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Prologue


The rush of euphoria didn’t last. The feeling of disconnect was strong this time. He could hear the sea crashing to shore on the shingle beach in front of his parental home in Iceland. The house of horror. Impossible. The place had been derelict for years, though that didn’t stop the walls closing in on him now. A pair of hateful eyes arrived in his head, his father’s motor-mouth in full working order. Accusations. Recriminations. Yelling at his mother over stuff she had or hadn’t done, beating her senseless if she spoke back.

The ruthless moron showed no mercy.

He was beyond tears now, but the images wouldn’t budge. The flashback was the worst ever, accompanied by a vivid soundtrack. He covered his ears, trying to shut out her screams, cowering on the cold ground with his hands over his head to fend off imaginary blows. They seemed as real as when his younger self would run and hide under the stairs until the silence came.

Drenched in sweat, he shivered.

It was chilly close to the shoreline. The slap-slap of water against the retaining wall of the reservoir soothed him, but not for long. His head lolled to one side, eyes struggling to adjust to the darkness, mouth parched from too much Brennivin he’d consumed on the flight over. The Black Death some called it. Mixed with drugs, it was a lethal cocktail.

If only.

The hypodermic broke the skin.

Take the plunge.

What are you waiting for?

He had no clue, even less as to how he’d arrived here tonight, only a vague recollection of stumbling through the dark – a metaphor for his life. Suicidal thoughts were no stranger. He’d tried before, but was found and taken to A&E. The tosser should’ve minded his own business and left him to it. He’d get it done this time.

His thumb hovered.

Empty the syringe.

Do it now.

One press and your pain will be over.

Those walls will collapse, one brick at a time.

He rolled onto his back and was met by a million stars against the night sky, a sight so beautiful it made him weep. If he were to die tonight there was no better view. A rare moment of clarity. The sound rushing through his ears wasn’t the Atlantic Ocean. It was the power of a stiff easterly through a forest of conifers – nothing to be scared of – and yet, beneath the tree canopy, everything appeared still.

Too still.

Unsettling.

He turned his head to one side, a pinprick of light appearing through the trees in the distance, closing on him … thirty metres … twenty … ten … closer and closer still. The light shot off to his left like a comet, then vanished. What the fuck? He blinked, looked again, harder this time. He could’ve sworn he’d seen movement but there was nothing there. A trick of the light, an addled mind.

Get a grip.

No, there it was again.

There was something.

He not only heard it. He saw it. Moving rapidly through the trees. Hard to tell if it was human or animal, probably a deer come to check out a stranger in distress, or was it something more sinister? That was a possibility, even here – especially here. It wouldn’t surprise him if it was someone with a score to settle. He had enemies.

This could turn ugly.

Hauling himself into a sitting position, ripping out the needle, he strained to focus on the narrow path in front of him. A memory stirred, arriving like a disjointed movie sequence: a party getting out of hand; a roaring flame; pissed-off faces; a fight. Hard eyes. Harsh words. The glint of a long curved blade. That was it. Drugs had fried his brain to a mush of confusion and amnesia.

Pity it hadn’t extended to his childhood.

For a split second, he was back in that house, a pool of red slime creeping across the floor. It triggered a panic attack, a shameful reminder that he’d done nothing to stop it. He was not to blame. They all said so. Then he remembered that he was in the UK and why. He’d come with good intentions, to make recompense for a deed he was deeply ashamed of. He never knew her name, though he’d never forgotten her face.

Fate had brought them together.

Tanked up on booze, he’d blown his last chance of redemption. She wouldn’t listen. To her, he was as much a monster as his old man whose face came out of nowhere, a whispered curse spooking him further: One fucking word from you and I will kill her. And when I’m done, I’ll kill you too. Now stop your snivelling and get to bed.

Like his five-year-old self, he felt warm liquid spread out between his legs, every tree in his eyeline morphing into a familiar and terrifying psychopath waiting to strike. More whispering. Same voice. A slew of insults coming at him from every direction, each one louder and more intimidating than the one before.

Run and I will find you.

It will not end well.

He was out.

He was here.

Move, move!

Out in the open he was a sitting duck, a target pinned to his chest. Grabbing his knife, with superhuman effort he managed to haul himself upright, the drive to protect himself overriding all else. The thought sounded ridiculous in his head. For as long as he could remember, all he’d longed for was to rock himself off. His choice. No one else’s. Now he desperately wanted to live.
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The number was on speed dial. Detective Chief Inspector David Stone lifted his mobile to his ear, listening as it rang out at the other end, urging Frankie Oliver to pick up. He’d keep it simple. A call from Control. An unidentified victim. At this ungodly hour, that’s all his second-in-command needed to know. He had no intention of telling her that he’d been up half the night and was wide awake, cooking breakfast, when the call came in. She’d jump to the conclusion that he was still experiencing night sweats, reliving the murder of a close colleague, or that he had company, someone he’d met since transferring from the capital to his home force, retreating to the place where he grew up – a fresh start.

One of those was right.

As excuses go, he never talked about the first and had no time for the second.

‘Oliver.’ Frankie’s voice was deeper than normal, coming from that labyrinthine space we all disappear to when the lights go out; a place of safety in the dark waters of nothingness for the lucky ones, a world of frightening images and unresolved conflict for others. ‘Whoever you are, bugger off,’ she said. ‘I’m state zero.’ She meant off duty. ‘David, is that you?’

‘Who else were you expecting at five a.m.?’ He flipped his eggs. ‘Shake yourself, Frank. We’re on …’

She yawned. ‘Go back to bed, guv. You’re not the on-call SIO this weekend.’

‘I am now, which means you are too, so get a move on.’ He waited a beat, allowing her a moment to come round, himself enough time to slap the eggs onto buttered bread, adding another slice on top. He bit into the sandwich and tried her again. ‘Frank, are you properly awake?’

‘Barely. What’ve we got?’

He swallowed what was in his mouth. ‘A body floating in the drink.’

‘Again?’ It came out like a whine.

Frankie would be imagining the River Tyne, a drunk floating in the water, an unexplained death. She’d be asking herself had the victim fallen or were they pushed? Probably concluding that it would come to nothing, a waste of time and MIT resources, a regular occurrence they could do nothing about. David could hear her shifting around now, dragging herself from a warm bed, not yet ready to greet the day.

He could relate.

Another yawn. ‘Location?’

‘Kielder Water.’

‘Someone fall off The Osprey ferry?’

‘Not funny. I’ll collect you in half an hour. Unless the victim managed to fold themselves into a barrel and roll into the reservoir unaided, we have a murder on our hands.’

Frankie looked out through the windshield, eyes scanning a blanket of mist hanging over Northern Europe’s largest manmade reservoir. The water stretched out to the west for as far as she could see. It was what she couldn’t see that worried her. No sign of first responders, CSI vans or police vehicles in the south car park. No crime scene tape or personnel. No sign of life full stop, early morning fog preventing a view of the north shore.

David had been uncharacteristically quiet on the journey west. He’d given her little detail, beyond the fact that the barrel containing the corpse had been dragged from the water and broken into by an Icelandic tourist skinny-dipping at dawn. The thought of that pursuit, now or at any time of the year, made her shiver. The water was damned cold, even in a wetsuit. She’d learned to sail there with her father.

‘I’ll bet you twenty quid that this is a wind-up,’ she said. ‘Too many happy pills. I can’t be doing with pagans, ancient rituals and traditions. It may not happen down south, but the summer solstice is notorious for crank callers up here. It brings out the weirdness in people. I mean, Icelanders believe in elves, right? You’ve got to admit, that’s pretty flaky.’

‘It sounded legit to me.’

Touchy – unlike him.

‘The caller was badly shaken.’

Frankie kept her thoughts to herself.

David dropped a gear, turning off the C road, a winding ribbon of grey tarmac that cut through Kielder Forest, a gateway to Scotland for some. The scenic route. David seemed preoccupied. Curious. He’d shown no sign of it when he left the MIR last night. Quite the opposite. He was in high spirits, heading to party, time to let his hair down. A few laughs, a few beers on someone else’s tab. She wondered if he was pissed off that she hadn’t gone too, a birthday date with an old school friend taking precedence. Somehow, she didn’t think so. If not that, then what had brought about such a dramatic change in his mood? She’d have a word with the lads when she returned to base, see if they could shed light on it.

‘You all right?’ She had to ask.

‘Fine. Why?’

‘Seriously? Take a look in the mirror. I’ve seen better-looking dead people.’

‘Yeah, well I didn’t get much sleep.’

‘Self-inflicted doesn’t qualify. You’ll get no sympathy from me.’

‘I don’t remember asking for any.’

‘What’s wrong? You had two lemonades last night? You know you can only handle one.’

‘Hilarious, Frank. You should do stand-up. My mind is on the job, which is where yours should be.’

A few moments passed without either of them speaking. Fine, have it your own way, Frankie thought, but didn’t say. She broke the silence with a work-related question. ‘Was the finder male or female?’

A monosyllabic reply. ‘Male.’

‘And the victim?’

‘Undetermined.’

She gave him the side-eye. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Let’s wait and see, eh? The finder only saw a skull before legging it.’

‘A skull?’

‘That’s how he described it.’

Frankie waited for more. It didn’t come. ‘Was it something I said, or did you get out of bed the wrong side?’

‘Ignore me. I’m knackered, that’s all.’

An hour and a half ago, he’d driven out to the coast to collect her from her apartment to save them taking two cars. She was waiting outside, on tenterhooks, her only thought to get to the crime scene as quickly as possible. He’d said little on the journey. Most probably didn’t want to prejudice her opinion before reaching their destination. That way, she’d view the body in isolation, with no preconceived ideas that might jeopardise the first few hours of a new enquiry.

Under a vast sky, they crossed Kielder Dam, heading north towards Hawkhope, a place they were both familiar with. It occurred to her that the recovery spot – the point at which the barrel was removed from the water – may not be a crime scene, merely a deposition site. Either way, they were to meet first responders at the location given by control room personnel, ordinarily a peaceful haven for deer and other wildlife, no place for death and destruction. Crime was zero here, violence practically unheard of. Till now.
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At the north end of the dam, ignoring the entrance to the car park, David took a right fork towards an access road, authorised only to forestry vehicles. He braked suddenly, nearly putting Frankie through the windscreen. She shot forward, the seat belt digging into her shoulder. A warning would have been nice.

No apology.

With his right hand on the steering wheel, his left arm resting on the back of his seat, he reversed at speed, a short detour. In the car park, four vehicles stood empty, facing a vast expanse of water. Next to them, an angler was standing at the rear of a rusting van, taking a moment to appreciate the view. He was not the focus of David’s attention. His eyes were fixed on two identical Range Rovers, blood red with black contrasting roofs, parked side by side at the back of a toilet block, separated from other vehicles.

‘Glasgow plates,’ he said.

‘Correct …’ In her peripheral vision, Frankie caught site of a backpacker heading off at a pace, camera in hand. By the time she’d jumped out of the car, leaving the door wide open, he’d disappeared into the trees. She pulled out her mobile and made a call. ‘Mike 2151. I’m dealing with the body up at Kielder. Can you pass a message to those on scene? I just saw a young guy heading their way.’

Control: ‘He won’t get far, Sarge. Officers have been deployed at various locations. They’ve been given instructions to take the details of anyone they come across and turn them back—’

‘That’s reassuring. Might I suggest a sign to alert the public that the Lakeside Way is closed until further notice?’

The controller agreed to pass the message on.

Frankie asked, ‘You wouldn’t happen to know if anyone took a note of the vehicles parked at Hawkhope when they arrived?’

‘Affirmative.’

‘Roger that.’

Hanging up, Frankie approached the angler. He was now bent over, rooting around in the rear of his van, a folding chair strapped across his shoulder, reminding her of her grand­-father. Unable to stand for long periods on arthritic pins, he had a chair just like it. He loved to fish. Since she was a kid, he’d taken her along for company at weekends and school ­holidays. A nice memory.

‘Sir, can I have a word?’

No answer.

She repeated the request.

‘Aye. Be with you in a minute.’ The accent was distinctly Northumbrian.

She watched his hands closely, unsure what to expect. In this area, some people were licensed to carry firearms. She was about to alert David when the man found what he was looking for, stood upright and swung round to face her. He was mid-sixties, short and stocky, a mop of grey hair poking out from beneath a flat cap. He was wearing hearing aids, she noticed.

She held up ID. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Oliver.’ She nodded at the fishing gear. ‘You coming or going?’

‘Coming …’ The angler leaned two rods against his vehicle, put down the bag, apologising for keeping her waiting. ‘I have a weekend permit if you’d like to see it.’

‘That’s not why I’m here.’ She thumbed over her shoulder. ‘You may have noticed the patrol car as you drove in?’

‘Hard not to. Blue lights is not something we see around here much.’ He pushed his specs up onto the bridge of his nose, the better to see her. ‘The name’s Ron … Ronald, Harbottle. Has there been an accident?’

Frankie sidestepped the question. ‘Has anyone spoken to you this morning, sir?’

‘Only you. I arrived seconds before you did. Saw you drive in.’

‘Well, you might consider a new pitch today. The area is currently being sealed off. I’d hate for you to get settled and then have to move you on.’

‘Thanks for the warning.’

‘I have another …’ She admonished him with a raised eyebrow, a nod towards the wheels of his van. ‘Do yourself a favour and get a new set of tyres. Those are illegal.’

He blushed. ‘I only live down the road, flower.’

She didn’t take offence. Like pet, flower was a term of endearment in these parts, not a put-down. ‘Mr Harbottle, most accidents occur within spitting distance of home. Bald tyres are lethal. Trust me. I’ve scraped more than my share of body parts off public highways since I became a police officer. I’d hate for the next one to be yours.’

‘I’ll get them sorted.’

The twinkle in his eye was all it took to dissuade her from making an issue of it. ‘Promise?’

‘You bet.’

‘Then I haven’t seen them.’

‘That’s very kind.’

‘On your way then.’

Relieved to have got off lightly, the old man threw his fishing gear in his vehicle and drove off to find another pitch. Frankie watched him cross the dam before turning her attention to the twin Range Rovers.

Peering in through the windows of the first one she came to, she noticed sweet wrappers, empty crisp packets and squashed beer cans abandoned in the footwell; on the rear seat, a discarded jumper, a clean pair of heavy-duty walking boots. Nothing unusual. The second vehicle was more revealing, a Hertz rental document on the dash in the name of Kristján Kristjánsson.

Icelandic?

Maybe.

Capturing the image on her phone, and another of both registration plates, a job she hoped someone else had already done, she returned to the car and gave David the low-down, including the name on the rental document.

‘Nice of him to stick around,’ he said.

‘He’s the one called it in?’

‘The very same.’ Handing her his mobile, David invited her to check out the audio link sent through by control room personnel, then drove out of the car park, retaking the un­authorised road, ignoring the No Entry sign. A red-and-white barrier, normally locked, was open, a uniformed officer standing guard, his patrol car pulled off the road, lights flashing. Winding his window down, Stone identified himself as the SIO. ‘Where is everyone?’

‘Belling peninsula, sir.’

‘Don’t let anyone else through.’

The copper waved him on.

The scent of coniferous resin got stronger as they ventured further into the forest. Accessing the audio link Stone had given her, Frankie listened. Kristjánsson spoke excellent English. There was desperation in his voice. He stumbled over his words trying to describe what he’d found. He sounded young. Loaded too, she speculated, if he could afford to hire such a high-end vehicle. The lad was trying to console someone sobbing in the background. A girl. This was no crackpot celebrating the sun’s zenith. It was a distressed visitor to the county who probably wished he’d stayed at home.
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The sun broke through as David parked the car. He got out and walked down a narrow path as directed by an officer in a standard-issue high-vis jacket, Frankie trailing along behind. The walk lifted the SIO’s spirits, the fresh air clearing his head as he picked his way forward, the ground beneath his feet rough and uneven, tree roots poking through in places, overhanging branches making the route more difficult.

‘David, look!’ Frankie pointed skyward. A magnificent bird of prey was circling overhead, wings fully extended, riding the air current, sharp eyes fixed to the surface of the water beneath. ‘Isn’t he wonderful?’

‘He’s hunting for breakfast.’

‘Wish I was. Put it this way, a bacon butty wouldn’t go amiss. I should have brought one from home.’

‘Yeah, you should. What kind of bagman are you?’

‘A rubbish one …’ Frankie grimaced. There was no chance of finding anything to eat around here this early in the day. Stone probably missed the Met with an eatery on every corner. ‘When we see what’s what, I’ll get one of the uniforms to nip into Falstone and collect some grub. My shout.’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘You’re always hungry.’

‘Not with a fry-up in my belly.’ David laughed, in a better place now. ‘It’s called thinking ahead. You should try it some time.’

Kristján pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his shorts. His view was like the set of a TV cop show: crime scene tape; police vehicles and personnel; men and women in forensic suits crawling all over the place; about as far removed as it was possible to be from his idea of holiday heaven. Twenty minutes ago, a youngish woman had arrived in a private car, carrying a leather bag. A medical examiner, he assumed. She’d not spoken to him or any of his friends. Having identified herself to the cops, she’d disappeared behind a canvas privacy screen that had been erected close to the water’s edge.

She was still in there.

Surrounded by law enforcement from a foreign force, Kristján felt uncomfortable. Taking on the responsibility as designated spokesperson for his group this morning, as he had done last night, was something he didn’t want. He set off to join the others, picking his way through the trees with a sense of foreboding.

At the end of the path, Stone stopped at the edge of a clearing, a campsite where five small tents were arranged in a close-knit semicircle, all of them bottle green. Good camouflage in an area such as this. Beyond the encampment, the scenery was jaw-dropping, the sun reflecting off the water in places where the mist had lifted. Where it hadn’t, the water was gun-metal grey, a thin, delicate cloud suspended in mid-air above it.

David turned, scanning the scene.

Bags, walking shoes and litter mostly. Must have been quite a party. Beside the remains of a campfire, swimming trunks and towels hung on a makeshift clothes horse made of sticks. He counted nine Icelandic kids sitting on a felled tree trunk, stripped of its bark. Some were preoccupied with their mobiles, others eyeing the detectives. Two uniformed officers, one male, one female, assigned to look after the tourists were doing their best to engage them in conversation. The kids were bored, keen to be on their way.

That wouldn’t happen until they were questioned.

David was wondering which one was Kristjánsson when a tall male emerged through the trees, around six two, blond, athletic build, ice-blue eyes, a serious expression on his face. He dropped his head as the SIO caught his eye.

‘Hello, Kristján,’ David whispered.

‘You’re talking to yourself again,’ Frankie said.

‘Just weighing up our audience.’ They played this game often.

‘OK, which one is he?’

‘Light blue shorts, navy T-shirt, I’d bet my pension on it.’

‘Looks a bit shifty, don’t you think?’

‘He has no business being here. Wild camping is prohibited outside designated backpacking sites, as is swimming and setting fires, three rules that seem to have passed him by.’

‘Have you forgotten your youth? Hardly hanging offences, are they?’

‘You were the one said he looks shifty, Frank. I’m just offering an explanation as to why that might be. Ever seen a forest fire? There are millions of trees here. Imagine if they went up in flames.’

Before she could think of an answer, the most senior officer on site sauntered over towards her. Jardin had a supremely toned physique, three stripes on his epaulettes. On account of his prowess on the force footy team he had an unforgettable nickname. Smiling warmly, Frankie thumbed to her right.

‘This is my guv’nor, DCI Stone.’

The man in uniform proffered a hand. ‘Jardine, sir.’

‘Bex to his friends, guv. He takes a mean free-kick.’

David said, ‘Keep an eye on this lot till we get back.’

‘Sir.’

‘Where’s the body?’

Jardine pointed through the trees, the way Kristjánsson had arrived. ‘Walk west. Keep to the path, then bear left. The pathologist is there already.’
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Home Office pathologist Beth Collingwood emerged from behind a white screen, a volley of camera shots going on behind her. Removing her nitrile gloves, pulling a mask clear of her face, the cap from her head, she acknowledged the murder detectives with a smile and an upward tip of her chin. She was a small woman, hair streaked with purple highlights. To look at her, you’d never know that she was at the very top of her profession, revered by everyone on the force, with qualifications that would make most academics’ eyes bleed.

Hers were sharp, her expression difficult to read.

‘Guv …’ Frankie drew David’s attention to a deep gouge in the ground at the water’s edge where a heavy object had been dragged ashore. The channel ended where the CSI screen began. ‘The container can’t have been in the water long,’ she said. ‘At this time of year, it would have been spotted before now. In an hour or two, this place will be swarming – and not just with midges. It’s a mecca for tree huggers.’

‘You have something against environmentalists?’

‘Just telling it like it is …’ Frankie didn’t move her head, only her eyes. ‘Did you leave your sense of humour at home? You know I don’t do prickly before eleven a.m.’.

‘No squabbling, you two.’ Beth was used to their banter. It was what kept the detectives sane. ‘You should be happy on this glorious morning.’ She extended her arm, inviting them to take in the magnificent view neither seemed to have noticed. ‘Not a bad place to start your working day, is it?’

‘Yeah, shame we’re not on a jolly,’ Frankie bit back. ‘Last time I was here, I was snoozing on a blanket, not a million miles from this very spot. A good book, a cold flask of Pimm’s, pork pies and my mum’s homemade brownies in a picnic basket.’ She tipped her head toward her boss. ‘If that were the case today, Mr Grumpy might even crack a smile.’

Collingwood laughed.

David didn’t.

He moved away.

‘What’s up with him?’ Beth asked Frankie. ‘Even at this early hour, he usually has his head in gear. I get the impression that the unfolding narrative isn’t the only thing on his mind. Any ideas?’

A shrug. ‘I’ve given up trying to second-guess what’s happening on planet Stone.’

Beth waited for more.

Frankie held her tongue, less puzzled by her guv’nor’s mood. He’d encouraged her to speak her mind. To ignore his rank. Maybe she’d overstepped the mark in front of the pathologist. DS Jane Vincent was the reason he couldn’t sleep, his motivation for taking a demotion to return to the north-east when he was the golden boy in the Met. He hid his grief most days. When he couldn’t, Frankie backed off, allowing him time and space to get over it. He was better now than when they first met, though not yet over it.

The murder of a loved one never left you.

Frankie liked and trusted Beth implicitly, but her guv’nor’s business, professional or personal, wasn’t open for discussion. He was strong and dependable, yet vulnerable at the same time; sensitive and apt to retreat into a cave she knew little of. He deserved her loyalty. ‘We’re supposed to have the weekend off,’ she said by way of explanation.

‘Ah, maybe he had plans—’

‘He never has plans.’

‘Harsh.’

‘But true. Actually, that’s not fair. David and Ben have taken up golf recently, a bit of male bonding going on there, I reckon. It’ll be good for them to spend more time together.’ Ben was David’s nephew, a young man he’d taken in, acting as surrogate father to the lad at her suggestion. His father, David’s brother, had died in a car crash, a dark time for both of them. Frankie changed the subject, a glance at the crime scene tent. ‘I take it the skull is human?’

Collingwood answered with a nod.

‘Male or female?’

‘Oh, please …’ Beth gave her a pointed look, faking irritation. ‘As a formidable DS, you know better than to ask for an educated guess as this stage of an enquiry.’

‘Oh, go on. Can’t you make an exception, just the once?’ Stone asked as he walked towards them. ‘As you heard so eloquently from my 2ic, I need cheering up this morning.’

Beth hesitated. ‘If you quote me—’

‘He won’t,’ Frankie cut in.

David gave a three-fingered salute. ‘Scout’s honour.’

A smile from Beth – she liked him.

Frankie? This morning, David wasn’t so sure.

Collingwood caved. ‘I can only see a skull covered in soil deposits, so I can’t say for certain, though I’m ninety-nine per cent sure the victim is male. If that changes, I’ll let you know.’

David was aware that the ridge along the brow was more prominent in males than in females.

‘You won’t want to hear this,’ Beth added, ‘but from what I saw, there’s no muscle or tissue left on the bones. Skeletonisation took place some time ago.’

‘How long?’ Frankie asked.

‘Decomposition is determined by environmental factors. Depends on whether the body was left out in the open air, in water, in shade or full sun, if it was buried in sand or soil and dug up later. Just because it turned up here in a sealed barrel, you can’t assume it hasn’t been in the ground. I suspect it has …’ Her grimace was as good as an apology. ‘In which case, the only given here is we’re talking years, not months – more than a decade, possibly several.’

Frankie locked eyes with David.

He didn’t comment.

His attention was on the woods where ghostly figures in forensic suits were combing the area looking for anything of evidentiary value. Given what Beth had told them, on this occasion they were not seeking a murder weapon. The best they could hope for was the print of a tyre or shoe, a fag end or piece of gum discarded by whoever dumped the container. This case was complicated and he was struggling to get his head around it. How had the body in the barrel arrived in this place? Who’d put it there and why Kielder?

A protracted enquiry was on the cards.

‘David?’ Beth spoke again. ‘I’d like to have the body moved to the morgue in its container. That way, if any of the skeleton is intact, it’ll stay that way. If I try to extract it here … Well, without going into the whys and wherefores, I’d rather not, if it’s all the same to you.’

He eyed the canvas screen behind her. ‘Mind if I take a look?’

‘Be my guest, for all the good it’ll do you.’
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The oak barrel looked vintage, the type with metal hoops traditionally used by distilleries and wine merchants. It lay on its side, a jagged gash around eight inches long and six across at one end. Frankie crouched down beside it. Using her Maglite torch, she peered in. Beth was right in her description. A dirty skull was all the detective could see: a forehead, eye sockets, adult teeth, the jawbone slightly ajar, giving the appearance that the man in there – if it was a man – was laughing.

Or screaming.

She stood up, handing David the torch. ‘No wonder Kristjánsson was spooked.’

He took her place, taking a few moments to examine the perforation in the wooden casket. As with every case, their questions would fall into the categories of: who, what, why, when and how? Cause of death was up to Beth. Given the time lapse since, they all knew identification could take a while, discovering how the body ended up at the reservoir even longer. Only then could they turn their thoughts to potential offenders, motive, opportunity, method and means.

Having seen enough, David exited the screen.

Collingwood hadn’t moved an inch.

He rolled his eyes. ‘I assume you’re done here?’

‘Yes. OK to get it shifted?’

‘I’m in your hands.’

‘You never want to be in my hands,’ she joked.

‘How long till you start the PM?’

‘I’ll take care of my side of it today. Can’t estimate when I might get hold of an anthropologist. I’ll update you as soon as I hear.’

A nod from David.

As Beth stepped away to make the necessary arrangements, a text pinged on his mobile. He accessed the screen, then put the phone away as Frankie arrived at his shoulder.

‘That barrel is old, guv. It must’ve taken some force to punch a hole in it. There’s no sign of a tool being used, an axe for example.’

‘Speak to Kristjánsson, find out what he used to smash it open and whether anyone witnessed him do it.’

Beth turned, held up a finger and spoke into her mobile. ‘Hold the line, I need a quick word with the SIO.’ She covered the handset. ‘I’m told your boy used a rock, David. It was photographed and bagged. His camera too, and a wet towel. They were lying on the ground when I got here.’

‘That’s good to know.’ He thanked her.

‘So, what’s the plan?’ Frankie said.

David hesitated. She wasn’t going to like what he said next. ‘Grab Kristjánsson and his party. Get the interviews underway. I’ll head off and get the ball rolling—’

‘That’s beneath your paygrade, isn’t it? Can’t you call Abbott? It’s his job to set up the incident room and put the team on alert.’ When David didn’t shift his position, she spread her arms, affronted. ‘That’s it, I’m on my own?’

‘You’re good for it.’

‘Boss, you heard Beth. Until she’s completed the post-mortem, we have zero to go on. We’re hardly on the clock – and those kids aren’t going to take us anywhere with this one, are they?’

‘They still need questioning.’

‘What’s the rush?’

‘All of them, Frank. If we don’t do it now, what’s to stop them hopping on a plane out of here.’

She wasn’t buying his explanation. ‘Fine, I get it. You want me out of your hair.’

‘That’s not the case.’

‘No?’

‘Bright wants to see me.’

‘What for?’

‘Don’t know, didn’t ask.’

‘I listened to the local news this morning. There was nothing going on that would involve us, nothing as important as a murder investigation anyway.’

‘If the head of CID says jump, you ask how high.’

‘I know that,’ she said. ‘Only there are ten of them and one of me. I’ll need help.’

‘I’ll send someone with a bacon butty, how’s that?’

Her shoulders dropped.

He laughed. ‘Now whose sense of humour has gone AWOL? Look, there’s no point dragging those kids any further than we have to. Hexham nick will do nicely. I’ll have Abbott meet you there. You’ve heard of car share, right? When you’re done, cadge a lift with him. We’ll regroup at Middle Earth.’ It was the nickname for Middle Engine Lane, Northern Area Command HQ, their base. ‘I want names, addresses, travel plans and copies of passports, minimum. You know what to do.’
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Kristján looked up as the Senior Investigating Officer reached the encampment, then walked off at a fast pace in the direction of the Lakeside Way, leaving the female cop he’d arrived with, standing alone, a face like thunder. She watched him disappear through the trees, hands on hips. As if sensing Kristján’s gaze, she turned and made her way towards him. He’d taken steps to get rid of certain items, anything and everything British police might view as suspicious. He’d have to be careful now.

Whatever Bright wanted with David, Frankie had no time to dwell on it. She had to keep the area locked down, supervise the removal of the body, instruct uniformed officers to hang fire until further notice, wait for the Crime Scene Manager to give her a nod that his crew were done. The list was endless.

She sighed.

When CSIs were finished, and only then, would the footpath reopen to the public. As for house-to-house, she was screwed. There was bugger all in terms of property close by. She’d get Jardine and his crew to concentrate on nearby villages: Yarrow, Falstone, Kielder, isolated homes dotted around the countryside and any outbuildings, lodges etcetera.

A pointless exercise.

Houses grouped together were often so small they didn’t even rate as hamlets. Asking for details of strangers hanging about was laughable in an area visited by tourists from across the globe. In her opinion, a media appeal was unlikely to bear fruit either. CCTV? Forget it. Detectives would have to unravel this case without the benefit of modern technology.

Depressing.

As she made off in the direction of the students an object glinting on the ground caught her eye. She bent over to pick it up: a new tent peg. Bagging the item, she slipped it into her jacket pocket, then looked up. The lad David had identified as Kristjánsson was watching her.

‘Kristján?’

A nod.

‘My name is Frankie Oliver. I’m a police officer. Can I walk you to where you were when you found the barrel? Nothing for you to worry about. I’ll need to take a formal statement from each member of your party. This will be done at a police station nearby. Before we go, I’d like to ask you a few questions while it’s fresh in your memory.’

Kristján was wary. Why here? Why separate him from his friends? The answer was obvious. Divide and conquer. That’s how the police operated. She led the way. He hesitated. She turned, catching his reluctance before he could hide it. He followed. What else could he do? As they walked, she put his mind at rest, telling him she was sorry that his trip has been interrupted, that finding a body must’ve been a dreadful experience.

She didn’t know the half of it.

He felt compelled to tell her that he was innocent of any wrongdoing, that he was simply a bystander. Wrong time, wrong place …

‘I had nothing to do with that body—’

‘Relax, Kristján. No one is accusing you of anything. The remains are old. You’re not under suspicion. Do you understand?’

A nod – she must see that he did.

‘When we’ve completed the interviews, you’ll be free to leave.’

He hoped that would be soon.

Kristján seemed nice. Quietly spoken. Polite and articulate. Frankie noticed a recent scratch on his left cheek. She expected him to show relief that he was being treated as a witness and not a suspect. He looked anxious. Delayed shock, in all probability. He was half-man, half-boy. Right now, the boy was winning. He was pale, and deeply troubled. He didn’t look at her, rather looked through her. He seemed socially awkward. Living where he did, he probably didn’t meet many strangers, let alone cops. There was crime in Iceland but very few murders.

Sounded like a cool place to live.

The lad reminded Frankie of David’s nephew, Ben. She sat down on a log, outside of the police cordon, well away from the corpse in the barrel, inviting him to do likewise. She decided to go easy on the foreigner, keep it friendly, build rapport. ‘Will you go home or continue with your holiday?’

‘Depends what the others say. This place gives me the creeps.’

‘That’s perfectly understandable. Are you from Reykjavík?’

‘Ísafjörður, in the north.’

‘Never heard of it … and probably couldn’t pronounce it.’ She threw him a wide smile. ‘Geography was never my strongest subject. I’m ashamed to say that your capital city is the only place I know in your country. I visited once, on a school trip, and would love to return.’ She wasn’t making small talk. The country known as ‘the land of fire and ice’ appealed.

‘You should,’ Kristján said.

‘My job keeps me busy. A social life isn’t always possible. One day, perhaps.’

‘The rest of Iceland is beautiful but remote. There’s nothing there for me. I moved to Reykjavík to study at the university. My father wasn’t happy.’

‘Are they ever?’ Frankie rolled her eyes. ‘My father was a cop, grandfather too. They weren’t too keen on me joining up. I guess you could say it’s in my DNA. That or the Olivers have no imagination.’

The lad smiled. ‘You like it?’

‘Like’ wasn’t the right word.

‘I’m good at it,’ she said.
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Kristján’s dream trip had turned into a nightmare. It had been quite a journey from Iceland, the route south from Scotland taking him longer than scheduled due to roadworks, a detour that had taken him out of his way. He’d got very lost.

He was even more lost now.

Taking a pen and pad from her pocket, Frankie readied herself to make notes, asking him to walk her through how he’d come across the barrel in as much detail as he was able. He glanced over his shoulder, anxious to check on Eva. After the events of the morning, exhaustion had set in. For her too, he imagined. She was so upset by the discovery, and the fight that took place afterwards. Her brother had taken her back to the campsite.

They hadn’t spoken since.

Frankie waited. Kristján had gone someplace else. Wherever he was, it was causing him a great deal of anxiety. She felt sorry for him and wondered if she should call his parents. He hadn’t heard a word she’d said in the past few minutes. He turned to look at her, apologised for not paying attention …

‘I was miles away,’ he said.

‘Welcome back.’ She smiled. ‘These things are always difficult to talk about. Doubly so if you’re in a foreign land with no support. The sooner we start, the sooner we finish. Are you up for it?’

‘Yes, sorry. Ask your questions.’

‘How long have you been camping here?’

‘We arrived last night.’

‘What time was this?’

‘Is it important?’

Frankie answered his question with one of her own. ‘Is there a reason you don’t want to tell me?’

‘No.’ Kristján rubbed at his forehead. It was important, of course it was. The detective would want to know everything about his trip. Everything about him too in all probability. He’d hate her to think that he was being evasive. A half-glance in her direction. ‘Our flight got into Glasgow shortly after two. We took our hire cars and headed south, stopping to eat on the way. We arrived at around seven o’clock, left the cars at Hawkhope and walked the rest of the way.’

‘You’d planned the trip beforehand?’

‘Online, down to the last detail … or so we thought.’

‘Impressive. I’m more of a “go with the flow”-type traveller.’

‘You get a lot more from everything if you plan. As a group, we’d done our homework. We picked a spot with a south-facing view. When we got here, we set up camp, had something to eat, sat around talking for a few hours, then went to bed.’

‘Is that all?’

‘There’s nothing else to do here after dark.’

‘Yeah, daft question. You lit a fire, I noticed.’

‘We were very careful.’ He dropped his head, then looked up. ‘We were planning to move on this morning. I woke at dawn, grabbed a camera from my rucksack and went for a walk. I wanted to explore what I hadn’t seen before nightfall. Landscape photography is my passion. I took some photos, then stripped off and had a swim. I’d just got out of the water when Eva arrived.’

‘Friend or girlfriend?’

Kristján hesitated, keen to get his story straight. After his foray into the woods in the small hours, Eva arrived, cold and tense as she crept into his tent beside him, tears in her eyes. He’d pulled her into an embrace, asking her what was wrong. She wouldn’t answer. He’d told her not to worry. A new day always brought peace. He remained awake until she fell asleep. They hadn’t woken warm and safe in each other’s arms as he expected. She was gone when he opened his eyes.

The next voice he heard wasn’t hers.

‘Kristján?’

He jumped, turning his head. ‘What?’

‘Are you and Eva more than friends?’

He shook his head, changing the subject. ‘I didn’t expect to see her up so early. She said she couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t either.’ He didn’t mention their clandestine meeting during the night. Best keep things simple.

‘What happened after your dip?’

‘I asked her if she was going in, told her the water was warm by Icelandic standards—’

‘Remind me never to swim in Iceland.’

‘If you visit again, try the Blue Lagoon.’

‘Yeah, I heard it’s fantastic. Did Eva swim too?’

‘No.’

Frankie wondered if Eva was the girl hiding in the trees, trying to earwig their conversation. She’d been there a couple of minutes already, a pretty girl, about five two, skinny, a blond ponytail. She had little on for so early in the morning: jeans shorts, a light grey hoody, falling off one shoulder, flipflops on bronzed feet. If it was her, she could wait. Frankie would speak to her at the station. For now, she kept her focus on Kristján.

‘You’re all students?’

‘Some, not all. Postgrad.’

‘What were you studying?’

‘Life and Environmental Sciences.’

‘What about Eva?’

‘She’s at college still. Wants to be a doctor.’

‘Clever girl.’ Time to open up the discussion. ‘Do you have a job too?’

‘Me? No, why?’

‘Travelling isn’t cheap.’

‘My grandfather left me some money.’

‘Nice. You rang the police shortly after dawn?’

‘Yes, Eva and I were standing on the bankside where the screen is now.’ He pointed toward the crime scene tent. ‘She spotted a barrel floating in the water. I found a branch and went to investigate. I pushed it to the edge. She helped me drag it ashore and was curious to see what was inside. I smashed it open and that was when we saw the skeleton. Is it real?’

Frankie nodded. There was something off about this lad she couldn’t get a handle on. His leg was shaking. Realising that she’d clocked this, he moved his hand to his knee. He couldn’t control it. This strange body language niggled at her as she continued to talk to him. ‘How long before you phoned it in?’

‘I did it right away.’

‘Did you make any other calls?’

‘Not personally. I can’t vouch for anyone else.’

‘I’m sorry, you’re not going to like this. Your camera cannot be returned until we examine it. Did you take any pictures?’

‘Of the body? No. Why would I?’

‘People do.’

‘Not me.’ He was angry at the suggestion.

‘What about on your mobile?’

‘I didn’t have it with me.’

‘Did Eva?’

‘No, yes, I think so. Yes, she did, I used it to call the police. Then all hell broke loose. The others heard her scream. Her brother didn’t wait to find out why. He just laid into me, knocked me flying. She was hysterical, trying to get him off me.’

Frankie was intrigued. ‘Why would he do that?’

‘Eva and I were the only two here. It was an easy mistake to make. I was comforting her. She was scared, trying to pull away from me. As he ran towards us, I guess he misread the situation. He’s very protective of her.’

Frankie pointed at his injured cheek. ‘That looks sore.’

Kristján covered the broken skin with his left hand. ‘It’s nothing.’

‘Does this brother have a name?’ Frankie waited a beat.

‘Look, I told you, it was an innocent mistake. I don’t want him to get in trouble.’

‘Kristján, if you don’t want to report an assault that’s your business. I need his name.’

‘Aron.’

‘Jakobsson?’ It was important to be sure.

Kristján answered with a nod.

Frankie wrote the name down, mentally walking her way through his verbal statement, imagining him entering the water, guiding the barrel onto dry land, punching a hole in the side, recoiling as he caught sight of the remains. The fight after­wards. Maybe this explained his nervousness, his inability to concentrate when she began asking questions. The girl in the woods moved away, prompting the detective to ask, ‘You haven’t been totally honest with me, have you?’

He didn’t answer.

‘There’s nothing more you want to tell me?’

He shook his head. ‘I told you everything.’

Frankie raised an eyebrow. ‘Except Eva’s not just a friend, is she?’
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Stone swiped his ID to access HQ and took the stairs two at a time to Bright’s office, curious to know why he’d been summoned so early in the day. It was too soon to be the Kielder case, though the head of CID had his finger on the pulse of the MIT and would know of it. The first thing he did when he opened his eyes was to view the list of overnight incidents.

David silenced his mobile as he arrived at a door marked: Detective Chief Superintendent Philip Bright. He knocked and waited, a muffled instruction to enter reaching him through the door.

Turning the handle, he pushed it open.

Bright was immaculate, as always: smart suit, sharp eyes, switched on. He was a male version of David’s former Met commander, Detective Superintendent Sinead Friel. Behind green smiley eyes, the woman who’d taught him everything he knew was a formidable presence. Cross her and your career was over. Bright was equally discerning. Fortunately, in both instances, David got along with them.

‘You wanted to see me, sir?’

‘Yes.’ Bright put down his fountain pen, leaned back in his chair, studying his visitor.

Having come straight from a crime scene, David suspected that he might not measure up. His shoes were dusty and he hadn’t had time to shave. The stubble on his chin began to itch. ‘Excuse the state of me, guv.’

Bright waved away his apology. ‘I’m aware of your early call-out.’ He pointed to a chair, inviting David to take the weight off. ‘I’m due at the airport in a couple of hours. What I have to say won’t take long.’

David sat down, eyeing two folders on the desk in front of him. He didn’t need to read upside down to know what they were. The one on top was Frankie’s personnel record, a document brimming with commendations and compliments. The one he couldn’t see would be Abbott’s, another DS with an impressive track record.

He nodded toward the files. ‘Are they what I think they are, sir?’

‘Good and bad news, yes.’

David’s stomach took a dive. Dick Abbott had been trying for the next rank for years and been knocked back. This was Frankie’s first attempt. David wanted to see his detective sergeants rewarded for their efforts. Both had passed their inspector’s exam. ‘Good and bad news’ was confirmation that only one of them had made it through their promotion board, but which one?

Frankie ushered the Icelandic visitors into the waiting room at Hexham police station and went in search of the backup David had promised to send. She checked in with the front desk and was told that DS Dick Abbott and DC Raymond (Mitch) Mitchell were already there, two of her colleagues from the Murder Investigation Team. She found them in the bait room, scoffing breakfast, with a likely story that a local officer was still busy allocating interview rooms in which to conduct their enquiries.

Dumping a box of flight documents and passports on the Formica table, Frankie leaned over, grabbing half a sausage sandwich from Mitch’s plate. She sat down, stuffing it into her mouth before he could object. He pushed his coffee towards her, strong and black, just the way she liked it and got up to fetch another.

‘What’s the score then, Sarge?’ he said as he retook his seat.

Frankie slid a handwritten list across the table, containing ten names that were hard to get her Geordie tongue around, especially with her mouth full. She’d scribbled them down while waiting for a patrol car to pick her up, and another to ferry the witnesses to Hawkhope to collect their vehicles.

Control had sent a couple of Traffic cars to escort them to the station, one of which was driven by Tango 7003, Inspector Andrea McGovern, Frankie’s sister’s civil partner for the past ten years, a senior accident investigator who’d responded to the radio and happened to be in the area with nothing urgent on.

Mitch studied the list.

‘Get copies for each of us,’ Frankie said, licking a splodge of brown sauce from her lower lip, wiping it off with the back of her hand. She was keen to get started and return to base. ‘I’ll take the top three names: Kristján, Eva and her brother, Aron. Mitch, you take the next three. Dick, the bottom four are yours.’ She put a hand on her stomach. ‘I’m stuffed. You guys ready to roll?’
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The Icelandic tourists were cooperative, their individual accounts corroborating one another, as anticipated. The interviews hadn’t taken long. Frankie organised a lift for Mitch to Middle Earth, leaving him to copy their documents and see the Icelanders on their way, before leaving with Abbott.

As he drove out through Hexham’s West End, she relaxed into her seat, a thought niggling at her. She swivelled her body to face him. ‘Did you get a chance to talk to Kristjánsson like I asked?’

‘Shit! I forgot all about it. Sorry, was it important?’

‘Not really. We’re not holding him and yet he was jumpy around me—’

‘The boy has sense.’

Frankie punched his arm. ‘I’m serious. He nearly flipped when I told him I was good at what I do.’ She took in his smirk. ‘I wasn’t bragging. You know that’s not my style. It was a throwaway comment, a response to him asking if I liked my job. I have a feeling he’s holding back. It’s been bothering me and I can’t shake it off.’

Dick turned left, heading downhill. ‘Maybe you’re too old to mix it with the young ’uns—’

‘Hey! I might not have kids, but I know a worried face when I see one. I just can’t make sense of his nervousness and thought you might.’ As they crossed the River Tyne, Frankie yawned, raising her arms to massage her aching neck, glancing across the carriageway to what was known locally as the bridge end service station. ‘Fancy a Starbucks?’

‘Too right.’

Frankie checked out the café through the window. There were hardly any customers. Having ordered to go, most were sitting in their cars, keen to eat, drink and be on their way. An outside seating area was empty, the table furthest away drenched in sunshine.

‘We’re going to be locked indoors for the rest of the day,’ she said. ‘Let’s sit out.’

‘Suits me. What do you want?’

‘Double espresso.’

‘Anything to eat?’

‘No, thanks.’

As he walked away, Frankie slipped on her sunglasses and sat down, checking her text messages. Nothing that couldn’t wait. A couple of minutes later, Dick reappeared and sat down, lifting a caramel frappuccino to his lips, pushing hers across the table. ‘So, are you going to tell me what we’re doing here?’

‘Am I that transparent?’

‘You are today.’

Frankie crossed her arms, eyeing him across the table. ‘Any idea what’s going on at HQ? It’s unlike the boss to piss off at the beginning of a murder investigation. He left the crime scene without a word to the witness who found the barrel. It seemed to me that he couldn’t get out of there fast enough.’

‘I may have heard rumours.’

‘About what?’

‘The results are out.’ He meant from the promotion board.

‘That’s early …’ Unable to read his expression, Frankie had to work hard to keep her cool. ‘I was told the twenty-eighth.’

A redhead arrived before he could respond. Dick stood up. They hugged, started chatting, a couple of old friends by the sounds of it – and maybe more. Frankie was grateful for a moment to herself. The results are out. Was that why David was in a strop this morning, why he’d said so little on the way to Kielder? Had he left her to it in order to return to the MIR and give Dick the good news, leaving her clueless?

She felt betrayal, then instant guilt.

It was disingenuous even to think that of him. David was a good boss, a decent guy who played fair with everyone, even the prigs they dealt with day after long day. He’d hardly leave her in the dark. If she’d failed her board, wouldn’t he tell her the bad news before congratulating Dick? It was unlikely, if not impossible, for two detective sergeants from the same unit to get the nod, which meant that he’d got through and she hadn’t.

Frankie was distraught.

She was sure she’d done enough.

The redhead kissed Dick, made her excuses and disappeared inside the coffee shop. He sat down again. With his back to the sun, he’d only see his refection in Frankie’s dark lenses, not her emotional turmoil. Congratulations followed, her tone suggesting she was happy for him, and she was, even though secretly she wanted him to crash and burn.

‘I’m really proud of you,’ she said.

‘Relax, I’ve heard nowt. I thought you might have.’

‘No, not a thing.’
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Engrossed in her own thoughts, Frankie took little notice of the route along the way. Her eyes were now fixed like glue to the tarmac, the colour of which matched her mood. All she could think of as she stared out the windscreen was what her father would say if she hadn’t passed her board. Operationally, she’d done what was required. She had the acumen, leadership qualities and management bollocks that would take her to the next rank. She’d come top in her inspector’s exam and her old man had coached her on how to conduct herself at the final hurdle.

You’ll ace it, Frances.

The fact that he’d used her Sunday name was proof that he was nervous of the outcome. These boards didn’t always favour the brave or reward the best candidates. Frankie knew a highly qualified female officer who’d been blackballed because some shitbag had marked her file with a comment that called into question a room-mate who also happened to be female. Homophobic bastard. Political correctness and equality were written into every policy document. What occurred in practice was a very different thing.

‘You said you’d heard rumours.’ She kept her eyes front. ‘About who?’

‘Maddison got through.’

‘Well qualified then.’

Dick’s mouth fell open. ‘That tosser?’

‘I was being ironic, divvy. The brass love him. He couldn’t get any further up their arses if he tried.’

‘Well, the self-satisfied prig is lauding it up at Central this morning, telling anyone who’ll listen. You know how he loves to gloat. It boils my piss that someone so clueless is on his way up, while you and I are at the sharp end, putting in the hard yards and getting nowt for it. I wouldn’t care, but he’s got four years in. Four! Can you believe that? What does he know?’

‘You’re asking the wrong question,’ Frankie said. ‘If he made it through, it’s not what, but who he knows—’

‘Yeah, well I’ll tell you what he doesn’t know: the definition of law enforcement, for a start. He couldn’t find his way out of a paper bag, let alone investigate a murder. And I’ll tell you something else: your old man would’ve kicked him into touch on his first week.’ Dick and her old man had known each other forever. ‘Whoever heard of a copper called Hugo, anyhow?’

Frankie couldn’t raise a smile. ‘Who else passed?’

‘Gina Crawford from the marine unit. Good call, if you ask me.’

‘Agreed, she must be buzzing. Anyone else?’

‘Moses, though that’s to be confirmed. A civvy told him she’d seen his name on the official list while tidying up in the Super’s office. Tidying up being the euphemism for snooping, in case you didn’t catch it.’

‘Priceless!’ Frankie snorted. ‘My old man always said, if you want to know anything, ask the cleaner.’ She sighed. ‘Well, that’s that then. For your information, I’ll be wearing a slapped-arse face tonight, so keep your distance. If you were hoping for commiserations drinks in the police club after work, forget it. I’d end up lamping someone who looks at me the wrong way. If it’s all the same to you, I’ll drown my sorrows alone.’

‘What’s with the negativity? You’ll be fine. The boss is impressed with you. You’ve had some great collars.’

‘With your help. You and I both know that’s not how it works. Anyone who thinks that a meritocracy exists in the police service is delusional. Strings are pulled, good officers passed over in favour of those with the right connections. Happens every day. We either walk or suck it up and move on.’

‘Let’s not jump the gun, eh?’ Dick’s expression was gloomy, but he hadn’t given up hope altogether, unlike Frankie. ‘We might still be in with a shout.’

‘You think so?’ She wasn’t convinced.

‘If the worst comes to the worst, there’s always next year.’

‘Er …’ Her eyes widened. ‘When have I ever displayed patience?’

‘Follow my lead,’ he said soberly. ‘I’m making a career of it.’

Frankie felt his disappointment as if it were her own. The arseholes making the decisions had probably made up their minds that he only wanted the promotion to enhance his commutation and retirement pension. She tried to lift him from despair in the only way she knew how.

Reaching up, she flipped the sun-visor down, sliding open the vanity mirror, peering at her reflection, turning her head this way and that.

He gave her an odd look, asked what she was doing.

She checked her watch. ‘We’re ten minutes out. Thought I might practise my I’m-not-too-disappointed face, like the also-rans at the BAFTAS. I’ll have it down to a T by the time we get there.’

He laughed and so did she.

Minutes later, they were in a better place when her phone rang.

Frankie took the call. ‘All done, Mitch?’

‘Sarge, we messed up.’ He was almost hyperventilating, his voice breaking as he continued the dialogue … ‘A call came through for you from Jardine. There’s a second body at Kielder, found a short distance from the first. This one has skin.’
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‘Shit!’ Frankie hung up. ‘I can’t get through to Kristjánsson and the boss is still not answering.’ She tried Eva’s number. Her phone was also switched off. When Abbott glanced into the passenger seat, she gave him the death stare. ‘Can’t this rollerskate go any faster?’

They were heading in the direction of the reservoir, a C road, a blue light but no siren available in Dick’s private vehicle. She texted Stone: There’s been a development. Call me. Next, she called Control, putting a marker on the two Range Rovers. If they were seen they would be stopped.

Frankie threw her mobile on the dash. Stone would go ballistic when he heard that the Icelandic visitors were no longer helping with enquiries. He’d expect them to be in a cell.

Abbott spoke up. ‘You think it’s the kids we interviewed?’

‘Hey! With your intelligence, you should be on Mastermind.’

In spite of the gravity of the situation, Abbott grinned.

Frankie added, ‘I can’t see it being a coincidence. Mitch said the guy was dragged from the water less than a few hundred metres from their campsite.’

Movement in her peripheral vision.

‘Watch out!’

She looked on in horror as a slow-moving tractor nosed out from the field to the right of the road, a tall hedge obscuring it from Abbott’s view. Giant tyres emerged directly in front of them. Off the pace, Abbott swung the wheel one way, then the other, like they were moving through a chicane, avoiding the heavy machinery by a whisker.

Frankie blew out a breath, wishing David was in control with his advanced driving skills. ‘This is the sticks,’ she warned. ‘Keep your eyes peeled. I’d like to get there in one piece.’

‘Make your mind up. Fast or slow?’

Frankie ignored the sarcasm, an image of Kristjánsson flooding her thoughts as the speedo climbed, sixty-five, seventy … seventy-five. She’d known that he’d been less than honest, though it never occurred to her that it might involve something serious or fatal.

At Kielder, Dick depressed the brake too hard, kicking up dust on the dirt road. Frankie told him to grab a forensic kit and cover up. She was out of the car before the vehicle came to a halt. Andrea and Mitchell were waiting, grim expressions on their faces. The Traffic Officer had obviously driven him to Kielder. Ignoring them, Frankie made her way past Jardine and his crew to a point where she could view the body at a safe distance.
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