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The woods are lovely, dark and deep,


But I have promises to keep,


And miles to go before I sleep,


And miles to go before I sleep.


‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’
 Robert Frost (1922)









1.


Tufts of cloud burned black before the sunrise, the horizon littered with the flotsam of old and rusted silhouettes. They were alone.


‘Chemtrails,’ the farmer had said to Alec, early on their walk. Other than this, he had been silent.


And now their torches revealed the edge of a bank, right before the crest of a shallow stream that cut through the farmer’s reclaimed marshland. Along its muddy edge and all around, the reeds sang with flies and crickets and buntings.


‘Where are they?’ Alec asked, shivering. It was 6.55 a.m. He’d left his jacket in his patrol car.


‘There weren’t any sheep over here,’ the farmer said, ignoring the question. He leapt over the bank, his boots slipping slightly on the incline. ‘They normally love coming over here.’


Alec stared at the mud, and the farmer grinned, his cheeks ruddy beneath his dirty white beard. With that thick wax coat and that gut and that voice, he could have been a lunatic Santa Claus. ‘You won’t fall,’ he said. ‘Not afraid of a little dirt, are you, Sergeant Nichols?’


‘No.’ Yes. ‘I just hope you aren’t wasting my time. And these flies . . .’ Alec swatted one away from his rolled-up sleeve, a great bulbous thing that had nestled on the hairs of his forearm. He was food for this whole place.


‘Try covering up next time,’ the farmer said.


Alec grimaced. He stepped back, tensing before rushing over the ditch. He came down with a thud, right into the thick and gelatinous mud. He splattered his black trouser legs and the farmer’s jeans.


The other man tutted, smiling. ‘What have we come to, eh?’


Alec brushed at the muck around his ankles, but this only spread it further. His palms grew filthy.


The farmer walked on. 


He gestured past a large, half-empty water tank around two hundred feet away, its translucent plastic grown stained with time, the smear of a smile where fluid had lapped within. ‘We found them near there.’ His face fell.


Alec checked his watch. 7.06 a.m.


The sun would soon rise.


They kept on, the silence drowned out by the buzzing of the flies and the distant hellos of scraggly sheep out there in the semi-darkness.


‘Jean’s moving out,’ the farmer said. ‘Did you know?’


‘Who?’


‘Jean . . . The lady who lives down the lane,’ the farmer said, frowning. ‘She’s moving out, selling up her farm.’


‘Oh yes, Jean . . .’ His voice drifted. ‘I saw the sign.’ Alec had driven past it on the way here, a farm twice the size of this one, its animals and land and people in far better condition. He had not known the name. He knew few out here. One more reminder that he did not belong, he supposed.


‘They’re selling up to live with family, so she says.’


‘I think I saw them in town a few times,’ Alec said. They were almost at the water tank, at the smile. ‘Were they the ones who made those wagon wheels? They’d mix sausage meat into a kind of – well, kind of cinnamon swirl, I suppose. It’s delicious. Did you ever try one?’


He swatted another fly away from his face.


‘No,’ the farmer said. ‘I’m a vegetarian.’


‘Really? My wife tried doing that a few years back, and—’


‘No,’ the farmer said, and the conversation died.


The world was still dark, even if only for a little while. The sun was almost free. The day had almost begun.
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Fifty feet away, the field gave way to freshly tilled brown soil, forming mounds everywhere on the uneven earth. Chalky rocks littered the plot in every direction. Each step in this place was as muddy and wet as the last.


Further still, a thin metal fence marked the edge of the land, clots of wool decorating the wire like fairy lights where the sheep had once tried to break through.


But there were no animals in sight now. There was nothing but detritus.


‘I don’t see what—’


‘There,’ the farmer interrupted. ‘In the ground.’


Alec looked down. For a moment, he saw nothing but dirt.


‘I don’t—’


Alec stopped talking, a breeze moving past them both. Something shook along the soil.


He removed his torch and stepped forward, pointing its light at the source. Just three feet away, almost the same colour as the mud itself, there lay a great mound of black hair, coiled in thick and silken spirals.


He moved closer and knelt down. He wiped his hands on his trouser legs, reached into his pockets, and pulled out a pair of latex gloves. He tried to pull them on in one smooth motion, but his fingers – clammy, damp from the walk – clung to the latex before he could get them fully in. He had to inch each one into place before he could touch those cold dark circles. He stared at them all the while.


He lifted some of the hair up, surprised by the weight of it, its coarseness. He held it higher and ran his fingers along the strands, gripping at intervals. Towards the base of the spiral, where the rest of the hair still lay upon the ground, he felt flesh and bone.


Alec put it back carefully. The sun continued to rise. There was something else.


It was black, almost like plastic in its sheen, a thin half-moon of dulled white at its rim. It looked past him.


There was an eye, a large sad eye in the earth.


Alec stepped back.


‘My daughter found them,’ the farmer said. ‘Shouldn’t even have been out . . .’


Alec shone his torch across the area. There were others – some close together, some alone. He walked until he was sure he had found the whole set. He paced back and forth, a hundred feet all around.


He counted sixteen submerged heads, all apart, all with only the barest strand of skin on display, all with a single eye left exposed to the sun. One of the heads had been dug up a little more than the others, revealing the neck, at least. It was unclear how much of the corpse remained beneath the surface.


There were footprints everywhere: his, the farmer’s, the daughter’s, no doubt. He hadn’t been told any of this . . . He hadn’t known . . .


‘Who could do this?’ the farmer croaked, blinking. ‘Who could make themselves—’


Alec looked up suddenly, acid rising in his throat. The sky was growing brighter, its red spreading like fire, the clouds shifting blue. Still the flies and crickets screamed across the reeds, though nothing crawled along those dead eyes. Nothing seemed to touch them.


There was a stone house half a mile away along the horizon.


‘Who lives over there?’ Alec asked.


‘No one.’


Alec stared at it a moment longer. It was a lonely-looking place.


‘Have you ever seen anything like this?’ he asked. ‘It’s—’


Grotesque.


Beautiful.


‘No. Have you?’


Alec shook his head, stepping back, staring once more at the hair. It was all tails, he could see that now.


‘That’s murder,’ the farmer said, his voice soft. ‘Just look at them. Look.’


It was in fact criminal damage, a mere property crime.


If you decide something isn’t human, you can do almost anything.


Alec looked at the house again, dark and cold in the distance.


‘Do you know anyone who might have a grudge against you? Anyone who might try and cause you harm?’


The farmer tried to smile. ‘Apart from my wife? No, no . . . I get along with folk. Always have.’ He paused. ‘What do I do?’


‘We need to get a vet in.’ Alec stood up. ‘We need to get post-mortems performed, if we can. I wouldn’t touch them until we know more—’


‘Can’t afford any of that,’ the farmer said.


‘You wouldn’t have to—’


‘And besides,’ the farmer interrupted. ‘Someone buried them, didn’t they? Horses don’t just get that way themselves.’


‘What about the mud? If this used to be wetland, maybe they . . . I don’t know, maybe they—’


‘No,’ the farmer said, firmly, without elaboration.


Alec paused, looking back down at the eyes. But for the lack of motion, they might have been alive.


He got his phone out to take some photographs of the scene. They would have to do until help came. ‘Try and keep your other animals away,’ Alec said. ‘If you can keep your other animals inside or—’


‘What about the owner?’ asked the farmer.


‘Of what?’


‘Them – these—’ The farmer gesticulated, wincing.


‘What?’ Alec glanced down at the heads and up again at this man. ‘Were you stabling them?’ He paused. ‘We’d need to contact the—’


‘NO,’ the farmer spat. ‘No – no – no—’


‘Hey, it’s OK,’ Alec said, stepping closer as the farmer turned away. ‘I’m sure it’s covered by your insurance.’


‘You don’t understand. I don’t keep horses – I’ve never kept horses. That’s what I tried to tell the girl on the phone—’


A fly landed on the rim of an eye.


‘I’ve never seen these horses before in my life.’









2.


A dead man sits in a room. His hands are tied behind his back; it’s why he hasn’t fallen. The air is full of dust and gas. There is something moving inside his stomach. His right eye is no longer there.


His hunger outlives him. His teeming gut, his microbiome aflame with bacteria and symbiotic juices, they carry on. All that life within him continues consuming and breathing until it can breathe no more. He digests himself.


It smells like rancid pork mixed with sugar. It smells like a nightmare of food. It smells like the worst thing in the world.


A dead man sits in a room, but he isn’t alone.


Two detectives watch as a sample is taken from the body. It isn’t from the victim, it isn’t even human.


Three white cat hairs, found in blood.


Cooper clutches her mask to her face, the stench unbelievable, but still she carries on. She won’t run to the window and vomit. She won’t give any of these smug pricks a reason to doubt her.


It is the first time Cooper has ever seen a dead body, but you wouldn’t think it.


She focuses on the cat hairs, and only the cat hairs.


She ignores everything else. It is no time to get emotional.


These cat hairs are going to solve the case. They’re going to ID a man no one could ID. They’re going to—


[image: image]


‘Why are we here?’ her therapist asked.


There was no clock in the small, fluorescent-lit white room. Cooper had a black smart watch on her left wrist, though. It needed charging once a day. It was bulky. It had a red trim. It was hard to use and it was far more trouble than it was worth.


The watch was not something Cooper could easily check the time on without being accused of fidgeting. The therapist used anything against her. She was relentless.


‘Why are we here, Cooper? I want to go back to why we’re here.’


Cooper narrowed her eyes.


‘You want me to express what I’m feeling?’ Cooper straightened up a little. ‘I’m expressing what I’m feeling.’


‘I want to go back to something you mentioned before. That “it was no time to get emotional”.’


‘I was at the scene of a murder,’ Cooper said, anger entering her voice. ‘It was the first time I’d ever been called out to one. What was I supposed to do? Cry?’


The therapist just stared back at her. She was not like Cooper’s previous therapist: that woman had been warm, filling out big green jumpers with smiles and echoes of whatever Cooper was feeling. There was sympathy, empathy, everything. This woman . . .


Her eyes were cold.


‘I was twenty-five. I took the hairs from the crime scene, I looked over the rest, and I made it five feet from the building before I poured my guts out into the grass.’ Cooper angled forward a bit. ‘I did a good job.’


‘Do you think you were prepared for it?’


‘Of course I was prepared. They wouldn’t have let me be there if I wasn’t prepared.’


‘You’re not a police officer. You’re not CSI. You’re—’


‘I was prepared,’ Cooper interrupted. ‘I’m quite a professional, actually.’


‘You’re a vet.’


Cooper looked away. There was silence for a time, so she raised her wrist and stared at her watch.


2.18 p.m.


2.19 p.m.


‘Those cat hairs we found on the victim’s leg – they were from a friend of the man’s brother-in-law. We found a small quantity in the sister’s house, we traced his associates, we found the friend. The evidence helped us to convict him of the murder.’ Cooper paused.


The therapist said nothing, and Cooper’s muscles tensed.


‘I still don’t think you understand exactly what I—’


‘Why did you focus on the smell? I’m curious about that.’


‘You ever smelt a dead body?’


The therapist shook her head.


‘Not much room to think about anything else.’ Cooper picked up her water bottle from her feet and drank a bit. ‘Part of us lives on after our death, all right, but it’s nothing like a soul or anything. It’s just our gut.’


‘You said we eat ourselves.’


‘We do. The bacteria inside us, they start breaking everything down.’


‘So it’s not us then, exactly.’


‘We’re sixty per cent water. There’s room in us for a lot of things.’


Cooper straightened herself and looked at her watch again. 2.23 p.m. The therapist was studying her notes.


‘Why did you become a vet?’ the woman asked.


Cooper looked at her.


‘Why did you make that choice?’


‘I wanted to help animals.’


‘Is that true?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is that all the truth?’


There was a pause.


‘If you wanted to help animals,’ the therapist said, ‘you’d be helping animals. What you do, it’s different than that, if I understand correctly.’


Cooper nodded.


‘So, why do you do it?’


‘Because I didn’t want to be polite for a living.’


‘To who do you not want to be polite?’


‘To whom.’


‘Cooper . . .’ The therapist sighed.


‘To everyone.’


‘Tell me what you mean.’


‘What I mean is, most people don’t think about the fact they’re going to die one day.’


‘Do you actually know what most people think?’


‘Yes,’ Cooper said. ‘So do you. It’s your job.’ She snorted. ‘You honestly think most people truly understand the nature of dying? You see it in their faces when you bring it up. “Oh, I’m not worried about death, it’s fine, as long as I don’t feel much pain then I won’t know I’m dead so what’s the problem?”’


‘What is the problem?’


‘The fact you won’t know,’ Cooper said. ‘The fact any of us won’t know, that “knowing” won’t even be a thing any more, that all of this we’re experiencing right now – every moment of my life – it will be as if it had never even happened. The end will just be absence.’


‘Others will live on,’ the therapist said.


‘Does it matter?’


There was silence for a time. Cooper did not look at her watch.


‘I went to vet school because I didn’t know what else I wanted to be.’


‘And now?’


‘Now I’m thirty-one and I haven’t practised on a live animal in years.’


‘How does that make you feel?’


‘It doesn’t make me feel anything.’


‘Do you have regrets?’


‘No. I . . .’


The therapist wrote something down. ‘Go on.’


‘I love what I do.’


The therapist put her pad down on the table. ‘The way you’re sitting – the way you just said that – it clearly bothered you to say you love your job. That’s interesting to me.’


‘I’m glad you’re having fun.’


‘Cooper . . .’


The light had faded a little outside.


‘I can’t work with you if you don’t work with me,’ the therapist said.


‘I don’t want to work with you. I’m only here because I have to be here.’


‘As you’ve said.’


‘As I’ve said.’


‘I thought you were worried about wasting your life, Cooper. It seems like you’re choosing to do so.’


‘It does seem like that, doesn’t it?’


The therapist tensed up, hesitating before she spoke again. ‘Tell me about—’


‘Did you know that a veterinary surgeon is four times more likely to kill themselves than the average person?’ Cooper paused. ‘It’s not a recent statistic either – we’ve been dying for years.’


‘Why do you think that is?’


‘We know how to end suffering.’


There was a long gap, then, where neither woman said a thing. Where both looked at the other, not entirely angry, not entirely civil. Where Cooper’s breath was faster than she’d like.


Finally, the therapist spoke.


‘Why are we here, Cooper?’ She paused. ‘I asked you twenty minutes ago – why are we here?’


‘I answered you.’


‘No . . . No, you didn’t. The real reason. Not stories you tell yourself. Not any of this . . .’


Cooper stared.


‘I need you to say it.’


‘Because the people I work with decided I wasn’t coping. Because they thought this would be a good fit for me. Because they don’t know me at all.’


The therapist sighed. ‘I’ll ask you again, and I want you to be honest this time.’


Cooper said nothing.


‘Why are we really here, Cooper?’


There was movement in the hallway. She looked at her watch. 2.38 p.m. Not much time to go.


She looked up, her eyes tired, her body still tense.


‘The horses,’ Cooper said. ‘We’re here because of the horses . . .’









 


 


 


The van moved through the night.


‘It’s happened again.’


They met no one on that road.


‘And it’s going to keep happening, isn’t it?’


The driver did not answer.


‘Tell me.’


Ahead, there were fireworks in the sky.


‘Would you rather be careless or cruel?’









PART ONE:


ILMARSH









Day One









CHAPTER ONE


‘Legs, eleven,’ the voice called. ‘Does anyone have legs, eleven?’


No answer came.


Seagulls perched on top of paint-flaked facades and black iron lamp-posts. Neon logos screamed ST GEORGE’S CHARCOAL GRILL, TROPICAL CAFE, CAESAR’S PALACE. Empty amusement arcades blared waka waka waka chiptune and flashing lights. It was all for no one, no one at all.


The sky was grey. Waves lapped against the shore.


In twenty-four days, two torsos would be discovered upon the sand.
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A couple of hours after the horse heads were found, a man leant against the side of his caravan with a cigarette in his right hand, a stained cotton vest stuck to his thin, freckly body.


The morning bingo had woken Michael up – it did so every couple of days at this time. The repetition, the questions, the sheer suicide-inducing tedium of the announcer’s voice, all of it was more effective than any alarm. It drilled into his skull. The day was cold and the air smelt of ash.


He dropped his cigarette down onto the cement and flattened it with his foot, exhaling deeply and then coughing.


‘Queen Bee. Under the tree. Lucky three.’


He went inside the caravan for a few minutes and emerged dressed for his work: the same vest, but with a checked shirt over it, a faded, thick blue-black. He locked the door and walked onward, putting as much distance between himself and the bingo as possible.


He’d left Annie at Joe’s Tyres, had given the eponymous Joe some money each day to make sure she was OK.


It wouldn’t bother Joe, of course, but a favour was a favour.


His friend had a whole patch of land right outside his garage, you see, beneath the looming towers all around; it was just perfect, far better than tethering Annie to the caravan like he’d used to do. And truth be told, the customers kind of liked it. Joe too. Trotting around as they waited for their cars to be repaired. Coming to the fence for treats.


There was something about a horse.


People loved her, and they loved Michael for the access he granted. Business wasn’t that busy this time of year, but they still got the odd kid wanting to travel along the beachfront in their little carriage. Teenagers used the horse, too – some of them would pre-book a ride at night, an Annie-drawn date in the dark. It was the highlight of their young lives, everything else surely a disappointment.


In the summer, well, his business did gangbusters. They were a team.


He’d take Annie out every morning before work, even when there would be no work. He’d sit with his horse by the sea as she grazed on grass nearby. He’d let her sun herself while he read his paper, sometimes even a book. He’d go out there for the same reason the empty arcades opened their doors, the same reason a bingo hall played to a crowd of six.


He reached Joe’s Tyres and let himself round the back gate.


‘Annie,’ he croaked, too quiet at first. His throat was a bit raw from the night before. ‘Annie!’ he said, cheerful, slightly louder.


He rubbed his tired eyes. There was no answer.


He walked out into the field, taking a wide berth. It wasn’t a large plot, but there were trees everywhere and backs of buildings she could have gone around, grey bleached hotels that had shut down years ago, strips of coloured cladding to revitalize them for a new purpose. Some of them had started to take in the dispossessed and the vulnerable, all shunted here from other towns. Housing was cheap. 


This field was in their shadow, just a few minutes’ walk from the sea. Perhaps it had been a garden, once. The fences were cast iron, black, ornate. He kept going.


He walked the length of the field. A car passed with a distant hum, followed by another.


‘Annie?’


Nothing. He couldn’t see her anywhere.
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All your old favourites. ICE CREAM, TEN FLAVOURS.


PAPA TEA.


SHOE & KEY REPAIR. WHILE YOU WAIT.


AMERICAN CHIP SALON (they had forgotten the extra O, and the name had stuck).


MILITARY SURPLUS, with an angry man reading an angry newspaper, glaring up at all those who dared walk past.


All around lay litter from the night before. Cigarette butts. Receipts. Gum. Thin wooden skewers, stained with chip oil. Sparklers, set aflame then discarded.


Motor scooters ambled along through the square, coalescing together, moving apart, the haggard, swollen faces of the riders pointing towards the ground. These men had once stood on oil rigs as the black seas had raged below, or had once brought back thousands of tons of fish a year. They had smiled at the boys and girls on the beach, all the businesses booming, their arms thick, their hearts strong and glad.


They kept their faces down, now. They barely spoke to each other. Half of them could not remember who they were, not really.


Seagulls swooped from roof to roof. Middle-aged couples sat on benches, mostly silent. The air smelt of dust, salt, skin, tobacco.


Beyond the anonymous, crackling buildings that encircled Market Square, a song played from tinny speakers. When music is that far off, when it thuds from the innards of some shitty pub, you can’t make out the words any more.


‘Czy Alexey wciąż leży w łóżku?’ a woman asked, shopping bags at her feet, her phone pressed against her cheek. ‘Powiedz mu, żeby wstał z łóżka. Musi iść do szkoły.’


Her conversation was quiet, but others noticed. Most didn’t look. One old woman did. It bothered her.


‘OK, ja ciebie też kocham. Zrobię później klopsiki, dobrze?’


The Polish woman put the phone back in her pocket and briefly caught the gaze of the old stranger. She took her shopping bags and went over to TEA SARAH COFFEE (ROLLS).


‘Milk, two sugars,’ the Polish woman said, her English barely accented. She smiled as she took her tea, nodding in thanks. She picked up her shopping bags and left.


When she was gone, the old woman murmured to her partner, pained. They talked about votes.


The day continued. People came and went.


At 12.02 p.m., a police car came through the square, stopping at the corner of the car park. This was not that unusual. It would be unusual if you saw one in the night. They left the town to itself in the night.


One of the policemen got out – it was the handsome older one; George, the old woman thought his name was – and he went over to the market tents. He disappeared for a bit. The metal letters above the arch – ILMARSH MARKET – they were grimy, they only shone when the sun was properly out.


Minutes later, George emerged and got back into his car. He drove off.


Over the next hour, people started talking.


The old woman knew something was different – people were gesturing to each other. She saw two motor scooters stopped, their owners deep in conversation.


Something had happened.


She said as much to her friend. ‘Something has happened, Derrick.’


Her friend just nodded. It was unclear what he was thinking about.


She turned her head, twisting her body in awkward, dramatic motions that had come to her with age. She looked a little scared, a little delighted. ‘Something has happened,’ she repeated.
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Rain had been forecast for the day before, but it had never come.


It came now.


They hammered nails into tents around the horse heads, dividing them into three roughly distinct sites. They left their police cars closer this time.


Sixteen horses, Alec had said. And the tails – they’re all cut off . . . They’re in a pile . . .


The way the tails clung together, slightly wet within the growing rain. The way the eyes, even now, even after wind, still watched from the ground. And the spacing . . . the almost-but-not-quite circles they formed . . . it did not feel like a crime scene.


It felt like a wish.


No uniformed officers had been available that morning. Alec shouldn’t have been. He was a detective sergeant. He was CID. He was meant for more than this.


He had been having trouble sleeping.


Alec got on the phone as the head vet drove off.


The man had given him a name and a number, a referral for a specialist just a few hours away. Someone with forensic experience, apparently.


‘Might be worth it,’ Alec said to his superior. They’d only need her for a little while.


Earlier that day Alec had been laughed at for suggesting they plaster-cast the footprints found at the scene (‘You want some luminol with that, Poirot? How about we get COBRA on the phone and—’). Now, now the situation was different.


All these people, phoning into the station. Not just the owners of horses.


Something had happened. Something was happening. The day was cold and the wind blew and the rain was pouring.


‘OK,’ the inspector said, staring at a photo of the crime scene. Harry held the dark images in his hands, saw the captured tails up close, the clotted blood. He saw the white bone. ‘OK . . . I’ll make a call.’









CHAPTER TWO


The journey took a few hours, enough for the specialist to feel queasy without travel sickness pills. Trains weren’t normally too bad, and driving herself, that was fine, but the carriages heaved at slight angles along the rails. Her body, her mind – they lost their balance. The world sank into nausea.


Her bags, full of her tools and instruments, rested on the racks nearby. She had a plastic cup of red wine in front of her, abandoned for a while now. It had stained her lips just a little. She had tried watching a movie in the muddle of all these people, but surrendered quickly, staring out instead at the smear of the passing world. The carriage spat itself out at various stations, until there were only thirty minutes left, until Ilmarsh.


She’d read about it online.


It had been a pleasure town, once. All lettered rock and candy floss by the sea.


A place to escape. A place to drink clean air, to recede from the grind of daily work.


She closed her eyes in a light doze, the table finally hers, folding her coat so she could wedge it into a pillow against the glass.


She drifted. Down the carriage, a door opened and closed. People shuffled in with their bags. A stranger laughed at something on their phone. Another stranger talked softly. The minutes passed. She woke.


They had come to their final destination. Sixty miles had passed in a dream.


When she gathered her bags and stepped onto the platform, there was no one else around. From the look of the announcement board, trains only arrived every couple of hours. There were posters for films that had come out over a year ago. Old advertisements with faded colours. You could see the soul of an area in how hard it was sold to. How it was rated. How much there was to spare. 


There were no barriers or guards, no one at all. Just a platform, a shuttered waiting room, and a small island of red and blue flowers out on the street.


Her cab arrived a few minutes later. The driver was polite enough, quiet, didn’t want to talk, which was fine.


They reached their destination, much closer to the sea now, though still no water was visible. 


She’d been given the address by the police.


There were trees in a field outside. Oaks. Dark, unwashed hotels loomed against everything, their original white stucco muddied with the grey of a hundred years, a small splash of colour on each. The car-hire building itself was low and red in this strange road, JOE’S TYRES emblazoned on the front.


She went inside. The place smelt of ash and cigarette smoke. Car air fresheners stood in a rack next to the counter. A teenage boy sat behind it all, shuffling through a pile of keys.


‘You Joe?’ she asked.


He looked up, vaguely confused. ‘What?’


‘Are you Joe?’


‘Why would I be Joe?’


She frowned. ‘The sign outside.’


‘What sign?’


‘The sign, outside the—’ She sighed, scowling before trying to turn it into a smile. ‘You know what? Doesn’t matter. I’m here to pick up a car.’


‘What sort of car are you looking for?’


‘A rental. It’s been booked for me – it’s—’


‘By who?’ He stopped sorting.


‘The local police.’


‘What happened at the farm,’ the teenager said.


She didn’t nod, didn’t shake her head. She just waited.


‘Name?’


‘Cooper Allen.’


He handed her the keys. ‘Four days,’ he said.
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It was already dark by the time she reached her hotel. Fairy lights dangled from the street lamps along the seafront, COATES INN painted in old letters upon the building’s side.


It was raining, but Cooper didn’t bother pulling up her hood for the short walk. She smoothed her dark hair as she went through the front door, a little fleck of moisture remaining on her fingers, staining the dirty glass as she pushed it.


Inside, the reception was shuttered.


A sign was taped to the wall. ANYONE FOUND TO BE DEALING DRUGS WILL BE REMOVED FROM THE PREMISES.


Fine. No drug dealing. OK.


A fish bowl bubbled in the yellow light. No one seemed to be around. A restaurant adjoined the main hall, but it was either under renovation or else abandoned, sofas piled up as if in the aftermath of some long-forgotten raid. Dirty mattresses leant against the back wall.


‘Can I help you?’


Cooper turned to see an old balding man. She gave her information and got her key. He wanted to photocopy her passport, but it wasn’t necessary, not if you were from the UK, and she had to argue with him about it, get the proof up on her phone.


‘Have you just been copying people’s passports this whole time?’


‘No,’ he mumbled, and seemed eager to go away.


Hm.


He left, and Cooper went to find her room. The elevator was one of those old pull-shut ones. There were warnings everywhere not to put too many people inside. Not that this was a problem. When she arrived at her floor, there were no signs of anyone else, but that was the twilight of any place like this, busy or not, an emptiness of strangers. The kind of solitude that bothered her more than being watched. She needed people, even if she didn’t need to talk to them.


She didn’t bother unpacking her clothes, having brought just enough for the four days for which she had been booked. She dumped her toiletries near the sink in the shower room. In her backpack she had a few bottles of water, a can of lemonade, some gum. She took off her purple coat, her green top, her blue jeans, her black watch with the red trim. She stepped through and tested the pressure. She left the door to the bedroom open a little as she washed.


She was done in five minutes. She found a hairdryer under the bed. She didn’t like how long her hair had grown, and hated it falling in front of her face. She only wore it loose if she felt some special occasion demanded it.


She’d had no real special occasions, at least recently.


She pulled on a red sweater and the same jeans she’d already been wearing.


She went to the window and parted the curtains. The world outside was all as it had been before.


The sea throbbed in the silence past the thin windows. If people grew noisy out there at night, she wouldn’t sleep through it. She remained there for a few moments, crossing her arms. She could see her own reflection in the night, like anyone looking out in the dark. It made everything more than it was. It seemed to infect her. Dark hair, dark eyes, almost sunken in the distortion.


She turned the main light off. She could see better. It was calmer now.


Out in the distant waters, there was a blinking. Flashing. A boat signalling, maybe. She didn’t know much about that kind of thing.


Mass horse mutilations, though – that was another matter entirely.


When he’d called her, the inspector had wanted to know if she’d seen anything like this before. If there was much precedent, if they were looking at the work of a madman or something else.


Revenge could be a motive, but from Cooper’s understanding, the horses had belonged to disparate owners without much of a sense of relationship or community.


Sometimes these kinds of killings were used as a smokescreen for other motives, staging crimes in such a way that the authorities would focus on their gruesome nature at the expense of more mundane possibilities.


‘Like what?’ the inspector had asked, his voice crackling in the bad signal.


Like insurance fraud.


It was an easier kind of madness, at least superficially. Throughout the seventies, eighties and nineties, a hundred horses had been killed across the USA, taking an eventual human murder, and so the involvement of the FBI, to bring the insurance scam to an end.


The inspector had said they’d look into Ilmarsh’s horse owners. He’d said the team was looking forward to working with her.


Alone now, watching the emptiness of this night and this sea, Cooper’s sickness began to ease once more.


She needed a drink. She needed to find something to eat. She took her key and left, locking the room behind her.









CHAPTER THREE


There had been only a few reports the day before. A car’s windows had been smashed near the market. A fight had broken out in a pub after closing time. There had been calls about shouts and crashes from a home with three young children and angry parents. When asked, they had said everything was fine.


The old hotels had been silent.


Homeless people were tidied away from the park and barred re-entry.


Trucks had arrived. Wooden pallets, laden with food and drink.


The town told this story to those who asked.
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On the nearest Saturday to 5 November itself, the people of Ilmarsh would set off fireworks in King’s Park further down the shore, the whole beachfront buzzing with people, with sparklers, with glow-sticks. Every cafe and every shop and every pub would come alive once more. This year, 7 November.


It was Bonfire Night.


At 3.05 a.m., the owner of Well Farm had set out west in a van containing thirty sheep. The farmer would arrive at the livestock market shortly before six. He would not return until early evening, most likely exhausted from the day’s driving and lifting and wrangling. He would be seen unloading sheep by those passers-by who knew him, those on their way to the show. One would mention that a sheep was loose on the road a little further down, but this was nothing strange, not for them.
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In town, the people had walked to the park.


Some had paid five pounds to enter and received a short programme for their trouble. Others had stood outside, content with an unsanctioned view.


There had been hot-dog stands, candy floss, light-up games, even a cart dragging along representatives of the county’s radio station. Some years they had music, big classical theme tunes from films and television, all echoing out over the big speakers as fireworks took off through the sky.


Later, they would set fire to a giant effigy of a man who had once tried to blow up parliament.
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Everyone had then started to go home. Some went to pubs.


And that was that.


Few could remember anything else but that which had felt normal. Vans had moved throughout the evening, dismantling the celebration, bringing supplies and people home. One more would not have been remarked upon. There was such noise, such light. The owners of the horses had been far enough away that their animals’ abduction could have gone unnoticed, absorbed into waves of cheers, of fire.


Many of the horses had been dosed with sedatives. As the police would soon discover, their owners had requested this themselves. They might panic, otherwise, they might quiver at each burst of light through the sky, each roar of distant thunder.


They were made sleepy, docile.


They would not have felt afraid, not at first.
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Just as Alec finished up at the farm, the sky electric dark, thick grey rain seeping through his only coat, a call came from the station. An old man was waiting to speak with him – he claimed to have seen the whole thing, to have been there the night of the deaths. A vagrant, sleeping on the edge of the farm, seeking refuge within a stone ruin. No fixed abode. No electoral registration. No friends. No connection to anyone beyond his walking into a police station and sharing a story about animals and torchlight.


‘Do you think he was actually there?’


‘I don’t know,’ the inspector said. ‘Ask him yourself.’ The call ended.


So Alec went, driving to the centre of town, his trousers squelching in his seat. The police station had long since been merged with the town’s library, much of the county’s budget spent on electronic helpdesks in place of a normal reception or waiting area. The library – itself almost empty and ransacked since the merger – had a lift round the back in the loading bay, but they only used that when they had to. The security system was a pain. The entrance to the station was around the side of the building, up a zigzag of metal stairs.


A dozen cameras watched Alec as he rose up, holding firmly on to the rusted rails, the old metal slick with rain.


Alec held his pass to the electric pad. The light went green and the door buzzed open.


From his glass office, the inspector waved, then pointed over to the end of the room. Alec grumbled and went straight to the interview room. Not even a fucking hello, let alone a debrief.


The hermit was inside as promised. He had a can of cola on the table in front of him. It was unopened. The whole interview, it remained unopened. Both of them sat there, wet with rain.


‘Do you want a towel?’


‘What?’ The hermit raised an eyebrow.


‘I’m going to get towels.’


Alec left and could only find stacks of blue paper towels in the bathrooms. Blue like a bedroom wall of painted clouds. A nice blue. He brought a wad back.


Both men patted their hair with it, their clothes.


The hermit told him his story.









CHAPTER FOUR


The Witness


They’d carve out vast fields of conifers, tall and thick and green and beautiful, even at night. They’d be glad of it. They’d leave them long enough to establish ecosystems, to become a part of the land in the eyes of all those who passed along the road, who lived and made their homes here. Then they’d cull it all, selling the wood for paper. The beauty was in death, in brevity. They’d move on.


These charnel fields ran amongst the farms and the forests, the river and the ponds. There was water, there were trees, and there were places the conifers had once stood, side by side in the endless flatness, this place without curvature or motion.


The hermit knew the whistle of the air, the cries of birds you’d hear in land like this. He knew each sound, though he didn’t know the names of the actual species. He’d planned to use the library computer, whenever he went to town again. See if there was an answer there. He’d remember them all. He wanted to, truly he did. He’d do his best. He had his card, worn and faded though it was.


A few hours before the horses were killed, he’d walked among the trees, the sun low, mostly hidden behind a carpet of clouds. There were leaves everywhere, crumpled, desiccated. Each step crumpled more. It was satisfying. It calmed him. He looked up and around as he went. They were mostly skeletons around this place, though there were animals, still, squirrels and hedgehogs, badgers even. He’d heard stories of wild boar closer to town.


He’d found a life where living was the only purpose. He’d left everyone he had ever loved, ever cared about. He had found peace.


At the lake, half an hour past the treeline, near the rusted burned-out wreck of a car, he washed.


He dried himself with a rag from his bag, metal pans and cups clanking as he pulled it out. He’d make some coffee when he got back. He looked at the sky, wondering what day it was.


He got dressed and doubled back to the woods. He needed to gather kindling. Half-dry moss, peeled from the tree trunks. Sticks and wood both short and not so short. A few inches, thin for the beginning. Longer and thicker for the flame proper, to lay on it afterwards. It was the water that kept it going, the impurities and imperfections. He gathered what he needed and left. The day was growing darker.


By nightfall, he had fire. He fashioned the moss and the twigs – the small ones, the thin ones – all into a ball, cupping his hands round them and forging a shallow well with his fingers. He lit his match and sparked the fire in the centre of the ball, blowing into the orb, giving his own air to help the flame spread. He started it outside the little stone house he’d called home these past few nights, stacking the longer sticks in cross-hatch around the kindling. It kept him warm and gave him light for his book. He heated his beans in a can above it. He heated coffee. He’d killed a bird the day before, had stripped it of its feathers and meat. It had a tag attached to its leg.


Fireworks burst in the darkness, far away.


A small whistle, a stuttered ‘pop’ of stars in the long black. The rockets had been going off for weeks, though tonight was worse. He wasn’t sure when the fifth was, when the bonfire and fireworks would be. Imagine an effigy of yourself being burned alive for hundreds of years. He did not want to imagine or see.


He closed the book covers and let his fire die. He went into the stone house and lit his candle. His blankets and bedding were still stretched out from the night before. They were enough to keep him warm. This place was a small ruin; it had holes in the ceiling and flooded when it rained. It was not large. He had worked out the best place to sleep. It was close to the woods and the lake. He had been left alone here. He’d stay, if he could.


He’d seen the farmer a few times, the one who lived adjacent. WELL FARM. Most people didn’t know why it was called that. A good name for a farm. Hopeful, they thought. But it was nothing to do with goodness. There was a water-well in the woods, on land that had once been a part of this place.


So people thought ‘Well Farm’ was a nice name.


He hadn’t spoken to the farmer, he’d just seen him and tried not to be seen, in case the man laid claim to this land, or knew who might. He’d watched him in his fields, spraying nettles. He’d watched him walking a dog. Something about the farmer seemed lonely.


Like a prisoner.


The hermit went to sleep.
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He was awoken before light.


It was still dark. The candle wax had set, though. He relit it. Something was outside.


He heard the running of an engine, a car or a small truck, over almost as soon as it had begun. But the hermit saw nothing when he looked out through the window. The noise had come from the farm, or closer to it. There was nothing, until there was something. It made him breathe.


A torch. Two torches.


They danced in the dark, further down the fields. They moved back and forth, until they rested against the ground, illuminating vast horizontals.


The hermit pulled his coat around him and left the stone house. He wanted to see.


There were hands in that earth, patting down soil around lifeless shapes.


The strangers moved back and forth.


One of them was crying.
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The hermit left the next morning, gathering his things before first light. Before the policeman arrived at the farm. Before the eyes in the earth. Before all of it began.
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‘I came back,’ he told Alec, shaking. ‘I came back. I – I didn’t want to be alone, not after that. I wanted to get new books. I wanted to – I wanted to be with people. And I heard what had happened . . . I heard what they did.’


Alec stared at him from across the table, piles of blue paper towels all around them.


‘Did I help?’ the hermit asked, staring back.


Alec asked the man if he could identify the people who had done this. If he had seen their faces, if he knew their gender, or any identifiable characteristic at all.


‘They – they were crying. One of them was crying,’ the man said.


Of all else, he was not sure.


He was sorry. He—


‘You’ve been helpful,’ Alec said, trying to smile. ‘Of course you’ve been helpful.’


This made the hermit beam and nod his head, his tired eyes glistening.


He had nowhere to go that night.


Alec helped him down the metal stairs.


He never saw the man again.
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