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Prologue


Although only one was needed, two men carried the coffin. They walked slowly, concentrating on not getting under each other’s feet, tears streaming down their faces. These men were no undertaker’s lackeys, paid cash-in-hand as and when required; these men knew the family.


They struggled with their grim task; the smallest coffins really are the heaviest.


The funeral cortège silently followed them. There was a pause as the few with foresight put up their umbrellas. It had been overcast, but dry, when they’d entered the church an hour earlier, and the thick walls and high roof had muted the sounds of heavy rain.


The woman was the last to leave the sanctuary.


She had stayed behind to have a quiet word with her God. Despite all that had happened, she remained devout. Her husband was waiting for her. He raised his eyebrows and offered her his umbrella. She stopped him with a small smile and a shake of her head. Together they joined the procession taking their child to his open grave.


The moment she left the shelter of the church she was drenched. Her hair became plastered to her skull, her light makeup ran. The rain bounced off the earthen path and before long her shoes and stockings were spattered with mud.


She didn’t notice.


Her husband held her as they crossed the uneven graveyard to the pitifully small, dark slash in the ground.


The priest waited, head bowed.


As soon as they arrived the committal began.


‘Fear not; I am the first and the last. I am he that liveth, and was dead; and behold, I am alive for evermore …’


She barely heard the familiar words, words that had offered succour in the past but did little to quell the burning rage she felt. A rage that would take her back to places in her past.


Dark places.


She made no attempt to rub away her tears. Her husband reached into his pocket and offered her his handkerchief. She ignored him.


Over one hundred mourners had gathered around the open grave. Standing in solidarity with her. She appreciated the gesture, and would thank them all later, but the intense feeling of isolation was overwhelming.


Her son had died while she’d slept peacefully.


She didn’t know if he’d cried out or struggled for breath. She didn’t know if he’d been scared, if he’d cried for his mother. That morning she’d woken in a bright and sunny room, far brighter than her bedroom usually was. She’d looked at her bedside clock and been shocked at the time. Nearly eight o’clock. He’d never let her sleep so late before. Instinctively, she’d known something was wrong and ran to his room.


He was already cold.


From the moment she’d touched his cold hands, a piece of her was missing. She was in raw, excruciating pain but felt hollow at the same time. Since his death, her body had been encased in a relentless fatigue, but restorative sleep felt like cheating and she embraced the exhaustion like an old friend. Sitting in his bedroom for hours at a time, she would read from books she’d bought for when he was old enough to have bedtime stories. Other times she would play with his toys. Most of the time, however, she would simply sit and try to remember him. What he smelled like. How soft his skin had been. The sound of his cries and of his giggles.


She embraced the demons that came at night just as she embraced the clumsy friends who came during the day. They arrived with food she didn’t eat and cards she didn’t open. They left as soon as they could and soon found reasons to stay away, some even crossing the street to avoid her. She neglected her appearance and wore the same clothes for days; the world of vivid colours she’d shared with her son became drab and grey.


When she lost her child she lost her future. She grieved for the lost dreams she’d had for him, for the unfulfilled potential and for the experiences they would never share. The pain she felt was now a part of her. It would define who she was.


It would define who she had to become.


Again.


The coroner had ruled her son had died from natural causes, and although she’d been told that nobody was to blame, she knew otherwise. As she stood on the wet, hallowed earth, she looked to the east.


To where those responsible lived.


As the interment neared its end, the rage she’d felt for days left her, replaced by a cold chill. Some mothers set up foundations in their dead child’s name.


This woman had other plans.


One man stood apart from the funeral party. He had never known her son, hadn’t seen her for twenty years. But when she called, he came. He hadn’t made his presence known yet, but he knew she’d know he was there.


Waiting.


He left her alone with her grief although she never left his sight. He would wait until she was ready. There was no hurry.


The priest said the last words with a grim finality. A few quiet handshakes and the crowd began to disperse, anxious to get out of the rain but not wanting to rush off and leave the woman. She turned to her husband and spoke a few words of comfort to him. She nodded and he joined the group who were now getting into black funeral cars.


As rainwater streamed from her sodden hair, she stared at the handcrafted wooden casket, partially hidden in the shadows of the grave. It was raining and her son was in the ground.


Eventually only she and the man remained in the graveyard.


She turned.


Ready to command him.




Chapter 1


Detective Inspector Avison Fluke knelt on the third green of Cockermouth Golf Course and pressed his ear against the closely mown grass. ‘Thrombosis Hill’ was one of the most difficult holes on the course. It had an uphill approach and a fast, undulating green. From his worm-eye view he could see breaks to the left and to the right. As today was the monthly medal competition, the grain of the grass had been cut back to front, making downhill putts even more treacherous.


The lip of the cup was directly in front of him. There were three markers within two yards of the hole, indicating where balls had been removed to avoid distracting the man putting.


Lying on its side, just off the green, was the flag. The group had removed it as they’d lined up their putts. Hitting the flag when putting meant a two-stroke penalty.


As well as the three markers, there was a ball on the green and it was this that interested Fluke. It was the reason he and the rest of the Force Major Incident Team, FMIT, were there.


The golfer taking the shot had faced three challenges. First was the downhill putt on a green that had been cut closer than marble. The type of putt even pros dreaded. Second, he was on the biggest break on the green. He would have needed to aim at least a yard to the left of the hole to compensate for the slope and, on this green in particular, anything more than a cup to the left or right was guesswork.


However, it was the third challenge that had caused the day’s problem, and the reason Fluke was now getting grass stains all over his suit.


Because lying on the green, directly in between ball and hole, was a severed human hand.


Fluke stood and brushed grass clippings from his knees. A green stain remained.


He looked down the hill to where DS Matt Towler was speaking to the golfers who had discovered the hand. If they weren’t involved, and if it hadn’t been left behind by the group playing ahead of them, then it had been placed there by someone else and, on monthly medal day, the time window between one group leaving the green and the next approaching was narrow. No more than two minutes. Probably less.


Fluke looked at the back of the green. There was a path and a dry stone wall. Was it possible someone had hidden behind it, and nipped onto the green? He walked up to the wall and peered into a farmer’s field. A Herdwick sheep stared back.


Someone could have hidden behind the wall, waited for one group to leave the green, then nipped out before the next group arrived. He looked beyond the third and fourth holes, however, and saw a problem. The farmer’s field was in the centre of a U-shaped part of the course. The golfers on the third and fourth holes might not have been able to see behind the wall but, due to the course’s natural elevation, Fluke could see at least four holes on the back nine that had a clear view of the field and anyone in it.


A noise from behind made him turn. Towler had finished with the group playing the green and had joined him.


‘You thinking it was thrown from behind there, boss?’


‘Too exposed,’ he said. He pointed at the group Towler had just finished with. ‘What’s the consensus? Still saying it came from above?’ He frowned as he said it; body parts didn’t just fall from the sky.


‘Yep. They all swear it wasn’t there when they arrived. Geoff Yates,’ – Towler pointed towards a middle-aged man sitting on a golf bag – ‘says he was lining up his putt when it just landed in front of him. Said he almost shat himself.’


Cockermouth was an affluent market town so the golf club wouldn’t be short of professional, middle-class members. He’d be prepared to bet, on a Saturday, in this weather, at least five doctors would be out on the course at any one time. A prank, that was a possible explanation. Someone who had access to medical waste who thought it might be a bit of a laugh. Probably hadn’t expected a team of detectives to take it so seriously. It was a flawed theory; it didn’t explain why, after the joke was over, they hadn’t picked it back up and got on with their round. No one would have been any the wiser.


‘You think he’s telling the truth?’


Towler looked back down the hill and shrugged. ‘He seems a decent enough bloke. Semi-retired. Been a member here for years and plays at least three times a week.’


‘But we have no one who can verify he didn’t take it from his pocket and put it there?’


‘You want me to bring him in?’


‘We’ll have to. Don’t arrest him though. Take him to Workington nick and make sure we get his clothes and his golf bag. If he brought the hand with him, that’s where he’d have kept it. Get statements off the others then let them go.’


Fluke watched Towler walk back down the hill. Two uniformed officers had turned up to help although, in truth, the course was emptying. Those behind the group playing the third had either gone home or were back in the clubhouse, and those playing ahead of them were on the back nine by now.


He wasn’t sure the green was a crime scene yet. If it were a practical joke then he’d pass it on to local CID. He wanted to be sure though; someone was very definitely missing a hand.


He bent down for a closer look. Like a child demonstrating what a dead spider looked like, it was lying palm up. The index finger was raised slightly higher than the rest as if the hand was flipping him the bird. One final, desperate act of defiance.


The hand wasn’t in good shape. There were bloodless puncture wounds on the palm. Possibly defensive wounds? Too small for a knife. Maybe a screwdriver? It had been removed from the arm at the wrist. Not hacked off; the cut was clean but not so clean it looked surgical. More of a butcher’s cut than a surgeon’s. Fluke bent down and sniffed. He couldn’t smell chemicals. If anything, he smelled putrefaction. The hand was rotten, like bad meat.


He was interrupted by the sound of an engine and he got to his feet. A blue tractor was making its way up the hill. It was dragging a complex-looking mower. A greenkeeper.


Fluke watched him approach; surprised none of his team or any of the uniformed officers had stopped him. Fluke walked out to meet him; he didn’t want the green disturbed. He held his hand out in front of him. The universal sign for stop.


A spry old man climbed off the tractor.


‘How do, lad,’ he said, holding out his hand.


He was ancient and gnarled and, despite the sweltering heat, was dressed in several layers of green.


Fluke shook his hand and introduced himself.


‘Sam Wilson. Head greenkeeper,’ the old man said. ‘Gather you’ve got a hand there.’


Fluke said nothing.


‘Fellas down at the clubhouse are saying it fell from the sky.’


‘That right?’ Fluke said.


Wilson continued. ‘Bet it’s got you city boys stumped, eh?’


Fluke lived in a log cabin in the middle of a wood. It was hardly Manchester.


Wilson continued. ‘They’re saying you’ll be taking Mr Yates in for questioning soon. Thinking he put the hand there or knows something about it.’


‘Seem to know a lot, these “fellas” of yours.’


Wilson smiled. ‘Reckon they do. There’s nowt worse than golfers for gossip, and this has got them fair excited.’


Fluke was pressed for time. He needed to recover the hand before the sun cooked it.


‘I’m sorry, Mr Wilson, but I need to get on. If there’s something you’d like to let us know, you should speak to one of the officers in a suit. They’ll take a statement from you.’


Wilson didn’t move. ‘You in charge?’


He nodded.


‘Can I look at the hand?’


‘Why?’


‘I’ll be able to tell you if you need to lock up Mr Yates or not, that’s why.’


‘How?’ Fluke asked. Wilson undoubtedly knew things the ‘city boys’ didn’t, and he never ignored local knowledge.


Wilson didn’t answer. He simply stared at Fluke, waiting for permission.


‘Fine,’ Fluke said, ‘but you follow me and you don’t touch anything. And if you’re wasting my time I’m taking the handbrake off that tractor. You can walk back to the clubhouse.’


Wilson grinned. ‘Fair enough. It won’t take long.’


Wilson bent down and stared at the hand. Fluke was expecting him to get down on his knees and look at it from different angles. As it happened, he didn’t look at it for long. He stood up and wiped his hands on his thick coat.


‘You can let Mr Yates go,’ he said.


Fluke didn’t know what to expect but a two-second examination followed by an acquittal didn’t come close. ‘I’m going to need slightly more than that if you don’t mind.’


He nodded. ‘The hand wasn’t placed there. Nor was it chucked from that wall ova’ yonder,’ he said, pointing at the dry stone wall Fluke had only just dismissed as a hiding place. ‘This came from the air, just as Mr Yates said it did.’


‘And you know this how?’ Fluke wasn’t being sarcastic.


‘You see those marks on the hand?’


Fluke nodded.


‘Those are the marks that mean it was dropped from the air.’


Fluke bent down and looked closely. ‘What are you seeing that I’m not?’


Wilson scanned the sky. Eventually he saw something and pointed towards it.


Fluke looked but couldn’t see anything. There was a white line in the sky. An aeroplane had passed recently. Was that what he meant?


Did he think it had been thrown from an aeroplane?


It wasn’t impossible, but he failed to see how Wilson could know after such a short examination.


But Wilson didn’t think the hand had been thrown from a plane. Far from it.


‘Those marks are from talons. A buzzard dropped that hand, Mr Fluke.’




Chapter 2


Fluke arrived at the bottom of the hill and walked straight into an argument. Towler had been telling everyone he’d invented the saying, ‘Golf is a good walk spoiled.’ Alan Vaughn, FMIT’s senior DC, was telling him to piss off, Jo Skelton was telling him it was Winston Churchill, and Jiao-long Zhang, their Chinese officer on secondment, was shouting and laughing that they were all wrong, and that it was a Mark Twain quote.


Fluke smiled. Some things never changed. He knew Towler was simply causing an argument because he liked having them. The team gathered round.


‘The head greenkeeper tells me the hand was almost certainly dropped by a buzzard,’ he told them. ‘They get dead rabbits dropped on the course from time to time.’


‘Too heavy for them?’ Vaughn asked.


‘No. That’s what I thought. Apparently it’s because they’re lazy and steal each other’s food. He says it’ll have picked it up from somewhere and dropped it when another buzzard tried to snatch it. And as they eat carrion, they have relatively small ranges for birds of prey, so we’re not looking too far, he reckons.’


‘What we looking for though?’ Towler said.


‘Don’t know,’ Fluke admitted. He didn’t know anywhere near enough. Time to cast a few nets. ‘Matt, I want you to go and see Mr Wilson and coordinate searches of likely areas with him. He has the local knowledge and seems to be a bit of an expert. Get uniform to help.’


Fluke turned to Skelton. ‘Jo, I need you to go to the local hospitals and find out what happens to medical waste. I don’t think that’s what it is, but we need to box it off anyway. And while you’re there, see if there’s any way of finding out if they’ve amputated any hands recently. But first, get a portable fingerprint scanner up here. See if the hand belongs to anyone we know.’


‘Will do.’


He turned to Jiao-long. ‘Longy, I want you to …’ Fluke stopped mid-sentence. ‘What the hell?’


Four men were running towards them, waving golf clubs in the air. They were at least half a mile away but he could hear them shouting.


‘Matt, get up there and meet them,’ Fluke said. ‘I think we can maybe cancel that search.’


Towler sprinted off. The remaining members of FMIT watched his long strides eat up the ground. Even when faced with the sharp incline of the hill his pace didn’t falter. The man was a machine. He reached them and Fluke could see gesticulating. They were clearly excited about something. At one point both Towler and the group turned to look at something unseen. Towler reached into his pocket and retrieved something. Two seconds later Fluke’s mobile rang.


‘What is it?’ he said.


‘They reckon the rest of the body’s up there, boss. I’ll go and have a look. Give me a minute.’


Fluke waited impatiently.


Thirty seconds later he was back on.


‘Found the victim, boss. And we’re not going to need the FME to confirm death.’


Fluke said nothing.


Towler continued. ‘How are we supposed to phrase it? “Injuries sustained are extensive and incompatible with life.”’




Chapter 3


Cockermouth Golf Course’s signature hole is the tenth. There are two ways to play it. You can play safe and aim for the fairway marker. A decent drive will put you on the highest point on the course, leaving a short approach shot to the green. Or you can try to cut out the dogleg and go straight for the hole and the chance of an eagle. The danger of that shot being that a slight hook will see your ball drop into the valley below.


With few exceptions, it was everyone’s favourite hole, and not just because it was the only real ‘stick or twist’ decision you had to make on the whole course.


It was because the men’s toilets were behind the green.


‘Toilet’ was a bit generous. It was really just two fence panels set at right angles to each other. There was no plumbing, just a pile of small rocks to piss on. In winter it was treacherous and in summer it stank.


The four men playing had partaken in cups of tea and bacon sandwiches before leaving the clubhouse and had all needed a comfort break when they’d finished putting. The actual toilet area wasn’t big enough for all of them so the fourth had wandered off to a convenient bush.


He’d undone his flies and was about to relieve the pressure on his bladder when he looked down.


And saw an eyeless skull.


*


Left unattended it is surprising how quickly a dead body becomes part of the food chain. Flies and beetles, rats and foxes, crows and buzzards; they all rush in when death’s dinner bell sounds. The bigger animals tear chunks off the corpse, allowing smaller ones to get in and feed as well.


That is what usually happens.


Here, the murderer had given Cumbria’s carnivores a helping hand.


The body had been dismembered. There was really no other way to describe it. Someone had taken their time and made sure each part was small enough to be dragged away or eaten in situ.


Unsurprisingly, the skull was the largest piece left and the animals had ravaged it. The eyes had been pecked out, probably by carrion crows. A fox, or something similar, had been feeding on the softer parts. The nose and ears had gone; chunks of flesh had been torn from the cheeks and chin. The tongue had been eaten.


The skull’s long hair was the only feature the animals hadn’t been interested in. It remained untouched. Blond dreadlocks, covered in dirt and blood.


Fluke saw the other hand – the little finger had been chewed off – but other than the feet and a couple of other recognisable parts, he was struggling to tell what the rest of the bits were. Gristle, bone, offal and flesh were scattered over an area the size of a tennis court. Some pieces were in small pools of blood; they’d either been thrown there by whoever had hacked up the corpse or animals had moved them before the blood had clotted.


Great swarms of flies feasted on the smorgasbord of organic matter on the ground. Fluke knew he’d never forget the sound of their buzzing. It just sounded … wrong.


The smell was dense, vile and strangely sweet, and, like the vomit of a drunk, it was overwhelming. Fluke felt saliva fill his mouth and knew he was close to gagging. He swallowed hard and it passed.


He thought he was looking at just the one body – there was certainly only one skull – but it would take an expert in human anatomy to confirm it. There wasn’t enough left to even guess at what the cause of death had been. Judging by the skull shape, Fluke guessed they were looking at the corpse of a man. Other than that and the dreadlocks there was nothing obvious to help in identifying the victim. There were no signs of clothing among the human debris. He wondered if the victim had been naked when he was killed, or whether his clothes had been removed afterwards.


Large pools of blood stained the grass. Fluke knew he was looking at the murder scene and not a deposition site. He was grateful it hadn’t rained recently. It would help with determining a time of death.


The sun had been relentless that summer. Cowpats were bleached white and curled at the edges. Sheep droppings were as dry as dust and moved with the wind.


He heard someone sniff, and turned. It was Alan Vaughn. Even with the summer they were having he was bone white. The man never went outside unless he had to. Fluke was pleased to see him though. Ordinarily he treated criminal profilers with the same disdain as he did consultants – they were people who borrowed your watch to tell you the time – but Vaughn offered perspectives no one else could. He had the unnerving ability to see into the minds of the depraved. Far beyond what was healthy.


Although it was useful, it was also why he’d been voted ‘member of the team most likely to turn into a serial killer’ at the last four FMIT Christmas parties …


‘What do you see, Alan?’


Vaughn stared. ‘Anger,’ he said simply.


A man had been hacked to pieces. Fluke guessed anger was too small a word to describe the rage the killer had been feeling.


‘And despite the pieces being small enough to eat, we were meant to find this, boss,’ he continued. ‘Someone either wants us involved or is sending a message to someone.’


Fluke said nothing. He’d been thinking exactly the same thing.


Fluke sat down on a round stone thirty yards away from the scene. It was rare for plain-clothed cops to be first at a murder scene and there were some tasks he needed to do – tasks usually done long before FMIT arrived.


He phoned HQ to arrange for the coroner to be informed and to request a Home Office pathologist – here he got lucky; his friend Henry Sowerby was free. He then made sure SOCO were on their way.


Finally he called Detective Superintendent Cameron Chambers and told him that the hand on the golf course had escalated into a murder inquiry.


Within half an hour, Sean Rogers, the crime scene manager, had arrived. They shook hands. Fluke hadn’t seen Rogers since the Dalton Cross case.


‘Makes a change from burglaries,’ Rogers said.


Fluke grunted. ‘See if you still think that after you’ve seen it.’


Rogers was travelling with a small SOCO team. They immediately got to work putting down footboards and erecting forensic tents. It didn’t look as though it was going to rain anytime soon but there was no point taking risks. Although the media didn’t know about the crime scene yet, the tents would also help restrict visual access to their long-range lenses. They also issued forensic suits to everyone who needed them. Rogers had thoughtfully grabbed an extra-large one for Towler.


Rogers and Fluke walked through the crime scene and agreed what needed to be done. The only thing possible for the moment was a video walkthrough and a comprehensive photographic record of the scene. Everything else would have to wait until the pathologist arrived.


While FMIT busied themselves for yet another murder investigation, Fluke found somewhere quiet to sit. A feeling of unease he couldn’t put his finger on was crawling up his spine. He’d seen men blown up in Belfast – men who’d had to be swept up with a broom – so the nature of the crime scene wasn’t what was bothering him. He just had one of those feelings. He felt on edge, as if he was being watched.


He’d never had a premonition before and didn’t believe he was having one now.


Perhaps it was the relentless, beating heat.


It was enough to drive anyone crazy.




Chapter 4


Henry Sowerby was a walking cliché. Tall and thin, it looked like the dome of his head had forced its way through the shock of his white hair. He was wearing his trademark three-piece tweed suit and carrying his brown leather case.


Fluke wasn’t fooled by the kindly professor act; Sowerby had the sharpest forensic mind of any pathologist he’d met. The old-fashioned suit was also misleading; he was up to date with every new technique there was, and although the leather case was old and battered, Fluke knew it would be filled with state-of-the-art equipment.


‘Got something a bit different, Henry,’ Fluke said, after they’d shaken hands. Sowerby worked the north-west of England, which included Liverpool and Manchester; he was no stranger to extreme acts of violence. Fluke doubted he’d have come across this before, though.


They signed in to the inner cordon and stepped into the crime scene.


Sowerby stared for a full five minutes.


‘OK, you’ve got me,’ he said. ‘This is new.’


Sowerby got to work. He stopped at various pieces of the corpse, occasionally muttering in Latin. Some parts he lingered over, some he ignored completely.


‘Where to start?’ he said. ‘Where to start?’


‘We have a hand in a bag in the van at the bottom, Henry.’ Fluke explained the morning’s events. ‘I’m assuming, but you’ll have to confirm, that it’s from this scene.’


‘Is it the right?’


‘Yep,’ Fluke said. ‘What’s left of the left is still there. We think it’s the body of a man.’


Sowerby grunted noncommittally. Fluke knew he wouldn’t offer any opinion until he had something to base it on. It was one of his strong points. Weaker pathologists would cave and start guessing if an SIO pressed for early information. Not Sowerby. You got information when he was ready, but what you got was solid.


‘The scene is videoed, I take it?’


‘And photographed,’ Fluke confirmed. ‘I really only called to get some advice on how to recover it. This is the first time I’ve worked a dismemberment.’


‘Me too, dear boy. Me too.’


He joined Fluke at the entrance to the inner cordon. A uniformed officer held up the tape for him. In his spare time, Sowerby was a cold-weather mountaineer. He looked uncomfortable in the baking sun. He took a handkerchief from his inside pocket and mopped his face.


‘I suppose the only thing we can do is to treat each piece as a separate crime scene. Process them individually. I’ve counted over thirty different bits so we’re going to be here a while. Can you send someone down the hill to my car? I’ve spare boxes and bags in the boot. We’re going to need them.’


They made small talk while they waited for his equipment to be brought up. The slight breeze that had made the heat tolerable and the smell bearable blew itself out, and the suffocating temperature and stench quickly enveloped them. They moved away from the scene and took off their suits. Even ten minutes out of them was a blessing.


A movement below caught their eyes and they watched in bemused silence as Towler jogged up the fairway and met them. He’d come from the clubhouse, so had just run the full length of the course.


In his suit.


Carrying boxes.


On a day when everyone else was drenched, he was barely sweating.


‘Henry,’ he said, dropping the boxes on the ground beside him. He reached for, and shook, Sowerby’s hand.


‘You should have got uniform to bring them up, Matt.’


He shrugged.


‘We got anything yet, Henry? TOD?’


‘Nothing yet, Sergeant Towler. And I’m going to struggle with a time of death, I’m afraid, what with the heat and the nature of the scene.’


Fluke nodded. He’d feared as much.


‘I would normally use liver temperature to give a rough TOD, but there are three reasons I can’t here,’ he said. ‘One; the strength of the sun would give a false reading. Two; the liver’s supposed to be inside the body when I take a reading. And three, and this is the main one, I suppose – something’s bloody eaten it!’


It was five hours later and the body parts still hadn’t been recovered. Five hours in forensic suits with the sun beating them into submission. Fluke had insisted everyone stop for five minutes every thirty. The last thing he wanted was someone going down with heatstroke. In weather like this, in stifling forensic suits, it was a real possibility.


Sean Rogers, who had to oversee every part of the recovery operation, ignored the catcalls and jeering and stripped down to his boxers just to keep going. Even then he had to change his forensic suit every hour as his sweat was making them sodden.


Sowerby was struggling.


He’d been working flat out and Fluke was worried. Usually Sowerby would express his findings out loud but after an hour he went silent. Just stayed on his hands and knees among the human carnage.


Fluke carried over a bottle of lukewarm water, and tapped him on the shoulder.


‘Henry, you need to take a break,’ he said. ‘And I need you to drink this.’


Sowerby drained it in one go. He handed back the empty bottle and started to put his facemask back on.


‘It’s not a request, Henry. You’re having a rest for thirty minutes minimum. My scene, my rules.’


For a moment he thought Sowerby was going to argue. Fluke didn’t want to forcibly remove him, but he would. Instead, Sowerby stomped off without saying anything. Fluke stood at the top of the hill and watched him walk down to the clubhouse car park, which was now full of police vehicles. The air was so still he could hear Sowerby’s Jaguar’s engine start. The car didn’t move. He’d obviously switched on the air conditioning.


No one was working the scene until Sowerby returned and Fluke took advantage of the relative peace. He found somewhere where the air was a bit sweeter and sat down. Except for the incessant flies, the crime scene was still. There were six body parts to recover. With their food source diminishing, the remaining body parts had so many flies on them they looked as though they were moving.


As he waited, Fluke started running through his early thoughts.


The body was always going to be discovered.


He didn’t think the victim had been taken there by force either; there were no roads nearby – it was either an almost impossible climb from Embleton Road or a trek along the entire length of the golf course. Dragging someone there seemed unlikely. The victim being lured there was the most plausible explanation.


Was it possible the location was more important than the disadvantages it presented? Fluke wasn’t ruling anything out yet. A detective with half his nous would also be thinking ‘ritualistic’ after taking in the methodical dismemberment. Fluke wasn’t so sure though.


He thought this was something different.




Chapter 5


Fluke made Sowerby rest twice more before he finished. By that time it was nearly 9 p.m. and everyone was exhausted and cranky. Sowerby stalked off down the hill and got in his Jag without saying a word. Fluke had taken a call from the Cumberland Infirmary on Sowerby’s behalf, confirming a post-mortem suite had been booked for the following day. Hopefully Sowerby would have stopped sulking by then. Fluke didn’t like falling out with the pathologist but ultimately the crime scene was his responsibility, and that included the health and safety of everyone working there.


Sowerby knew that; he’d come round.


And he hadn’t been the only one suffering from the heat. Fluke had needed rest as well. He’d asked Towler to deputise for him in the early evening, got a lift down to the clubhouse in Wilson’s tractor, and went for a drink and something to eat.


Although the course was now closed, the clubhouse remained open. It was full of the police officers and civilian staff who support a murder investigation. Jo Skelton was talking to someone and getting a list of members. You never knew what you’d need.


Fluke ordered a pint of Diet Coke and a bacon sandwich. He wandered through the members’ lounge sipping his icy drink while he waited for his food. The wood-panelled walls were covered in photos and boards with the names of club captains. It was clearly a club with a bit of history. Some of the names were good old-fashioned Cumbrian names: Hume, Kirkbride, Thwaites and Lowther. Others such as Smith, Jones, Hendricks, Watson and Williamson could have come from any corner of the UK.


Fluke had never been a golfer. In fact, the only thing he knew about it was that, unlike most other sports, the object of golf was to play as little golf as possible. The fewer shots the better.


The barman called out his name. He collected his food and called for Wilson the greenkeeper. It was too hot to walk far and he already had a dehydration headache. He wanted a lift.


When the scene was finished to his satisfaction, he issued some early investigative lines and headed home.


He’d considered staying a bit longer, but realised standing in a field with thousands of maggots, millions of flies and several hairy-arsed coppers was no substitute for half a home life. The early stages of a murder investigation never truly finished – you just decided to stop. Bridie never mentioned the hours he put in and the weekends they had to cancel – as a solicitor she knew what the demands of his job were – but she wouldn’t be human if she didn’t feel put out every now and then. Since he’d been seeing Bridie he had a rule; if he had the chance of going home, he did.


The journey to his cabin would take about an hour. As he drove his mind raced through the gears of a murder investigation. By the time he was turning off B roads onto the dirt tracks that would eventually lead to his cabin, he was in a world of his own. A world of killers and victims. Of clues and red herrings.


He was still ten miles from home and, because his mind was elsewhere, he didn’t immediately register the couple standing in the middle of the road. They were both staring at his BMW. He slammed his brakes on. The thick tyres gripped the baked earth and the car skidded to an ungainly stop. One of the pair, a woman, stuck her tongue out and flipped him her middle finger; the second time that had happened today.


At least this time the hand was attached to a body, he thought.


‘Bloody hell!’ he yelled. He was more shaken than angry.


The cloud of dust the BMW had thrown forward reached the pair. The woman was young, far younger than Fluke had first thought. Dressed head to toe in colourful clothes and carrying a small hemp bag, her dirty hair was braided so heavily he could see her skull. She would probably be pretty if not dressed like a rag-and-bone man.


She gave Fluke and the car the once over.


She said something to the male she was with – another trampy dickhead – who laughed. She offered Fluke a derisory sneer, mouthed ‘wanker’, and started walking again.


That’s all he needed, he thought. A bunch of new age travellers in the area.


Fluke put the car back into gear, and slowly drove up behind them. They made no attempt to get off the road and he couldn’t pass them.


Sod it.


He pressed down on the horn and smiled as they both jumped. The woman whipped round and stared.


For a moment Fluke thought he was going to have to get out and do something, although he had no idea what. He doubted showing them his warrant card would be productive. He’d come back the next day and find six of them chained to his house.


Luckily he didn’t have to do anything. They clearly decided the man sitting in the metal coffin was beneath them, and stood on the verge giving him Nazi salutes as he inched forward.


‘Arseholes,’ he muttered, as the BMW crawled past them. When they were no more than scruffy blobs in his rear-view mirror, he picked up his speed again; Bridie and a slowly roasted leg of lamb were waiting for him.


*


Like many people brought up in the Lakes, Fluke didn’t always appreciate the scenery. Every now and then someone would visit and he’d be re-enthused by their joyous reactions, but most of the time he looked without seeing.


Except when he turned onto his land. The view of Ullswater. The mountains. The woods. His beautiful Finnish cabin. He’d only been there eighteen months but already couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.


He opened the door but the expected smells of lamb and rosemary weren’t there. He and Bridie had fallen into the habit of greeting whoever was last back from work with a kiss and a cold drink. Fluke sometimes made sure he was back last just to see her warm smile as she bounded down the front porch to greet him. Usually the room was warm, light-filled. This evening it was cold and dark.


Bridie’s car was outside but all the lights were off.


Something was wrong.


Fluke grabbed the nearest thing he could use as a weapon – a small axe he’d been using to chop kindling – and crept into the cabin.


Long-forgotten Northern Ireland training kicked in. He inched into the open-plan living room and, keeping his back to the wall, scanned the corners.


Nothing.


He reached behind him and found the light switch. After a moment’s hesitation, he turned it on.


Bridie was in his leather armchair, looking at him. She had taken the duvet from the bedroom and had cocooned herself. Only her head was visible. She’d been crying.


Fluke put the axe on the wooden floor and ran over.


‘What’s the matter, Bridie?’


She didn’t say anything. Instead she pointed at the small coffee table.


Fluke looked across and saw what had upset her.


On the table was a small envelope. Bridie had obviously opened it and the detective in him immediately noticed it had no name or address on it. The item inside the envelope was on the table beside it.


It was a shotgun cartridge.




Chapter 6


The intimidation had begun a few months after Fluke had stolen land from under the nose of a multinational holiday home company. International Luxury Lake Retreats had been holding the Forestry Commission to ransom, assuming no one else would want the land that bordered their own. It was virtually worthless. Steep, heavily wooded and without any form of planning permission, ILLR only wanted it because it had roadside access. As they held out for a lower price, Fluke had nipped in and bought it with the critical illness insurance payout he’d received after being diagnosed with Burkitt’s lymphoma.


Fluke had been suffering from PTSD after his recovery from cancer and wanted isolation; the almost inaccessible land had been perfect. He’d imported a Finnish cabin, had it professionally sited and started to find some peace.


ILLR, instead of taking it gracefully, hunkered down with their solicitors. Their opening salvo was to the local authority, and their planning department soon contacted Fluke.


He had no answer to their requests for copies of permission for a residential home; his permission was for a holiday home. He ignored the council for as long as he could but they were like mould: slow and persistent. But, just as he was on the verge of caving in and taking the paltry amount ILLR were offering, Bridie Harper-Tarr entered his life.


She was beautiful, complex and a friend of his haematologist. She was also a world-class solicitor, specialising in international law. Not only did she fall for Fluke, she fell for his home.


The council’s legal department were outgunned and quickly withdrew. Fluke relaxed. ILLR returned with their own solicitors and battle lines were drawn.


ILLR came back hard. They requested a judicial review – a legal challenge by a private individual or company against a decision made by a public body. It would be heard by a judge and the finding would be final. It would also pass into case law, meaning it could be cited by others in a similar position.


Fluke had been horrified. Bridie had just smiled. ‘Means we’re winning,’ she’d told him.


The legal argument the council had put forward about Fluke only having holiday-home permission had been dealt with by Bridie. It had been retrospectively amended and ILLR seemed to accept the permit was unlikely to be a seam they could mine for legal dissent.


Instead they focused on the cabin itself. Their argument was simple. The law said the cabin in the wood had to be able to be transported fully assembled. Whether this was practical was irrelevant. ILLR complied with the law, Fluke hadn’t. All their cabins were transported on lorries, ready built. Fluke’s, they argued, had been assembled on site, and was far too big to be transported as it was. The judicial review disclosure papers cited evidence from a wide source of transport experts categorically stating there was no transport system available that could carry Fluke’s home.


‘We’ll wait them out,’ Bridie had said.


Judicial reviews take time and are prohibitively expensive for both sides. ILLR were amassing huge legal bills. Fluke hadn’t spent a penny. Bridie did it all for free. When she needed outside counsel, she called in favours. It wasn’t unusual for strange men and women to suddenly appear at the cabin, stay a day locked in conversation with Bridie, before getting the train back to London.


And then one of her friends, an environmental lawyer who’d visited, handed Fluke a figurative silver bullet: a small wooden box. It looked a bit like a letterbox. There was a narrow slot under a slanted roof.


‘Bridie tells me there are bats in these woods,’ the solicitor had said.


‘Hundreds,’ he’d confirmed.


‘Put some of these up in your eaves. Game over as far as ILLR are concerned. It’s illegal to demolish any structure in this country if bats are nesting in it. Doesn’t matter if the building’s been constructed correctly or not.’


Fluke had looked at the box in his hand. The answer to all his problems apparently.


In one way the lawyer had been right. It had been the end of his problems. His legal problems. ILLR, obviously scared of the huge legal bill without a guaranteed win and recovery of their costs, adopted a more insidious approach.


Harassment.


And that meant a whole heap of new problems.


The first time it had happened, it was a bag of dog shit. Fluke assumed it had been kids, although for the life of him he hadn’t been able to think where they could have come from. He was the only person for a mile in each direction. Nothing more happened for a month and he put it out of his mind. Until it happened again.


On a semi-regular basis, Fluke would find something either in his cabin or on his land.


Fluke went to see the managing director of the ILLR resort that bordered his land but it was clear the man knew nothing. If it was someone in ILLR, it was someone higher up the food chain.


Until that night, a brace of headless rabbits, their blood soaked into his beautiful wooden porch, had been the worst thing they’d left.


Now with the implied threat of a shotgun cartridge, they had frightened the only woman he’d ever loved. That was unacceptable. It was time to do something about it.


Something they wouldn’t expect.


It was time to involve Towler.




Chapter 7


Fluke was still furious when he arrived at FMIT’s wing in Carleton Hall, Cumbria Constabulary’s headquarters building in Penrith, the next morning. Neither he nor Bridie had slept, and by 3 a.m. they’d given up and played a game of Scrabble. At five they decided they might as well have an early start. Bridie had been, unsurprisingly, quiet at breakfast. They’d eaten in silence.


Fluke was worried. Not about the cartridge – he and Towler would sort that out. No, he was worried about Bridie. While fear would be the rational response for normal people, Bridie wasn’t normal. She’d faced down dictators. She’d prosecuted organised crime bosses. Even the dead rabbits hadn’t fazed her. She’d actually cooked them. Outside, on the fire pit, in case anyone was watching for their reaction. But last night had been something new. She’d looked genuinely scared.


Jo Skelton was the only person at work when he walked into the incident room. She’d either stayed late or started very early to get it set up. These days she didn’t need to be asked. She was the most organised in the team and a natural at making sure the incident room was properly equipped. Fluke knew she’d have also opened a HOLMES 2 account to ensure the chaos of early intelligence was inputted logically. HOLMES was useful but, like most detectives of a certain age, Fluke didn’t rely on it. Yes, it could make links and highlight patterns and names that had cropped up, but it couldn’t replace intuition and experience.


‘What we got, Jo?’ he said.


He wasn’t expecting much. The investigation was only starting.


‘Waiting on an email from tech services, boss. They tell me the fingerprints from both hands are on file. Same person obviously.’


Fluke felt a surge of excitement. Getting an ID this early was a real breakthrough.


‘We got a name?’


‘Not yet. Problem with the upload last night. They called the IT company out and it should be sorted soon. I’m expecting it anytime.’


‘OK. I’m going to get a brew and check my emails. Buzz me as soon as you hear anything. I’ll be back when the rest of the lazy buggers bother to show up.’


Skelton raised her eyebrows. It was still only half past six.


Fluke grabbed a black coffee and took it back to his office, turning on his computer as he sat down. He had over forty emails to read. There was one from Detective Superintendent Cameron Chambers asking for an update on the body. Fluke composed a reply reiterating that it was definitely a murder and he was hopeful he’d have an ID today. Quick but polite. He and Chambers had a difficult relationship. Up until Christmas, Fluke had assumed they hated each other but the chief constable had sat him down and explained that Chambers, whenever possible, tried to give him complete autonomy in his investigations. The arrangement worked well. He had free rein to lead his small team as he saw fit and Chambers, technically the officer responsible for major investigations, got the results he needed. Chambers was ambitious but, as the chief had explained, ambition wasn’t always a bad thing. Just because Fluke had no interest in joining the ACPO ranks didn’t mean those who did were arseholes. To keep the truce going, Fluke made a point of keeping him in the loop. Sort of. He didn’t tell him everything, but he told him enough.


He skimmed the rest of his emails and decided there was nothing that needed his immediate attention. He leaned back in his chair, sipping his coffee. It was just the right temperature.


A door opened somewhere, something was knocked over and smashed. Someone swore.


Fluke smiled; Towler had arrived.


Matt Towler was the team lunatic. An ex-Para, he was one of nature’s sergeants. He’d joined FMIT a few years earlier, when he’d had to cut his army career short to look after a daughter he hadn’t known he had. He was the most violent and gentle man Fluke had ever known. He was also Fluke’s best friend.


If anyone could help him with someone posting dog shit and shotgun cartridges through his door, it would be him.


Fluke explained what had been happening.


He’d known Towler for over thirty years and could tell when his friend was angry. He could also tell when he was about to go into a rage. His lips went white and his ears reddened.


‘And you’re only just telling me now?’ he said. ‘What the fuck, Ave? Abi stays at yours sometimes.’


Shit.


Fluke hadn’t considered that.


‘We’ll be talking about this again,’ Towler continued. ‘You’d better fucking believe that.’


Fluke believed him. And Fluke also believed he’d have some loose teeth to fix afterwards as well.


‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘Is there anything we can do? I’ve spoken to the manager of ILLR and it isn’t him.’


Towler snorted. ‘Course it isn’t him. Some glorified caretaker on twenty grand a year isn’t going to give a shit about your land. No, this fucker’s someone higher up.’


Fluke nodded.


‘We’ll stake your place out. Do the main access points. He won’t be coming in by road. Set a trap for the wanker. Break his legs, take him out onto the lake and see if he can still swim.’


Fluke didn’t laugh. The same thought had crossed his mind more than once. For the first time in his career, taking the law into his own hands didn’t seem abhorrent.


‘Whoever it is, they’re too clever for that. There’s no pattern and the gaps are too big to do a physical stakeout.’


‘There’s more than one form of stakeout, Ave.’


Fluke knew he was referring to specialist equipment. ‘I know, but I can’t get that type of stuff, Matt. Wouldn’t know where to start looking.’


‘You might not know where—’


The phone rang and they both frowned. Fluke answered it and listened.


‘We’ll have to do this some other time. That was Alan. We’re needed in the incident room, the fingerprint results are in. We have a name.’


‘Mark Cadden. Thirty-nine years old. Looks like he’s a Londoner,’ Vaughn told them, handing Fluke and Towler copies of Cadden’s Police National Computer printout.


Fluke flicked through the document. It ran to three pages. ‘What else we got?’


‘That’s all. Couple of not-guilty summaries on PND and the odd bit of intel, but otherwise that’s it.’


‘Bollocks,’ Towler said. ‘Someone this active has local teams stopping him everywhere he goes. There’s got to be intel, even if it was only sightings.’


‘I agree,’ Vaughn said. ‘But there isn’t.’


Which was odd.


‘Look at these convictions,’ Towler said. ‘Criminal damage, aggravated trespass, blackmail, arson, malicious communications, harassment, threats to kill. Over a period of nearly twenty years. Read me one of those PND not-guilty summaries, Al.’


Vaughn opened up a new page on his computer terminal.


‘This is the latest one,’ he said. ‘“Cadden found not guilty of obstructing the clearance of woodland when his solicitor successfully argued that stopping unlawful activity cannot be classified as obstruction. Despite the wood being legally scheduled for clearance, the chainsaw operators were from a different company to the one in the council’s petition making the whole activity illegal.” West Berkshire Council had to pay Cadden’s legal fees.’


‘He was an environmental activist then,’ said Towler. ‘That’s all we fucking need. When we get the case summaries for each of these offences, I bet they all relate to animal rights and trespass and other hippy-dippy shite.’


The room went silent as the beginnings of a motive peeked its head above the parapet. The only thing that could be heard was the drip of the filter machine. The smell of coffee brewing made Fluke’s stomach growl. He was thirsty. He got up and poured himself a cup. As if he’d broken them all out of a trance, they joined him as one round the machine and refilled their mugs.


‘And someone with a record like this doesn’t stop either,’ Towler continued. ‘They go on and on and on. You can’t argue them out of their position. They won’t compromise. There are no grey areas with them. Have you ever met one? A really committed one? They have nothing. No possessions. No homes. And they don’t give a shit. The cause is everything. They can be dangerous. Incredibly dangerous. They might look like tramps but don’t let it fool …’


Towler faded out as a memory dragged Fluke twelve hours back in time. To his encounter with the two new age travellers the night before.


A coincidence? Probably. Fluke didn’t trust coincidences though. They were the lazy man’s explanation. He decided not to share the information yet.


It was probably nothing.




Chapter 8


Like mortuaries up and down the country, the one at Carlisle’s Cumberland Infirmary had white tiled walls, biohazard posters, sinks and sluices, and an invasive sense of death that the chemical disinfectants could do little to conceal.


With an average of five murders a year, Cumbria didn’t need a dedicated forensic post-mortem suite, which meant that rather than being behind a glass screen, the senior investigating officer was in the same room as the pathologist. Fluke preferred it that way. He was charged with finding the victim’s killer; why should the impact of the crime be diluted through glass and microphones?


And being up close and personal with the cadaver meant he could see things for himself rather than have them described to him. So he’d attended post-mortems many, many times. Witnessed all their gruesome manifestations. They no longer shocked him, no longer swayed his reason. The post-mortem was a scientific process and it obeyed scientific laws. But more than that, they were a chance for a story to emerge.


A chance for the dead to speak to the living.


So Fluke made sure he always attended the post-mortem.


But he still hated them.


Sowerby was already there. Apart from his gloveless hands, he was suited up, ready to go. Someone had obviously been working hard before he’d arrived. Like an obscene butcher’s shop window, the body parts were already laid out on the stainless steel examination table.


An eyeless skull, stripped of all fleshy parts. Clumps of hair. Lopped off limbs and heaps of bones; some white, some still covered with skin, flesh, ligaments and gristle. And other larger, as yet unidentified, body parts.


The parts were laid out in a rough approximation of a human body. Fluke reckoned that about a quarter of the body was still unaccounted for. He made a mental note to expand the search team’s area, although he had to accept that some parts would never be recovered. Some would already be scat.


Sowerby looked up as he entered, put down the instrument he was checking and marched up to him. Fluke stopped, not knowing what to expect.


Eventually Sowerby cracked a huge smile. ‘You were right, I was wrong. End of the matter?’


He thrust his hand out.


Fluke let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. He hadn’t wanted to fall out with Sowerby but making him rest at the crime scene had been the right thing to do. He grabbed the hand and shook it firmly.


‘Already forgotten, Henry,’ he said.


‘Now to business, Avison.’ Sowerby waited while Fluke put on the required protective clothing. ‘I’ve already started my preliminary examination.’


Fluke frowned. ‘Oh.’


The PM wasn’t supposed to start until the SIO was present.


‘Nothing untoward, old chap. I wanted to get the cadaver in the right order on the table. I had to do it myself. John here,’ he pointed at the mortuary assistant, ‘doesn’t know his tibia from his arse bone.’


Sowerby turned to the hapless John who’d picked up a part of what looked like a foot. Sowerby glowered at him.


‘If it’s wet and not yours, don’t touch it!’ he snapped. He turned back to Fluke. ‘I couldn’t help noticing something.’


Fluke had never known Sowerby to offer opinions this early in the process.


‘It was hard to tell on the hill yesterday, but with the blood and flies washed off things are a little clearer.’


‘How so?’ Fluke said.


‘Come with me, Avison.’ Sowerby started pointing at various parts of the body. ‘Do you see here? And here? And here?’
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