

[image: Illustration]






 


 


Also by M.W. Craven


Washington Poe series


The Puppet Show


Black Summer


The Curator


Dead Ground


The Botanist


Cut Short (short story collection)


Ben Koenig series


Fearless


Avison Fluke series


Born in a Burial Gown


Body Breaker









The Mercy Chair


M.W. Craven


[image: ]









CONSTABLE


First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Constable


Copyright © M.W. Craven, 2024


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-0-34913-558-8


Constable


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









Contents


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


Chapter 46


Chapter 47


Chapter 48


Chapter 49


Chapter 50


Chapter 51


Chapter 52


Chapter 53


Chapter 54


Chapter 55


Chapter 56


Chapter 57


Chapter 58


Chapter 59


Chapter 60


Chapter 61


Chapter 62


Chapter 63


Chapter 64


Chapter 65


Chapter 66


Chapter 67


Chapter 68


Chapter 69


Chapter 70


Chapter 71


Chapter 72


Chapter 73


Chapter 74


Chapter 75


Chapter 76


Chapter 77


Chapter 78


Chapter 79


Chapter 80


Chapter 81


Chapter 82


Chapter 83


Chapter 84


Chapter 85


Chapter 86


Chapter 87


Chapter 88


Chapter 89


Chapter 90


Chapter 91


Chapter 92


Chapter 93


Chapter 94


Chapter 95


Chapter 96


Chapter 97


Chapter 98


Chapter 99


Chapter 100


Chapter 101


Chapter 102


Chapter 103


Chapter 104


Chapter 105


Chapter 106


Chapter 107


Chapter 108


Chapter 109


Chapter 110


Chapter 111


Chapter 112


Chapter 113


Chapter 114


Chapter 115


Chapter 116


Chapter 117


Chapter 118


Chapter 119


Chapter 120


Chapter 121


Chapter 122


Chapter 123


Chapter 124


Chapter 125


Chapter 126


Chapter 127


Chapter 128


Chapter 129


Chapter 130


Chapter 131


Chapter 132


Chapter 133


Chapter 134


Chapter 135


Chapter 136


Chapter 137


 


Acknowledgements


Author Q&A: M.W. Craven on Poe and Tilly









To Joanne, who either instigated or supported all the stupid s**t I’ve done over the years.









 


 


 




Three may keep a secret, if two of them are dead.


Benjamin Franklin, 1735












 


 


 


It starts with the robber birds.


Black as gunpowder with grievous eyes. Wild and rattling cackles as they mob what has been unearthed. Puffing out ink-stained wings, squabbling for the choicest offerings. Tearing at flesh with cruel, pickaxe beaks, voracious appetites never sated.


Crows.


Nature’s clean-up crew.


Dozens of them.


Enough for a murder . . .









Chapter 1


The hospital was old. A cathedral to the sick, built when eight-year-olds crawled up chimneys and a queen’s empire was the largest the world had ever known. They called it a lunatic asylum then, now they said psychiatric hospital.


Meet the new boss, same as the old boss.


The man staring out of a high-arched, curtainless window wasn’t thinking about the UK’s mental health crisis though, he was thinking about the hospital’s colour scheme. He was wondering if the paint on the corridor he was standing in had been chosen for its therapeutic qualities. He suspected not. It was institutional green, the type of colour not found anywhere in nature, and still smelled fresh and acrid. He thought it made the hospital seem more like a prison than a place of healing. Perhaps that was the point.


The corridor was empty and echoed as if it were a church. The chemical stink of wall-socket air fresheners soaked the still air; the linoleum floor was buffed to a shine. A fob-controlled navy double door blocked off one entrance, a steel security door the other. The corridor had three rooms and the man was waiting to be called into the middle one. None of the doors had handles.


There were no seats in this corridor, no waiting area with televisions and pot plants and magazines about idyllic lives in the Cotswolds, so the man stood. On the other side of the security door someone screamed and someone else shouted. Before long he could hear accents from all four corners of the country. He didn’t turn away from the window. Screaming and shouting and crying and alarms were the hospital’s soundtrack, an aria heard all day and all night.


And he knew no one would enter this corridor.


Not until it was time.


A crow flew into view. It wheeled overhead and landed on the hospital lawn. Two more joined it. The man watched their strong, scrawny feet scratch at the earth, searching for bugs and beetles and worms. He shuddered in revulsion. He had come to hate crows.


He turned his back on them and glanced at his watch. It was almost time. He removed his phone from his pocket to see if there were any urgent messages. But there was nothing. Not one. Not even a good luck text from his friend. Instead, he saw his face reflected in the black mirror. His eyes were red and gritty and puffed up, as if he’d slept on a plane. The hands holding the phone were heavily calloused, covered in scratches and smelled of the sea. He wondered if they would ever be clean again.


The door to the middle room opened. A shaven-headed man stepped out. He was wearing a royal blue tunic top with black trousers. He had a personal alarm clipped to his belt loop. Pulling the cord or pressing the red button would rush people to his location, like a police officer sending out an urgent assistance request.


A smaller man in a suit joined the shaven-headed man. He had the harried look all doctors seemed to have. ‘Doctor Lang is ready to see you now,’ he said.


For such a grand building, the room’s décor was dreary and flavourless. The walls were cream, not green, but still screamed institution. The carpet tiles were brown and hardwearing; the empty bookcase was cheap with sagging shelves. Thank-you cards and hospital notices were Sellotaped to a red felt noticeboard. Doctor Lang was waiting for the man behind a large desk. A beige file and a box of tissues were the only things in front of her.


She rose to meet him. She was in her early thirties and was wearing a sleeveless, quilted green dress. She wore no makeup, and her long dark hair partly covered her face. The man wondered if she was shy. He then wondered if her shyness had hindered her career. Perhaps not; shy people were often the most empathetic, the easiest to talk to. People opened up to them.


They shook hands and introduced themselves.


‘Do sit down,’ she said.


‘Thank you, Doctor Lang.’


‘Please, I’d very much like it if you called me Clara.’


The man was from a generation that stood to shake hands. He wasn’t about to call a doctor by their first name. It wouldn’t be right. ‘I’ll do my best,’ he said, before sinking into the seat on the opposite side of the desk. It was a heavy armchair and it looked out of place in a doctor’s office. Doctor Lang’s chair was the same.


‘I’m sorry you’ve had to drag yourself all the way here,’ she said. ‘I’d have preferred somewhere more suitable, but I have patients to see here today, and it wasn’t possible to get away.’


‘It was no hardship. It’s a nice drive and my boss is happy I’m finally taking the time to do this.’


‘Were you waiting long?’


‘Twenty minutes, but I was early.’


‘And I must apologise for this office,’ she said, gesturing around the room. ‘It’s not mine, I’m just borrowing it for the day. I understand it’s about to be decorated, which is why it’s almost empty. I see my other patients on the ward but, as you’re not a resident here, I thought we might benefit from somewhere less pressurised. It can get a bit lively on the other side of the door.’


‘I can imagine,’ the man said.


‘We’ll find somewhere more suitable for our next session. Today is really about getting to know each other.’


‘OK.’


Doctor Lang smiled. ‘So, like I said, my name’s Clara and although I have a PhD, I’m not a medical doctor; I’m a trauma therapist. I’m experienced in CBT, somatic experiencing, sensorimotor psychotherapy, eye-movement desensitisation and reprocessing therapy, sometimes called EMDR, and all the other major disciplines. And, while I don’t need you to understand what all that medical gobbledegook means, I do need you to understand one thing.’


‘What’s that?’


‘I know what I’m doing.’


She opened the file on the desk. The man could see handwritten and typed notes, held together with plastic-ended treasury tags. He saw photographs of his injuries, particularly his eye socket. He winced at the memory.


‘Shall we begin?’ Doctor Lang asked.


The man shrugged.


She offered a sympathetic smile. ‘As you know, your employer made this referral after some concerning behaviour at work—’


‘I made one mistake,’ he cut in. ‘“Concerning behaviour” is a stretch.’


‘Nevertheless, they saw fit to pay for three sessions in advance. What does that tell you?’


The man didn’t answer. Doctor Lang removed a slim document from the file.


‘This is the self-assessment form you completed,’ she said. ‘I would like to thank you for being so candid. Not everyone is.’ She tapped the document with her fingers. Her nails were short and unvarnished. ‘This is a good place to start.’


‘If I’m doing this, I’m doing it right,’ the man said.


‘So why don’t we dive in at the deep end? I understand you’re still having headaches?’


The man touched the thick, lumpy scar tissue around his eye socket. ‘I am, although I don’t know if that’s because of my injury or because I’m not sleeping.’


‘Probably a bit of both,’ Doctor Lang said. ‘But not sleeping will exacerbate the head trauma.’ She checked the file. ‘It says here you’ve refused zopiclone.’


‘I have.’


‘Why is that? It’s commonly prescribed for patients with sleeping difficulties.’


The man didn’t respond.


‘Are you self-medicating? Is that why you refused it?’


‘Self-medicating?’


‘Excessive alcohol, depressants such as benzodiazepines or barbiturates. Maybe even heroin. Someone as resourceful as you would have no problem securing something to help him sleep.’


The man smiled. ‘I’m not self-medicating, Doctor Lang,’ he said.


‘Then why won’t you take zopiclone?’


A knock on the door made the man turn. The shaven-headed man entered the room. He was holding a tray. ‘Got tea for you,’ he said.


He put two disposable cups and a paper medicine dispenser filled with sugar lumps on the desk. He left the room and shut the door behind him. The man picked up one of the cups and took a sip. He grimaced. The tea was lukewarm. Doctor Lang studied him over the rim of hers. If she’d noticed anything about the tea’s temperature, she kept it to herself.


‘What happens when you try to sleep?’ she asked.


‘I lie awake until morning.’


‘And yet you still refuse common medications.’


‘I do.’


‘You don’t want to go to sleep, do you?’ Doctor Lang said.


After a few moments the man shook his head.


‘Because when you sleep, you see things you don’t like?’


He nodded.


‘Nightmares?’


He nodded again.


‘What is it you see?’


He didn’t answer. He put his hands in his lap and looked at them.


‘What is it you see when you close your eyes?’ Doctor Lang urged.


The man looked up. His eyes were haunted and wet.


‘Crows,’ Detective Sergeant Washington Poe whispered. ‘When I go to sleep, I see crows.’









Chapter 2


‘Crows?’ Doctor Lang said. ‘You’re having nightmares about crows?’


Poe nodded.


‘Is this a childhood thing, or something more recent?’


‘Recent. Just a few months.’


‘You’ve been through a traumatic experience, Sergeant . . . Look, can I call you Washington? Sergeant Poe is far too formal.’


‘Of course.’


‘You’ve been through a traumatic experience, Washington,’ she said. ‘I’ve read the case summary and, in my entire career, this is by far the most horrific thing I’ve read about. People died in front of you. You nearly died. Nightmares can be the mind’s way of making sense of things and crows have long been associated with loss. In some cultures they are mediator animals between life and death.’


‘So I’ve been told.’


‘And some therapists might try to palm you off with a clichéd diagnosis about how the nightmares are your way of coping with what you’ve been through. They’ll tell you that crows are a manifestation of the parts of the case you were unable to control. That your nightmares are little more than an unconscious defence mechanism.’


‘If you say so, Doc.’


Doctor Lang smiled. She had a nice smile. It lit up her face. ‘But I think you’re far too pragmatic to entertain fanciful ideas like Freudian displacement. I don’t think you’ve been redirecting a negative emotion from its original source on to a less threatening recipient.’ She put her hand on the file. ‘If you’ve been having nightmares about crows, I think it’s likely crows played a significant role in what happened. Literally, not figuratively.’


Poe’s spine stiffened as if it had received a blast of electricity.


‘And I find this odd, Washington,’ she continued.


‘You do? Why?’


‘Because I’ve read this file cover to cover and, not only is there no mention of crows, I don’t believe you saw anything that might have attracted them. I know crows are attracted to carrion, but by the time you arrived at the Lightning Tree the dead man had been removed. And everything else happened indoors.’


Doctor Lang picked up the file.


‘And because the activity log has no gaps, it means if you did encounter crows, it must have been before this case started. Am I right?’


Poe said nothing.


‘It would have seemed insignificant at the time,’ she continued. ‘It might not have even registered.’


‘Then why do I see them in my dreams?’ Poe asked.


‘The unconscious mind is a complex beast, Washington. It can make leaps our conscious mind doesn’t have the bandwidth for. It processes information differently. You can’t see it yet, but right now, in your mind, crows are the catalyst for everything that followed.’


‘So this is me now, is it?’ Poe said. ‘Every time I go to sleep, I’m going to wake up terrified and screaming.’


‘No, your mind will heal. At the minute the traumatic memory isn’t stored properly. It’s unprocessed and that means it’s easily accessible, easily triggered. We can fix this, but we need to take the first step together.’


‘Which is?’


‘We need to distinguish between the external threats that demand action and the internal threats that are causing this overwhelming, paralysing fear. In other words, you need to be able to dream of crows without reliving what happened.’


‘And how do we do that?’


‘Initially, by talking.’


‘I’m a man, I’m in my forties and I’m a police officer,’ Poe said. ‘I don’t talk about my feelings.’


‘And I don’t want you to talk about your feelings. The last thing I want you doing is talking about your feelings. This is about getting to know your history, the kind of difficulties you’re experiencing. We’ll then target the distressing memories.’


‘With what?’


‘We’ll come to that later, but nothing that will make you uncomfortable.’


Poe wasn’t convinced. It must have shown.


‘Do you trust me, Washington?’


‘You come highly recommended.’


‘That’s not what I asked.’


‘Trust is earned.’


‘Spoken like a true police officer. Why don’t you let me start earning your trust now?’


‘I have to do something,’ Poe admitted. ‘I can’t go on like this.’


‘Good man,’ Doctor Lang said. She turned to the activity log at the front of the file. ‘It says here the case officially began when you were asked to consult on the Lightning Tree murder,’ she said. ‘But why don’t you tell me when it really started? Why don’t you tell me about the crows?’


Poe looked at his empty cup. He wondered if he could get another tea. His mouth had gone dry. ‘It’s true that I encountered some crows,’ he said. ‘But this whole thing began a few hours earlier with another hooligan of the British countryside.’


‘Oh?’


‘What do you know about badgers, Doctor Lang?’









Chapter 3


Nine months earlier


As a way of getting Poe to stop moping over his lunchtime drink, a well-heeled man holding a posy of flowers marching into the pub and yelling, ‘Bloody badgers!’ was as good as any. Poe had been about to ask for a second pint of Borrowdale Bitter. Maybe add a Scotch egg to the order. Make it a government-approved substantial meal. Now, he wanted to know what the ‘bloody badgers’ had been up to.


But the man had slunk to the other end of the Crown Inn’s polished mahogany bar. He was now muttering to himself. The landlady, a no-nonsense woman in her mid-forties, winked at Poe before making her way to the man’s end of the bar. She planted her elbows on the wood and said, ‘You want some water for them flowers, Stephen?’


Instead of answering, Stephen said, ‘Bloody badgers’ again. Less venomous this time.


‘What have you got against badgers?’


‘My poor mum. Went to put flowers on her grave. Bastards have only dug her up.’


Poe leaned sideways so he could hear better, all thoughts of Scotch eggs abandoned.


‘But she’s been dead, what, fifteen years?’ the landlady said.


‘Seventeen.’


‘That’s right. I was at her funeral.’


‘I remember. Mum liked you.’


‘Not as much as she liked a drink though, am I right?’


‘She did enjoy the occasional milk stout,’ Stephen admitted.


‘What’s all this nonsense about badgers then?’


Which was when Poe’s mobile rang. He frowned. Stephen was about to get to the good bit, and he didn’t want to miss anything. He glanced at the screen, readying himself to reject the call.


He stayed his hand.


It was Estelle Doyle.


‘You were on your own when this happened?’ Doctor Lang asked.


‘I was,’ Poe replied. ‘Why, is it important?’


‘Possibly. Why wasn’t your partner with you? I thought you lived together?’


‘Estelle’s my fiancée, actually.’


‘She is?’


Poe nodded, a little bit proud, a little bit embarrassed.


‘Congratulations are in order then. Is this new? There’s nothing in the file.’


‘Couple of months now.’


‘I’ll make a note.’ She glanced at the bare desk. ‘Darn it, I’ve forgotten my pen.’ She opened the desk drawer and searched inside. ‘Would you believe it? A doctor’s office without a pen. Could I borrow yours, Washington?’


Poe reached into his pocket. Came out empty. ‘I’ve forgotten mine as well,’ he said.


‘A police officer without a pen,’ Doctor Lang said, her eyes twinkling. ‘Isn’t that unusual?’


‘I’m an unusual police officer.’


She tapped the file. ‘Of that I need no convincing. I’ll make a note later. Anyway, was it romantic? Where did you propose?’


‘I didn’t,’ Poe said. ‘Estelle proposed to me.’


‘That’s . . . unconventional.’


‘You don’t know the half of it. She lured me to a post-mortem and when I got there she’d spelled out “Will you marry me?” with finger bones.’


‘Finger . . .’ Doctor Lang said incredulously. She did some mental calculations. ‘But that’s forty-three bones.’


‘Forty-seven,’ Poe said. ‘You forgot the question mark. You don’t want to know which bone she’d used for the dot.’


‘I actually think I do.’


‘I’ve forgotten its name, but it sits at the roof of the nasal cavity.’


‘The ethmoid bone,’ Doctor Lang said automatically. ‘Where on earth did she get it all from?’


‘I was too scared to ask.’


‘You accepted, obviously?’


‘I love her,’ Poe said. ‘We haven’t been together that long, but I think I’ve loved her for years. I didn’t realise on account of her being so terrifying. We toasted it with some beer she’d chilled in one of the mortuary’s cadaver fridges.’ He paused. Looked at Doctor Lang’s incredulous expression. ‘Like you said, it was an unconventional proposal.’


‘So where was she? Why were you on your own?’


‘Estelle was in the States.’


‘For work? I understand she’s one of the world’s foremost forensic pathologists.’


‘She is, but she wasn’t in America to work. She was there to support Tilly.’


Doctor Lang checked the file. Flicked through to the personal statements Bradshaw, Flynn and a few others had made. The ones he hadn’t bothered to read.


‘That would be Miss Bradshaw?’ she said. ‘I have her statement here.’ She started to read it. ‘Good grief, that’s a lot of letters after her name.’ She looked up. ‘She’s a friend?’


‘My best friend. She was being presented with a maths breakthrough award at some swanky ceremony in New York. Something to do with the Kissing Number Problem.’


‘I’m not familiar with it.’


‘Apparently, if a bunch of spheres are packed together, each sphere has a kissing number. That’s the number of other spheres it can touch. For example, in a one-dimensional line, the kissing number would be two. Each sphere could kiss the one on its left and the one on its right, like if snooker balls were lined up against the cushion. And in two dimensions it’s six.’


‘That doesn’t seem too complicated.’


‘The kissing number for the twenty-fourth dimension is 196,560.’


‘OK, that sounds a bit more complicated.’


‘Indeed. And Tilly’s equation was for the twenty-eighth dimension,’ Poe said. ‘I was with her when she wrote it. Took her about half an hour.’


‘She’s good at maths then?’


‘I’m not exaggerating when I say she might be one of the best there’s ever been.’


‘Did you not fancy going with her?’


‘I’d have loved to.’


‘Then why—’


‘I was giving evidence in a murder trial. Absolutely no way of getting out of it. Neither could the boss.’


‘Detective Inspector Flynn?’


‘Yes. She was at the same trial so couldn’t get away either. Tilly had never been abroad before. Never even been on a plane. She asked Estelle if she wanted to go with her.’


‘OK, so you’re in the pub and Estelle calls. What happened next?’









Chapter 4


‘You at the airport yet?’ Poe asked Doyle after they’d caught up with each other’s news.


‘We checked in a couple of hours ago. Boarding in twenty minutes.’


‘How was Tilly’s speech?’


‘Weird.’


‘Thank you, Captain Obvious.’


Doyle laughed. It was throaty and full and genuine and made Poe realise just how much he’d missed her this last week.


‘She explained the physics of air travel to a roomful of scientists, then thanked you for five minutes—’


‘Me? Why did she thank me?’


‘She said she got interested in the equation after she watched you cram four pickled onions into your mouth.’


‘But I only did it to make her laugh. She didn’t tell them, did she?’


‘What do you think?’ Doyle said. ‘She then told everyone you and I were recently engaged and led the entire audience in three hearty cheers for Estelle Doyle and Washington Poe.’


‘She didn’t!’


‘Again, what do you think?’


‘But no one would have had the first clue who we were.’


‘There was an undercurrent of confusion,’ Doyle admitted. ‘But because of her infectious enthusiasm, they went with it anyway. Strangest thing I’ve ever witnessed. That woman could lead armies if she put her mind to it.’


‘Oh well, at least she was only talking to a bunch of nerds.’


‘And to anyone watching one of the countless news channels that picked it up. CNN, Sky News, Fox, Al Jazeera and the BBC all had cameras there.’


‘You’re joking.’


‘It’s a huge deal, Poe. I don’t think we’ve quite realised how much of a rock star Tilly is in the maths world. After her speech, of which I understood nothing, she received a fifteen-minute standing ovation.’


‘Really?’


‘And while we were having dinner after the ceremony, representatives from three US agencies came to our table to offer her a job. And I’m sure one of them was the NSA.’


‘Blimey. She enjoyed it though?’


‘She did. Blundered her way through any number of social faux pas without batting an eyelid. As soon as we arrived, she asked the event organiser, a woman in her fifties, if the dark hairs growing out of her chin were caused by hypertrichosis.’


‘Which is?’


‘It’s more commonly known as werewolf syndrome. A point Tilly was very clear about.’


Poe laughed so hard the men playing pool stopped to watch.


‘Laugh all you want; I was standing right next to her. She has no embarrassment threshold at all, does she?’


Poe was about to go toe-to-toe with Doyle on the times Bradshaw had made awkward situations unimaginably worse when the pub’s lounge door burst open. A worried-looking man in grass-stained corduroys and a brown felt waistcoat rushed in. His face was ruddy and his hair unkempt, like he’d combed it with his fingers. A man of the soil. Either a gamekeeper or a poacher. He scanned the semi-crowded room until his eyes found Poe’s.


‘I’d better go, Estelle,’ he said. ‘I think duty’s about to call.’









Chapter 5


‘Here, lad,’ waistcoat man said to Poe. ‘You’re that copper, aren’t you?’


‘When I’m not on holiday.’


‘I thought you always had to be on duty?’


Poe drained his pint. ‘Tell me what’s happened,’ he sighed.


‘You need to follow me.’


After collecting his wallet and keys from the bar, Poe traipsed after the man. The street was still cold, the frost on the pavement glittering like smashed glass.


‘Where are we going?’ Poe asked.


‘The church.’


‘St Michael’s?’


‘Aye, lad.’


Poe stopped. After a couple of yards, the man turned to see why Poe was no longer biting his heels.


‘What’s up?’ he asked.


‘Do you have a name?’


‘Anthony Lawson.’


‘And what do you do, Anthony?’


‘I look after the church grounds.’


‘Is this about badgers digging up graves?’


‘You already know?’


‘A man ran into the bar fifteen minutes before you did. Said he’d been to put flowers on his mum’s grave and the badgers had dug her up. It’s unpleasant but it’s not unheard of for them to burrow under graves and excavate human remains. They’re protected, so can’t be moved without rarely given permission.’


‘But—’


‘This isn’t a police matter, Anthony,’ Poe said firmly. ‘If you want a licence to remove them, you’ll need to go through the proper channels.’


Anthony waited a moment. ‘Are you finished?’ he asked.


‘I am. And now I’m going back to the Crown for a Scotch egg. I’ll buy you a pint if you want me to talk you through your options.’


‘It’s true, the badgers did tunnel underneath Mrs Hetherington’s grave, lad, but that’s not why I was sent to get you.’


‘No?’


‘You say badgers unearthing human remains is a civil matter?’


‘I do.’


‘But what if the remains they unearthed were never supposed to be there in the first place?’









Chapter 6


There had been a church on the site St Michael’s now occupied since 750 AD, predating the nearby, and more famous, Shap Abbey by almost five hundred years. It was in the centre of Shap village and was a cold and stoic Grade II listed building, all ancient stone and stained glass. It had an imposing tower with an embattled parapet. Poe thought it looked more like a fortified house than a church. Maybe a medieval borstal for unruly vicars.


The war memorial at the churchyard entrance, a tall wheel-head cross with a tapering shaft on a four-sided plinth, Poe knew well. He visited it every Remembrance Sunday, although he waited until the crowds had thinned before paying his respects. The memorial was made from Shap granite, the same stone used to build Herdwick Croft, the isolated two-hundred-year-old shepherd’s cottage he called home.


‘This way, Sergeant Poe,’ Anthony said, leading him off the street and into the churchyard. A hushed crowd had gathered at the entrance but, although the wrought-iron gates were open, the grounds remained empty.


The graves at St Michael’s were arranged in an ad hoc, scattergun manner, as if no one could agree on the best strategy for planting the dead. The biggest plot pushed up against a clump of gnarled trees, stripped of their greenery, but Poe knew there were graves all over the church grounds.


He cast his eyes around, looking for evidence of badgers: heaps of earth, collapsed headstones, anything that hinted at nocturnal digging. But all he saw was a winter graveyard. It looked like a scene from a Goth Christmas card. Some of the headstones were cracked and crumbling with faded etchings; others hadn’t been exposed to the harsh Shap weather long enough. Trinkets and flowers had been left at some graves but, like most old graveyards, the majority were bare and unattended, the deceaseds’ relatives long dead too.


‘Where is it?’ Poe asked Anthony.


‘Round the back.’


Anthony stepped off the path and on to the grass. Poe followed suit; the brown frosted leaves crunched under the thick soles of his boots as if he were walking on Pringles. As they neared the north-facing side of the church, the side that got no afternoon sun, the ground changed from mainly grass to mainly moss and creeping ivy. Tree roots crossed each other like pallet straps.


The light was thin and grey. Branches creaked in the breeze. Poe stopped walking. Something felt wrong. He took in a deep breath but all he got in return was damp earth and pine needles. Maybe the suggestion of grave flowers, perhaps some early snowdrops. Nothing funky. He took in another deep breath. Shut his eyes and let his memory do the heavy lifting. There was a hint of something else there, he thought. An unwanted seasoning, a smell he knew well. It was sweet and rancid.


Decay.


Poe opened his eyes. In the time it had taken him to stop and smell the flowers, Anthony had disappeared around the back of the tower. Poe followed the footprints he’d left in the frost.


And saw a murder.









Chapter 7


‘A murder?’ Doctor Lang said.


‘Of crows,’ Poe explained. ‘Technically they were carrion crows. Corvus corone. There were some magpies as well, but they’re skittish and didn’t hang around.’


‘But the crows did?’


‘They were full of meat and are lazy at the best of times. So, yes, they did hang around. Stood around like vultures. A few cocked their heads like they were waiting for me to make a speech, but the rest remained motionless. I think this is the bit I remember most of all – the way they just stared. Watching, waiting, emotionless.’


‘This is what you see when you sleep?’


Poe nodded. ‘It was like something out of Hammer House of Horror, Doctor Lang,’ he said. ‘There were at least twenty on the ground, more in the trees. Creepy bastards, pardon my French.’


She waved away his apology. ‘We’re in a psychiatric hospital,’ she said. ‘This won’t be the last expletive I hear today. What happened next?’


‘Anthony, the bloke who’d fetched me from the pub, grabbed a fallen branch and started yelling and swinging it about.’


‘That scared them away?’


‘It did. To the trees at least. They watched us for the rest of the afternoon.’


‘And it was badgers?’


‘It was. The plot behind the church tower looked like a ploughed field. Clawed mounds of earth, two metres high.’


‘I knew badgers ate worms; I didn’t realise they also ate corpses.’


‘It’s not the corpses they like, it’s the easy digging.’


‘Easy digging?’


‘Yep. Although they have powerful forelegs, and long, non-retractable claws, at this time of year the ground is frosty and digging is hard. But, because graveyards are quiet and tend to be on ground that can be dug up with nothing more than a spade, they’re attractive to badgers. In other words, the essential characteristics of a graveyard are the same essential characteristics of a badger sett.’


‘And this badger was digging a new one?’


‘Judging by the amount of spill, it was a medium-sized cete.’


‘Cete?’


‘A group of badgers. At least four adults, Anthony reckoned.’


‘And they’d unearthed the grave of that man’s mother?’


‘They’d been digging parallel to it, and when they went deeper than six feet, they completely collapsed her grave. The coffin had toppled into the half-constructed sett. And that loosened the earth above. Foxes smelled a cheap meal and dug down for it. And in the morning, after the foxes had slunk back into their holes, the crows began feasting.’


‘How disgusting,’ Doctor Lang said. ‘I assume the coffin had cracked open. That’s what the foxes and crows were eating?’


‘The coffin was intact,’ Poe said.


‘Oh? But I thought this man Anthony told you there was a body that wasn’t supposed to be in the grave.’


‘He did and there was. The corpse he wanted me to see had been hidden underneath the coffin.’


‘Underneath?’


‘The body of a young man, I found out later. And he wasn’t fresh. There was barely anything left of him. He had been wrapped in plastic but as soon as the badgers unearthed him, the foxes and crows started picking him clean. That man’s mum had been in the ground seventeen years. We assume the young man had been there for as long.’


‘But . . . why?’


‘Why not?’ Poe said. ‘I’m surprised it doesn’t happen more often to be honest. As a way of getting rid of a corpse, a grave is practically foolproof. They’re always dug the night before so it would have been a simple case of digging down a couple more feet and hiding the body. The next morning a bunch of people stand around while a coffin is lowered into it, no one realising that when the vicar does his “I am the resurrection” bit, he’s blessing two corpses, not one. A headstone is whacked on top like a giant full stop, and the body underneath the coffin is gone, if not forever, then at least until someone gets an exhumation order.’


‘That’s . . . creative.’


‘But, unfortunately for whomever did this, badgers don’t bother with exhumation orders.’


‘Who was he?’


‘My involvement stopped there.’


‘It did? But you’re a detective and surely this was a murder. Did you not have, what do you call it . . . jurisdiction?’


‘I was with the National Crime Agency’s Serious Crime Analysis Section, Doctor Lang,’ Poe explained. ‘My job was to catch serial killers. All I did at St Michael’s was call Cumbria Constabulary to tell them they had a deposition site. My role ended there.’


‘But you must have wondered?’


‘I did,’ Poe admitted. ‘The senior investigating officer eventually put it down to an undocumented economic migrant dying in an accident at one of the illegal quarries up near the church. The post-mortem had revealed head and upper torso injuries consistent with a bad rock fall. They believe the gangmaster must have panicked and, instead of reporting the death, taken the easy way out and hid the body before fleeing back to mainland Europe. The coroner recorded an open verdict.’


‘And you accepted that?’


‘Like I said, it wasn’t my case. The lead detective handed the whole thing over to the Health and Safety Executive in the end.’


‘But something happened to change your mind?’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because, if in your mind the crows are the catalyst for everything that happened in here,’ she said, placing the palm of her hand on the file, ‘that means the man in the grave is somehow linked to the man at the Lightning Tree.’


Poe took his time, but eventually nodded.


‘And the Lightning Tree is where I officially enter this story,’ he said.









Chapter 8


Conference Room 14B, National Crime Agency Headquarters Building, 6 Citadel Place, London


The silence of the conference room eventually registered with Poe. He realised it had probably been quiet for a while. He blinked, glanced at the mindless doodling he couldn’t remember starting – the margins of his agenda were now almost full; a sure sign he was bored and had been for a while – then looked up. Everyone in the room was waiting for him to respond.


‘Sorry, I was miles away,’ he admitted.


‘I asked you what you thought?’ the meeting’s chair said.


‘About what?’


‘Whether the post-Brexit data sharing arrangements we have with the EU will negatively impact on the Serious Crime Analysis Section’s ability to do its job? What do you think?’


‘I think I must have been annoying DI Flynn recently,’ he said. ‘It’s the only explanation for me being here.’


After the room had stopped laughing, Poe said, ‘But I don’t think Brexit will hit us in the same way it’s hitting other units. Serial killers and serial rapists tend to be shadow men. We rarely know who they are before they start offending.’


‘But you do liaise with Europol and our friends across the Channel?’


‘We do. But we use back channels when we speak to our counterparts on the continent. It’s quicker and you get to speak to the right person straight away.’


The chair frowned. ‘Back channels’ wasn’t something he could put on the report he had been tasked with compiling. The purpose of the meeting was to make a recommendation. Poe didn’t care. He went back to his doodling, but this time he left an ear open. His crack about annoying Flynn had been made in jest, of course, but he was now wondering if he had done something to upset her. She’d certainly been in a bad mood that morning when she’d packed him off to yet another pointless meeting. He should probably ask if her son was OK.


He turned over his mobile and was surprised to see he had three increasingly irate text messages from her. The last one simply said, ‘Call me now!’ Poe had ducked out of meetings on flimsier excuses, so he made his apologies and left the room. He tapped out a ‘What’s up?’ She called immediately.


‘Where are you?’ she said.


‘I’ve just left that meeting.’


‘Meet me in the lobby.’


‘You’re here?’


‘All three of us are.’









Chapter 9


‘Who were the three?’ Doctor Lang asked.


‘The boss, of course,’ Poe replied.


‘How do you get on with her?’


‘We’ve known each other a long time.’


‘That’s not what I asked.’


‘I suppose we’re like an old married couple. We get on each other’s nerves occasionally, but we both know when to walk away. I used to be her boss, now she’s mine.’


‘Is that awkward?’


‘She’s a better detective inspector than I was, and I’m a better sergeant than she was. We work well together.’


‘Is she as committed to the job as you are?’


‘She is,’ Poe said. ‘But she has a young son, and a partner who wants her in a less dangerous role.’


‘Who else was there?’


‘Tilly.’


‘She was back from the States?’


‘This was five months after the badger incident.’


‘Tell me about her.’


Poe smiled. ‘Tilly’s . . . Tilly,’ he said. ‘An awkward haircut on top of a brain the size of Wales. Paler than a flour worm, brighter than a thousand suns. She’s brilliant, absolutely brilliant, but up until she started working with us, her only experience of life was in academia. She went to Oxford when she was thirteen and stayed there until her early thirties.’


‘Doing what?’


‘Pure mathematics, I think. I’ve asked several times, but I never understand her answers. She’s a true polymath though; can pretty much turn her hand to anything. Computers, profiling, databases, anything we need to know a lot about, fast.’


‘She sounds amazing.’


‘She is. But there was a price to taking her out of school at thirteen. She never really mixed with ordinary people and as a result she has a problem integrating. You heard what she said about the hairs on that woman’s chin when she was in America for her award?’


Doctor Lang stifled a grin. ‘The one she asked if she suffered from werewolf syndrome?’


Poe nodded. ‘Well, trust me when I say of all the social hand grenades she’s lobbed over the years, that wouldn’t even make the top one hundred.’


‘Don’t people make fun of her?’


‘They used to.’


‘And now?’


‘And now they don’t,’ Poe said without further explanation.


‘You said she’s your friend?’


Poe nodded again. ‘And I’m the type of person who doesn’t have friends. She’s loyal, brave and incredibly kind. Probably the nicest person I’ve ever met. A sort of human mirror, the kind you only see the best version of yourself in.’


‘OK, along with Estelle, it sounds like you have decent support networks,’ Doctor Lang said. ‘Who was the third person?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘DI Flynn said there were three people waiting for you in the lobby. She and Tilly are two; who was the third?’


Poe scowled. ‘You ever had an intern, Doctor Lang?’


‘Trainees occasionally sit in with me.’


‘You’ll know then.’


‘Know what?’


‘Just how annoying they are.’









Chapter 10


Flynn was waiting for Poe in the reception area. It was brightly lit with grey pleather seats arranged in horseshoe-shaped booths. Behind the seats was a floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall, etched metal print showing the evolution of the National Crime Agency. It officially came into existence in 2013, but subsumed agencies such as the UK Human Trafficking Centre and the National Criminal Intelligence Service, which had much longer histories. Every time Poe saw the print, he was reminded how disparate the NCA’s legacy organisations were.


Bradshaw and a man Poe didn’t recognise were seated beside Flynn.


‘What are you doing this week, Poe?’ Flynn asked.


‘Depends on the rest of the information you’re about to give me, I suppose,’ he replied, eyeing the stranger warily. He was wearing a suit. Not the hardwearing suits cops wore, this one looked as though he’d stood on a tailor’s box and been asked which way he dressed. His shoes were highly polished and scuff free. He had gel on his hair and his nails were manicured. He looked like the kind of arsehole who modelled designer glasses in airport magazines. Poe took an immediate dislike to him.


‘I need you, Tilly and Linus to head up to Cumbria,’ Flynn said. ‘Detective Superintendent Jo Nightingale is waiting for you. She’ll call with directions when you get there.’


‘Where’s there?’


‘Keswick.’


‘She can’t have another serial, surely?’ Poe said.


Cumbria had seen more than its fair share of serial killers recently.


‘Not a serial.’


‘Then why the referral?’


SCAS only got involved if a territorial police force asked for their assistance. Serial killers were obvious examples, but solving apparently motiveless murders was also a unit speciality. Poe had worked with Nightingale before. She was capable and well respected but, like all cops, she saw calling in outside help as an admission of failure.


‘I don’t think she wanted to make a referral,’ Flynn said. ‘I think her hand was forced.’


‘I’m not sure—’


‘This evening you have a meeting with the Bishop of Carlisle. He’ll explain his intervention then.’


‘You haven’t been told?’


Flynn shook her head. ‘Superintendent Nightingale said there might be a religious angle to the case, but other than that neither of us has any idea why the bishop has involved himself.’


Poe sighed. The last time he investigated a crime involving Christians he had walked into a room and they’d all turned their backs on him. One of them had said in a stage whisper, ‘The unchurched always look so miserable, don’t they?’ They’d sniggered, right up to the point Poe put his cuffs on one of them and arrested him for rape.


Flynn gestured to the man wearing the inappropriate suit. ‘This is Linus Jorgensen. He will be going up with you.’


‘Good morning,’ Linus said, thrusting out his hand. ‘I’m very excited to be working with you, Sergeant Poe.’


Poe ignored him. ‘What the fuck is this?’ he said to Flynn. ‘I work alone.’


Flynn sighed. ‘Poe, Tilly’s accompanied you on your last eighteen cases,’ she said.


‘That’s right, I work alone with Tilly.’


‘Well, not this time. Linus is with the National Audit Office. There’s an ongoing value-for-money audit and SCAS has been singled out as it’s one of the few NCA units that doesn’t directly contribute to the counterterrorism agenda.’


‘He’s very young,’ Poe said. ‘Perhaps he’s an intern?’


‘I’m not an intern,’ Linus said.


‘And what sort of name is Linus? Wasn’t he one of Snoopy’s gang?’


‘He was Charlie Brown’s best friend, Poe,’ Bradshaw said. ‘He was always sucking his thumb.’


‘I’m standing right next to you,’ Linus said. ‘And Linus is a family name.’


‘A cartoon family,’ Poe said.


‘Grow up, Poe,’ Flynn said.


‘I am grown up. I couldn’t be more grown up if I had a Saga Magazine subscription.’


‘You might find Linus useful if there is a religious angle to the case. He read theology at Durham so he can help you navigate around what can be a habitually irate community.’


‘We don’t need a chaperone, boss.’


‘Poe, last time you met with the bishop, Tilly talked him through constipation in the elderly statistics.’


‘It was her first time in the field,’ he protested. ‘She knows better now.’


‘I certainly do,’ Bradshaw said. ‘Constipation in the over seventies is now at an all-time high. Recent studies suggest that because people are living longer, they are often widowed for longer. And because widowed people often lack interest in eating, they over rely on convenience food, which tends to be low in fibre and high in salt. Do you think the bishop will be interested in this, Poe?’


Flynn looked at Poe. ‘See?’ she said.


‘So, Tilly waits in the car this time,’ he said. ‘Problem solved.’


‘Last year, when that nun’s finger had been pickled in vinegar, you referred to that priest’s sandals as Nazareth Nikes.’


‘And I’ve already apologised for that.’ Poe considered his rapidly shrinking options. ‘How about Snoopy stays in London, but I promise to email him a full report every night.’


‘Please call him Linus, Poe,’ Flynn said. ‘And you’re going to be emailing a full report every night anyway.’


‘I am? Why?’


‘Because I’m not coming with you,’ Flynn explained. ‘Not this time. I have my hands full with this audit.’


Poe walked into the far corner of the reception area. ‘Can I have a word in private, boss?’ he said.


Flynn followed him. Linus did too.


‘Doesn’t look like it,’ she said.


‘Go away, Snoopy,’ Poe said.


‘For Pete’s sake,’ Linus said. ‘Could you be any ruder?’


‘If Tilly will ever let me swear again, yes. Now, fuck off.’


Linus scowled and for a moment Poe thought he wasn’t going to back down. But eventually he lowered his eyes and rejoined Bradshaw on the pleather seats.


‘I’m sorry, but this is happening, Poe,’ Flynn said as soon as Linus was out of earshot. ‘This came from the director, and I got the impression he was under orders as well.’


‘It wasn’t two years ago we broke up that looted antiquities ring,’ he said. ‘And they were buying directly from Al-Qaeda.’


‘What’s your point?’


‘My point is you don’t have to go too far back to find SCAS’s contribution to the counterterrorism agenda.’


Flynn didn’t answer.


‘Which means the counterterrorism budget angle is bullshit,’ Poe continued. ‘It’s a way in, not the end game.’


‘The director and I have just had the exact same conversation,’ she said.


‘I know you have. And that’s because neither of you are stupid people. So what’s this really about? Who is this guy?’


‘We don’t know,’ she replied. ‘And that’s what worries us.’









Chapter 11


‘Call Superintendent Nightingale for me can you, Tilly?’ Poe said, putting his foot down to get past a caravan. The M6 at Birmingham was predictably lively and he wanted to get through it before rush hour started in earnest. It would tighten again around Manchester, but Lancashire and Cumbria would be free and painless.


He had half-heartedly tried pushing back against Linus, but Flynn wasn’t having any of it.


‘Just pretend I’m not here, Sergeant Poe,’ Linus had said from the back of the car.


‘That won’t be a problem, Snoopy,’ Poe had replied, adjusting the rear-view mirror so he couldn’t see him.


Bradshaw found Nightingale’s number and pressed call. She answered immediately. ‘Where are you?’


‘Almost through Birmingham, ma’am,’ Poe replied.


‘About three hours away?’


‘Give or take. Traffic should ease up soon and I’ll make decent headway. Where do you want us?’


‘It’s only the two of you this time, I understand. No DI Flynn?’


‘Just me and Tilly I’m afraid, ma’am.’ Linus cleared his throat. Poe ignored him. ‘There’s some pain-in-the-arse audit thing going on in the NCA and SCAS has been dragged into it. She’s had to stay in London.’


‘Do you know what’s happening here?’


‘Other than there might be a religious angle, we’ve not been told.’


‘Here’s the elevator pitch then,’ Nightingale said. ‘Two nights ago, some Druids found a body tied to the Lightning Tree. Do you know it?’


‘I know of it.’


‘The victim had been dead at least a day when they—’


‘You haven’t done the post-mortem yet?’


‘No, although we’re confident we know how he died.’


‘Oh?’


‘He was stoned to death.’


Which was a new one on Poe. He had investigated men being burned alive, poisoners, contract killers, even murderous chefs, but a stoning wasn’t something he’d come across before.


‘Have you identified the victim?’ he asked.


‘A man called Cornelius Green.’


‘How very biblical. What do you know so far?’


‘Not much. Cornelius ran some sort of religious retreat. One of those places where people study the Bible, discuss what their faith means to them. That type of thing.’


‘Is this why I have an appointment with the Bishop of Carlisle tonight?’


‘I’ll find out why you’re seeing the bishop when you tell me.’


‘Fair enough,’ Poe said. ‘What else do you know?’


‘Not a huge amount. Poor bastard was tied to the Lightning Tree and had rocks thrown at his head.’


‘It’s the murder site?’


‘The bloodstaining’s conclusive and the rocks used were left in situ.’


‘How old is the victim?’


‘Late fifties, early sixties.’


‘Healthy?’


‘Nothing to suggest otherwise.’


‘So, unless he went to the Lightning Tree willingly, you’re looking at more than one offender.’


‘That’s what we think.’


‘Witnesses?’


‘Possibly. There’s a campsite nearby and someone thought they heard shouting.’


‘Meaning you might have the time of death?’


‘Maybe. But the witness admits he was high as a kite and it’s possible all he actually heard was an argument on the campsite.’


‘When’s the PM?’


‘That depends on you,’ Nightingale said. ‘I was rather hoping you might ask Estelle. See if she wouldn’t mind doing it. The body’s at Carlisle now, but we can move it if she needs us to.’


‘I’m sure Carlisle will be fine. She’s already in Cumbria.’


‘She is? Why?’


‘Poe and Estelle are engaged to be married, Detective Superintendent Nightingale!’ Bradshaw shouted, unable to contain herself. ‘When she heard Poe was going to be working in Cumbria, she cancelled some lectures so they could spend some time together.’


‘Bloody hell!’ Nightingale said. ‘The Hermit of Shap and the Pathologist Grim are getting hitched? I’m no expert, but isn’t this one of the twelve signs of the Apocalypse?’


‘Ho ho ho,’ Poe said.


‘It’s actually one of the seven seals and the seven trumpets of God,’ Linus said without looking up from the tablet he’d been typing on since they left London. ‘In the Book of Revelation, they’re a series of catastrophic events that take place during the End of Days.’


‘Who the hell was that, Poe?’ Nightingale asked.


‘No one,’ he replied, adjusting the rear-view mirror so he could glare at Linus.


‘I thought it was just you and Tilly.’


‘Snoopy’s my intern.’


‘You’ve got an intern?’


‘I’ll explain when I get there.’


‘And he’s called Snoopy?’


‘His real name is Linus, Detective Superintendent Nightingale,’ Bradshaw said. ‘I don’t think Poe likes him very much.’


Poe didn’t contradict her.


‘Well, this is going to be fun,’ Nightingale said.


‘Where are you?’ Poe asked.


‘Still processing the murder scene; can you meet me there?’


‘Sounds good. Give me the postcode.’


‘You’ve been in London too long, Poe. It’s a tree on the side of a hill.’


He smiled, glad to be heading home. ‘Directions then,’ he said.


‘Spoken like a true Cumbrian.’









Chapter 12


From the car, the Lightning Tree looked as if it had been dug up and replanted upside down. That was Poe’s first impression. He didn’t know how many times the lone oak sentinel had been struck by lightning, but it was leafless, barkless and very, very dead. The skeletal, root-like branches were stark against the clear sky.


Poe didn’t need to ask why it was an attractive place to Druids. Even in the low summer sun, the tree looked mystical. He wondered if they would still use it. Surely a man being tied up and stoned to death had to be bad karma, or whatever it was they called it.


Bradshaw said she would stay in the car while Poe met with Nightingale. Linus said he would keep her company. Poe didn’t like that idea at all and insisted they all go.


‘But I want to start profiling Cornelius Green, Poe,’ Tilly said. She looked out of the passenger-side window. ‘Plus, it’s been raining and my wellington boots are at the bottom of my suitcase.’


‘And I only have these,’ Linus said, gesturing at his polished shoes.


Which settled it.


‘I’ll get your wellies, Tilly,’ Poe said. ‘And Snoopy, you shouldn’t have come to Cumbria without outdoor clothing.’


‘But you said there wasn’t time for me to go home and get—’


‘That sounds like a “you” problem.’


Poe’s sturdy boots had thick treads, and Bradshaw had bought her wellingtons under his guidance a couple of years earlier. He had insisted she spend decent money, which she had. She was therefore able to stay upright on the wet and slippery slope. Linus, with his smooth-bottomed Italian loafers, fell over twice.


To his credit he didn’t complain, even when Poe pointed and laughed.


Nightingale met Poe at the outer cordon. She was wearing the works: white paper barrier suit, forensic gloves, overshoes and a face mask. She ducked under the tape and removed her mask and gloves.


They shook hands. Poe didn’t introduce Linus and Nightingale didn’t ask.


‘Complex scene?’ Poe said.


‘Not really. Just a lot of it. Whoever did this used whatever rocks were lying around and they all have to be identified. I doubt we’ll find the killer’s DNA on them, but I’m checking anyway.’


‘Any new information?’


‘Not since we spoke.’ She looked at Linus. ‘Can we talk in front of him?’


‘Yes,’ Linus said.


‘Absolutely not,’ Poe said.


‘The arrangement was—’


‘You don’t have an arrangement with me, sunshine,’ Nightingale cut in. ‘If Poe says we don’t talk in front of you, then we don’t talk in front of you.’


‘Wait over there,’ Poe said.


Linus folded his arms. ‘This is public land and I’m not moving,’ he said.


‘Can we talk in the outer cordon, ma’am?’


‘That’ll work,’ Nightingale said. ‘Mr Intern, if you—’


‘I’m not an—’


‘—set one foot inside this cordon without my express permission, I’ll have you arrested.’


‘You might want to write that down in your little tablet,’ Poe said.









Chapter 13


‘Why don’t you like Linus, Poe?’ Bradshaw said when they were inside the outer cordon and out of earshot.


‘Because I don’t trust him, Tilly.’


‘I thought you said he was an intern?’ Nightingale said. ‘What’s not to trust? You tell them to fetch your dry cleaning, they fetch your dry cleaning. You want a coffee, they get you a coffee. Unless The Devil Wears Prada was total bullshit.’


‘What’s that?’ Poe said.


Nightingale grinned. ‘You still don’t have a television then?’


Poe told her about the audit and the supposed reasons behind it.


‘But the case we had two summers ago was rooted in terrorism, surely?’ Nightingale said. ‘I remember all the arrests that followed. The main players were all convicted under Terrorism Act offences. And the reason I know this is because I gave evidence at the trial.’


‘Which is why we believe the reasons they gave for the audit are horseshit.’


‘You don’t think it’s budgetary?’


‘If it was, why not say? I’ve been a cop long enough to know there isn’t a bottomless pot of money.’


‘Maybe it’s about you two then.’


‘What have we done?’


‘You get results, Poe. Perhaps they want to see if it can be replicated.’


‘I get results because of Tilly,’ he said. ‘There’s no secret to it. If they’d asked me, I’d have told them. Saved ruining that little squirt’s shoes.’


‘Well, whatever it is . . .’ She trailed off when her phone rang. ‘Sir?’ she said.


The conversation was one-sided and, judging by Nightingale’s furrowed brow, it seemed she was being told something she didn’t like.


‘I’ll tell him, sir.’ She slipped her phone in her pocket and looked at Poe. ‘Who the hell is this guy?’ she said, nodding at Linus. ‘That was the chief constable. He was very clear. Linus Jorgensen is to be given access to all parts of this investigation.’


‘That was quick.’


‘Extremely.’


‘It’s your crime scene, ma’am,’ Poe said. ‘Even the chief constable can’t come in without your permission.’


Poe wasn’t sure whether that was true or not. It was accepted practice that the senior investigating officer had the final word on who was and who wasn’t allowed into a crime scene, although it was unlikely to have been stress-tested when it came to chief constables.


Nightingale sighed. ‘There’s nothing to see and some battles aren’t worth fighting,’ she said. She told Linus to suit up. While he was struggling into a barrier suit, she added, ‘You got a plan for dealing with this prick, Poe?’


‘Working on it.’


‘Good. Let me know if you need a hand.’


‘We haven’t been introduced, Superintendent Nightingale,’ Linus said when he was finally allowed into the outer cordon. ‘My name is Linus Jorgensen. I’m with the National Audit Office.’


Nightingale patted her pockets theatrically. ‘Damn,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d brought my autograph book to work today.’


Poe sniggered then turned his back on Linus. ‘You got a video walkthrough we can watch?’


Nightingale nodded. Her laptop was in her car so she sent one of her cops to bring it up. Staying inside the cordon saved her having to put on fresh barrier clothing.


‘And while we wait,’ she said to Poe, her eyes twinkling mischievously, ‘you can tell me all about your engagement to Estelle. When did it happen? How did you propose? When’s the big day? I want to know everything.’


‘I might have been down in London for a few days, ma’am, but I haven’t turned into Sharey McOversharer just yet. If you want to know what happened, ask someone else.’


‘Tilly, what happened?’


‘Except her.’


‘Estelle Doyle spelled out “Will You Marry Me?” with finger bones, Detective Superintendent Nightingale,’ Bradshaw said immediately. ‘It was wonderfully romantic.’


Nightingale let out a deep laugh. ‘That sounds about right,’ she said.


Behind Poe, Linus Jorgensen began tapping on his tablet again.









Chapter 14


‘Your engagement was a joke to Superintendent Nightingale?’ Doctor Lang asked.


‘Not at all,’ Poe replied. ‘Cops have a dark sense of humour and taking the piss is how you show trust.’


‘It is?’


‘Absolutely. I’ve found the more polite someone is, the more they dislike you.’


‘You must have really trusted Linus then,’ she said with a smile.


Poe didn’t respond.


‘Tell me about the murder scene.’


‘They’d shot two crime scene videos,’ Poe said. ‘It was still dark when Superintendent Nightingale and her team got there so they set up lights and shot what they could. Took samples in case it rained again, a few other things that couldn’t wait. They didn’t shoot the main video until first light.’


‘I’ve never seen a crime scene video,’ Doctor Lang said. ‘Talk me through it.’


‘It’s sort of like a two-person-crew film shoot. The crime scene manager is the cameraperson, and the senior investigating officer is the director. A good SIO will offer commentary on what’s being filmed without second-guessing what has happened. Facts, not opinions.’


‘And Superintendent Nightingale is a good SIO?’


‘One of the best I’ve worked with,’ Poe said. ‘She had the crime scene manager shoot the Lightning Tree, the rocks, potential approaches and the surrounding area from a multitude of angles.’


‘And there was a lot to process?’


Poe nodded. ‘Superintendent Nightingale had a mass of potential evidence to recover as there was no way of knowing which rocks had been used in the murder, and which were . . . you know, simply rocks.’


‘They didn’t all have blood on them?’


‘Some did. Others had hit the victim without breaking the skin. Some had been thrown but had missed. They all had to be identified, recorded and recovered.’


‘That sounds like a thankless task,’ Doctor Lang said.


‘Good crime scene management is a thankless task,’ Poe said. ‘It was a straightforward video walkthrough at the end of the day though. Cornelius Green had been tied to a tree and stoned to death. The killer hadn’t tried to move the body afterwards and there had been no attempt to tidy the crime scene. There was very little room for interpretation.’


‘What did Cornelius look like?’


‘His own mother wouldn’t have recognised him.’









Chapter 15


‘Jesus,’ Poe muttered.


They had finished watching the videos and were now scrolling through the CSI photographs. The one currently on Nightingale’s screen was a close-up of Cornelius Green’s head. It was the size of a pumpkin and had swollen so much it looked like it might burst open, like an over-baked potato. It was bruised and cut, with numerous compression fractures. The eye sockets and nose were so badly damaged that shards of needle-sharp bone had jutted through the skin like sawgrass. The blood was thick and crusty and black.


‘How did you identify him so quickly?’ Poe asked.


Nightingale scrolled through to the next photograph. This one was of Cornelius’s torso. It had been battered with rocks, but nowhere near as badly as his face. Probably where the killers’ aim hadn’t been 100 per cent. Or maybe they had wanted to start somewhere that wouldn’t be fatal. That keeping him alive and conscious, prolonging his horrific death, had been part of whatever the hell this was.


Cornelius’s skin was pale and hairless, and his muscles were well defined. Like he worked out, but always in a dark room. It would have taken a big, burly man to drag him to the Lightning Tree unwillingly. His hair was grey and shorn. Not the uniform buzzcut of the electric clipper, this was lumpy and irregular, like he’d done it himself with scissors. Poe reversed his opinion that Cornelius had worked out. Hair like this didn’t belong to a vain man. More likely he had a manual job.


But, as strange as the pale skin and the weird haircut were, there was something far stranger about Cornelius’s torso. Something Poe hadn’t seen since his time with the Russian organised crime unit.


‘Holy mackerel,’ Bradshaw said. ‘That’s a lot of tattoos.’


Which was the understatement of the day. Apart from his head, neck, hands and groin area, every inch of Cornelius’s body was covered in religious iconography. Big crosses and little crosses; single words and complete Bible passages. Angels and demons. Moses holding the Ten Commandments. Candles and doves. Jesus wearing his crown of thorns; Jesus walking on water. Praying hands and the Virgin Mary. Dozens more Poe didn’t recognise. There were so many tattoos they had merged with each other. It made him look as though he didn’t have lots, he just had one.


‘Finding something to put in the “did the deceased have any distinguishing features” box wasn’t a problem then, ma’am,’ Poe said. ‘But unless someone on your team knew him, I’m still not seeing how you identified him so quickly.’


Nightingale pointed into the distance, towards the outskirts of Keswick.


‘What’s there that isn’t usually there?’ she said.


Poe strained his eyes. ‘Ah,’ he said.
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