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  From the Kidbury Echo, page 8:


  ROYAL DISASTER: FLORIST SPEAKS OUT


  A Castle Kidbury man has defended himself against claims that he caused the collapse of the Duchess of Tewkesbury during a ceremony to unveil the town’s refurbished market cross. Denis Heap (pictured left), 48, of The Buttonhole Florist on Fore Street, supplied the bouquet presented to Her Grace by local tot Beyonce Clark, 7.


  Shortly afterwards, the Duchess fainted, and was taken to Richleigh General Hospital where she made a full recovery.


  The bouquet was later found to be sprayed with a banned pesticide. Mr Heap told our reporter that he bought the roses and dahlias ‘in good faith’, adding that he ‘can’t be held responsible for whatever s**t they spray on them at the wholesalers’.







  PROLOGUE
 I AM FROM SLOVAKIA


  Sunday 1 November


  Monika Markova chewed gum as Henry led her across the pock-marked carpet of the Jolly Cook. Monika always chewed. She chewed at work. She chewed at the cinema. She probably chewed in her sleep.


  Henry wheezed; the vacuum cleaner had seen much but this floor was particularly grotty.


  ‘You moaning, Mister Henry? I should moan!’ She squeezed her earphones in. ‘English children so messy.’


  For months Ms Markova and Henry the vacuum cleaner had braved the dark British mornings together. They were warriors, their battleground the Yonder Street branch of a chain of nondescript diners.


  Halloween ephemera told a tale of the day before. Tissue-paper skeletons slumped over the counter. Garish in the striplighting, orange balloons shrivelled. The contrast between the dark huddled shapes of the trees beyond the wide windows and the leering pumpkin faces in the bright interior might have spooked a lesser soul.


  Monika was not easily spooked. Henry continued to grumble as Monika lost herself in the language lesson hissing though her earphones.


  ‘Good morning. I wish to book a rail ticket,’ she repeated mechanically. ‘Is this the train for London?’


  A balloon was unceremoniously popped with a shellac nail, and Henry devoured party string along with squashed chips and stray peas.


  ‘I'm fine, thank you. I’m not fine. Send help,’ she said.


  Henry took her to the party section. This was where the war zone began in earnest. She could pass off a less than perfectly cleaned carpet to her boss with a shrugged, “carpet old, already dirty”. But a tiled floor . . . that needed hoovering and mopping. No fooling around.


  ‘I am here for business. No, I do not require a wake-up call.’


  Swirls of dried gravy encrusted the tiles. It was greyish stuff. Monika wrinkled her nose. ‘Watch out, Henry. Funny smell here.’


  She toggled a switch. Another fluorescent tube flickered on.


  The PVC tablecloths were easy to wipe down. The menus were laminated. ‘I have an aunt but no uncle,’ said Monika as she wiped everything she could reach with a jaded cloth.


  Henry sucked up onion rings like a connoisseur.


  ‘I would like soup of the day and a glass of white wine.’ She made a start on the rear seating area, favoured by scowling teenagers. Black tinsel lay like snakes across the tables, glittering and sinister. ‘Is this dish gluten-free?’


  Henry coughed.


  ‘What's wrong, Henry?’ Monika checked the end of her companion’s hose. ‘Aw no. Gravy messed you up good.’


  Monika wiped the nozzle free of sticky goo. This was the source of the odour. It reminded her of kidney. And liver.


  ‘Be careful,’ warned the young woman, as Henry quested on.


  They made their way to the fire exit. ‘This is where bad kids smoke, Henry.’ Monika knelt to pick up the cigarette ends scattered by the glass door. With a gurn of distaste, she dropped them in a bin liner and slapped her palms. English phrases droned on in her ear.


  ‘Which way is the nearest ATM?’ Monika was proud of her linguistic skills. She spoke Hungarian, Ukrainian and a little Polish. Good English would be a bonus when she returned home to complete her nurse’s training.


  A crunch underfoot. Glass? Halloween at the Jolly Cook had really got out of hand. She turned to fetch her dustpan.


  He was staring right at her.


  His hands were palm down on the plastic tabletop. His ripped shirt was drenched in the same dark gravy Henry had choked on. Wisps of flesh dangled from a gaping hole, a nonsensical void in his middle. A thick dark sludge radiated from his chair.


  As if enchanted, Monika stood very still. Then she began to inch towards the figure, staring at his hands so neatly nailed to the table. The fingers, spread apart, were caked in blood, yet the Formica beneath them was spotless. A cleaned plate had been pushed away, the knife and fork neatly crossed.


  Monika prodded the man.


  It was the movement that made her finally back away, stumbling over her own feet. The man wobbled, then sat still again.


  His head slumped forward. His eyes were fixed on his last meal. His mouth was slack as if letting out a belated scream.


  Between his bloodied hands lay a cherry red lollipop.




  


  CHAPTER 1
 FOREVER IS A LIE


  Still Sunday 1 November


  It had once been a rose garden. Now it was a vegetable patch. Nothing lasts, even beauty.


  Especially beauty, thought Jess, standing amongst the November crop of kale and potatoes.


  Around the sundial, last vestige of the ex-rose garden’s elegance, stood nine people. Ten if you counted the dog, and Jess always counted the dog. This memorial had been Jess’s idea; now that it was happening, she wasn’t so sure about it. For one thing, she had misjudged the weather. She should have worn a thicker jacket. She was all in black, but not out of respect for the deceased; Jess always wore black.


  Moose ambled to her side. Sat. Like the good boy he was. He had no idea what was going on, wasn’t listening to His Honour Judge James Castle QC’s speech, because the Judge wasn’t saying ‘dinner’ or ‘walkies’.


  The Judge was talking about his late wife. Harriet was, according to his typed notes, an assemblage of feminine virtues. Until eighteen months ago she had cooked, she had soothed, she had made a comfortable home for her family. He namechecked them, diligently.


  ‘Jess, our daughter, and our son Stephen. Harriet welcomed into the fold Stephen’s wife, Susannah, and in time the twins, Ann and Baydrian.’


  The children looked up at the mention of their names. Baydrian even removed his finger from his nostril.


  Say you miss her, Dad, thought Jess.


  Fidgeting among the brassicas, she knew he wouldn’t. The Castles of Castle Kidbury were not touchy-feely.


  ‘Harriet,’ said the Judge, as if toasting her.


  ‘Harriet.’ The others echoed him sombrely.


  Sombre didn’t suit Mary, but sometimes the Irish in her took charge, and nudged her into Mass mode, despite her aversion to churches. She was in khaki. As usual.


  Rupert, next to her, was in an impeccable suit and the kind of coat they sell in Mayfair. As usual. Both stared at the ground. They had known Jess’s mother, but they knew her daughter better. They were here for Jess. The best friend and the, well, whatever Rupert was.


  Jess, unlike the rest of the congregation, was looking up, searching for something in a moody November sky packed with glowering clouds.


  A memory assailed her. Took her whole, as it always did whenever it landed.


  She was tiny, a dot, maybe three years old.


  I’m near the ground, a child’s-eye view.


  Beneath her bottom, a rug. Stylised blue flowers on a lush golden background. It was still around, that carpet. Still in her father’s study.


  Jess gave herself over to the bodily sensations. The little Jess leaned back against the Judge’s legs as he sat in his chair. He took no notice of her. They didn’t talk. No need. She was understood and accepted. Safe.


  ‘Jess!’ Her name, hissed, jolted her back to the ex-rose garden. ‘Music, you eejit!’ Mary was amused. As usual.


  ‘Shit. Sorry.’


  As Jess leaned down to the Dansette record player salvaged from her childhood, she knew that her use of the S-word at Harriet’s memorial was another black mark in the ledger her father kept so fastidiously. Things had changed between them since she had leaned back trustingly on him as a child.


  The record played slightly slowly. But then, when Harriet had sung it to Jess at bedtime, she had sung it slightly off-key.


  ‘Wooden Heart’ leaked into the frigid air.


  Elvis. Cabbages. Moose licking her hand. Jess tried to give up some part of herself to the ritual. The part that grieved hard for her mother.


  The others haven’t noticed the date.


  All Hallows Day. The day after Halloween. Tomorrow, she would lecture her students on Halloween’s pagan significance.


  She would write its older, sacred name on the whiteboard. Samhain. After a brief aside on its pronunciation – ‘Sow-en, with the ow like cow’ – she’d talk about the dead. About how, during Samhain, the veil between the living and the dead is at its thinnest. A night to honour the departed. And to take your leave of them.


  Goodbyes are hard, and Jess was especially bad at them.


  When Elvis stopped singing, Jess turned to say something – anything; she needed to hear her own voice – but she was alone. Another look at the sky told Jess it was keen to let go of its rain. It didn’t feel like the same sky she’d lain under with Rupert just four months ago. That sky had boasted twinkling constellations; it was lush with promise.


  That June evening, moonbathing in the centre of Kidbury Henge, things had seemed quite different. Rupert had seemed different.


  I told him I was staying here, and he was pleased.


  That was then and this was very much now.


  The knot of people straggled back across the soggy lawn, awkward in the way of mourners. Half smiling. Saying mundane things about Harriet.


  The Judge was at the fore. Upright, spare, with a hawkish nose. Retired now, but perhaps you can’t retire from being a judge, not really. Behind him zigzagged his grandchildren, and his housekeeper, Bogna, who overtook him and leapt up the steps to the terrace.


  Made of solid stuff, Bogna had the peasant energy that laughs in the face of war, famine, or a direct order from her employer. She disappeared into the old orangery that spanned the back of Harebell House.


  Even in grim weather, the house was splendid. A tourist’s wet dream of pale stone and orderly windows, it had the simplicity of a child’s drawing and the strict elegance of its Georgian architects. Such buildings abound in the West Country; unflappable, perfect.


  Jess tailed the others, managing to feel alone despite being surrounded by the dramatis personae of her life. The memorial was for her benefit. An attempt to absolve her for the sin of staying away from the actual funeral. She had only come home to Castle Kidbury when she’d had no other option. When she had screwed up her plum lecturing position and detonated her emotional bridges.


  The day was dying on its feet, the woods inching nearer as they became more and more indistinct, but the kitchen was bright. The mourners fell on the food laid out on a clean white cloth. It wasn’t what Harriet would have supplied, but it was wholesome and devilishly tasty.


  ‘Wonderful spread, Bogna,’ said the Judge.


  He had never complimented Harriet’s cooking. But then, Harriet hadn’t had the fearsome lady-balls of Bogna. Her reign as housekeeper had begun during Jess’s absence. Her word was law. Her cooking was Polish. Her outlook was Soviet.


  ‘Where’s Rupert?’ Jess cast about for the familiar dark quiffy fringe, always head and shoulders above the fray. She liked to anchor herself by knowing where he was in a room. Even thumbscrews would not drag this admission out of her, but it was true.


  ‘He's gone,’ said Mary.


  ‘Gone where?’ Jess felt vaguely hurt. ‘He didn’t say goodbye.’


  ‘Train to catch.’ Mary, dressed like a mercenary, ate with quiet efficiency; she was a big fan of buffets, yet her spry figure never changed. Taekwondo kept her metabolism tickety boo. All the sex helped.


  ‘A train? Where?’ Jess was put out. As if Rupert couldn’t travel on a train without a signed note from her.


  ‘Edinburgh, of course.’ Mary beat Bogna to the last slice of quiche.


  ‘Why of course?’ Rupert never left Castle Kidbury; it seemed positively eccentric for him to suddenly travel four hundred miles. ‘Oh, hang on, yeah.’ Jess recalled, dimly, a conversation she had half listened to. ‘Some work thing, a meeting.’


  Mary gave Jess a curious look. ‘I think,’ she said, ‘it’s a bit more than that.’


  ‘Oh, so now you look for Rupert, isn’t it.’ Bogna waggled her head, her accent redolent of her homeland. ‘You treat that man like phone.’ To illustrate, Bogna waggled her own, much mocked, elderly Nokia. ‘Pick him up. Push buttons. Cut him off.’


  ‘The scary lady has a point,’ said Mary.


  Ann and Baydrian were underfoot. Jess stepped over them. Her niece and nephew seemed to have been six years old for a long time; possibly the twins would stay three feet high and evil forever. They had somehow emerged from the loins of Susannah, who was equal parts sweetness, light and anxiety. She bore down on Jess now, full of concern.


  ‘It brought it all back. Poor Harriet. How are you doing?’


  ‘I'm fine.’ Jess wouldn’t admit otherwise to Susannah, but it was nice to be asked. ‘And you?’


  ‘Well, you know . . .’


  Jess didn’t know but suspected she should; that old habit of not listening. ‘Yeah, well,’ she said, noting that Susannah was looking at her husband, Stephen, as she spoke. ‘Men!’ she said, hoping that would fit the bill. Back in the summer, Susannah had got her knickers in a twist about Stephen’s ‘suspicious’ behaviour. As Jess’s brother was the straightest, dullest man Jess had ever known, Jess didn’t take it too seriously.


  ‘He was out late last night again.’ Susannah was scandalised. ‘Said he was working.’


  ‘He does work hard, Suze.’


  ‘Talking of men, where’d your boyfriend get to?’


  ‘Rupert’s not my boyfriend, Susannah,’ said Jess.


  ‘Not your official boyfriend.’ Susannah was very free with her air quotes.


  ‘No, just not my boyfriend.’


  ‘Daddy-in-law!’ After ten years, Susannah had yet to notice that the Judge hated being called that. ‘Naughty naughty. Look, Bogna, he’s on his third slice of pie!’


  ‘Jimmy is big boy now,’ said Bogna. ‘If he wants to kill self with carbs is his business.’


  ‘How’s Urich?’ asked Jess. She had a love/hate relationship with Bogna’s goat. ‘I heard him bleat during Dad’s speech.’


  ‘Urich is my best friend,’ said Bogna.


  ‘Jaysus, Bogna, you’re weird,’ said Mary. Fondly. Irish, mixed race, with a corkscrew bob fizzing around a wry face, she was a counterpoint to Bogna, who had the pearly skin and the straw-coloured hair of a Valkyrie.


  ‘Are there any other animals hiding in the garden?’ Jess had heard grunts, a burp or two that she couldn’t explain. ‘Confess, Bogna. Have you bought Urich some friends?’


  Overhearing, the Judge leaned in. ‘New animals? Nothing too large, please Bogna.’


  Jess fixed her with a stare. The ruination of her mum’s rose garden still rankled, and she fought twinges of resentment at Bogna’s easy annexation of Harriet’s territory. ‘Specifically no llamas.’ Bogna’s love for llamas was well known. ‘You aren’t planning a llama, are you?’


  No answer was forthcoming. Bogna was a brick wall when she wanted to be. She eyed Mary. ‘I see young sexy lad shivering on gravel this morning. You sticking to rules, yes?’


  ‘I am a woman of my word.’ Mary attempted a beatific expression.


  The deal was simple. While Mary converted the neglected old barn behind Harebell House into living quarters for herself and Jess, she could sleep in the main house, and use the facilities but, as Jess had put it, ‘All your bonking has to be done in the barn, thank you very much.’


  ‘Jess, have you even looked at the new floorplans?’ Mary tutted when Jess looked blank. ‘My ideas for the kitchen area?’


  ‘Oh, yeah.’ Jess knew Mary knew she was lying. ‘Well, no. I’m sure they’re great.’


  The second curious look of the morning. ‘It’s going to be your home, too. Some input’d be nice.’


  Susannah butted in. ‘Make it shabby chic,’ she said. ‘Or maybe industrial luxe.’


  ‘Indoostrial what?’ Bogna’s excellent English sometimes faltered on the buzz words Susannah gleaned from MailOnline. ‘Just make sure the rain don’t get in on your stupid heads, isn’t it.’


  ‘Mary, why on earth,’ said Susannah, ‘does a townie like you want to put down roots in our quiet little backwater?’


  ‘Nothing happens here,’ agreed Jess. It was a complaint she’d made loudly throughout her teenage years as a novice smoker behind the Minimart. ‘Except for, well . . .’ She laughed at how absurd she was about to sound. ‘Except for those three crucifixions back in the summer.’ The family had dispersed. The Judge was back in his study, drawbridge firmly up. Just him and Vivaldi.


  Bogna sang while she gutted a chicken she had reared.


  Upstairs, the thirty-something Jess sat heavily on her teenage bed and tried to clamber back to the sense of warmth and protection she briefly experienced whenever she remembered sitting on the flowery rug with her father. The memory was like a dream; impossible to recapture, it came and went as it pleased.


  ‘Knock knock.’ Mary barged in. Made the room brighter just by entering it. ‘You’ve started packing up. That’s a good sign. Or is it?’


  The room was lined with cardboard boxes.


  ‘It’s slow going. Mum kept everything from when I lived here.’


  ‘You live here now.’


  ‘No, I don’t.’ Jess was stung. ‘I’m staying here. Between homes. Just until we finish the barn.’ She ignored Mary’s ironic pout at the ‘we’.


  ‘D’you fancy an adventure? It’s me night off.’ Mary had a new job at the Druid’s Head, a noisy hangout on Cheap Street. She found jobs with the same ease she found men and discarded them with the same alacrity. ‘Let’s feck off outa here and do something phenomenally irresponsible.’


  ‘Can’t.’ Jess was apologetic. ‘I have a ton of prep to do for tomorrow.’


  Thwarted, Mary sighed. ‘Ah, academia calls. It seems to be going well, this new university gig of yours.’


  ‘It is.’


  ‘No need to sound surprised. Sometimes things work out.’ Mary stretched. ‘I might whistle up some fella. Wakes always turn me juicy.’


  ‘Everything,’ said Jess, ‘turns you juicy.’


  ‘True.’ Mary was a sexual buccaneer.


  Jess’s phone chirped from the chest of drawers. Mary picked it up and read the screen. ‘Uh oh. Eden.’


  ‘Eden?’ Jess took it greedily. Put it to her ear. ‘Hi . . . yeah . . . what, right now? . . . I can be there in ten minutes, bye.’


  ‘Tell,’ ordered Mary.


  Jess touched her brown hair, chivvying it to no effect. She was anti-hairbrush. She bared her small strong teeth in the mirror and checked her brown eyes for grit. This was as far as her toilette ever went. ‘He said . . .’ Jess savoured it for a second. ‘He said he needs me.’


  ‘Jaysus, Mary and Joseph.’ Mary tailed her down the stairs. ‘Here we go again.’


  Yes, thought Jess, walking on air, here we go again!


  On the doorstep, winding a scarf around her, she stopped short. She had almost trodden on it, whatever it was. She bent down. Recoiled.


  ‘A heart,’ she whispered. A tiny one, shiny with gore. ‘Oh God, from some poor little dormouse or something.’


  Mary bent too. ‘It’s still steaming,’ she said. ‘It’s fresh.’


  They looked at each other, then out at the darkness beyond the porch light. All Hallows Day was black, and still. Something had reached out from the night and left them this gift.




  


  CHAPTER 2
 WEST OF BASINGSTOKE


  Still Sunday 1 November


  While Castle Kidbury pottered through its Sunday, the incident room of its police station was awash with energy.


  Feet on desks. Paper aeroplanes. The dreaded banter. Beside the door stood DC Karen Knott. Small, dark, with eyes like apple pips, she wore a nondescript suit of non-natural fibres. She clocked Jess creeping in and standing at the back. Her lips thinned; she did not approve of the woman she saw as her boss’s pet expert.


  Jess drank in the buzz. Admitted how much she missed it. Once you’ve caught a killer, it’s a hit you crave again. No matter how ashamed that makes you feel about yourself. One thing was certain: This beats the atmosphere in the Ancient History and Pagan Studies department at Bristol University.


  ‘Oi, Karen,’ shouted one of the men with his sleeves rolled up. ‘When’s Sarge getting here?’


  A ginger-haired officer answered for her. ‘When he’s finished hoovering his Ford Focus.’


  This went down well in the room.


  ‘Or maybe he’s counting his paperclips,’ suggested Sleeves-Rolled-Up.


  Outside the door, DS John Eden hesitated. He had been neither hoovering nor counting stationery; he’d been preparing to brief his men with the same quiet diligence he brought to everything. He waited until the guffaws died down; cops were an easy audience for jokersters, particularly when they were on the brink of something big.


  ‘Afternoon, everyone.’ Eden made his way briskly to the front of the room as his team sat up straight, the mirth mumbling into silence.


  Roughly five foot eleven, man-shaped with mid-brown hair, Eden wasn’t instantly memorable. Jacketless, his tie was slightly undone. Everyone at Castle Kidbury nick knew the undone tie meant sir wasn’t in the mood for fun.


  ‘Knott, do we have a positive ID yet?’ Eden didn’t turn to face her. Businesslike. Procedure-led. A man infamous for his mistrust of hunches.


  ‘Not yet, Sarge, but we know it’s Denis Heap.’


  ‘Yes, I know we know it’s Denis Heap, but we can’t knock on Mrs Heap’s door and say her husband’s probably dead.’


  Knott was hard to admonish; she smiled as she agreed with him. ‘That’d be silly, Sarge.’


  ‘So, you’re going to call forensics again and tell them I want a positive ID before five o’clock?’


  ‘Yes, Sarge.’ Knott stood fixed to the floor.


  ‘Are you going to do it now, Karen?’


  ‘Yes, Sarge.’ Knott dithered energetically before exiting the room with a self-righteous flourish. Nothing pleased Karen Knott more than pleasing her boss.


  Eden gathered himself; Knott had the knack of putting him off his stride. ‘Right, let’s get up to speed. What we’ve got is—’ He paused. ‘Moretti,’ he said, peremptorily. ‘Sit properly and keep still.’


  Jess stood on tiptoes. Moretti was new. He was cocky, too, leaning back on his chair so its front legs were off the ground. That would irritate Eden, she knew, almost as much as the overgroomed hair and the pointed shoes. Another thing she knew about Eden was that he never let his irritation show around his men. This murder has him rattled.


  ‘What we’ve got is not much more than what we had this morning. Denis Heap, owner of The Buttonhole florist’s, was found tied to a chair at Yonder Street Jolly Cook with a fractured skull, his hands nailed to a table, and his intestines missing.’


  Jess squinted at the pictures pinned to the wall behind Eden, grateful she couldn’t make out the detail.


  ‘The killer buttonholed him, Sarge,’ said the ginger-haired officer.


  ‘What we’ve also got,’ said Eden, over laughter, ‘is a small West Country market town with another murderer. God knows why, but Castle Kidbury has become the most dangerous place west of Basingstoke. DI Philllips expects speedy results.’


  Doesn’t he always? Jess had first-hand experience of how Eden’s superior prioritised PR above justice.


  ‘I’m never eating at a Jolly Cook again,’ said some wag.


  ‘You’ve actually eaten at one?’ Ginger Hair was incredulous. ‘No one eats at those dumps anymore.’


  Moretti turned in his seat to defend the diners. Jess noticed how even his features were; how estate agent-like. ‘Come on, mate, every kid in the South West grew up with Jolly Cook. It’s a rite of passage, sitting in the back of your mum and dad’s car, all excited to be going for a burger,’ he said.


  Sleeves-Rolled-Up said, ‘They’re going all upmarket. That chef, what’s his name, Nic Lasco, is revamping the menu.’ He brightened. ‘Hey, we might get on telly!’


  ‘This is a murder enquiry, not Come Dine with Me,’ said Eden. ‘As the contents of Heap’s stomach are, um, elsewhere, we have to wait until his saliva is analysed before we know whether the victim or the killer ate the meal. It looks like it was cooked on the premises.’


  ‘What was the meal?’ asked Moretti.


  ‘Full English,’ said Eden.


  ‘I love a full English,’ said Sleeves-Rolled-Up.


  Eden read from his notes. ‘Fried egg, bacon, sausage and beans.’


  Knott had slipped back into the room. ‘It’s not a full English,’ she said, in an I-beg-to-differ voice, ‘unless a fried tomato is present.’


  ‘Gotta have black pudding,’ said someone at the back.


  Eden looked at his phone. Raised his hand to stop the debate. ‘HMP Wessex has confirmed that Steven Norris was released yesterday.’


  There was a frisson in the room. Jess could smell the change; every police ear was pricked.


  ‘Yeah, the timing is suspicious. We’re bringing him in as we speak. He’s gone back to his mother, back to the Bamview Estate.’


  Sleeves-Rolled-Up raised an arm. ‘Didn’t the victim testify at Norris’s trial, Sarge?’


  ‘Alleged victim, yes, he did. According to Judge Castle, who put Norris away for four years, it was Heap’s testimony that convinced the jury.’


  Jess gave a little start at her father’s name.


  Eden carried on. ‘Judge Castle needs to be warned that Norris is out. Especially if he’s settling scores. It goes without saying that all of this is ringfenced. Not a word to the press. Not even the Echo. Paul Chappell got far too excited about the crucifixions in June. So, any ideas?’ Eden looked at the rows of faces.


  Moretti’s hand shot up.


  There was reluctance in Eden’s nod.


  ‘The lollipop, sir. The one between Heap’s hands. It feels important. Jolly Cook used to give them out if you were a good boy and finished your meal. And, well . . .’


  ‘Heap finished his meal,’ said Eden, thoughtfully.


  Right behind Knott was a much-enlarged photograph of a translucent red globe wrapped in cellophane on a white cardboard stick. Its innocent colouring was incongruous among the utilitarian décor. And malevolent.


  ‘Moretti, reach out to the executives at Jolly Cook,’ said Eden. ‘We’ll need to work closely with them. For starters, ask if they still hand out lollipops to kids.’ Eden turned to Knott. ‘Have you rounded up all the photos taken by guests at the party?’ One of the last things Denis Heap had done on this earth was throw a Halloween party at Jolly Cook for his young son.


  ‘Just looking through them now, Sarge.’ Head cocked, Knott scrolled through the pictures on an iPad. ‘Aw, bless ‘em. I love to see kiddies enjoying themselves.’


  Eden managed not to comment. Instead he looked out at his audience and found Jess. ‘I’ve invited Dr Castle in. Jess, come up.’


  Another frisson from the officers. Not unfriendly, but less than a welcome. Jess stood, knowing she was a blot on their tidy procedural landscape, with her left-field intuition. Somebody said, ‘It’s the prof!’


  ‘Halloween, Dr Castle,’ said Eden. ‘If the date’s important to our killer, what do we need to know?’


  Jess thought fast. She had to keep it snappy. But she had to keep it thorough. ‘Halloween has enormous significance. It’s the pagan highlight of the year. It’s the time when the boundary between us and the dead falls away. All Hallows is a turning point, when people assess their lives, make inventories of what they have, hoping it’s enough to get them through the dark months.’


  ‘Cheerful,’ said a voice.


  ‘And the full moon?’ asked Eden.


  Nobody scoffed at this seemingly fanciful question; back in the summer Jess’s knowledge of moon lore had been vital to cracking the only other murders Castle Kidbury had ever witnessed. ‘Full moons matter to covens. As does Halloween. So, a Halloween on a full moon, that’s the jackpot. Witches celebrate Esbat at the full moon, which is like a party, quite a rowdy one, but which is also dedicated to intimate sorcery.’


  ‘Like, killing an enemy?’ asked Moretti.


  ‘Yup. Full moons were meaningful to our ancestors. A love affair started on a full moon would go well, but if you had a fight on the full moon . . .’


  ‘You might end up killing each other,’ said Ginger Hair. He was smirking.


  Jess didn’t much like Ginger Hair.


  ***


   The chair was uncomfortable, too low and covered in squeaky leatherette. But it was one of Jess’s Happy Places. She had missed the police station video-feed room, even if she was slightly resentful at being relegated to the sub’s bench.


  On a large screen she and Moretti – he was a Pete, but Jess followed the house rule of referring to him by surname – watched as Eden entered the interview room down the hall. It was unsettling to hear the thunk of the door closing in real time, then hear it a millisecond later on the grainy screen.


  ‘Thank you for coming in, Mr Norris,’ he began.


  Moretti looked slyly at Jess. She smiled back. There was no more polite interviewer than Eden. She held out a bag of Twiglets and Moretti demurred.


  ‘This shouldn’t take too long.’ Eden was shuffling papers. Clearing his throat.


  Psyching out the pit bull on the other side of the table, thought Jess. During the spate of summer crucifixions, which had blossomed like plague spots all across town, Jess had watched Eden’s handiwork up close. She’d been toe to toe with the murderers.


  I still have misgivings about that.


  A heartbreaking motive had been involved; the investigation was a baptism of fire for Jess. Now she watched the prime suspect and wondered what they would find when they delved into that big bald head.


  Norris could have come straight from central casting. Shaved head on a thick neck. England shirt. From what Jess could make out, his arms were heavily tattooed. Even observing him from a different room, Jess felt far too close.


  ‘Is that what I think it is?’ Moretti leaned forward.


  Norris had unwrapped a round, glassy-looking lollipop. Just like the ones given out at Jolly Cook.


  Eden pressed a button on the tape machine. ‘DS John Eden. Interview with Steven Glen Norris at Castle Kidbury station, November the first at seven minutes past eight p.m.’


  Norris was impassive.


  ‘You seem at home, Steven,’ said Eden.


  ‘How would you know?’ Norris spoke with a local rasp. ‘You ain’t never met me before.’


  ‘True enough. But I know plenty about you.’


  ‘And I know about you, Sergeant.’


  ‘Perfect. We’ll be like old friends.’ Eden was equable. ‘You must agree you’re in an awkward situation, Steven. Your first night out after four years in prison, and Denis Heap is found dead.’


  On cue, a deep rolling rumble broke over the roof of the police station.


  ‘Sounds like a storm,’ said Eden. Conversational.


  ‘Sounds like tordon,’ said Norris, sitting back.


  Whereas Jess sat up. ‘That’s the Norse word for thunder.’


  Moretti opened a can of Coke. ‘He fancies himself an intellectual. IQ of 140, plus an anti-social personality disorder to boot.’


  ‘A smarty pants pscyho. Just what every small town needs.’


  Moretti laughed. ‘He studied mythology in the nick.’


  So that’s why Eden wants me here. Jess quickened. She was on sure ground around the old gods.


  Norris pulled out a silver chain from the neck of his England shirt. ‘That’s how thunder’s made. With a hammer.’ He dangled the pendant, a stylised hammer. ‘That’s Thor we’re hearing. Beating the clouds.’


  ‘I’m not here to talk about Thor or any other Marvel characters.’ Perhaps Norris’s affronted expression was what Eden wanted. ‘Can you account for your whereabouts last night after seven p.m., and before five a.m. this morning?’


  ‘My first night of freedom in four years,’ said Norris. He leered. It came easily to his blunt features. He pointed the red lollipop, sticky with saliva, at Eden. ‘What do you think I was up to?’


  ‘I think you might have murdered Denis Heap.’


  ‘Heap?’ Norris scratched an earlobe. ‘Couldn’t happen to a nicer fella. But I didn’t do it.’


  ‘In that case, you’ll have no problem telling me where you were.’


  In the video-feed room, Moretti took a slug of Coke, his Adam’s apple bobbing. ‘How can the sarge be so patient?’ He crushed the can between his hands.


  ‘It’s his superpower,’ said Jess.


  Eden asked, not looking up from his notes, ‘What’s with the lollipop, Norris? Been a good boy and cleaned your plate?’


  ‘I’m always a good boy.’


  ‘I might ask your mum about that. I assume you’ve gone home to Mummy? You generally do.’ Eden turned and called ‘Knott!’ before saying to Norris, ‘You’re not allowed your own foodstuffs in here. Karen, take that sweetie from Mr Norris, would you?’


  Knott had materialised as if she was waiting outside the door. Which she probably was. With great distaste she took the sticky lolly.


  ‘No secret sucking on that, darlin’,’ said Norris.


  Knott’s nose turned up so far it almost touched her fringe. ‘Disgusting!’ she said.


  ‘Quite,’ said Eden. ‘Given your offending history, Norris, you should watch how you speak to women.’


  Norris watched Knott stomp out, on her sensible shoes, perfect for such stomping. He said, ‘I gave up fags on the inside. The lollipops are my substitute. I like a bit of sugar.’


  ‘Back to last night. I’m waiting.’ Eden held his pen over a blank page.


  ‘Does it matter what I say? You want me for this. You and your cop pals and your judge pals. You’re all corrupt.’ Norris took a breath, and said, as if declaiming poetry, ‘We live in a sword age, a wind age, a wolf age. No longer is there mercy among men.’


  In the other room, Jess got to her feet. ‘Hang on, that’s The Edda!’


  ‘The what-now?’ Moretti watched her swing out of the door.


  ‘For the record, Doctor Jessica Castle has entered the room,’ said Eden. He didn’t seem pleased.


  Jess grabbed a seat and said, ‘Wolf-time, wind-time, axe-time, sword-time, shields-high-time.’


  Norris remained impassive, but something glinted in his sour eyes. ‘You know the Edda?’ he said.


  ‘I’ve never met anybody else who does,’ replied Jess. It was exhilarating, in its way, to come across somebody who could quote a thirteenth-century poem about the Viking gods. Even if that somebody radiated ill will like a patio heater from Hell. ‘You’re a Thor superfan, are you?’ She sensed Eden back down; she had the reins. She might be able to provoke Norris into dropping that conceited front. ‘Little hammer around your neck?’


  ‘Hardly a little hammer, darlin’.’ Norris patted the pendant. ‘This is Mjolnir. The world was nearly destroyed when this was made, it gives Thor his power.’


  ‘Gives?’ Jess smiled. ‘Gave, surely. Thor died a long time ago. Oh no, hang on.’ She turned to Eden. ‘Thor never existed, did he?’


  Norris stood up abruptly.


  Jess and Eden’s chairs slammed back. The man opposite them was square and meaty.


  ‘Norris, this isn’t—’ began Eden. He stopped when he realised that Norris was pulling at his own clothes. ‘Stop it, man,’ he said.


  But the man persisted. The white polyester ripped across his chest and he flung it away. Norris puffed out his chest and growled, ‘Here! Here’s Thor! He’ll never be dead!’


  A tattoo of a lightning bolt tore across his breast. ‘THOR,’ it read, in large red letters.


  ‘Norris, take your seat.’ Eden was understated, as if Norris had shown them a picture of a puppy.


  Norris complied. He was panting.


  Hoping he couldn’t sense how her pulse galloped, Jess said, ‘Women of Thor’s time wore amulets like yours for protection. Thor wasn’t just the strongest of the gods, he was the protector of those weaker than him.’


  ‘You can’t apply modern principles to gods,’ said Norris dismissively. ‘Thor also smashed giants to bits for laughing at him, plus he had a nice sideline in killing elves.’


  That was true. Jess had been bested.


  Eden clicked his pen. It brought a full stop to all the talk of Norse deities. ‘We’re here to discuss last night. Look at it from my point of view, Norris. You have plenty of reason to hate Heap for his testimony at your trial. You’re known for settling scores with violence. You come out of prison and within hours Heap is dead. You offer no alibi. You’re squarely in the frame. Why don’t you tell me why I should let you go?’


  Norris didn’t get to answer because what Jess’s mother would have termed a brouhaha broke out beyond the closed door.


  ‘Let me see my boy!’ shrieked a female voice.


  There was a crash. A bang.


  That voice again, intermittent as if the owner was grappling with somebody. ‘You’ve always had it in for the Roma!’


  Norris winced. His head went a shiny, rather pretty, pink.


  The shouting carried on. ‘Let me see my Stevie! You framed him once. Isn’t that enough?’


  Eden got to his feet. ‘Interview suspended at twenty-three minutes past eight.’ He let Jess leave the room first. ‘Norris, stay put.’


  Out in the corridor, two uniformed officers hung onto a bulky woman. They puffed and heaved, as she stood and struggled. It was magnificent, like a rhino shaking off a couple of ticks.


  ‘Abonda Norris!’ barked Eden. ‘Control yourself.’


  So that was Abonda Norris. Jess was aware of her reputation but had never seen her. She shivered. Here was a real live witch.


  Abonda’s jowls were framed by unruly hair. A forest of bangles jangled on her arms. She was sloppy, in jumble sale attire. But she held her head high and looked down at them all.


  ‘He was with me.’ Abonda was loud and adamant. ‘Watching telly. All night.’


  ‘She’d never get past the desk at Richleigh.’ Moretti, behind Jess, was deep into the tiny screen on his phone.


  Eden approached the dragon. ‘He’s just helping us with our enquiries, Mrs Norris.’


  ‘Don’t be trying your tricks on Abonda.’


  ‘No tricks. Just questions.’


  ‘You’ll be hung out to dry when Abonda’s finished with you.’


  ‘You’re no stranger to the art of the alibi, Abonda. I understand you claimed to be home with your son the night Louise Mannix was raped. Until you changed your story and said she invited him in.’


  Moretti handed his phone to Eden. ‘I think you should take a look at this, sir.’


  In the background of one of the Heap family snaps was an out-of-focus Abonda. ‘Casting spells at kids’ Halloween parties now, are you, Abonda?’


  ‘Ain’t no crime to eat a banana split. I like the Jolly Cook.’


  The woman’s irreverence tickled Jess. And yet she found herself hoping the woman’s eye didn’t land on her. There was a crackling halo of energy around her. Like lightning.


  Abonda wasn’t finished. ‘Weren’t much of a party for the little Heap boy. His git of a father wouldn’t let him have no fun.’ She rounded on Eden again. ‘I’m telling you, me and my Stevie sat in and watched Gogglebox.’


  Eden looked at the floor. Then he said, ‘Look, take your son home, Abonda. For now. Keep him out of trouble. And yourself.’


  Abonda looked on, satisfied, as Norris was signed out.


  ‘You know she’s a witch, Sarge?’ whispered Knott urgently. ‘She put a curse on some woman in the town and sent her blind.’


  Eden turned on his heel. ‘Jess, my office!’ he called.


  As Norris passed Jess, he stopped to say, in a sandpaper undertone, ‘You’re Castle’s daughter, aren’t you? I’m looking forward to bumping into him again. Must be an old fella by now. Keep an eye on him, darlin’.’


  Jess hoped her face looked defiant, withering. She suspected it looked scared.


  ‘Come on, Frigga,’ said Norris to his mother. ‘Stop showing me up.’


   *


   As soon as she sat down, Eden asked, ‘What do you make of Moretti?’


  ‘Bit cocky. Full of ideas. I assume you have a deep hatred for the amount of gel in his hair.’


  Eden winced, as if she’d cut him. ‘And the shoes, dear God, the shoes. Why do young men wear such pointed shoes?’


  ‘Yoof, innit,’ said Jess. She took in what there was to take in. The office was a barren place at first glance. Actually, it was a barren place at second glance. DS John Eden didn’t give much away. Magnolia walls. A framed certificate for something or other. A pot plant that was always healthy but never bloomed.


  On his desk sat another frame. More ornate, top of the range John Lewis. It didn’t contain the statutory smiley wife and cheeky kids. Instead, a pug stared out at the pristine blotter and the good pen Eden always kept to hand.


  ‘Moretti’s on the fast track to promotion. He’s Phillips’s nephew.’


  ‘I see.’ That changed things. DI Phillips saw only the surface of Eden. He didn’t appreciate the fine mind nor the decency nor the quiet passion. A man who craved results, Phillips was the wrong boss for a man like Eden.


  ‘He could be a spy of some sort.’ Eden and Jess both knew that Phillips deeply disapproved of Jess’s involvement in police work. ‘He could be after my job.’


  ‘Give him a chance.’ Jess liked Moretti; he was a pinch of spice in the station’s recipe. ‘Anyway, it’s good to be back.’ Her smile, not quite a rarity but not commonplace either, took years off Jess.


  ‘Back?’ Eden frowned. ‘You’re not back. You’re . . .’ He couldn’t seem to describe what she was.


  But Jess knew. I’m bloody well back, she told herself.


  ‘So’. Eden got down to business. ‘Norris identifies with this Thor, when in reality the man’s a two-bit thug. History of violence as long as your arm, he raped a woman called Louise Mannix in her home while her twin boys slept in the next room. She managed to run next door to the Heaps when Norris left. The sooner we can get Norris back inside, the better. Tell me everything you know about him. I intend to wrap this up quickly. No re-runs of the summer.’


  Too many people had died before they cracked the crucifixion killer case. Jess knew each name was etched on Eden’s psyche.


  Jess talked about Thor. As if he was an old friend. As if she’d been to parties with him and knew his foibles. Sometimes the old gods were more real to Jess than people.


  Who said that to me? It was Rupert who’d said it, and he hadn’t been joking. She pushed the thought away.


  ‘Thor’s one of the major Norse gods. His thing is strength. The guy is built. He defeats sea serpents, he smashes his way through mountains. When he puts on his special belt, his strength is doubled. Besides all that, he controls storms, so he can aim lightning bolts at his enemies, and whistle up thunder, and the wind. We still talk about him today, every week; Thursday is Thor’s Day.’


  ‘And that stupid hammer Norris wears around his neck?’


  ‘Stupid? That hammer’s mystical. When Thor throws it, it always comes back to his hand. Usually after it’s killed half a dozen baddies.’


  ‘Thor sounds like a baddie to me.’


  ‘Yeah, but . . .’ Jess tried to explain how the Vikings didn’t pigeonhole their gods. ‘Thor had human failings. There were no straightforward good guys, no out and out villains. Makes a lot more sense, if you think about it.’ She liked the old religions’ honesty. ‘Thor protected mankind, but if you got on his wick,’ Jess mimed Mjolnir smashing the table, ‘look out.’


  ‘And this is what Norris studied while he was seething in jail,’ said Eden. ‘I wanted to hang onto him overnight at least, but Abonda always comes up trumps for her boy. Not that she gets any thanks for it. What did he call her? It sounded rude.’


  ‘Frigga isn’t rude. It’s the name of Thor’s mother. She was a giantess, very powerful and magical in her own right.’


  ‘Sounds about right for Abonda.’ Eden was scribbling notes. ‘She made a pariah of herself by pretending to be a witch. People stay away from her.’


  ‘It’s not fair. What’s a witch except a wise woman? All through history witches have been scorned when really we’re all just frightened of their knowledge.’


  Eden raised an eyebrow. Just one. But it was eloquent. ‘What were you both quoting in there? Sounded like pop song lyrics to me.’


  ‘It’s called The Edda, a long Norse poem about the gods. Thor, Odin, Loki, all those beefcake long-haired guys. All those Marvel films, they’re basically a reworking of The Edda. Originally written in Icelandic.’ Jess couldn’t resist the opportunity to show off in front of Eden. ‘Hljoos bio eg allar, helgar kinder—’
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