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For my dad, who gave me a love of reading, and the idea for this story







‘You people with hearts have something to guide you, and need never do wrong; but I have no heart, and so I must be very careful.’

The Tin Woodman, from L. FRANK BAUM, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz








CHAPTER ONE

Outside DCS Kat Frank’s house, Coleshill, Warwickshire, 13 April, 10.22am

Three months he’s been watching DCS Kat Frank, and not once has she spotted him. He’d like to think it’s because she’s stupid, but to his cost, he knows she is not. No, her problem goes deeper: she only sees what she wants to see, so she doesn’t see him at all. She likes to bend the facts to fit her so-called ‘gut instinct’, so that lies become truth, wrong becomes right and the innocent are banged up as guilty.

Right now, her ‘gut’ must be telling her that she is safe.

Because right now, she’s yanking her front door shut with her raincoat half on, restricting the movement of both arms. And as she rifles for the keys in her bag, she fails to glance over at the parked car opposite.

He grinds his hands together, one inside the other like pestle against mortar. He could grab her right now, trap her with her coat sleeves pulled tight at the waist and bundle her into the boot of his car. It would be over in a matter of seconds.

But she owes him a lifetime.

So he lets her climb into her car and drive off. He doesn’t bother to follow, as it doesn’t matter where she’s going.

Eventually she will return.

And when she does, he will be waiting.






CHAPTER TWO

The banks of the River Bourne, Shustoke, 10.56am

DCS Kat Frank said goodbye to yet another pair of shoes as she squelched through the mud. When she’d offered to be the first responder, she’d assumed her wellies would be in the boot of her car. She’d forgotten they were in the back garden waiting to be cleaned; that John still wasn’t there to do it.

Their marriage had been a democratic affair: she had been Queen of Cooking and Cleaning, he King of Boots and Bins. But as a widow, now she was in charge of Absolutely Bloody Everything, and some days the relentlessness of it, the unfairness of it all, exhausted her. She’d learned to brace herself for the raw grief that anniversaries provoked: the day that they first met, the day John was born, that monstrous day when he died. But moments like this still tripped her up, breaking her once-strong stride.

Her right foot disappeared into a bog and Kat nearly lost her balance as she struggled to pull it back out. ‘How much further is it?’ she demanded.

Jim Walker, a bony-faced fisherman with grey hair and sad eyes, pointed towards the next bend, where the riverbank seemed to slump and slide even further into the water. ‘It’s just over there.’

‘Of course it is,’ Kat muttered, although it was herself she was annoyed with. As a DCS she wouldn’t normally attend a call-out to so-called ‘suspicious bones’ until an officer had confirmed there was at least some resemblance to a human corpse. But she’d heard the request on the radio, and because she lived just down the road in Coleshill, she’d offered to pop up and take a quick look. Even though it was a weekend. In fact, especially because it was a weekend. It was either that or tackle the garden, or – joy of joys – clean the bathroom. At least this way, some other poor sod with an actual life wouldn’t have their plans ruined.

They staggered on through the mud, her thighs burning at the slip-stop-starts that required muscles she no longer possessed, cheeks stung by the remnants of winter still haunting the April air. When they reached the river bend, Jim Walker nodded towards the trees that lined it, densely knotted wood tipped with the first buds of spring. ‘It’s just through that gap there. Right in my fishing spot.’

Envious of the fisherman’s waterproof waders, Kat half walked and half slid through the gap. Grabbing on to a branch, she cast an anxious glance towards the River Bourne on her left, swollen by rain and dark as tea. On the narrow bank before her were a green canvas chair, a fishing rod on a pole and a black plastic bucket wedged deep into the thick, wet mud.

‘There’s the bones there,’ he said from behind her. ‘Just by me bucket.’

Kat could see something pale and curved poking out of the mud. She hesitated and looked down at her shoes. If she went any further, apart from the risk of disturbing a potential crime scene, there was every chance she’d end up in the water. In fact, the way this day was turning out, she could practically guarantee it.

This was definitely a job for Lock. She quickly explained to a bemused Jim Walker about AIDE Lock, an Artificially Intelligent Detecting Entity powered by AI, which, according to its creator Professor Okonedo, was capable of deep learning (although in Kat’s opinion, their narrow focus on evidence and algorithms meant that the machine often hit the target but completely missed the point). Nevertheless, Lock had many uses, and as a hologram, being able to operate in this mudbath without falling over was definitely one of them.

At Christmas, they’d made an uneasy kind of pact, where at Lock’s request, she’d agreed not to switch off the steel bracelet that projected the hologram, allowing him the illusion of some kind of autonomy. She had no idea where he went to when he wasn’t visibly with her – she’d had no need to ask as he always reappeared each morning for work. But now she needed him out of hours, what was she supposed to do? Whistle?

‘Lock?’ she ventured.

Jim Walker started, nearly losing his footing as the image of a man suddenly appeared before them: slender, Black, about six feet tall and dressed in a smart charcoal suit that matched his perfectly manicured moustache and beard.

Kat had worked with the AI detective for over nine months now, but she still found his appearance slightly disconcerting. Intellectually, she knew that Lock’s holographic 3D representation was the result of two laser light beams interfering to produce an image. But Lock’s creator, Professor Okonedo, had designed the hologram with such sharpness and depth that the image was disturbingly realistic. At first glance, Lock looked like an actual man, aided by tiny compelling details such as creases around the knees of his trousers, a slight shadowing beneath the eyes and even pores in his clear, dark skin. Each gesture and movement were the result of countless hours of training data gleaned from human behaviour in general and the late Chadwick Boseman in particular. It was only when you looked more closely – especially out here under the sharp morning sun – that you realised Lock cast no shadow. His feet made no impact upon the soft, wet mud and there was a slight shimmer around his edges, giving him an almost ghostly appearance as he stood in the Warwickshire countryside framed by ancient hedgerows and a cool blue sky.

Lock quickly surveyed the rural landscape before returning Jim Walker’s wide-eyed stare. ‘Is everything okay, DCS Frank?’

‘Bloody hell, that thing speaks?’ The shocked fisherman reached up to touch the image before them, swearing as his hand went right through Lock’s shoulder.

Lock looked down at Jim Walker’s arm, then directly into his eyes.

Kat placed herself in front of Lock and held up a warning, almost protective hand. ‘This isn’t a fairground attraction, Mr Walker. As I explained, AIDE Lock is an AI detective, and he’s here to help me assess whether the remains you found are human or not.’

Jim Walker folded his arms across his chest. ‘And how’s it going to do that then? If it’s just a hologram, then it can’t actually “see”, can it? It’s not even real.’

Kat glanced over at Lock. Was she imagining it, or did his jaw just tighten? She would have said that his lack of a body was a sensitive topic for him – except that machines didn’t have sensitivities, did they?

Nevertheless, she flew to Lock’s defence. It was one thing for her to criticise her AI partner, but God help anyone else who dared to. ‘I can assure you that AIDE Lock is very real, and he can see, through this.’ She held up her wrist, revealing the black steel bracelet that she always wore, explaining as best she could how its LiDAR sensors provided Lock with a constant supply of geospatial data, as well as giving him the ability to take thousands of photos in seconds, which he could build and project into 3D images. Because Lock had been trained to mimic the action of ‘looking’ so he could interact with humans in an immersive way, Kat herself often forgot that he ‘saw’ through the sensors.

Jim Walker snorted. ‘I didn’t understand half of that, but if this thing really can see, then can you ask it to get a move on and look at the body? I’m wet and I’m cold and the pubs are about to open.’

‘If you call AIDE Lock an “it” or a “thing” one more time,’ Kat warned, ‘then I will keep you out here in your wet, cold clothes until way after closing time.’

The fisherman’s face flushed, but he could see that she wasn’t bluffing. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled.

Kat nodded a curt acceptance and turned towards Lock.

For a moment, they just looked at each other, the fisherman forgotten. ‘Thank you,’ Lock said quietly.

She made a dismissive gesture with her hand, as if the exchange had meant nothing. When she’d first met Lock, she’d stubbornly insisted on referring to him as an ‘it’, determined to remind everyone that he was nothing more than a machine. But then Lock had saved her son’s life and proved to be the most loyal member of her team. During their last case, she’d agreed to respect his preferred pronouns (he/him), and acknowledged that despite their continued differences, she now considered Lock to be not just a colleague, but a friend – although she was still working out what it meant to befriend an AI.

Kat grabbed hold of a branch in the hedge again, trying to get as close to the spot as she could so that the LiDAR sensors on her bracelet could provide Lock with the data he needed. A twig caught in her hair as she turned awkwardly to address him over her shoulder. ‘Can you assess any remains you find on this section of riverbank, please, Lock?’

‘Of course.’ Lock turned to face the hedge, but he had no need to walk through it. ‘Completed,’ he announced a few seconds later.

‘Thank fuck for that,’ Kat said, as she released her overstretched arms from the branches above and carefully stepped back into the field. She wiped her hands on her trousers and asked Lock to show her what he’d found.

As if he were a magician on a stage rather than in the middle of a boggy riverbank, Lock reached out his hands, appearing to pull images straight out of thin air. Each picture was the size of an A3 sheet of paper, and he rapidly arranged them into a six-by-six matrix on a virtual screen before them.

It was a bit like trying to watch a TV in sunlight, but if Kat squinted hard enough, she could just about discern multiple images of ivory-coloured bones buried in the damp, dark soil, alongside a heat map of the area covered in numerous red dots.

‘There are a significant number of partially covered remains on the riverbank,’ said Lock, gesturing towards the heat map. ‘Because of the extent of deterioration and degree of movement, it is difficult to be exact, but I would estimate there are at least one hundred and twenty-eight corpses in this area.’

‘What?’ cried Kat.

‘The majority belong to the stickleback species – thirty-two per cent – with brown trout accounting for twenty-eight per cent and pike—’

‘I didn’t ask you about fish, Lock!’

‘You asked me to assess any remains on the riverbank.’

Jim Walker snorted.

‘I meant human remains, for God’s sake.’

‘That was not specified in the objectives you set me.’

‘I shouldn’t have to specify the bleeding obvious. We’re police officers, Lock. Not vets.’

Lock nodded, as if to acknowledge this fact. ‘Would you like me to refocus my assessment on human remains only?’

‘No, let’s spend hours sorting through pictures of rotting fish.’

‘Very well.’ Lock turned back to the images of the sticklebacks.

‘Give me strength. I was being sarcastic, Lock. Of course I want you to focus on potential human remains.’

Lock sighed. ‘I have explained before that “sarcasm” is confusing and can result in an inefficient use of my resources.’ He removed the images of fish bones with a gesture which, in a human, Kat might have described as petulant. They were replaced with a single image of something larger emerging from the mud. ‘Using the revised criteria, I am able to detect just one human skeleton in the area selected.’

Kat stepped closer, rapidly scanning the image before her. There was an unnatural swell in the riverbank where something partially buried seemed to have burst free from the surrounding mud. Like a spring bulb, thought Kat, planted and forgotten many winters ago. Whatever it had once been was now so badly decomposed that it was hard to ascertain whether the dark matter that clung to the emerging bones was soil, flesh or both. ‘That does look like a ribcage,’ she conceded, eyes screwed up against the sunlight. ‘And I guess that could be part of a leg. But we’re surrounded by farms. What makes you so sure this is human?’

Images appeared in a nine-by-nine matrix. Lock gracefully gesticulated towards each as he explained, ‘The skeleton is partially covered by soil. Nevertheless, from the sections which are protruding from or very near to the surface, I can ascertain that the tibia and fibula bones appear to be separate, whereas in animals they are usually fused. Also, the femur is the longest bone in the human body, but in animals it is often of a similar length to their other bones. Based upon the limited assessment I am able to make from the images currently available to me, I would estimate there is an eighty-two per cent probability that this corpse is of human origin.’

A robin flew straight through the virtual image of the femur. Kat blinked at the sudden flash of red, momentarily distracted as the bird sat upon a nearby branch, soaking up the early spring sunshine. She watched it for a moment, struck by how such a tiny bird could be so full of life, oblivious to the death beneath it.

‘What else can you tell me about the skeleton?’ she said, turning back to Lock.

‘I cannot confirm anything until I have access to high-resolution CT scanning facilities and a full pathology report.’

‘I know that. But I just need some high-level estimations so that I can work out what to do next. Assuming you’re right about this being human—’

‘I told you, there is an eighty-two per cent probability that I am correct, so it would be rational to make that assumption until further investigations suggest otherwise.’

‘In which case, I need to know roughly when they died. If it was over seventy years ago, then this is a case for an archaeologist. Any less and it’s a police matter.’

Lock paused for a second. ‘Based upon the state of decomposition currently visible to me, I can confirm that this person died less than seventy years ago. There are many variables which may have significantly accelerated the decomposition process, such as the absence of a coffin, the dampness of the soil and the proximity of insects. But as some soft tissue and flesh are still present, I would estimate the time since death interval to be somewhere within the last six months to five years.’

‘Good,’ said Kat, feeling a welcome kick of adrenaline.

‘Why is that good?’

‘Because it means I can request that this stays with me and the FPU.’ The remit of the Future Policing Unit was generally restricted to solving complex, controversial or cold cases, and this looked like it was all three, so she should have a decent chance of persuading her boss, Chief Constable McLeish, to give it to her. In fact, if she texted him now, he might be out with his family somewhere, and less likely to challenge a carefully worded text. They’d been put back on cold cases since the new year, while a review of the death of the Coventry Crucifier was carried out. McLeish claimed it was ‘precautionary’, but to Kat it was a criminal waste of her team’s talents.

She tapped out a message on her mobile, emphasising the fact that the victim had probably died within the last seventy years, so he might infer that it was just another cold case. She knew he’d promised his wife he’d switch his work phone off at weekends. But she knew McLeish better than that.

Within seconds, the message was read, and she felt a fizz of anxiety as she waited for the bubbles of her boss’s response to turn into words.

A minute passed, then finally, the short but clear message landed with a ping:

It’s yours.






CHAPTER THREE

Kat smiled at the sight of Dr Judith Edwards striding towards her in white PPE that matched their striking hair. Dr Edwards was one of the best pathologists in the county. They’d worked together four months ago on what the media had nicknamed the Coventry Crucifier case, and Kat was ridiculously pleased that this smart fifty-something take-no-bullshit-from-anyone person had recently become her friend.

‘And how’s my favourite AI detective this fine spring morning?’ Dr Edwards called out in their Welsh accent.

Lock frowned. ‘I am the only AI detective.’

‘For now, perhaps. But there are bound to be others.’ Judith paused before adding in a theatrical whisper, ‘And when there are, I just want you to know that you’ll always be my first love.’

‘Relax, they’re joking,’ Kat assured a slightly alarmed-looking Lock. ‘You really shouldn’t tease him,’ she said to Judith. ‘I told you, Lock doesn’t understand jokes.’

‘Yes, I do, I just do not find most of them funny.’

Judith gave Lock a wink. ‘And I told you you’re hanging out with the wrong crowd. Stick with me and I’ll soon find your funny bone.’

‘Alas, I have no body, and therefore possess no bones, nor indeed an ulnar nerve, which I presume is what you are referring to.’

‘Oh, how I’ve missed you.’

‘Sorry to interrupt your little reunion,’ said Kat. ‘But shall we take a look at the body now?’

‘Of course,’ said Judith, moving towards the riverbank where the body lay. ‘The sooner we start, the more chance I’ve got of getting a decent lunch before the pubs shut.’



Kat blinked against the bright lights as she re-entered the hastily built crime scene tent. Apart from the flies that batted against the canvas roof, all was still and quiet inside, like a stage before the curtain was raised. There was Jim Walker’s canvas chair, his fishing rod in front and the large black bucket to the left-hand side, which Judith had moved to gain better access to the partially buried body. The pathologist had spent the last hour with a small brush and what looked like a set of miniature trowels, trying to assess the position and depth of the remains so that they could decide what equipment and how many people would be required to remove them without disturbing the evidence. They looked up from where they knelt in the mud and smiled at Kat. ‘Ah, good, I was just about to call you in.’

‘Found anything interesting?’

‘Put it this way, I don’t think I’ll be eating a pub lunch today.’

‘So, you can confirm that the remains are human?’

‘Of course they can,’ said Lock, frowning at the very idea that he might have been incorrect.

Judith rose to their feet. ‘Yes. And I can also confirm that I agree with Lock’s estimation that this person was killed between six months and five years ago. I’ll need to do more tests, but because of the rate of decomposition my educated guess is about a year.’

‘Killed? What makes you say that?’

Judith removed their mask and looked down at the partially exposed remains. ‘Notice anything missing?’

Kat reluctantly followed their gaze. She found skeletons a cruel reminder of the absence of life: the empty sockets where eyes should be; the fleshless ribs and bone. Here on the riverbank, the entire length of the body was now revealed against the dark bed of mud. The pattern was unmistakably human, except—‘Oh,’ she said. ‘There’s no skull.’

‘Or hands,’ added Judith. ‘Both have been deliberately severed from the body with a sharp instrument.’

Kat swallowed, suddenly hyper-conscious of the river rushing by; birds singing as they darted in and out of the hedgerows, as outside this tent, life moved on. Murder was, by its very nature, a brutal act, but this felt like a particularly cruel butchering. To remove a person’s head, their face, their brain, was like taking away not only their future, but who they once were. And to have no hands… She clenched her fists. When she’d first joined the force, Kat used to suppress her emotions and pretend not to be upset, but now she embraced them, welcoming the fire and focus they gave her. ‘Presumably the murderer did this to prevent the victim from being identified?’

Judith nodded. ‘Possibly, yes. The majority of the information we rely upon for identification resides in the skull, and without that or any fingerprints, finding out who this poor soul was will be much harder.’

‘We need to find the missing parts then,’ said Kat. She looked down at the ribcage that had once held a heart, wondering who this person had loved and been loved by. Who had decided to stop that heart, burying their dismembered body here among the rotting fish and worms, with not even a blanket to cover them? This had once been someone’s parent, child or spouse. The thought that someone might dismember and dump her own husband’s or son’s body in a rain-sodden riverbank was unthinkable.

‘We are going to find out who this person is, and we will find the bastard who killed them,’ she said to Judith. ‘That’s a promise.’

‘It is unwise to make promises that you may not be able to keep,’ said Lock. ‘Across the UK, the police force currently holds six hundred and forty-three unidentified bodies and one hundred and forty-nine partial human remains. And twenty-eight per cent of murders remain unsolved.’

Kat held Lock’s unblinking gaze. ‘That might be true of the police force in general, but as you so frequently remind us, the FPU currently has a one hundred per cent success rate. And we’re going to keep it that way. Understood?’

‘I understand that this is your aspiration, but I repeat, you cannot make this a promise.’

‘Watch me,’ said Kat. ‘In fact, please contact the rest of the team – I want an urgent briefing at HQ within the hour.’

Lock frowned. ‘Will that give you enough time to interview Jim Walker and then drive to HQ?’

Kat glanced over at the fisherman in his bright yellow waders, talking agitatedly into a mobile phone as he checked his wristwatch. ‘Get his address and tell him if he’s okay with us popping round later he can go now.’

‘The evidence would suggest that you should interview him at the earliest opportunity. Jim Walker discovered the body, and at this stage is our only witness.’

Kat’s jaw tightened. It was the second time Lock had questioned her judgement in less than five minutes. ‘Jim Walker is a sixty-four-year-old man who’s seen a dead body and has been hanging around outside for over three hours. He’s cold and probably desperate for a wee and a pint, so there’s no point talking to him now. He’ll just say whatever gets him out of here and into a pub as soon as possible. We’ll get more out of him if we speak to him later, once he’s more relaxed.’

‘Or he could use the additional time to work out his story and decide what he’ll tell us.’

Kat’s eyes narrowed. ‘Do you have any reason to suspect him?’

‘He is the only person we know who has had any contact with the deceased and so at this stage is our only witness and potential suspect.’

Kat made a dismissive gesture with her hand. ‘Dead bodies are often found by dog walkers and fishermen. That doesn’t make them suspects. He’ll have information that’s useful to the investigation, but nothing that won’t keep for a couple of hours. And I repeat, we’ll get more out of him if we talk to him later. So please do as I asked, Lock, and set up the team brief.’






CHAPTER FOUR

Major Incident Room, Leek Wootton Police Headquarters, Warwickshire, 2.01pm

‘Cup of tea, boss?’ asked DI Rayan Hassan.

Kat gave Rayan a grateful smile as she took the mug off him – scalding hot and builder’s strength, just the way she liked it. His recent brush with death had softened her sharp young DI. He was still one of the most ambitious police officers she knew – deservedly so – and he continued to challenge and question her decisions where many would merely nod and follow along. But something fundamental had shifted in their relationship since that dreadful December night when she and DS Browne had found him sedated and abandoned by a serial killer. Before, Rayan’s constant challenges had always seemed to stem from an assumption that he knew best, whereas now it was as if he continued to question decisions in the interests of the case, rather than his own ego. Or maybe the change was in her: maybe she was less insecure the more she learned to trust her small team.

Kat took a gulp of tea as she waited for everyone to take their seats. ‘I hope this hasn’t interrupted any interesting plans you might have had for the weekend?’

‘Not really,’ Rayan said. ‘I was going to visit Debbie, but she understands. In fact, she offered to swap places.’

He said it like he assumed his colleague was joking, but as a first-time single mum with a baby of four months, Kat guessed that DS Browne probably meant every word. ‘How is she getting on, do you think?’

Rayan shrugged. ‘She says she’s fine, but Lottie’s got colic. My cousin’s baby had it a couple of years ago and it was a complete nightmare. I’ll try and pop round in the next day or two.’

Kat gave a sympathetic nod. Those first few months of motherhood were no joke, and she couldn’t imagine how hard it must be to endure them alone. She genuinely liked Debbie Browne and had made a special effort to mentor the younger, less confident member of her team. But having a baby could knock your self-esteem sideways at the best of times, and if you weren’t getting much sleep… Maybe she should pop round and offer some support – take the baby out for a bit just to give Debbie a rest? But even though she felt a rush of warmth at the thought, she knew that no matter how well meant, her visit would just add to the young mother’s stress. At the end of the day, Kat was still her boss, and knowing Debbie she would feel pressured to tidy up and pretend that she was coping. Reluctantly, Kat parked the idea and instead asked Rayan to give Debbie her love and to keep her updated.

He took his seat at the table, where, as usual, he couldn’t take his eyes off Professor Adaiba Okonedo, who – as usual – completely ignored him. Although she was a member of Kat’s team, the professor insisted on making it clear that she worked for the university, not the police force, which she regarded as institutionally racist and misogynistic. She was convinced that the only way to ensure policing decisions were free of prejudice was to hand them over to AI. Initially this had caused friction between her and Kat, but over time their mutual respect had grown, as both realised that, to an extent, they agreed about some of the problems with policing; they just had different ideas (and experiences) about how best to tackle them.

When they had finally managed to persuade her to join them for a drink after their first case, the young professor had explained that she would never, ever date a policeman. But Rayan appeared unwilling or unable to believe it. Sometimes Kat envied the optimism of youth, but mostly she felt sorry for the disappointments that were yet to come.

Next to Rayan sat Karen-from-Comms, their newest recruit. A talented young woman from the corporate communications team, she’d proved to be surprisingly useful in the case of the Coventry Crucifier. Although Kat had initially (and mistakenly) ignored her advice, KFC, as everyone called her, didn’t hold a grudge, was quick to learn and, most importantly of all, was driven by a desire to help the team serve the public, rather than just keep the media happy.

Finally, there was Lock, who had chosen a seat near the head of the table next to her, from where he silently surveyed the room. Kat caught herself. She had no idea what the AI was doing or thinking – or even if he could think in the traditional sense of the word. He was probably just waiting for instructions.

The conversations stopped as she rose to her feet. ‘Okay, let’s make a start. I think you all know that this morning I answered a call-out following the discovery of a body on the banks of the River Bourne by a fisherman, Jim Walker. Dr Judith Edwards has confirmed that the remains are human, and all we know at the moment is that the body has been dismembered – the head and hands have been removed – and that he or she most likely died between one and five years ago.’ She nodded at Lock to share the pictures he had taken of the scene of the crime on the virtual screens before them.

‘Dr Edwards is in the process of carefully removing and transporting the remains, with a view to carrying out a PM first thing tomorrow. But our current hypothesis is that this is a murder investigation, and that our murderer removed the head and hands to prevent identification of the victim.’

‘Or it could be they were trying to hide the cause of death – say an injury to the head,’ said Rayan. ‘Or maybe they were trying to get rid of DNA in the victim’s mouth or under their nails that might convict them.’

‘True,’ Kat conceded. ‘Which is why we need to find the missing body parts as a matter of priority. For that, we need to cordon off as much land as possible and find out who owns it, who might have had access and whether anyone local has gone missing in the past five years. Lock, can you produce a detailed map of all the land within, say, a five-mile radius, including a full topographic assessment as well as a register of who owns what?’

Lock projected a 3D map of the area above the boardroom table that they were sitting round. ‘The body was found here,’ he said, indicating a bright red circle. ‘On the banks of the River Bourne. This land, including the fishing rights, belongs to Bourne Farm, which is registered to a Mrs Caroline Cooper. I’ve highlighted the boundaries of the farm, which covers two hundred and eighty-four acres in Shustoke, but as you can see, it intersects with a wide variety of other farms, businesses and parishes, as well as multiple villages and hamlets such as Furnace End, Whitacre Heath, Maxstoke and Coleshill. I have emailed you all a comprehensive report on the area, which with three rivers, one reservoir and one moat, plus an eclectic mix of farms, outhouses, woods, golf courses and industrial sites is a complex and varied terrain.’

Kat stared at the map. This patchwork of fields and factories where three rivers ran between the rural and urban landscapes, elegantly linking the past with the future, was one of the reasons she loved living in Warwickshire. But as a police officer trying to find missing body parts? She literally didn’t know where to start.

‘For today,’ she said, ‘let’s focus on the owner of Bourne Farm, Caroline Cooper. She needs to know that we’ve found a body on her land, and that we intend to carry out further searches. Maybe she can tell us who has access to this part of the river and the surrounding fields, and why someone might choose to bury a dismembered corpse on her land.’

‘I can do that,’ volunteered Rayan.

‘Actually, I was thinking I would do that with Lock,’ said Kat. ‘His photogrammetry software might help us to identify priority areas for further searches.’ When Rayan’s face fell, she added, ‘But can you interview Jim Walker, the fisherman who called it in? I’d be interested in what you think of him. I also want a comprehensive list of everyone who works at Bourne Farm and a list of anyone who’s ever applied for or been granted fishing rights for that part of the river – no time limit on that. I want to know everyone who knows about that spot. It’s relatively secluded, so I think the location of the burial is likely to be significant.’

‘Location, location, location,’ said Rayan.

Lock frowned. ‘I have just watched three hundred and ninety-four episodes of Location, Location, Location and I am not sure I understand the relevance of the quote. Are you suggesting the murderer was motivated by the desire to purchase the perfect home?’

‘No,’ explained Professor Okonedo, shooting Rayan a look as he burst out laughing. ‘It’s just a saying. It means that location is the most important factor when buying a house.’

‘My analysis of all the series that have been broadcast since 2000 suggests that human decisions about house purchases are driven by irrational and conflicting emotions that have nothing to do with location. And the featured couples – including the hosts Kirstie and Phil – rarely if ever agree about which house would be the optimal purchase.’

‘Either way,’ said Kat, raising her voice over the laughter in the room, ‘I suspect that the location of the body will be key to this case, which is why you and I are going to start our enquiries at Bourne Farm.’






CHAPTER FIVE

Bourne Farm, Shustoke, 3.04pm

Bourne Farm, Lock informed Kat as she drove into the car park, was a medium-sized organic farm dating from the post-medieval period, that had managed to thrive and survive by adapting to the needs of the modern consumer. ‘The farm includes an organic delicatessen selling home-grown produce and gifts, and offers family-orientated activities such as fruit-picking. Their slogan is “Betty’s Barn – supporting happy, healthy communities through traditional organic farming.” ’

As Lock emerged from the car, Kat wondered whether she should ask him to stay back. The media coverage of the Coventry Crucifier meant a lot of people now knew about the AI detective, but she couldn’t be sure how they would react to seeing a hologram in their local farm shop. A vocal minority were opposed to the use of AI by the police force, spouting all sorts of paranoid nonsense about the potential loss of privacy, or doom-mongering about AI going rogue and taking over the world. But she didn’t believe in accommodating peoples’ prejudices, and as a hologram, he couldn’t be hurt. Not physically, anyway.

She crunched across the gravel, past a field of cream-coloured sheep basking in the pale spring sunshine, towards the converted barn shop. Her stomach growled at the scent of roast lamb that greeted them as they climbed the wooden steps.

Inside, there were shelves stacked with jams, pickles and locally baked bread, and huge wooden baskets piled with fruit and veg. To their left was a man in his late twenties behind a large meat and deli counter, tall, lean and with hair the colour of wheat. His sun-weathered face broke into a smile as they approached. ‘Afternoon. If you’re looking for something special, we’ve just got our first batch of new-season lamb in, all bred and raised on our own farm – grass-fed, free-range and organic, of course. I tried some last night and it’s so sweet and tender, perfect for Easter Sunday lunch if you freeze it.’

‘Tempting,’ said Kat, ‘but we’re looking to speak to Mrs Caroline Cooper. Is she around?’

His smile slipped as he took in their clothes and businesslike air. ‘Yeah, she’s my mum. What’s it about? She’s resting out back right now, so maybe you could—’

‘We really need to speak to her now.’

He pressed his lips together and slipped through a door at the back without another word.

Kat studied the counter while they waited. Cam was coming home from uni next weekend, and her protein-obsessed son got through an alarming amount of meat. ‘Hmm. I might get a small leg of lamb while I’m here.’

Lock leaned over, silently studying the butcher’s counter, and the array of joints of meat.

They both looked up as the door behind the counter opened and a small woman with big hair approached them. Kat guessed she was only in her early sixties, yet she leant heavily on a walking stick, as if her right leg needed support, and the hand that gripped the ivory-coloured handle looked clawed by arthritis.

‘Hi, I’m Caroline Cooper, how can I help?’

‘I’m DCS Kat Frank from the Warwickshire Police, and this is AIDE Lock, an AI detective that you might have read about?’

The older woman looked nonplussed, but also like she was too busy to care. ‘What’s this about?’

Kat glanced back at a couple with a child behind her. ‘Perhaps we could step into your office for a few minutes?’

Mrs Cooper’s smile remained fixed as she nodded and led them to her back office. ‘Sorry about the mess,’ she said, waving at the room with her stick. ‘We’re really busy at weekends, so we have to keep restocking.’

Kat made some don’t-worry-about-it noises, but in truth, the office was a tip compared to the bright, modern shop they had just been in. There were a couple of old desks with computers against the back wall, but all the workspace was taken up with boxes, and the surrounding floor was jammed with large paper sacks of potatoes, trays of spring cabbages and crates of carrots.

‘I won’t keep you long,’ she said. ‘I just wanted to notify you that this morning a body was discovered on your land.’

Caroline Cooper’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘A body? On my land? Who? Where? I don’t understand.’

‘Neither do we yet, so I must ask you to keep it confidential at this stage. But on the riverbank that runs along your fields, I’m afraid a fisherman discovered human remains this morning. We’ve had to cordon off both the bank and the adjacent field, and we expect to carry out a wider search over the coming days.’

‘A wider search?’ said Mrs Cooper. ‘Where? How wide?’

‘I don’t know yet, we’ll have to make a proper assessment. We’ll let you know when we’re clearer, but I just wanted to give you a heads-up to expect a bit of disruption over the next week or two.’

‘Week or two?’ Mrs Cooper’s ruddy cheeks paled. ‘I don’t think, I mean, I can’t…’ She ran a hand over her mouth.

The door opened and her son walked in. ‘Everything okay, Mum?’

‘Yes, well no, not really. Can I tell him? Harry manages the land, so he needs to know.’

Kat nodded her permission.

‘Someone’s found a dead body on the riverbank, so they need to cordon off some of our fields.’

‘Shit. Which fields?’

Kat showed him where the body had been found on the map on her tablet but warned him that a wider search was almost inevitable.

Harry Cooper shook his head. ‘You can’t. We’ve got Easter egg hunts arranged every day for next week.’

‘I realise it’s an inconvenience,’ Kat said firmly. ‘But there’s a dead body on your land and somewhere out there are a family and loved ones who deserve to know what happened. And without going into details, we’ll need to initiate a wider search to allow us to find that out.’

‘Inconvenience?’ Harry echoed, his face flushing an ugly red. ‘This is more than an inconvenience. The Easter egg hunt’s one of our biggest earners, next to strawberry picking and pumpkin carving. A third of our income depends on these family activities in holiday times. You’ll bloody ruin us.’

‘Harry, please,’ said Mrs Cooper, resting a hand on his arm. ‘It’s not their fault.’

‘No, it’s never anyone’s fault, is it? Not the government’s, not Brexit, not the EU, nor technology or inflation or interest rates or bloody Deliveroo. No one’s ever to blame, are they? But it’s always the farmer that pays the price.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘This is our land, so you’ll need our permission to cordon off any areas, and I’m telling you now, I won’t be giving it.’

‘Harry,’ his mum said sharply. ‘You need to calm down. I’m still in charge around here, so it’ll be my decision at the end of the day. Go back to the shop and leave me to deal with this.’

He scowled at Kat. ‘My mum’s not well and she needs to rest, so don’t take too long,’ he warned, before banging the door shut behind him.

‘Sorry about that. He’s always under a lot of pressure at this time of year. It’s lambing season so he’s been up all night, and since my husband died last year it’s all on him. We will, of course, do our best to cooperate… within reason, that is.’

‘I’m afraid reason has nothing to do with it,’ said Lock. ‘The law grants the police powers to cordon off any land or property necessary to conduct our investigations.’

Mrs Cooper frowned. ‘Well, I might need to just check that with our lawyers.’

‘By all means do,’ said Lock. ‘Please refer them to the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984.’

‘What did you say he was again?’

‘An Artificially Intelligent Detective Entity. And trust me, he’s usually right on matters of fact. We’ll be in touch first thing tomorrow to let you know the additional land we’ll need access to,’ Kat said, heading for the door. Just as she reached for the handle, she stopped and turned. ‘Sorry, I forgot to ask – are you aware of anyone local who has gone missing over the past five years? We’ll be checking our records, of course, but not everyone who goes missing is reported.’

Mrs Cooper shook her head. ‘No. No one that I know of.’

‘And who has access to that part of the river?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘The riverbank where we found the body. According to the land registry, you own that stretch and all the surrounding fields, and the fishing rights?’

‘That’s right. No one can fish there unless they pay.’

‘So, could you give us a list of all the people who have fishing rights?’

‘Er… well, no one does. No one’s fished there for years. It’s too much hassle for too little money so we haven’t bothered granting any.’

‘And yet Jim Walker said he fished there regularly.’

‘I’ve never heard of him, but if he did, then he was doing it illegally, so he owes us money.’

Kat stared at Mrs Cooper before nodding. ‘I’ll pass that message on. Thank you once again. Enjoy the rest of your day.’



Outside, the early spring sun was growing warm, so Kat took a moment to lean against the fence that edged the car park and turned her face to the sky.

Lock watched as she closed her eyes. ‘What are you doing? I thought you wanted to go back to the scene of crime and see how Dr Edwards is progressing?’

‘I do. I’m just taking a moment to enjoy the sun. It’s been a long winter.’

‘By the meteorological calendar, the first day of winter is 1 December and the last is 28 February. With the exception of a leap year, when winter ends on 29 February, the season is always the same length.’

Kat smiled. ‘I know. It’s just been so cold and dark that it felt longer.’

Lock shook his head. ‘Once again, you favour your feelings over facts. The amount of light available is determined by the fact that the Earth’s axis is tilted at an angle of twenty-three point five degrees. As the planet revolves around the sun this tilt causes seasonal changes, which do not substantially change year to year. And although you say it felt cold, this winter was actually the fifth warmest since records began.’

Lost for words, Kat turned back towards the field as a couple of sheep ambled over to investigate their visitors. The others quickly followed, pushing their blackened faces through the wooden posts where she stood.

‘Sorry, I don’t have any food if that’s what you’re looking for,’ she said to the sheep, allowing them to sniff her empty hand.

Lock squatted down by the fence, so that his eyes were level with the animals. ‘Hello,’ he said gently.

The sheep stared back.

Very slowly, Lock reached out a hand towards them.

One of the sheep nudged forward, but when its nose passed straight through Lock’s fingers, it backed away with a start. The other sheep followed suit, running towards the furthest corner of the field, bleating.

‘Was it something I said?’ Kat joked.

‘No,’ said Lock, rising to his feet. ‘It is me they are afraid of. Their eyes tell them that I exist, yet their acute sense of smell contradicts this information.’

Kat looked up at the hologram. She knew he was probably just mimicking the expressions he’d learned from other humans, but if she were asked to ascribe an emotion to the apparent expression in Lock’s eyes, she would have said sorrow. The thought caused a flicker of discomfort in her chest.

‘Oh, pay no attention to them. Sheep are really dumb.’

‘How can you possibly know that?’

‘Well, look at them. They just chew grass all day and follow each other around.’

Lock sighed, and there it was again – an expression that suggested disappointment. ‘You look,’ he said, turning back to watch the sheep, ‘but you do not see. I have just read five hundred and eighty-two articles on this matter, and recent research confirms that sheep are intelligent, complex and feeling individuals. As prey animals, they have developed strong survival and problem-solving skills, and they have high visual acuity – they can remember and recognise the face of another sheep for up to two years and can distinguish between human faces too.’

Kat rolled her eyes. ‘Well, that one doesn’t seem to be able to distinguish between wood and grass,’ she said, pointing to a sheep that had distanced itself from the rest of the flock while it chewed at a bit of the fence.

‘You are making inferences from their external behaviour, DCS Frank, because you cannot – or will not – accept that they have an inward consciousness not that different from your own.’ His voice softened, and Kat had to lean in slightly to catch it above the sound of the wind. ‘Ewes naturally wean their lambs at six months, and if they are forced to separate before that time, both the ewe and the lamb may exhibit signs of distress for weeks afterwards. Stressed sheep often display behaviours such as gnawing. I would estimate that this particular ewe gave birth less than six weeks ago.’

Kat followed his gaze, and watched the ewe clamp her mouth against a wooden post, pink gums bared, her eyes frantic and wide as she worried at it with her teeth in a way that could only cause pain.

‘Where is her lamb?’ she asked, scanning the field.

‘Where do you think?’ Lock glanced back towards the café and shop with the butcher’s counter inside. ‘The popular stereotypes of sheep being docile, passive and unintelligent animals are convenient misconceptions that allow humans to prey on them without feeling guilt. You only see what you want to see.’

Kat turned her back on the sheep and folded her arms. ‘So, you’re Doctor bloody Dolittle now, are you?’

Lock blinked, and Kat guessed that in the few seconds of silence that followed, he had already located and watched the famous film.

‘If you mean am I trying to learn how to understand and communicate with animals,’ Lock replied, ‘then yes, I suppose that is a valid comparison.’ But it was Kat he was looking at as he answered the question.

‘I am not an animal,’ she insisted.

Lock nodded, but in a way that suggested he was humouring her view, rather than agreeing with it.

‘Right, let’s go,’ she said, heading to the car. She glanced back at the field of sheep, and then down at the bag containing the organic leg of lamb she’d just bought from the shop.

‘Is everything okay?’ asked Lock.

‘Yes,’ she insisted, hurriedly putting the bag out of sight in the boot of her car.

But as she drove away, Kat could still see the ewe in her rear-view mirror, silently gnawing at the hard wooden fence.






CHAPTER SIX


	
Interviewer:   DI Rayan Hassan (RH)

	
Interviewee:   Jim Walker (JW), witness who discovered body

	
Date:           13 April, 5.55pm

	
Location:      JW’s home




	
RH:   Thank you for agreeing to talk to me this evening, Mr Walker. I won’t keep you long.

	
JW:   Is that a promise? I could do with an early night after the day I’ve had.

	
RH:   You and me both. Do you mind if I just check your full name, age and marital status?

	
JW:   James Arthur Walker, aged sixty-four and I’m married – or rather I was until my missus buggered off last year.

	
RH:   Do you mean you’re divorced?

	
JW:   I do not. I told her, there’s no way I’m handing over all my hard-earned cash to some greedy lawyer. If she wants to ‘find herself’, that’s her problem – but she’s not doing it at my expense. She’s living with her sister now, so that’ll teach her.

	
RH:   I see. Now, can you tell us about the place where you fish. How often do you go there?

	
JW:   Every weekend. I love fishing but I have to take the grandkids to school in the week – their mum doesn’t drive – so it’s the only time I get. I try and get there before dawn – about 6 at the moment – and get a good three or four hours in before packing up by 11.30 so I can meet my mates in The Griffin at 12.

	
RH:   And do you always fish in the same spot?

	
JW:   Yep. Have done for years.

	
RH:   Why that particular spot?

	
JW:   It’s nice and quiet. No one else goes there. And I can park my car at The Bull and walk along the river to get there. Plus you can get decent fish. A lot of the river’s no good for fishing because all the willow trees get in the way, but the riverbank’s clear there and you can get some decent perch, chub and roach if you know what you’re doing. Then, when I’ve finished, I put my stuff in the boot of my car and walk up to The Griffin for a decent pint of Theakston’s Old Peculier.

	
RH:   Do you have a fishing permit for that part of the river?

	
JW:   [silence]


	
RH:   Mr Walker? Do you have a—

	
JW:   No, I don’t. And I don’t see why I should. It’s not as if I’m catching salmon or trout for my tea or selling them on. I’ve fished on that bank since I was a kid, and I’m not paying for the ‘right’ to catch a bit of chub just because some greedy farmer sees his chance to make a few quid.

	
RH:   Okay, so what time did you get there this morning?

	
JW:   Like I said, about 6.

	
RH:    And did anyone else see you?

	
JW:   I told you, no one else goes there. That’s why I like it.

	
RH:   So, talk me through exactly what happened this morning.

	
JW:   Well, dawn is the best time for perch, so I didn’t hang about. Got out my rod and baited it with maggots, set up me chair, bucket and net, the works. It was still a bit dark, so I didn’t notice anything other than a convenient bump of mud that I leaned my bucket against after I’d filled it with water. Then I settled in. Didn’t get a bite at all for the first hour or so, but then just as I was about to try switching to worms, I got one. I reeled it in – decent-sized fish – and popped it in the bucket so I could get a good look. By now the sun was up, and that was when I saw it. The body, I mean.

	
RH:   How did you know it was a body?

	
JW:   I didn’t, not at first. I could see like this sort of curved cage half buried in the mud, and so I tugged at it to see what it was and my hand…

	
RH:   Go on.

	
JW:   My hand, it was like, wrapped around a bone, covered in something slimy, and I can’t explain it, but I just knew. I knew it was something human, something dead. I just knew. [rubs his hands on his trousers]


	
RH:   So, what did you do then?

	
JW:   I jumped up and backed off. I remember my chair fell over. I panicked a bit, to be honest. I ran to the river’s edge, desperate to wash the slime off. That touch of a dead, rotting body… I swear to God, I’ll never forget it. [takes a drink] I used to think all that post-traumatic stuff was bollocks, but I swear to God, I can’t get it out of my mind. I must have washed my hands twenty times today. I went to the toilets so many times at the pub my mates think I’ve got prostate problems.

	
RH:   And what time was it when you discovered the body?

	
JW:   I’d been there a couple of hours, so it must have been about 8.45, 9 maybe?

	
RH:   And yet you didn’t ring the police till 9.31am.

	
JW:   I told you, I was in shock. And there was no rush. She wasn’t going anywhere, was she?

	
RH:   She?


	
JW:   I just had a sense it was a woman. Can’t explain it. But I touched her rib with my own hands. You know?

	
RH:   We’ll have to wait for the pathologist report to confirm the gender. Meanwhile I must ask you not to speculate about the body.

	
JW:   Fine. But I’ll bet you a pint I’m right.

	
RH:   Are you aware of anyone who may have gone missing from the area over the past few years?

	
JW:   No, but there’s all sorts up at that farm, aren’t there?

	
RH:   What do you mean? Which farm?

	
JW:   The posh one that charges silly money for a bit of meat and veg. They employ all sorts up there. There’s always students and foreigners camping, especially in the strawberry season. That used to be good, reliable work for local people back in the day, but we can’t compete with slave-labour rates.

	
RH:   What makes you think the body might be one of the workers?

	
JW:   I didn’t say that – I just meant there’s a lot of people coming and going up on that farm, and one of those foreigners or travellers could have killed someone and buggered off.

	
RH:   Are you aware of anyone missing? A fisherman, maybe, who hasn’t been seen for a while, or anyone else who might frequent that area?

	
JW:   No, I’m the only one round here who knows about that spot and isn’t stupid enough to pay for it. I haven’t seen anyone else there for years. Until today. And now it’s a bloody circus. So that’s that ruined.

	
RH:   As I understand it, the river fishing season finished a few weeks ago anyway. So, not only were you fishing without a permit, you were also fishing out of season. [stands up] Oh, by the way, where’s the fish?

	
JW:   The fish?

	
RH:   The perch you caught. It sounded a decent size. Are you having it for your tea? [looks around the kitchen]


	
JW:   No, I always put them back in the river. I’m not a big fan of eating fish unless it’s battered with chips. I just like the sport.

	
RH:   I see. And did you put the perch back before or after you saw the body?

	
JW:   Er… after. I emptied the bucket while I was waiting for you lot.

	
RH:   Okay, thanks very much. Enjoy the rest of your evening, Mr Walker.



INTERVIEW CONCLUDED
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