions.

			Then she gets there. Restarts.

			‘It’s basic geology,’ she says. ‘The rock here is all Triassic. If you’re a Dark Age Christian wanting to carve a cross or even just build a house, you’re going to use the stuff kicking around under your feet. This stone looks Silurian, possibly Ordovician. There’s plenty of that stuff in north and mid Wales. Ireland too for that matter. But around here? Nothing.’

			I shake my head. I can’t quite believe I’m discussing Welsh geology as part of an investigation, but then again I don’t know what matters or why, and until I do then everything has to matter.

			I try to get my head round this latest nugget.

			‘So, someone brought a lump of rock here – by ship presumably – then carved a cross.’

			‘Or, more likely,’ corrects Katie, ‘carved the rock in north or mid Wales, then brought it here.’

			‘Which sounds like a lot of hassle, when there’s plenty of stone right here.’

			‘Exactly. So why would anyone want to do that?’

			I shake my head. The puzzles of the present day seem strange enough without bringing mysteries from sixteen centuries back.

			We stare at each other a few seconds.

			She has no answer to my puzzles. I have no answers to hers.

			We walk down to the carpark and she’s about to join her fellow students in a scruffy blue Ford Fiesta, when I say, ‘Katie, how are you with spears? I mean, can you tell antiques from fakes?’

			‘In a laboratory? Yes.’

			‘And if I just showed you one?’

			‘Then maybe. It depends.’

			I ask her to come with me. Promise her we’ll get her back to town in a squad car, if we have to. She says yes, says fine.

			We drive down the hill. I check in with my team of three. Joe Harris has been keeping things under efficient control and our Contacts Made list is already looking plump and healthily stocked. There are still a few gaps. Charteris sang in a local choir and we’d like to speak to as many of those people as possible. But we’ve done well and I say so.

			Out on the concrete ramp in front of Charteris’s garage, I report in to Jones. He’s grumpy but not actively critical. Tells me to keep going.

			‘Yes, sir. Just one thing. I have an antiquities expert with me, a Katie Smith. I thought you might want her to take a look at the sword and the spearheads.’

			Jones looks darkly suspicious, narrowing his eyes like a man considering a bet on a street game of three-card monte.

			He looks for the con, can’t find it, so tells me, grudgingly, that if the forensics boys are happy to let a ‘member of the public in’, he’ll allow it.

			I want to argue at that. Calling Katie a ‘member of the public’ makes her sound like she’s a murder-scene tourist, instead of what she actually is: an archaeologist offering us a free, instant and expert appraisal of a key aspect of the crime scene.

			I don’t actually say that, but I also don’t do that prettily-maned fetlock-kicking thing, so I think I lose points anyway.

			I get Katie.

			‘This will be rough, I’m afraid. It’s not particularly pretty in there.’

			A terse nod signals her understanding.

			A CSI tells us that they’ve completed sample-taking and photography. He still gives us protective suits, overshoes, haircaps and latex gloves, ‘Just to be on the safe side.’

			We go into the house.

			Someone has covered Charteris’s head with a pale-blue cloth. The stump of her neck too. The room is bright with halogen task-lighting, rigged up for the photography. Already the old living room is vanishing, being replaced by something else. It’s like those fast-forward films you see of life in the jungle. Animals dying and collapsing into carrion. Larger animals snatching the meat. Birds of prey cleaning the bones. Then ants and insects. Mould. The moss and the rain and the sunlight and the leaf-fall. And you watch those things, fascinated by the upthrust of new life, and you’ve forgotten, almost forgotten, that what you’re watching is also a graveyard. A kind of burial.

			I try to find the scent of the dead woman. Her presence. It’s already fading.

			Dry white bones in the undergrowth.

			A life sketched in blood.

			Katie stays close. The stains on the floor are dry now. I avoid treading in any of the larger marks, because it’s now instinctive to do so, but Katie just treads where she wants. Blood rises in rust-coloured flakes as she passes.

			I stop at the feet of the corpse, the body.

			‘Oh.’

			Katie has the expression of any newbie. I watch her closely to see if there’s anything else there – we can’t exclude the possibility that she knows something more than she’s reported so far – but her expression is faultless. Shocked, unsettled. Upset.

			That jerky breathing again.

			She pieces together the scene. Figures out what lies under the blue cloth on the computer table.

			‘May I?’ she asks.

			There’s a CSI labelling up sample bags on the kitchen table. I pass the question to him with my eyes, and he shrugs and says, ‘Just look, don’t touch.’

			I lift the cloth for Katie.

			There’s the head again. Familiar now. Settling.

			That short grey hair. Those lightless eyes. The grimly disapproving mouth.

			I feel a kind of chuckle rising in me. A feeling of recognition. Or more than that even. Friendship. Fellowship.

			I’m pleased, in a way, that she has blood still spattering her hair. She liked her mud. The rhythms of the dig. The basic tools, the knees-down-in-the-dirtness of it all. She wouldn’t have wanted to be too polished up in death.

			As often, I want to put my hand out. Stroke the dead woman’s hair. Trace the curve of her face with my finger.

			Want to, but don’t.

			Katie looks at the head a few moments, says nothing, then I replace the cloth.

			We turn to the corpse. The sword and the spearheads.

			The sword she disposes of quickly.

			‘This is a modern reproduction of an Anglo–Saxon style sword. There are websites that sell these things. It belonged to Gaynor, it hung up there—’ she points to the empty fixings ‘and it’s not old at all.’

			The spearheads, though, are a different matter.

			She kneels down to inspect them. Leans over. Wants to support herself with a hand on Charteris’s chest. Avoids doing so. Then leans more and does it anyway.

			She looks at all three spearheads up close and from every angle. Pulls away.

			‘So?’ I ask.

			‘Um, no promises, and I could tell for you definite if I had these in a lab . . .’

			‘But . . .?’

			‘I think they’re the real deal. If they’re fake, they’ve taken exceptional care with things like the pitting, the patina, even the basic quality of the ironwork.’

			She points to a slight kink in one of the spearheads, where the blade’s lozenge narrows to meet the shaft.

			‘Ancient iron-making wasn’t particularly sophisticated, so their weapons weren’t particularly strong. It’s common to see that kind of bending in spears that have actually been used in battle. Modern reproductions almost never have that kind of kinking because people don’t want to buy something that looks wrong. I mean, I can’t be positive without more work, but I’d say these are real.’

			‘Approximate era?’

			‘I’d need a lab. Sorry.’

			‘Wild guess?’

			‘Oh, Iron Age. Roman. If they’re Anglo–Saxon, they’re relatively early.’

			She speaks casually about items that could easily pre-date Christianity.

			I say, ‘And they’re not Gaynor’s? I mean, you’d know if they were?’

			‘Not Gaynor’s, no. She felt strongly about genuine antiques being stored properly in a museum. She’d happily have reproduction stuff or finds so minor no museum would want them. But those spearheads? No way.’

			She stands up. And as her attention widens away from the specific technical questions, she remembers where she is, what she’s looking at.

			Silently now, and without asking my permission, she lifts the cloth over Charteris’s head again.

			Looks, and murmurs, ‘Requiescat in pace.’ Rest in peace. She holds the dead woman’s gaze, then reverently lowers the cloth.

			I say, ‘You read Latin, of course.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Do you know what this says?’

			I point her to the medieval fragment hanging on the wall. The one Charteris was looking at.

			‘Oh, that? It’s Gildas. The groans of the Britons.’

			I don’t say anything, but my face probably does a ‘Gildas who?’ kind of look.

			Katie: ‘Gildas was a sixth-century monk. A saint, in fact. His writing is one of our earliest sources for the period.’

			And, reading the Latin, she translates:

			‘To Agitius, thrice consul: the groans of the Britons . . . The barbarians drive us to the sea, the sea drives us to the barbarians; between these two means of death, we are either killed or drowned. Gildas, On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain.’

			‘And the barbarians in question . . .?’

			‘Northern tribes. Modern-day Scots and Irish basically.’

			She answers the question, but the words drop noiselessly, pebbles vanished in a well. We both share a sudden sense that it is almost disrespectful to be talking about these long-ago conflicts when what we are dealing with is a very twenty-first century corpse. It’s strange how this investigation, young as it is, keeps getting tugged under by the past, and the deep past at that.

			Stolen Dark Age finds. Iron Age spears. Gildas and his Latin lament.

			We leave.

			The air is different in the homes of the dead, I’ve noticed.

			Partly it’s the smell. Blood baking under those bright halogen lamps. The smell of our paper suits, something like that of a newly stocked stationery cupboard.

			But there’s also something boxy, closed in. Like the deceased person’s soul has mostly succeeded in clambering free of that old, messily biological contraption that now lies discarded on the floor, but hasn’t yet had the nerve to take that final leap. To exit the room, the house, the street, the village. To fly forth upon the wind, glittering and free and for ever.

			It’s a relief to be outside again, in this bright, ordinary air.

			I search around for a squad car leaving for Cardiff. Find one. Summon Katie. Her right foot drags a little as she walks towards it. When she notices, she looks angry and starts to walk with exaggerated care. I wonder if it’s a drug thing. Something she doesn’t want me to see.

			She gets into the car.

			Leaning down into the interior, I say, ‘They never came, did they?’

			‘Who?’

			‘The Romans? They never came back.’

			‘No.’

			‘So the British were basically fucked, were they? The ones who were left behind.’

			Katie laughs and says in her crystal Oxbridgey English. ‘You tell me: you’re Welsh. Those Britons were your ancestors, not mine. From your point of view, I’m just another hairy-arsed barbarian.’

			She makes a hairy, scary barbarian face at me, then laughs. The awkward, coughing laugh of someone in grief.

			The car departs.

			Three ancient spears in a dead woman’s chest.

			A savage beheading.

			An island deserted by its Roman protectors.

			And a case that feels – almost – like it’s been worth the 452-day wait.
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			We get nowhere.

			We do everything right and we get nowhere.

			The forensics are slow but they come. Prints, aplenty. DNA, aplenty. A long slow process of teasing out who had legitimately been in Charteris’s house in the days before her death. But though there’s still a load of work to do, we have nothing that looks suspicious. Nothing useful.

			Also: nothing from cameras. Nothing useful on vehicle movements. Nothing from all my house-to-house stuff. No interesting local nutters. No recent killings with similar quasi-ritual elements.

			The case has had a lot of media interest, inevitably, which means we get a lot of phone calls, but none of them helpful or even, mostly, sane.

			One week on from our corpse discovery and we are not one inch further forward. The enquiry, given the macho title of Operation Blade, is already limping.

			Jackson calls a Case Review meeting. These things do happen, of course. They happen in long, complex enquiries when the mass of data becomes almost overwhelming and everyone benefits from a deep breath and a fresh perspective. But one week into a murder investigation? With a single victim and no great torrents of data?

			This is early for a Case Review, very early, and Bleddyn Jones prepares for it like some kind of angry bluebottle. Buzzy, demanding, repetitious.

			Obedient to that angry buzz, we all do extra work. Re-examine interviews, check lists, compile data, fill blanks.

			Me, I don’t mind. I like the activity. I have a photo of Gaynor Charteris’s oozing skull as my screensaver and a six inch by ten inch shot of her spear-stabbed torso at eyeline above my desk. I put in long hours and I love each one.

			The Case Review meeting is in Jackson’s office.

			Jackson and Jones are both there, of course. So am I, also Deryn Powell, the guy who’s been leading the forensics, and Sian Ryder, our indexer.

			Jackson kicks out his legs. Says, ‘So Bleddyn, why don’t you tell me what you’ve all been up to?’

			Jones tells him, via a Powerpoint presentation, no less.

			Maps with different coloured dots. Charts that assemble our not-very-useful forensic data into not-very-useful patterns. A team list with tasks and responsibilities. At one point, he’s talking about our house-to-house work and I think I was probably meant to chirp up with some interesting observations, but although he stared at me hard and arranged his moustache and beard into ever-less-pleasing configurations as he did so, I didn’t feel like chirping, so just stayed silent. 

			He ended up doing the local summary bit instead of me, then said, ‘Is that right, Fiona?’ I said, ‘Yes, sir,’ in a way that was intended to be positive, supportive and emphatic. His eyes glittered dangerously for a second, then moved off.

			I think: it’s a prison officer beard. That’s what it is. If you imagine your worst sort of prison officer, all keys and rules and punishments, you’d garnish that nightmare with a beard like Jones’s. Prickly and strangely black, as though dyed.

			We run for an hour. I mean: Jones does. That’s how long his Powerpoint thing lasts. Except for clarifying little points of fact, Jackson says nothing. His face is unreadable. A north-facing cliff that glimpses sunlight only during the winter solstice.

			When Jones is done, Jackson says, ‘OK, good. That’s very organised. Thank you.’

			Jones, who doesn’t yet know that Jackson’s interrogation technique is mostly based around saying nothing at all, is a bit non-plussed. ‘OK, good’: that’s the case review?

			Jones darts off into another spatter of Action Lists and task management speak.

			Jackson says nothing. Nods. Moves his eyebrows.

			Once Jones has finally finished – though I’m near certain that there are bullet points still dribbling into his beard – silence finally enters the room.

			Jackson rotates a thick finger round the rim of his empty coffee mug.

			Eventually, he says, ‘That is very organised, but we don’t have a suspect, do we? Or any credible leads?’

			Jones can’t bring himself to agree. He hurtles off into a discourse about parts of the case that are still incomplete, where there is still more work to be done. Jackson does nothing to stop the hurtle and another five minutes of my life pass into dust.

			Silence.

			Jackson still unreadable. Jones reorganising his papers.

			Jackson: ‘So. No leads.’

			He asks Deryn Powell for his comments. Powell says, ‘Well, there are more bits and pieces still to come in, but I’m not expecting much.’

			‘How long till you’ll have everything?’

			Powell shrugs. ‘About a week. Depends on the lab, mostly.’

			Jackson and Sian Ryder have a short discussion of personnel, data and action management. A few niggles, as there always are. Nothing that can’t be, and isn’t being, sorted.

			Eventually, Jackson’s heavy gaze settles on me.

			‘Fiona, you are being uncharacteristically silent.’

			That is, I realise, the sort of thing people do come out with, but they don’t think it through, do they? If I say, ‘Yes, sir,’ then I’m not being silent, which means I’ll be speaking a lie. 

			If I say, ‘No, sir,’ then I won’t be trapped into lying to a superior officer, but I will be contradicting him for no good purpose. Between a rock and a hard place, that’s me.

			The barbarians drive us to the sea, the sea drives us to the barbarians; between these two means of death, we are either killed or drowned.

			I stay silent.

			‘Fiona?’

			I say, ‘Um.’

			‘Are you able to do human-speak today, Fiona? Is there a translation available?’

			‘Well, um . . . the thing is.’

			Then, since that is a broken-arsed non-sentence if ever there was one, I take one more run at it.

			‘Look, I think we do have leads here. It’s just they’re of a sort we’re not used to, and aren’t sure how to follow. Take, for example, those spears in the chest.’

			Jones, uncomfortable at the fact that Jackson is allowing me to run free without bridle or bit, instantly starts flashing his Powerpoint charts around. ritual killings in the UK 1995–2015 and murders involving swords, spears and other ‘classic’ weapons.

			No one says anything and when he shuts up, Jackson’s gaze returns to me.

			I say, ‘Those spears, they weren’t just any old spears, the actual spearheads are more than twenty centuries old.’

			Sure enough, Katie, working with a lab here in Cardiff, has established that the spearheads are genuine Iron Age artefacts, probably from the first two or three centuries before Christ. Fancy things to stick into a body that’s already dead.

			Jackson says, ‘OK, agreed . . .’

			‘And ritual killings? Is that really what we’re looking at?’ My finger circles the date on Jones’s blessed Powerpoint chart. ‘1995–2015’. In a case that seems to hark back to the Dark Ages and beyond, I’m not sure that figuring out what some Middlesbrough weirdo got up to in 1997 is going to help us much.

			Jackson: ‘OK, so: alternative angles?’

			‘Um, something like the Kirkburn Sword, maybe?’

			‘What?’

			‘Well, this wasn’t something I’d heard about either, but . . .’ But I did some work of my own alongside all the boring stuff I was doing for Bleddyn bloody Jones, ‘And, there’s a sword they dug up in Yorkshire about thirty years ago. The sword was about the same age as those damn spearheads of ours and, according to the British Museum, no less, this sword is “probably the finest Iron Age sword in Europe”. OK, now that in itself doesn’t mean anything, only get this. The man they dug up with the sword had three spears buried in his chest. It wasn’t a ritual killing, or at least that’s not what people think. It looks like it was some way to bury an honoured warrior. But if you want to find a case that looks like ours – three Iron Age spears in the chest – then that Kirkburn burial is arguably as good a fit as we’ve got.’

			We talk a bit more about that. The Kirkburn warrior appears to have died naturally and though he was buried with a fancy sword, no one had bothered to lop his head off with it.

			Jones fusses around with his Powerpoint charts, but Jackson ignores him.

			‘Fiona, let’s suppose you’re right. Suppose this killing in some way references this Yorkshire thing, or even just Iron Age burials in general. What do we do with that? It’s not like we’ve got people running around with woad on their faces any more.’

			‘No.’

			‘And we can’t go back in time and arrest someone from twenty-three centuries ago.’

			‘No.’

			He’s right about that. Definitely correct.

			Jackson: ‘So?’

			‘So, um.’

			Then, since I can see Jackson is about to do his translation-into-human thing again, I forestall him.

			‘So, look, I don’t know. I don’t have an answer. But I do think that our clues are going to come from the historical angle. Looking at the things Charteris was interested in. The things that the hill fort was starting to reveal. Somehow those things mattered enough to someone that they were prepared to kill Charteris. And not just kill her, but kill her in this way.’

			I bite my lip.

			Literally and figuratively.

			The thing is, if you kill someone in these extravagant ways, you’re usually trying to send a message. So when the Ku Klux Klan strung people up from trees, they were carefully sending a message. To black people: stay in your place. To white people: this is the way we run things here. None of that civil rights nonsense, or else . . .

			A loathsome message, brutally delivered.

			But clear. Horribly clear.

			And if this stagey presentation of Charteris’s corpse is aimed at sending a message, then who the hell is its target audience? And what’s the message?

			The single thing that disturbs me most about this enquiry so far is the idea that we’re the intended audience: we, the police.

			That’s not a good thought. Like, beneath these dark waters, yet darker waters flow.

			But I don’t say any of that. Don’t even finish thinking it, when Jackson cuts in.

			‘Bleddyn. Fiona Griffiths here thinks that we should examine the historical aspects in more detail. What do you think about that?’

			When it finishes speaking, Jackson’s face assumes a remarkable stillness. ‘Glasslike’: that’s the conventional descriptor, I think, except that there’s nothing of glass there at all. His expression has the solidity and impenetrability of rock. Cliff walls, rising into mist.

			Jones spends a moment or two trying to read Jackson’s face, but he might as well seek to read a slab of Snowdonian rhyolite.

			Those crags, those mists.

			And after a while, he visibly gives up the attempt. This is his enquiry, his decision. A decision shaped, perhaps, by Jackson’s earlier terse summary. That is very organised, but we don’t have a suspect, do we? What I offer is scarcely the type of lead that Jones would choose to pursue, but he wants to stay in the game. Maintain control of this enquiry in the hope that something turns up.

			His face ripples and says, ‘Yes, I think that it would be a good idea if Fiona . . .’ He waves his hand at me, permissively but vaguely, then takes another stab at the end of his sentence. ‘If Fiona maybe takes a look at – what? – Iron Age killings and things of that type . . .?’

			He stares at me, not quite sure what I’m proposing and his confidence fading with every word.

			Jackson waits for long enough to mark the fact that Bleddyn Jones himself has made his choice, and made it unforced and of his own volition, then he leans forward, grinning.

			‘Bleddyn, mate, you’ve no bloody idea what she wants. None at all. Neither have I. But if you want a word of advice from an officer who’s had to work with this one in the past, then just give her her head. A little freedom of action. Only a little, mind, because before you know it she’ll be running off God knows where doing God knows what. But if she wants to look at Iron Age killings or, I don’t know, old hill forts or whatever, then let her do it.’

			Jones, still not quite understanding how he’s been negotiated into this outcome, just nods.

			Jackson, speaking to Powell and Ryder in turn, says, ‘Deryn? Sian?’

			They nod. Shruggy nods of the like-we-give-a damn variety.

			Jackson pauses a microsecond, then opens out into a full-beam, full-wattage smile.

			‘Well, that’s terrific. Splendid. Bleddyn, you and your team are doing a fabulous job. Keep it up. Well done all.’

			We unstick ourselves from the fake black leather of Jackson’s giant sofa and tumble out of his office into the wide open spaces of the corridor beyond.

			Jones, still slightly dazed, says, ‘So, Fiona, then you’ll . . . You’ll . . .’

			‘Yes, sir. Of course. I’ll get going at once.’

		

	
		
			 

			5

			The next day, a sparkling one.

			A high blue sky. A buoyant sun. The sea a sparkle of silver and blue.

			I sit on a damp green bank and smoke a roll-up. I’m not a smoker, not really, but I’m trying to reduce my appetite for cannabis, and for some reason the tobacco acts as a partial substitute, even if this particular cigarette does have a little Pentwyn resin crumbled along its length.

			Sweet resin, Welsh winds.

			I’m a little earlier than I said, but it’s not long before I hear the sound of approaching feet.

			Katie appears. Sees me up here on my bank. I raise a hand and smile welcome.

			She approaches.

			Impressively torn black jeans. Black cowboy boots, well-used. Dark vest-top worn under an almost military khaki shirt. A chunky necklace. One of those broad-brimmed Aussie-style hats with a leather band. Some multi-coloured wristband that probably communicates something to do with music or some charitable cause or event or something else that I would know about if I knew anything about that kind of thing.

			The look has attitude and personality and toughness, without quite dipping into angry hippy counter-culture.

			Also: she walks with a ski stick, a mobility aid not a fashion statement.

			She comes up the bank towards me. Sits beside me.

			I say, ‘You hurt your ankle?’

			‘No.’

			She volunteers nothing further. I say, ‘Anything you want to talk about?’

			‘No.’

			That’s fine with me. I offer her my tobacco pouch, but she says, ‘No,’ more gently this time.

			I put my pouch away and she loosens up a bit. Actually physically loosens. Stretches out, decompresses.

			I continue smoking. We’re close to the sea here, very close, but these hills, these trees are so enclosing, they create their own little world. Their own deep pond of time.

			Katie: ‘Have you guys got anywhere?’

			‘The official answer? We are actively pursuing a number of lines of enquiry.’

			‘But you have nothing? In reality, you have nothing?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘So you want to talk about Roman pottery? That’s one of your “lines of enquiry”, is it?’

			There’s something so needlessly snippy in the way she says that, I can’t help laughing.

			‘Yes, yes, I’m afraid it is.’

			Katie looks apologetic – then fierce – then juts her jaw at a green horizon.

			While she’s busy cycling through whatever twenty emotions she’s picked out for the day, I get out my iPad and bring up the list of finds downloaded from the project website.

			I say, ‘Right, I know none of these things looked all that interesting to you when you found them, but that was before Gaynor was murdered. And since she has been murdered and your finds were stolen, we have to take a second look.’

			So we do.

			Start picking through the list.

			*

			Pottery fragment, rim piece, 2cm x 5cm, prob. local manufacture

			Pottery fragment, 4cm x 9cm, possible southern Europe origin (?)

			Nails x 12, varying condition, Roman-style, poss local origin.

			Button, horn, 1cm

			Seal box (lid), 3cm x 3cm. Figure of bear (?), wolf (?), heavily scratched and poor condition.

			Coins x 4. Varying dates 2nd/3rd century. (?) Variable condition.

			Bronze wire, 7 cm. Very fine craftsmanship. Probable use in jewellery. Post-Roman (?)

			 

			And so on.

			Katie dismisses everything in turn.

			‘No. Look, these things aren’t rare in themselves. They’re just not. Take that seal box. If that had been in good condition – lid and box, no buckling, no scratching – then it might retail for maybe a hundred and fifty pounds, something like that. As it is, you couldn’t even sell it on eBay. These things are of interest because of where we’re finding them, not their rarity.’

			All through the list, the same thing.

			The only thing that gives Katie pause is the lump of rock down by the corner of the Portakabin.

			 

			Carved stone fragment. Probable part of a cross. Condition consistent with early medieval period. Stone of non-local origin.

			 

			‘I mean, that surprised us, the fact that the stone wasn’t local. But still. You could think of any number of explanations.’

			‘Such as?’

			‘Well, these Dark Age British were Christian. Suppose that a saint with important local connections had died in some other part of the country. They might want to relocate the relics. Bones, a skull, or a memorial cross. Something sanctified by the saint himself.’

			I say, ‘So, I don’t know, let’s say someone grows up here, then goes round the country healing the sick or whatever. When he drops dead, the people back here want a piece of him.’

			‘Exactly, yes. And of course there was plenty of fraud and forgery. The most popular medieval saints generated enough sacred bones to make two or three whole bodies.’

			‘And you know all this how? I mean is it just archaeology?’

			‘Digging up physical evidence is a key part, yes, but manuscript sources are just as important. Hopefully, when you put manuscript sources together with physical evidence, you start getting a reliable – or almost reliable – picture.’

			I ask other questions, but turn up nothing of value.

			I also ask Katie to show me the dig itself in detail. It doesn’t take long. The main part of the site is only about sixty metres in either direction. The site has already been explored once, so Charteris’s project was only ever about adding depth and texture to what was already well understood in scholarly terms. With Charteris dead, Katie tells me that the whole project is probably doomed.

			‘You can’t take it over?’ I ask.

			‘No.’

			Katie’s ‘no’ is abrupt, almost rude, but I don’t enquire further.

			Instead, she stands where a Great Hall once stood. Waves her arms as she reconstructs the way things were. She has her ski stick loose in her hand as she does so. Whatever her mobility issue is, it doesn’t affect her each and every minute.

			She shows me the dig too. Rectangles of ground pegged out with orange string. One of the trenches still has little plastic markers showing where the most recent finds were located.

			If there’s a clue here, I’m not seeing it.

			Back to the Portakabin. Look at that lump of old stone, lost in its tangle of wet grass. I ask why it, alone of all the finds, was left out of the cabin.

			‘It’s heavy,’ says Katie, doing her stupid-question voice. ‘We worried it would break the shelves.’

			‘And if we get this thing into a lab, would you be able to tell me where it came from? I mean, specifically, not just “somewhere in north or mid Wales”.’

			‘Well that’s a question for a geologist, really. But yes, I can certainly find out.’

			‘Yes please.’

			That leaves us the problem of how to shift the rock into Katie’s car. I can’t lift it on my own and she doesn’t offer to help. So we wait around until a dog-walker passes by and we prevail upon him to do the manly thing, which he does, eyes crossed with effort. We thank him by smiling prettily in my case, and looking skinny but somehow warlike in Katie’s.

			Katie says she’ll get the stone’s origin defined as soon as she can.

			‘Thanks.’

			‘Sorry, by the way. I was a bit sharp.’

			I shrug. Give her another smile: they’re free.

			And, strangely, for all Katie’s jerkily variable fierceness, I think she’s already helped. We’ve already checked the Police National Computer for other archaeologists suffering violent deaths.

			Nothing.

			Historians suffering violent deaths.

			Nothing.

			Thefts of archaeological materials.

			Yes, a few hits, but nothing of interest.

			But I wasn’t thinking properly. Katie’s earlier comment about the importance of manuscript sources made me realise there is a whole category of crime we just haven’t looked at.

			Thefts of manuscripts? Piles of old paper? I never thought to check.

			I drive, too fast, back to the office.

			The rest of that day, a Thursday: nothing.

			Friday, ditto.

			Work Saturday and Sunday, both. Take orange juice and some vaguely healthy salad box into the office at nine. Sip, work and nibble, till the streets outside are sunk into some neon orange gloom.

			Sip, work, nibble – and get nothing.

			On Monday morning, frustrated and losing confidence, I try a search I’ve tried before, wanting to double-check myself. The screen fills with results and, up at the top, this:

			 

			Crime: Burglary

			Victim: Diocese of Bangor

			Address: Bangor Cathedral

			Date: 7 March 2016

			Property stolen: Old papers, various.

			 

			For a moment, I can’t figure out why I haven’t seen this before. I might, in my tiredness, have missed something lower down the list, but I wouldn’t, surely, have missed the topmost result.

			Then I realise the North Wales Police have only just uploaded the data. And why not? On the polician Richter Scale, the theft of ‘old papers, various’ hardly rates a tremor.

			But the date. That’s what really catches my eye. The burglary took place just a week or so before Gaynor Charteris’s head was made so bloodily separate from Gaynor Charteris’s body. I feel the tingle of the discovery. A wash of cold that dances in my cheeks and fingertips.
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