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A Black Swan event is unprecedented,
impossible to predict and has a huge impact.
Afterwards, it is rationalised by hindsight as if
it should have been anticipated.
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‘The player who understands the role of the pawn, who really understands it, can master the game of chess,’ the man said. ‘They might be the weakest piece on the board but pawns dictate where and when your opponent can attack. They restrict the mobility of the so-called bigger pieces and they determine where the battle squares will be.’


The woman stared at him in confusion. She’d just woken and was feeling groggy.


And sore.


She twisted her head and searched for the source of her pain. It didn’t take long.


‘What have you done?’ she mumbled.


‘Beautiful, isn’t it? It’s old-fashioned catgut so the sutures are a bit agricultural, but they’re supposed to be. It’s not used any more but I needed the “wick effect”. That’s when infection enters the wound through the suture. It will ensure the scar stays livid and crude. A permanent reminder of what has happened.’


He picked up a pair of heavy-duty rib shears.


‘Although not for you, of course.’


The woman thrashed and writhed but it was no use. She was bound tight.


The man admired the exacting lines of the surgical instrument. Turned it so the precision steel caught the light. Saw his face reflected in the larger blade. He looked serious. This wasn’t something he particularly enjoyed.


‘Please,’ the woman begged, fully awake now, ‘let me go. I promise you, I won’t say anything.’


The man walked round and held her left hand. He stroked it affectionately.


‘I’ve had to wait for the anaesthetic to wear off so this is going to hurt, I’m afraid. Believe me when I say I wish it didn’t have to.’


He placed her ring finger between the blades of the rib shears and squeezed the handles together. There was a crunch as the razor-sharp edges sliced through bone and tendon as if they weren’t there.


The woman screamed then passed out. The man stepped away from the spreading pool of blood.


‘Where was I?’ he said to himself. ‘Ah, yes, we were talking about pawns. Beginners think they’re worthless, there to be sacrificed – but that’s because they don’t know when to use them.’


He removed a coil of wire from his pocket. It had toggles at each end. He placed them between the index and middle finger of each hand. In a practised movement he wrapped the wire around the woman’s neck.


‘Because knowing when to sacrifice your pawns is how the game is won.’


He pulled the garrotte taut, grunting as the cruel wire bit into her skin, severing her trachea, crushing her jugular vein and carotid artery. She was dead in seconds.


He waited an hour then took the other finger he needed.


He carefully arranged it in a small plastic tub, keeping it separate from the others. He looked at his macabre collection with satisfaction.


It could begin now.


The other pawns were in position.


They just didn’t know it yet …









Chapter 1


Christmas Eve


It was the night before Christmas and all wasn’t well.


It had started like it always did. Someone asking, ‘Are we doing Secret Santa this year?’ and someone else replying, ‘I hope not,’ both making a pact to avoid mentioning it to the office manager, both secretly planning to mention it as soon as possible.


And before anyone could protest, the decision had been made and the office was doing it again. The fifteenth year in a row. Same rules as last year. Five-quid limit. Anonymous gifts. Nothing rude or offensive. Gifts that no one wanted. A total waste of everyone’s time.


At least that’s what Craig Hodgkiss thought. He hated Secret Santa.


He hated Christmas too. The yearly reminder that his life was shit. That, while the colleagues he outwardly sneered at were going home to spend Christmas with their families and loved ones, he’d be spending it on his own.


But he really hated Secret Santa.


Three years ago it had been the source of his greatest humiliation. Setting himself the not unreasonable Christmas target of shagging Hazel, a fellow logistics specialist at John Bull Haulage, he’d wangled it so he was the one who’d bought her Secret Santa gift. He reckoned buying her a pair of lace panties would be the perfect way to let her know he was up for some extracurricular activities while her husband long-hauled across mainland Europe.


His plan worked.


Almost.


It had been the perfect way to let her know.


Unfortunately she was happily married, and instead of rushing into his bed she’d rushed to her husband, who was between jobs and was having a brew in the depot. The six-foot-five lorry driver had walked into the admin office and broken Craig’s nose. He’d told him that if he ever so much as looked at his wife again he’d find himself hogtied in the back of a Russia-bound shipping container. Craig had believed him. So much so that, in front of the whole office, he’d lost control of his bladder.


For two years everyone had called him ‘Swampy’. He couldn’t even complain to Human Resources as he was terrified of getting Hazel into trouble.


For two years he hadn’t made a dent in the girls in the office.


But eventually Hazel and her brute of a husband had moved on. He took a job driving for Eddie Stobart and she went with him. Craig told everyone that Hazel’s husband had left the company because he’d caught up with him and given him a hiding, but no one had believed him.


Actually, one person seemed to.


By Craig’s own standards, Barbara Willoughby was a plain girl. Her hair looked like it had been styled in a nursing home, her teeth were blunt and too widely spaced, and she could have done with dropping a couple of pounds. On a scale of one-to-ten Craig reckoned she was a hard six, maybe a seven in the right lighting, and he only ever shagged eights and above.


But there was one thing he did like about her. She hadn’t been there when he’d pissed himself.


So he’d asked her out. And to his surprise he found they got on really well. She was fun to be with and she was popular. He liked how she made him feel and she was adventurous in bed. He also liked how she only wanted to do things at the weekends. During the week she would stay in and study for some stupid exams she was taking.


Which suited Craig just fine.


Because, after a few weeks of dating Barbara, he’d got his swagger back. And with it he began carving notches again.


To his amazement he discovered it was actually easier pulling the type of woman he went for when he told them he was in a long-term relationship. He reckoned it was the combination of his boyish good looks and the thought of doing over someone they didn’t know. Which gave Craig an idea: if those sort of women enjoyed the thrill of being with someone who cheated, they’d go crazy for someone who had affairs …


So Craig Hodgkiss, at the age of twenty-nine, decided he would ask Barbara to marry him. She’d jump at the chance. She was in her early thirties, had some biological clock thing going on (but was unaware he’d had a vasectomy two years earlier) and would almost certainly be left on the shelf if she said no. And then he’d reap the rewards. A faithful doormat keeping his bed warm and a succession of women who’d happily shag a man wearing a wedding band.


And because he wanted everyone in the office to know he was about to become illicit fruit, he’d decided to put past experiences behind him and propose during the office Secret Santa.


Arranging it hadn’t been straightforward. He’d got Barbara’s ring size by stealing her dead grandmother’s eternity ring, the one she only wore on special occasions. While Barbara turned her flat upside down looking for it, he’d been asking a jeweller to make the engagement ring the same size and to recycle the diamonds and gold. The whole thing had only cost him two hundred quid.


The next thing was to think of a cool way of proposing. Something that would get the office girls talking about how romantic Craig was. A rep like that could only help. He decided on a mug. It was the perfect Secret Santa gift as it met the five-quid limit set by the office manager and, although half the gifts under the cheap fibre optic Christmas tree looked like they were mugs, half the gifts under the tree didn’t have ‘Will You Marry Me?’ printed on the side.


When Barbara read the message and then saw what was inside … well, he reckoned she’d burst into tears, shout yes and hug him for all she was worth.


The office floor was strewn with cheap wrapping paper. All reindeer and snowmen and brightly wrapped presents tied with ribbons.


Barbara was next. She picked up her parcel and looked at him strangely.


Did she know?


She couldn’t. No one did. Not even the girl he’d persuaded to swap with him so he was the one buying for Barbara.


Tiffany, Barbara’s best friend, began recording it on her mobile phone for some reason. That was OK, though. Better than OK actually. He’d be able to post it on Twitter and Facebook and keep a copy on his phone. Ready to show girls at the drop of a hat. Look at me. Look how nice I am. Look how sensitive I am. You can have some of this … but only for one night.


Craig caught Barbara’s eye. He winked. She didn’t return it. Didn’t even smile. Just held his gaze as she lifted the wrapped box from one of his old gift bags.


Something wasn’t right. The wrapping paper was thick and white with black pictures; he thought his had been cheap and brightly coloured.


Barbara ripped it off without looking at it. The mug was in a polystyrene box. He’d taped the two halves together to increase the suspense. Barbara ran a pair of scissors down the join before separating them.


She pulled out the mug and Craig’s confusion intensified. It wasn’t his. He hadn’t seen this one before. Something was printed on the side but it wasn’t proposing marriage. In inch-high black letters it said:


#BSC6


Barbara didn’t know she’d opened the wrong parcel, though. Without looking inside the mug, she glared at him and upended the mug’s contents.


‘Cheating fucking bastard,’ she said.


Craig didn’t protest his innocence. He couldn’t. He was unable to tear his eyes away from the things that had fallen on the floor. They were no engagement ring.


He recoiled and gasped in revulsion.


A familiar and unwelcome warmth began spreading from his groin.


And then the screaming started.









Chapter 2


Boxing Day


Someone else who hated Christmas was Detective Sergeant Washington Poe.


As a committed grouch he was against all forms of enforced joviality and, up until today, he’d managed to shun all festivities, organised or otherwise. He usually worked through the enforced Christmas break, spent it alone or found a pub full of like-minded misanthropes and drank until it was over.


But not this year. This year he’d been well and truly ‘Bradshawed’.


Because, instead of being in the pub or hunkered down in his two-hundred-year-old shepherd’s croft, with beer in the fridge and leftover roast potatoes in the oven, he was in a penthouse flat in a village on the outskirts of Cambridge.


His friend and colleague Matilda ‘Tilly’ Bradshaw had dragged him to a baby shower.


Initially, he’d point blank refused.


She’d looked upset, but that was OK, she’d have got over it. She might be his best friend but a baby shower at a rich person’s house was his special kind of hell.


She’d stamped her foot.


He’d ignored her.


But then she’d used her most deadly weapon against him, one he was powerless against: incessant logic.


He’d told her that baby showers were for women.


She’d shouted at him in front of the whole office. Everyone in the Serious Crime Analysis Section, the National Crime Agency unit charged with investigating emerging serial killers and apparently motiveless murders, stopped to listen.


And giggle.


‘Washington Poe, you might have a penis but that doesn’t mean you get to use the social privileges of the patriarchal society to get out of doing things you don’t like.’


Poe had been about to ask her what the hell she was talking about when he’d heard someone snigger, ‘What does she mean, “might have a penis”?’


He’d tried saying he couldn’t leave Edgar, his springer spaniel, on his own for that long.


She’d replied that Edgar could stay with Victoria Hume, his neighbour. ‘You know, like he does all the time.’


He tried the truth – that he didn’t want to go.


‘Well, gee golly, mister,’ she’d countered, ‘since when did Washington Poe always get what he wants? Our line manager, DI Stephanie Flynn, is having a baby and her sister has been kind enough to host a baby shower – we’re her friends, we’re invited, we’re going, it’s as simple as that.’


So Poe was at a baby shower, sulking in a corner. Up until then he’d avoided catching anyone’s eye. He planned to do that until he’d been there long enough to leave. His glass of Champagne had gone warm forty minutes ago but it gave him something to do with his hands.


Jessica Flynn, the boss’s elder sister, lived on the top floor of a renovated brick factory. It was an open-plan, loft-style apartment, more suited to Manhattan than semi-rural Cambridgeshire. There were at least fifty women there. Poe was the only man, a fact he was reminded of every time someone gave him a weird look.


He’d barely spoken to his boss. Flynn had said hello when he’d arrived but had been dragged off by a succession of women. She was now seated on one of her sister’s large couches, surrounded by them. She looked angrier than he felt miserable.


He watched as someone reached over and patted her stomach.


‘Will you pack that in!’ she snapped, pushing the hand away.


Flynn wasn’t a stereotypical pregnant woman, if there were such a thing. She scowled rather than glowed, wore leggings and New York Dolls T-shirts rather than the Laura Ashley maternity dresses Poe knew her partner, Zoe, had bought her, and she flat out refused to take any leave. The only giveaway was that she had a massive belly. Everything else about her was the same: her blonde hair was still tied back in a severe ponytail, her makeup was subtle and her work mobile was never away from her ear.


Flynn glared at the woman who’d touched her. ‘The next person who pats my belly is getting punched in the fucking throat.’


The woman smiled nervously, unsure whether Flynn was joking or not.


Poe knew she wasn’t.


Because, although Flynn was trying to act as if everything was the same, pregnancy had changed her in one small way. She had a rare pregnancy-related cortisol imbalance, the hormone that sends the body into fight or flight mode.


And Flynn didn’t back away from fights. Every new experience and challenge had to be beaten into submission. Before she’d got pregnant she’d been a considered and courteous manager. Now she was a foul-mouthed ranting loony. Whereas before she would stay calm, even when up against the most intransigent, obnoxious moron that SCAS occasionally had to deal with, now you risked her wrath if you typed too loudly.


Poe thought it was hilarious, although he never acted like it was to her face.


He’d spoken to Zoe earlier but they had little in common. Zoe worked in the City profiling world oil prices and he worked anywhere he was needed profiling serial killers. She earned seven figures a year, he earned … considerably less than that. They didn’t dislike each other but they had an unspoken agreement that they shouldn’t have too much contact.


Poe glanced at Bradshaw and smiled. She was wearing the dress she’d bought when they’d attended a charity gala during the first case they worked on together – a mosaic of thumbnail-sized comic book covers. She’d marked the night’s occasion by doing something different with her hair. Usually it was tied back and fastened with pigtails; now it was piled high like candyfloss. He wondered idly if she’d had it professionally styled or just followed an online tutorial. His money would be on the latter.


Bradshaw caught him looking and gave him a double thumbs up. She hadn’t been to a baby shower before and had attacked it with her usual mixture of enthusiasm and research.


She’d spent a small fortune on gifts – some, like the Spider-Man onesie, were cute and appropriate; others, like the electric double breast pump, were not.


‘It’s so you can express milk in the most time-efficient way, DI Stephanie Flynn,’ she’d said in front of everyone.


Poe envied Flynn her present. She wouldn’t have to use it for long, whereas he knew the state-of-the-art pasta maker Bradshaw had bought him for Christmas would torment him for years. He didn’t like pasta. Didn’t care that it would lower his cholesterol, that it was a ‘gateway to a whole new cuisine’ or that making his own pasta was cost-efficient.


But that was Bradshaw all over.


Despite being in her early thirties, the Serious Crime Analysis Section was her first real job. In academia since she was a teenager doing degrees and PhDs, then working on the research grants organisations were throwing at her, she’d had neither the time nor the inclination to develop any social skills.


SCAS was her first step into the outside world and she’d found communicating with anyone with an IQ lower than 150 a challenge. She was naive, literal and painfully honest but, although Poe had been initially wary of her, he’d recognised that she had the potential to be SCAS’s greatest asset. She specialised in mathematics, but was so intelligent she would know more than anyone else on a subject in a matter of hours when she put her mind to it. She could spot patterns in data when no computer could, she could devise bespoke solutions to intractable problems without breaking a sweat and she was intensely loyal.


Pasta maker aside, she was Poe’s best friend and he was hers. Bradshaw softened Poe’s harsher edges and he helped her plot a course through the outside world. They were a formidable team, which, considering the amount of trouble they frequently found themselves in, was probably for the best.


Jessica Flynn was a rich woman with rich friends, all of whom worked in the City. They would have been called yuppies in the 1990s. They’d taken Bradshaw into their collective bosom and before long she was the centre of attention. Poe would have stepped in if he thought they’d been taking the piss but it was clear they weren’t. Bradshaw was so honest and agenda-free – the opposite to the people they usually socialised with, people for whom backstabbing, double-dealing and flat-out lying was a way of life. Having a conversation with someone who answered the question you asked, rather than the one that gave a tactical advantage, must have been a breath of fresh air to them.


Poe looked round Jessica Flynn’s penthouse. It covered the top floor and there were huge windows on all four sides, at least ten feet high. Although it was dark, Poe could see that the windows facing the countryside and the windows facing the car park at the rear had large balconies. The front one was set out with wrought iron seats and benches. An upside-down ice bucket was on a small table.


The internal décor was open brick with expensive furniture and fittings. Jessica was obviously a mountaineer. Photographs and memorabilia adorned a whole corner. A shelf, filled with a collection of mountaineering curiosities, was the centrepiece of her collection. In pride of place was an old ice axe. It was on a beautiful teak plinth.


There was a brass plate on the bottom. He could see it was inscribed but it was too far away to read.


He wandered towards it.


A woman joined him.


‘I see you’ve found my little obsession,’ she said, sticking out her hand. ‘We haven’t been formally introduced – I’m Jessica Flynn, Steph’s sister.’


They’d been introduced earlier in the evening but it had been quick and perfunctory.


She was tall and cat-like, lithe and graceful in her movements. She had Flynn’s golden hair although hers was cut much shorter, possibly because of the mountaineering. Poe had served three years in the Black Watch so was aware that personal hygiene was difficult to maintain in the field – anything you could do to make it simpler was not to be ignored.


She was well dressed, but not over the top like the others. Jeans and a cashmere jumper. Her only piece of jewellery was a delicate golden chain.


Poe studied the photographs. Jessica was in most of them. Ropes flung across her chest, a string of carabiners on her belt, huge smile on her tanned face. He leaned into one photograph and squinted. He recognised what she was climbing: a rock called Napes Needle in the Lake District. It was thin and tapered and looked like a missile.


‘That was taken a few years ago,’ she said. ‘It was afterwards, in a pub in Keswick, that we began planning for the big one.’


‘Scafell Pike?’ Poe said. Scafell Pike was the tallest mountain in England but it hardly needed expedition-type planning; on a nice day you could walk up it in shorts and trainers.


She pointed at a photograph of the most famous mountain in the world.


‘Everest?’


Jessica nodded. ‘Everest.’


Poe whistled. ‘Impressive. Dangerous.’


She shrugged. ‘Everything’s dangerous.’


‘When are you going?’


‘They go next May, when the jet stream isn’t hitting the summit at one hundred miles an hour.’


‘They?’


‘I won’t be going with them, I’m afraid.’


‘Oh … what happened? You don’t seem the type to abandon difficult goals.’


‘I was diagnosed with Addison’s disease, unfortunately,’ she said.


‘I’m not familiar with it.’


‘You’re lucky then. It’s a long-term endocrine disorder. Means my adrenal glands don’t produce enough steroids.’


‘It’s treatable, though?’


‘It is. I’ll have to take tablets for the rest of my life but it won’t affect how long I live.’


Realisation dawned on him.


‘But for someone attempting an Everest summit expedition it’s problematic?’


‘Altitude sickness. My condition means it would have a greater impact on me, and as Everest’s summit is 8848 metres – the cruising altitude of a 747 – my diagnosis would have invalidated the group’s insurance.’


He gestured to the ice axe and read out the inscription on the brass plate: ‘Tenzing Norgay’s mountaineering axe. Mount Everest Expedition, May 1953.’


The axe had a wooden handle and was a more basic design than the ones Poe saw in the Lake District’s plague of mountaineering shops. The shorter end was wide and flat, like a pickaxe; the longer end was pointed and curved. The handle ended with a tapered metal spike.


‘The axe Sherpa Tenzing used to reach the summit is a pretty decent consolation, though,’ he said.


‘The one he used to reach the summit is actually in a Nepalese museum. This is a replica of the axe he used to save the life of Sir Edmund Hillary earlier in the expedition when he fell down a crevice. It was why Hillary chose Norgay as his climbing partner when he made his summit attempt.’


‘You never thought about trying to get the real thing?’


Jessica snorted. ‘Way out of my league, Sergeant Poe. Artefacts like that cost hundreds of thousands of pounds.’


He looked at his surroundings. ‘You seem to be doing OK, though. This place can’t be cheap.’


She burst out laughing.


‘The bank owns the apartment, Sergeant Poe, I just pay subsidised rent. I’m expected to entertain at home and investment banking is all about projecting an image.’


‘And is that what you do? Investment banking.’


‘It is, and it’s not as much fun as it sounds,’ she said with a grin. ‘Walk with me?’


She opened the double doors. A blast of chilled air filled the room. She stepped outside. Poe followed.


She turned and leaned against the balcony’s glass and metal guard.


‘Stephanie tells me you’re a bit under the weather?’


‘Bit of a bug,’ he said.


‘Bug’ was an understatement. He’d been laid up for almost a week now. The grandparents from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory had spent less time in bed. It had started as a headache but had evolved into a hacking cough that had turned his throat red-raw. He felt he was through the worst but it hadn’t been nice. Winter bugs never were.


‘I’ve got a fine single malt that’ll sort that out,’ Jessica said. She disappeared inside, returning a minute later with two crystal tumblers full of amber liquid.


Poe sniffed it, then took a sip. The whisky was like fire and ice. Beautiful, smoky and unlike any hard drink he’d had before.


‘Why are you here, Sergeant Poe?’


He was tempted to say, ‘Because Tilly made me,’ but it seemed flippant. He decided on the truth.


‘Steph’s a good friend. We’ve been through a lot together.’


Jessica nodded thoughtfully. ‘I need you to do something for me.’


Poe said nothing. Jessica seeking him out had been no accident.


‘I need you to talk my sister out of this ridiculous career path she’s chosen for herself.’


‘And why would I do that?’ Poe said carefully.


‘In the next month or so she’s having a baby. My nephew or niece. She’ll have responsibilities she hasn’t had to consider before. Being a police officer’s fine when you’re young and single but she can’t keep putting herself first any more. People are relying on her now and this job you do isn’t conducive to sensible decision-making. She needs to quit playing cops and robbers and rejoin the real world.’


‘It’s not like that,’ Poe said. ‘Most of what we do is office-based.’


She raised an eyebrow. ‘Didn’t you nearly burn to death in a house fire last year?’


‘Yes, but—’


‘And weren’t you arrested for murder recently?’


‘Yes, but that was a misunderstanding. What happened, was this man had—’


‘But you’ll agree what you do has its … unnecessarily exciting moments?’


Poe didn’t know what to say. It was true they had been in a few scrapes recently. He blamed Bradshaw – she kept finding new and inventive ways to get closer to the bad guys …


‘Is this not something that the two of you should discuss?’ he said.


‘Stephanie doesn’t listen to me, Sergeant Poe. She used to. Used to hang on her big sister’s every word. Not any more.’


But Poe had stopped listening. Flynn was talking on her phone and she was frowning. She caught his eye and nodded. He drained the whisky, grimacing as it burnt his raw throat.


‘Duty’s about to call,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’


‘Go,’ Jessica sighed.


By the time Poe got to her, Flynn was already reaching for her coat.


Zoe walked across and joined them.


‘Steph, your absence is conspicuous,’ she said.


‘Sorry, Zoe. We’re going to have to leave, I’m afraid.’


‘Oh no!’ Bradshaw cried.


‘Oh no,’ Poe said.


‘Thank fuck,’ Flynn muttered.









Chapter 3


‘Our analytical support will be here this afternoon,’ Flynn told the group that had assembled in Conference Room A of Carleton Hall, Cumbria Constabulary’s headquarters building in Penrith. ‘We were at a social function last night and Tilly had to head back to Hampshire to collect her computers. Sergeant Poe and I were able to leave immediately.’


Poe had got back to Herdwick Croft, his secluded home on Shap Fell, in the early hours; Flynn had booked into the nearby North Lakes Hotel and Spa. It was now 8 a.m. and it looked as though Poe wasn’t the only person who hadn’t had a full night’s sleep. There were around forty people in the room, a mix of senior uniformed officers, senior detectives and essential support staff. The atmosphere was sombre.


Flynn had taken a seat at the front. Poe was standing at the back, next to the freestanding banner displaying the Constabulary’s and the Police and Crime Commissioner’s logos. When the briefing was finished the last rows of chairs would be reversed and the room would be set up for press conferences, the first of which was scheduled for later that day.


‘We have computers here,’ Detective Superintendent Jo Nightingale said.


‘Not like hers you don’t,’ Flynn said. ‘Trust me, what Tilly Bradshaw brings to the investigation can’t be overvalued.’


Nightingale nodded, satisfied. She was a serious-looking woman in her early forties. Cropped dark hair, black trousers and a white shirt. Eyes green enough to start traffic.


Poe had met Nightingale only once. She’d taken over the vacant detective superintendent position when Ian Gamble had retired after the successful conclusion of the Jared Keaton case. Poe had returned to Herdwick Croft one afternoon to find her waiting outside.


She’d introduced herself and said Gamble had advised her that Poe was an asset if used properly. She’d brought a case file with her. A murder. After the 2015 floods, when Carlisle had been flooded for the second time in a decade, a lot of buildings became all but uninsurable. People had a choice: pay for the repairs themselves or cut their losses. Several chose the latter with the result that there were abandoned buildings all over the city. A body had been found in one of them.


The victim was an economic migrant from Poland, and Nightingale had asked Poe if SCAS could add value to her investigation. He’d read the file while she waited then said, ‘You don’t need us – you’ll catch the perp using the investigation strategy you’re already following. He’ll be from within the Polish community and he’s probably already returned home. He’ll be known over there and your forensic evidence will be enough to extradite and convict him.’


She nodded.


It felt like he’d passed some sort of test. That she’d needed to reassure herself that Poe wasn’t going to invent drama just so he had an excuse to leave Hampshire. It had been unnecessary anyway – Poe lived in Cumbria full time now. At the end of the Jared Keaton case, Detective Chief Inspector Wardle, a cop Poe had had a run in with, had done the dirty. Realising that the Lake District National Park’s new boundary included Shap Fell, the prehistoric moorland where Poe’s croft was situated, he’d asked the local authority, ‘purely as a concerned citizen’, if Poe had been granted permission to convert the two-hundred-year-old building into a dwelling. Poe hadn’t and they’d issued a legally binding instruction to return it to its original condition.


Although he was fighting it in court there had been an upside. In the law of unintended consequences, Wardle had done him a favour: Poe’s solicitor had said it would be helpful if he could demonstrate that Herdwick Croft was his sole residence.


Poe, who up until a couple of years ago wouldn’t have cared if he lived in a shoe, had asked if he could work from home when they weren’t out in the field. Director of Intelligence Edward van Zyl had immediately agreed.


‘You’re like a caged animal down here anyway, Poe,’ he’d said. ‘The open space up there has cleared your mind and brought a clarity to your work – I don’t want to lose that.’


‘I’ll send the SCAS guys videos and photographs of the crime scenes when we’re finished, but it’ll be helpful for me to summarise,’ Nightingale said. ‘Some of my colleagues were away visiting family over Christmas and aren’t up to speed.’


She tapped her laptop’s keyboard and a photograph of a building appeared on a wall monitor.


‘This is the first crime scene. These are the admin offices of John Bull Haulage in Carlisle. On Christmas Eve a cargo administrator called Barbara Willoughby opened her Secret Santa present. She was supposed to be getting a mug with an engagement ring inside. Instead she got this.’


The photograph changed from the outside of the drab building to a close-up of a scuffed beige carpet tile, the hardwearing type found in offices up and down the country.


Two fingers lay in the middle.


They’d been severed close to the knuckle. The cuts appeared neat. The bloodied ends were clotted and dry and snagged with fluff. One of the fingers still bore a ring. It was thin, almost certainly a woman’s wedding band.


The photograph changed again. This time a mug appeared onscreen.


#BSC6 was printed on the side in large black letters.


Flynn said, ‘What’s that mean?’


‘We have no idea,’ Nightingale said. ‘We can’t find any reference to it online.’


‘If it’s on the internet, Tilly will find it,’ Poe said.


‘We also have no idea how the mug ended up under their Christmas tree,’ Nightingale continued. ‘It wasn’t the one that Barbara was supposed to open. The paper used to wrap the mug is interesting too.’


She brought it up on the screen. Four pieces of paper. Crumpled and torn by Barbara Willoughby when she had opened her gift, then flattened by CSI so they could be photographed. A4 size according to the forensic ruler that lay beside them. Each piece was patterned with silhouettes of a black water bird. A swan, or possibly a duck with an elongated neck. Nothing else. No words, no message.


‘These sheets of A4 appear to be bespoke. We think they were produced on an ordinary household printer. Other than the bird symbol, there was nothing of any forensic value on them. Detectives are interviewing staff at John Bull but we don’t think anyone from the firm was involved.’


‘How can you tell?’ Poe said.


Nightingale didn’t answer. Instead, she tapped her laptop again. The exterior of a church appeared on the screen. It was constructed from red sandstone and had high, arched windows filled with stained glass. A tall steeple towered above an imposing ironbound oak door.


‘Crime scene number two: Saint Luke’s on the outskirts of Barrow-in-Furness.’


The photograph changed.


It was a close-up of the church font. The bowl was made of brass or copper, and was ornately carved with religious symbols. Two severed fingers lay in the middle of it.


Poe stared at the image, burning it into his brain. This was his first impression and he needed to see it as the killer had intended him to. The horror would have to wait.


The fingers were clearly female again. One of the fingernails was pierced at the end with a gold stud. Nightingale displayed a close-up. The stud was in the shape of a teddy bear. Poe thought the fingers looked younger than the ones found at the previous crime scene.


The next photograph was of a hymn board. It was light oak and had five rows for the service’s hymn numbers to be slotted into. The middle row held a piece of folded-up A4 paper. #BSC6 was written on it.


‘We don’t know how this deposition was achieved either. The fingers definitely weren’t there during Midnight Mass. The warden found them at 6 a.m. when he went in to turn on the heating for the Christmas Day service. There’s no sign of forced entry and only he and the vicar have keys.’


Poe raised his hand.


‘Sergeant Poe?’


‘Can you bring up all the images you have of the inside of the church, ma’am?’


Nightingale did. There were several.


Poe studied them. Saint Luke’s was like most churches Poe had been in. A Bible lectern on the left, a pulpit on the right and an altar front and centre. The stone floor looked well worn and uneven. Ornate candleholders and offertory boxes flanked two rows of oak pews. Wrought iron curtain rods framed the back of the door. A pair of heavy curtains were tied back, no doubt ready to be used as draught excluders during a service.


He made his way to the front of the room.


‘Creeping round in the early hours of Christmas morning is too risky; anyone out then has burglar written all over them,’ he explained. ‘Any copper worth their salt will give them a pull. Even if it’s just out of boredom. A quick search to check they’re not going equipped, and instead of a screwdriver or crowbar, the cop finds severed fingers? I don’t think so. This isn’t how our guy likes to play.’


‘What are you saying?’


‘Midnight Mass is the one service of the year that’s packed with non-regulars. I think our perp will have attended the service, slipped away at the final whistle when everyone was wishing each other merry Christmas, and found somewhere to hide. Churches like this have cubbyholes everywhere. The warden would have been so eager to get home I doubt he checked for stragglers. Probably just a shout out that he was about to lock up.’


Nightingale nodded. Poe saw others were nodding too.


‘Thoughts on how he broke back out?’ Nightingale asked.


Poe pointed at the front door and the thick draught curtains tied back beside it.


‘He didn’t. All he had to do was wait until the morning and hide behind the curtains when the warden came to turn on the heating. He’d only have been popping in so I doubt he’d have locked the door behind him and it would have been too dark to see what was in the font. The perp only had to wait until the warden was in the back before walking out the front door.’


Nightingale stared at him.


‘That’s how I’d have done it anyway,’ Poe added.


‘I want the Midnight Mass crowd interviewed,’ Nightingale said. ‘All of them. Today if possible. I want to know if there was anyone there they didn’t recognise. Helen, can you arrange?’


‘Will do, ma’am,’ a woman in a suit said.


‘Let me know if you need more people. Paul, CSI is still processing the crime scene, right?’


‘They are,’ a man near the front said.


‘Get them to check anywhere someone could have hidden for a few minutes after Midnight Mass ended. It’s possible he slipped up and there was some forensic transfer.’


‘I’ll phone them now, ma’am.’


CSI Paul left to make his call and Nightingale tapped her laptop again.


The screen changed.


‘The last crime scene: Fiskin’s Food Hall in Whitehaven. They open for an hour each Boxing Day to draw the meat raffle.’


It was the interior of what a lot of old-fashioned butchers had had to diversify into. Big pieces of meat still hung on hooks, dark red haunches and forelegs marbled with tallow and suet. Steaks and hams and streaky bacon were still displayed on artificial grass. But there were also tables piled high with jams and biscuits and olive oils and balsamic vinegars and other things Poe thought had no business being in his favourite type of shop. There was even a salad bar.


The screen changed again, this time to the cooked meat counter. It was glass fronted and full of sliced ham, fancy coleslaws and pies. And right in the middle, nestled between the sausage rolls and the sliced black pudding, was yet another pair of fingers.


These ones were podgy and the nails were bitten to the quick. The amputation looked less clinical than the previous crime scenes. The ends of the bones were splintered and the skin was torn and messy.


Poe thought they looked male.


The perpetrator had affixed a folded A4 sheet, displaying the now familiar #BSC6, to a white plastic price tag. Nightingale’s next photograph, of the A4 page unfolded and straightened and next to a CSI forensic ruler, could have been mistaken for the one from the church – they seemed identical.


‘The killer was caught on the shop’s CCTV but his face was well covered. He waited until Mick Fiskin was drawing the raffle and simply walked behind the counter and placed the fingers in among the cooked goods. Bold as brass. He then walked out with the crowd when it was all over. It’s a good fifteen minutes before anyone notices what he’s done. We have someone trawling through the CCTV in Whitehaven but it’s not saturated. We aren’t hopeful.’


Nightingale turned off the monitor and everyone settled in their seats.


‘Obviously we have hundreds of photographs and CSI are at all three scenes, but these are the highlights. Questions?’


‘The fingers, are they from one person or six?’ Flynn asked.


‘We think three. We’ll confirm soon but the pairs seem to match visually. We’re fairly sure one is male and two are female.’


‘You’ve been referring to the perpetrator as “our killer”, ma’am,’ Poe said. ‘I assume you don’t think this is just a sick prank?’


Nightingale shook her head.


‘The pathologist found one finger on each pair had something called “vital reaction” – that’s what happens to living tissue when there’s trauma. Inflammation, clotting, the presence of a range of chemicals that wouldn’t be there if they’d been removed after the victim had died. The other finger didn’t show vital reaction, which means it was taken some time after death.’


‘Assuming the fingers in each pair are from the same person then, this man wants us to know these are murders,’ Poe said. ‘If the fingers were all removed before death, they could have potentially been stolen after a legitimate surgical procedure. If they were all removed after death occurred, it could have been medical students or someone messing around at the mortuary or funeral parlour.’


Nightingale nodded. ‘That’s our assessment too.’


‘You’ve not found or identified the victims yet, I assume?’


‘No victims, no IDs,’ Nightingale confirmed. ‘Any more questions?’


Poe had several but he’d wait until he’d read the file. He kept his hand down.


‘OK, then. If the SCAS guys can stay behind, everyone else can get back to work.’









Chapter 4


‘Can I make a suggestion?’ Poe said after the room had emptied. Flynn also stayed behind. ‘When we do find a body, there’s a pathologist in the north-east you should ask to take a look. Estelle Doyle. It looks like we might need the best and, trust me, she is.’


‘I’ve heard of Professor Doyle,’ Nightingale said. ‘Will she be available? And do you think she would look at the six fingers? The attending pathologist was a locum.’


‘I’ll call her when we’re finished here.’ Estelle Doyle was the weirdest person Poe knew – even weirder than Bradshaw. He’d be surprised if she did something as vanilla as celebrate Christmas. Black Mass maybe.


‘Good,’ Nightingale said.


Flynn said, ‘Putting writing on the side of a mug takes specialist equipment. How’s that lead going?’


‘We’re following up with businesses who do digital printing but we’re not optimistic. There are thirty who can do it in Cumbria alone, and if you include UK-wide mail order businesses and people who’ve bought home kits, the numbers are six figures.’


Poe had guessed as much.


‘The A4 pages he leaves with the fingers are curious,’ Nightingale said. ‘When we processed them the tech noticed that a different printer had been used for the note left at each scene. Apparently each printer drum has flaws as unique as fingerprints.’


‘That’s odd,’ Flynn said.


‘Unless he’s using printers in libraries and internet cafés. Making sure he never goes to the same place twice,’ Poe said. ‘Might be worth checking their CCTV.’


‘Already on it,’ Nightingale said.


They discussed it for a while longer. It was clear Nightingale had hit the ‘golden hour’ hard and was conducting a thorough and intrusive investigation. She’d got in early and had ensured that evidence wasn’t compromised, lost or destroyed, witnesses hadn’t yet drifted off and there’d been no time for alibis to be constructed. Her primary role was to develop lines of enquiry for her team to follow. It was a responsibility that Poe had never sought – the wrong decision could waste hundreds of investigative hours – but he knew when it was being done well. Nightingale knew what she was doing.


‘What do you want from us, ma’am?’ Flynn asked.


‘Large investigations move at the speed of logistics,’ Nightingale replied. ‘And that’s how they should. It’s how everything gets done. But with this I think I’d also like a smaller, independent investigation running parallel to the main one. It can be reactive, maybe even proactive, in the way that the main one can’t.’


She turned to face Poe.


‘Would I be right in saying that a Venn diagram of the people you know and the people you’ve upset would closely intersect?’


Flynn snorted. ‘A Venn diagram of the people Poe knows and the people he’s upset would be a fucking circle.’


‘Ha ha,’ Poe said.


Nightingale smiled. ‘Don’t worry, Sergeant … look, can I call you Poe? Everyone else seems to.’


‘Poe’s fine.’


‘Someone like you, with no ties to the investigation, with no real worries about upsetting the political hierarchy, could be invaluable. If you’re OK with it, DI Flynn, I’d like SCAS to work independently. You’ll report directly to me and if you need support I’ll arrange it.’


‘Suits me,’ Flynn replied. ‘And I know it suits Poe. Upsetting the political hierarchy is his particular area of expertise.’









Chapter 5


‘Poe, darling,’ Estelle Doyle said. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve found some online mistletoe?’


‘Er … no,’ Poe replied. ‘No mistletoe here … only cold weather.’


In the grim world of forensic pathology, Estelle Doyle was, as Bradshaw would have described her, an outlier. Even in the mortuary she dressed like she was off to an S & M club. Black hair and even blacker makeup. Fishnet stockings and stilettos. More tattoos than David Beckham, lip gloss redder than arterial blood. Poe found her extraordinarily beautiful and utterly terrifying. But she was unrivalled in her field and that was enough for him to keep going back to her lair.


Pathology was only part of her expertise. All forensic disciplines came naturally to her and she divided her time between forensic pathology, forensic science and lecturing.


And for some reason she had a soft spot for him. Poe didn’t know why. Her contempt for police officers was never understated, but with him she would find the time to make sure he understood everything. Earlier in the year, she’d said it was because he was the perennial underdog and that he had Capraesque qualities. Poe had been too scared to ask what she meant.


Doyle paused and Poe forgot to fill the silence.


‘It’s the twenty-seventh of December, Poe. Surely even someone as adamantine as yourself can find someone to spend the festive season with?’


‘Adam Ant what now?’


‘Don’t worry about it, Poe,’ she replied. ‘What is it you desire of me?’


Poe was sure she spoke like this just to make him blush, even over the phone.


‘I have a finger for you,’ he replied.


‘Do you now?’ she drawled.


‘Lots of fingers.’ He knew he was making it worse but for some reason, whenever he talked to her, he became a right chatter of shit.


‘Well, aren’t you just the gift that keeps on giving, Poe?’


‘We have three separate crime scenes,’ he said, recovering some dignity. ‘A pair was found at each one.’


‘Same victim?’ She was all business now.


‘No.’


‘I’m visiting friends in Haltwhistle so I can be at the Cumberland Infirmary in thirty minutes. How soon can you get everything to me?’


Poe glanced at his watch. Assuming Nightingale agreed, he reckoned he could have them there within the hour. He told her.


‘See you soon then,’ she replied. ‘You do bring me the most fabulous gifts, Poe.’


The line went dead and Poe went looking for Nightingale.









Chapter 6


It had been six months since Poe had seen Estelle Doyle. She’d helped enormously in the Jared Keaton case. She’d given them the early break and then overseen the recovery of evidence in one of the most complex crime scenes anyone in law enforcement had ever had to deal with.


Poe trusted her. It was as simple as that. She stood up to senior investigating officers and interpreted the evidence as she saw it. She had no interest in following the narrative the SIO was trying to present. Some detectives preferred malleable pathologists but Poe wasn’t one of them.


‘I hate these gimmicky killers,’ Poe muttered to Flynn as they walked down the stairs to the mortuary in the Cumberland Infirmary, Carlisle’s major hospital.


Flynn had insisted on coming with him. She wasn’t quite waddling yet but she wasn’t far off. Naively, he’d asked if she’d wanted to stay in the car.


‘I’m not the one who’s fucking ill, Poe,’ she’d snapped. She’d ignored the lift and taken the stairs to prove her point. She could be just as stubborn as him sometimes. By the time Poe had caught her up he was wheezing so hard it sounded like he’d swallowed a whistle.


Flynn smiled in satisfaction. Point proved.


The fingers had been sent ahead and Nightingale had tracked the order and confirmed delivery with them.


It was the 27th of December and this part of the hospital was quiet. Their footsteps reverberated along the sterile corridor.


At the end was the mortuary.


Poe knocked on the door and entered.


Doyle was bent over an inspection table. At first glance it looked empty. It wasn’t. Two fingers were in a small tray. Doyle was working on them.


She straightened when she saw them.


She was wearing a lab coat, a hairnet and goggles. Standard attire when the metal met the meat. Her eyes were ringed with black eyeliner and her lipstick was crimson. Poe didn’t know if she always looked like this, whether it was a work thing and she dressed like Mary Poppins when she was on her own time, or if she did it just to watch him squirm.


‘Merry Christmas, Poe,’ she said huskily. She had a smoker’s voice although Poe knew she never touched them. ‘Good grief, you look dreadful.’


‘Estelle,’ he replied. ‘Bit of a cold.’


‘Suit yourself,’ she said. ‘Good to see you again, DI Flynn. What has Cumbria’s answer to C. Auguste Dupin got you into this time?’


‘We were hoping you could tell us, Estelle,’ Flynn replied.


‘This mortuary’s a bit basic compared to mine and you haven’t given me much to go on.’


Poe and Flynn waited.


‘OK, here’s what I can tell you for certain: these are not medical samples as they haven’t been flushed. The blood types prove they are from three different victims and your initial assessment is correct: one finger from each pair was removed ante-mortem, the other post.’


So far Nightingale’s locum pathologist hadn’t messed up.


‘So we do have three murders,’ Flynn said.


‘The facts cannot be disputed,’ Doyle said. ‘It’s up to you to interpret them. I’ll know more when my LC-MS results are back.’


Doyle had used liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry in their last case. Poe didn’t understand the science behind it but he knew it separated and analysed biochemical, organic and inorganic compounds and was considered the Rolls-Royce of chemical analysis. If there were anything in the fingers that wasn’t supposed to be there, the LC-MS would find it.


‘I am also prepared to say that, in my professional opinion, different methods of amputation were used with each victim. One pair of fingers was removed neatly and quickly. The blades were different sizes and didn’t meet so shears were used. Possibly bone snips, possibly rib shears.’


Poe didn’t ask how she knew these things. If she said that’s what had happened, then that was what had happened.


‘The second pair were removed more crudely. There are tiny flecks of blue paint embedded in the wounds. I’ll have them analysed to confirm, but I suspect they are from a hacksaw. Probably a coping saw, as he’d have had to grip each finger with one hand and saw it off with the other. Under the microscope you can clearly see scars on the proximal phalanges, the bones between the knuckle and first finger joint. They were made by the blade’s teeth.’


Poe frowned. That was odd. Why use a saw when you had rib shears?


‘The third pair is the most interesting, though,’ she continued. ‘This is the male pair and he made a right mess of it. I’m almost certain your killer snapped the fingers then used a pair of scissors to cut through the skin and tendons. Blunt blades, judging by the incisions.’


‘And he was alive for the first amputation?’ Poe said.


‘Possibly not conscious, but definitely alive.’


‘No time of death?’


She shook her finger in admonishment. ‘Keep that up and I’ll have to spank you, Poe.’


Doyle never gave a time of death. She said that any pathologist who did was guessing. There were too many variables with liver temperature or lividity. Even insect activity was all smoke and mirrors. Yes, flies do behave in a certain way, but what the forensic entomologists never admit is that flies have to be present to begin with.


‘Anything else?’ he said before Flynn picked up on the being spanked remark.


Doyle walked over to an open laptop. They followed her.


She brought up an image of a finger and pointed towards some scarring.


‘It was underneath the wedding band,’ she explained. ‘At first I thought it was a long-term epidermal surface reaction to gold, but it was too inconsistent. I removed some layers and found this.’


She changed the picture.


Poe leaned in and frowned. ‘What’s that?’


‘She’s had a tattoo removed,’ Doyle said.


The markings were faint but visible. Three scars the size of a grain of rice were separated by two the size of a grain of sugar in a big/small/big/small/big sequence.


‘Care to hazard a guess?’ Doyle said.


‘It’s a date,’ Poe said. ‘And if it was under her wedding ring then it’s almost certainly her wedding date.’


Doyle nodded. ‘I think that too.’


‘And we can’t recover it?’


‘No. It was professionally removed with cosmetic lasers.’


‘But, if she’s had the date removed, why the hell was she still wearing her wedding ring?’ Poe said.


Doyle said nothing.
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