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From the Kidbury Echo, page 3:

‘MARROW MAN’ TRIUMPHS AGAIN

Local resident Keith Dike yet again took the top prize in the marrow section at the Castle Kidbury Show. Keith (pictured right with his mammoth gourd) puts his three-year winning streak down to his special compost. ‘It’s a closely guarded secret,’ he said as he accepted the coveted Gold Rosette and a £10 gift voucher for Lynne’s Minimart. Keith vowed to return next year, with an even bigger marrow.




GOLD HILL

Danny was walking his dog.

‘Just walking my dog,’ he murmured to himself. ‘Just walking my dog.’ He reached down to pat Jumble and she leapt at his fingers before darting away. ‘Anybody asks, I’m just walking my dog.’

They trudged together up the slope. Gold Hill was the highest point above Castle Kidbury, but Danny didn’t look down at the houses. He didn’t notice the streetlamps flicker off as the new day broke. Something up ahead held his attention. Something familiar, that today looked different, and odd.

‘Come on, Jumble.’ Danny narrowed his slanted eyes at the scarecrow, troubled that its hat seemed to be missing. He didn’t notice the aqua-blue Morris Traveller below, on the road that approached the hill.

The car’s progress was slow on the empty stretch. To one side, caravans and tents gathered to disfigure the green and pleasant land. The car stopped at the traffic lights on the outskirts of the town proper, even though they shone green, inviting it in.

‘No hat!’ Danny’s breathing was laboured. The scarecrow was a landmark, even though its function was obscure, with no crops to guard at the top of the hill. It was an unchanging feature of these ‘walks’ with Jumble. ‘And no overcoat.’

Below, the old Morris avoided the town centre, beetling instead through the crescents and closes of a hinterland housing estate.

Now the dog was entranced by the scarecrow, when usually she barrelled past, nose to the ground. Jumble snuffled at the dark figure outlined against the brightening sky. She growled, her small stiff body trembling.

‘Jumble?’ Danny and his dog were best friends, apart, of course, from her, who wasn’t exactly a best friend, but was something more, something special. He was tuned into her the way he was tuned into Jumble, and he’d never seen his dog maddened like this. As if bursting to tell him something, but unable to tear its eyes away from the scarecrow.

There was a smell. Of wrong things. Of things that had gone off. Danny could almost taste it. He was scared, but nobody had told his feet; they carried him towards the scarecrow.

The dot that was a car left the maze of the estate and had a wide road all to itself.

On the hill, Danny fell to his knees and wailed.

The scarecrow should have been a collection of sticks, its twiggy arms stuck through ancient sleeves, a trilby jammed on its weathered football face. Instead, it was solid and meaty. It was naked, streaked all over with jammy blood. It was a man, arms out, gory head down, nailed in place like that Jesus his nan was so keen on. But a Jesus frozen in an agonising scream.

Danny couldn’t stop crying. He knew that somehow he’d be in terrible trouble over this.

The crucified man leant forward, pinioned by bony wrists and ankles. As if he was straining to be free, to walk down to Castle Kidbury and beg for help.

A breeze lifted his gummy hair. Blackish blood filled hollow eye sockets.

Danny turned and ran. He didn’t look back in case the Jesus man had ripped his nailed wrists from the wood and stepped down to follow him, bloody feet slithering on the wet grass. Danny stumbled and fell. He got up. He shouted; afterwards, he couldn’t remember which words.

Far below, out of earshot, the car had stopped at the top of a winding drive. Eventually the driver’s door opened and a figure got out, to be swallowed by a grand house.


Chapter 1

THE PRODIGAL DAUGHTER

Sunday 15 May

Jess let herself into Harebell House, relieved that her key still worked. Chintz. Flagstones. The tick of an inherited Grandfather clock.

Sundays in small market towns have their own special atmosphere, of bells and hush and a sense of waiting. In Harebell House it always felt like Sunday.

‘Dad?’ she called. He was an early riser, and Jess imagined him padding about somewhere in the rambling house’s innards. ‘Dad?’ Slightly louder. Her voice echoed in the flagstone hall.

A door opened and a creature roared in, a flash of wheat-coloured fur. Moose jumped up at Jess, deliriously happy as only a dog can be.

‘Moose!’ Jess matched his enthusiasm, glad of its uncomplicated simplicity. ‘Oh Moosey Moose!’ She put her arms around him and smiled as he barked.

A woman stepped through a glazed door, a hen sitting complacently in her arms. Her broad face was pinkish. She was blonde, but country blonde, not town blonde.

Jess took a step backwards, let Moose drop. ‘Who the hell are you?’ The woman wore slippers, she noticed. She was perfectly at home, whoever she was.

‘No, my darling,’ said the stranger, an Eastern European rhythm to her words. ‘Who hell are you?’

‘I’m Jess,’ said Jess. She glared, unable to dial it down.

‘Ah, the famous Jess . . .’ The woman looked her up and down. ‘I see what your father means.’

‘Where is my father?’

‘Jimmy’s out, darling.’ Perhaps she saw the tremor that ran through Jess at such familiarity with the forbidding Judge James Castle. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not your new step-mummy.’ She laughed, shoulders shaking, chicken juddering. ‘Come on. Cup of tea, isn’t it?’

The kitchen was its timeless self. Scuffed wooden table of enormous size. Scarred units painted cream. A self-important Aga. But it was shipshape, cleaner than it had ever been. Worktops scoured. Chrome gleaming.

‘Sit.’ The order was peremptory. The chicken was dropped out through an open window. ‘Kettle is just boiled.’

Jess sat, like an obedient pet, in her habitual dark, shapeless separates that disguised the ins and outs of her body. Baggy tee over baggy skirt over leggings. She noticed that her Doc Martens had trailed mud into the pristine kitchen and felt pleased.

The teapot was new; Jess thought of it as an interloper, then caught herself thinking that and despaired. The teapot was just a teapot.

She pulled off her all-seasons knit hat and freed her disordered dark-brown hair, the same colour as her eyes. She folded her arms brusquely, more like a toddler than a woman in her early thirties. ‘So . . . do I get to know who you are?’

‘My name, my darling, is Bogna. Not spelt like the seaside place.’ She laughed again, that hearty laugh. ‘I am housekeeper. I look after beautiful house.’

‘Dad never said.’

‘His head is full of serious stuff.’ Stoof. Bogna’s accent was soothing, despite her workmanlike way of moving and dressing. Battered jeans. A man’s aged shirt. Somewhere in her fifties, she was a little battered herself, but radiant with it. ‘Some days I barely see him. He is not like retired man. Always out. Or in his study.’ Stoody.

‘Is he, you know, okay?’

‘You’ll find out, my darling.’

Looking about her, Jess registered an absence. ‘Where’s Miffy?’

‘Dead,’ said Bogna.

‘What?’ The cat had warmed Harebell House laps for a decade. ‘Nobody said . . .’

‘You weren’t here, isn’t it?’

They drank tea in silence. The garden beyond the windows gradually brightened, its topiary taking shape.

Jess stood and opened a kitchen cupboard. Cleaning products stared back at her. ‘Oh. Biscuits?’

Bogna tutted. ‘Not allowed.’

‘Not . . .?’

‘The Judge must not get fat.’

Jess narrowed her eyes. ‘Where’s the biscuit tin gone?’

Bogna shrugged; she knew nothing of the tin’s long history, of the part it played in comforting a younger Jess when she sloped in from school. ‘Recycled, I suppose.’

Jess remembered the form of the tin, its ridges, the metallic sound of it. She mourned it keenly for a moment before noises outside made both women lift their heads.

Stamping of feet. A bicycle being parked in the glassed utility room to the side of the kitchen. A clearing of a throat. The door opened, and His Honour Judge Castle QC entered, head down to remove a sperm-shaped helmet, saying, ‘Twenty K, Bogna! Mostly uphill, to boot. Not bad at all.’

The Judge was all in black Lycra, his long, sexagenarian body sleek and, to Jess’s eyes, inappropriately lithe. She mentally pixelated certain regions.

Bending to pull at the Velcro straps on his cycling shoes, the Judge said, ‘Something’s going on up by Gold Hill. Three police cars sped past me. Almost—’ He straightened and saw Jess, who had half stood to greet him. ‘Ah. I see.’

He left the room.

Bogna pulled in her chin. ‘What’s bitten him on bum?’

‘I’ll go to my room.’ Jess picked up her rucksack. ‘Unless that’s been recycled?’

Harebell House was a labyrinth of genteel good taste. Tucked away down a short wallpapered hall off a landing, the room was exactly as it had been through Jess’s teenage years. Striped walls. Louvred built-in wardrobe. Avocado sink. Ruffled blind.

The record player she’d refused to retire sat boxily on the floor. Propped against it, an LP. Elvis’s chubby cheeks and killer smile. GI Blues was an album she’d almost worn out, despite its lack of cool. ‘Wooden Heart’ was the most worn of all the tracks.

She sat on the bed, then let herself lie back, giving into the feelings that crowded her. It was comforting to be in a room so familiar. It was also pathetic.

More pathetic than comforting, she thought. Jess was back in the place she least wanted to be.



The tape recorder in Interview Room One whirred, registering nothing but the slither of fabric as DS John Eden crossed his legs. He gazed at Danny, who kept his eyes on the floor.

Danny was clearly frightened at finding himself in Castle Kidbury police station. Slumped, plump thighs apart, his mouth hanging open, he hadn’t said a word when DS Eden explained that he wasn’t under caution. The Appropriate Adult – a permed woman whose face still bore the marks of her pillow – seemed satisfied that Danny understood what was going on, but Eden wasn’t so sure.

‘You know me, Danny,’ he said, leaning forward. ‘I gave a talk on personal safety at the Trust.’ Danny worked part-time at a charitable trust over in Richleigh. ‘You can talk to me.’ DS Eden pushed a packet towards him. ‘Come on. Say something before I eat all the Maltesers.’

Danny was locked into a private place, and DS Eden didn’t blame him. The crimson mess hammered to the makeshift cross on the top of Gold Hill would give anybody nightmares, never mind a Vulnerable Adult like Danny.

‘Nobody thinks you’ve done anything wrong.’

The weather on Danny’s face changed slightly. His almond-shaped eyes, with their archetypal folded eyelids, flicked around the room.

Eden glanced again at the scant notes taken by the officer on the scene: Witness heard wheezing in mist. Witness very distraught.

‘Your mum’s very worried,’ he said. ‘As soon as she’s got your brother and sister to school, she’s coming here. We know you rang her when you found the . . .’ Eden faltered; he didn’t want to say ‘body’, even though that’s what the poor, slaughtered thing was. ‘When you found the man on top of the hill. Your mum was fast asleep, like the rest of Castle Kidbury.’

Danny blinked. He sank lower in the chair. His Appropriate Adult yawned.

‘Good thing you ran into Mr Else.’ The farmer had been poking in bushes at the foot of the hill, cursing, searching for a strayed sheep; Castle Kidbury sheep had been meeting sticky ends of late. The boy had run, screeching like a banshee, out of the haze. ‘You were very upset, weren’t you?’

Silence.

‘Danny, something puzzles me. It was early to be out and about. Why were you and Jumble up on the hill as the sun came up? Were you meeting somebody?’ Eden rubbed the back of his neat head. His brownish hair, short as a schoolboy’s, was so clean it squeaked. ‘You know about the sheep, don’t you? We all do.’

Appropriate Adult tutted and sighed. ‘Poor creatures,’ she murmured.

Noting that she hadn’t voiced any sympathy for the man currently being zipped into a body bag, Eden went on. ‘Everybody was very upset when the sheep were killed and left out for people to see. That was horrible. But this is different, don’t you think? This is more serious, Danny. Do you get that? That it’s serious?’

Danny looked directly at Eden for the first time. His teardrop eyes swam.

Eden felt the interview shift. He spoke more softly. ‘If you saw anything, Danny, you can tell me. Nothing bad will happen to you.’ He hesitated. ‘I promise,’ he said. ‘Did you see something? Somebody? Danny, do you know who did this?’

‘I don’t want her to get in trouble.’ Danny’s voice was tiny.

‘Who, Danny?’

‘She’s special. She’s a goddess. I swore I wouldn’t tell.’

‘Goddesses have names. What do you call her?’

Danny struggled. A tap at the door made him jump.

Softly, too softly for the tape to pick it up, DS Eden muttered, ‘Oh for fuck’s sake,’ before saying, ‘Interview suspended at, let me see, zero six twenty-three.’

DC Karen Knott, a smudge of a woman with an Only me! air, put her head around the door. In a self-important whisper, she said, ‘Thought you’d want to know, Sarge, we got a positive ID from the family. It is Keith Dike.’

‘Poor sod.’

‘He was probably off his head, as per usual. Easy pickings for some psycho.’

‘Let’s not use words like psycho, Knott. Not yet.’

‘Sorry. Yeah.’ Knott leant further into the room. She wore forgettable separates. ‘All right, Danny? I’ve got your mum out here doing her nut.’

‘I don’t want to get her in trouble.’ Danny sat up, angry now, and hit the table.

Forgetting to turn on the tape, Eden snatched his moment. ‘We can’t help you both if you don’t tell us who she is, Danny.’

But Danny lapsed into silence, and was handed over to his distraught mother without another word passing his lips.



Creeping downstairs, Jess felt like a burglar. She didn’t want to attract Bogna’s attention. The housekeeper sang loudly in the kitchen, producing sound effects of general domestic clamour. Jess wondered where Bogna lived, then wondered if she lived in. Her brother had never thought to tell her about this development, but then, Stephen’s world ended at the tip of Stephen’s nose.

Stealing towards the study, Jess gathered herself on the parquet flooring. She was used to bearding her father in his den: it had always been Jess who sought out the Judge, never the other way around.

A hoarse bark from outside was all it took to sway her. Her father could wait. Harebell House was a place of many doors; she could escape into the garden without passing Bogna in the kitchen.

Hollyhocks. Catmint. All echoing the lavender and green of the wisteria that hung around the house like a frothy wig. Grasses whispered as she passed. The barking grew nearer. Moose must have cornered a squirrel. Jess didn’t panic; the squirrels never came off worse. Moose’s bark was, as the proverb promised, worse than his non-existent bite.

A gate she’d not walked through for years. Arched wrought-iron in a high wall. Jess pushed at it, and it spoke, like a sore throat.

The dog was in a sky-blue tiled rectangle carved into the ground. Jess joined him, taking the slope from what had been the shallow end. Sitting beside the dog – who was still insanely pleased to see her – she asked him rhetorically if he could remember the pool when it was full.

‘It was such a laugh, Moose. I was in and out of it all day. But then Mum drained it and locked the gate, so that was that.’ Her soft-hearted mother, crying as she turned the big key, just couldn’t bear to see her children in the water after what had happened at a long-ago birthday party.

‘Yes, Moose, Mum was lovely, wasn’t she?’ The golden retriever’s coat was sun-warm against Jess’s face.

Moose pawed her, a little whine escaping.

‘What’s that?’ Jess cocked her head. ‘You think I’m hiding, do you? You think I should just get on with it and face Dad?’ Jess got up, wiped moss from her skirt. ‘As usual, Moose, you’re right.’

With Moose at her heels, Jess retraced her steps to the Judge’s study door and barged in. ‘Well, it goes without saying I’d find you in your man cave. Like you’d be anywhere else. I’m not impressed with this cycling nonsense by the way.’

Jess landed on a leather Chesterfield armchair. Its vast size made her feel small. Moose threw himself on the rug, one eye open. ‘Sooo, thought I may as well pop in, see what’s what in Sad Valley.’

‘It’s been a year, Jess.’ The Judge was grave as he turned his chair to take her in across his broad, leather-topped desk. The deliberate way he moved and spoke told Jess she hadn’t won; he wouldn’t allow her to orchestrate this. ‘A whole year.’

‘The new job, you know . . .’ Jess shrugged, feeling her hair drop out of the half-hearted bun she’d wrangled at her dressing table mirror. ‘It’s been intense.’

‘We haven’t seen you since the funeral.’

‘No, well . . .’ Jess had airbrushed that day from her memory banks. She galloped on to a burr that had been bothering her. ‘I know you expected me for Christmas, but . . .’ Her shoulders dropped. ‘I couldn’t, Dad. I just couldn’t.’

‘I see.’ The Judge nodded and pushed at the white hair that, according to the portrait over the mantelpiece, had once been a chocolate-brown quiff. ‘We all managed to do it. Stephen and Susannah and the children. Iris. Josh. But, no, not you. Not Jessica Castle.’

Her eyes filled as she looked past him. ‘Jess,’ she corrected him, softly. She had slept through most of Christmas Day; woken on the sofa by the Queen’s speech, she’d had hot chocolate in her hair. ‘I couldn’t bear to look at the empty place at the table.’

‘So you made another one.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She meant it, but she wondered why it was always her who was sorry.

‘I see.’

Jess speculated: what did her father see? As far as she could make out, he saw very little that he didn’t want to. She shrank even smaller in the Chesterfield; this whole room conspired to hurtle her back to childhood.

‘I assume from the earliness of the hour, from the dramatic nature of your arrival, the fact that it’s mid-semester, that this isn’t a casual social visit. What have you done now?’

‘Does it have to be something I’ve done? What if I just wanted to see my own flesh and blood?’

‘Very well. Tell me nothing has happened. Tell me everything is fine.’ The Judge steepled his fingers beneath his chin, his stillness contrasting with his daughter’s unease.

She paused. She gave in. ‘Dad, that job just wasn’t me. The whole set-up.’ Jess sketched something – even she didn’t know what – in the air. ‘I felt hemmed in.’

‘Oh Jessica,’ sighed the Judge. ‘It wasn’t you? What does that mean? Mum was so chuffed when you got that position. After everything that went on with you. And where are we now? May? Nine months later and it’s over. You couldn’t even last a year. You couldn’t get out of bed and go to work in the morning like everybody else.’

‘It wasn’t about getting out of bed!’

‘So it was your customary objection to being “normal”.’ The Judge made a noise Jess knew well. A cross between a tut and a snort. A snut, perhaps. ‘If you’d stuck with your law degree instead of studying the ancient past perhaps you’d be able to deal with the present day. You were always drawn to ancient history. Perhaps if Harriet hadn’t saddled you with that damn silly middle name . . .’

For one terrible moment Jess thought he was going to go against Castle tradition and say the name out loud. But no. ‘I hate the law,’ said Jess, aware this was as blasphemous in the Judge’s study as swearing in a cathedral. There was no need to drag her mother into this, let alone try to blame her. ‘It was a mistake to go back to Cambridge. Too many ghosts.’

‘For Christ’s sake.’ The Judge raised his voice. ‘How many young women get an opportunity like that? It was handed to you on a plate. An old tutor puts in a good word and you waltz right into a lecturing post. But it’s not you, you say. What does the faculty have to say about this? Max stuck his neck out for you; you mark my words, that chap must be furious.’

‘I haven’t exactly told Max.’

‘Not exactly?’

‘Jesus, Dad, we’re not in your courtroom!’ Jess stood up and planted her hands on his desk, leaning over for the full disclosure she’d known he’d tear out of her. ‘I ran away, okay? That’s what you want me to say, isn’t it? Jess cocked up yet again.’

‘When?’

Jess winced and shut her eyes. ‘Last week.’

‘You mean you literally ran away?’

‘Yes.’

‘Without telling anybody?’

‘Yes.’

The Judge sat back. He regarded her evenly. ‘And so you came home.’

‘Yup,’ said Jess. ‘I came home.’
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This bit was important.

As important as the crucifixion. It must be done carefully. There would be pictures in the news. Maybe the front page of the Kidbury Echo. Everyone would see. He had to get this just right.

Words could come out wrong. But not the box. The box was solid and good and straight. He passed his hand over it. The grain went with the symbols. The hinge was almost invisible.

The inside shone pleasingly in the dim light. Perhaps no one would ever know of the craftsmanship. Not once the box had been filled. The contents would overshadow the message.

Some messages, even if you shout them, remain a secret.

The box sat in his hand and was perfect.

The paper bag sat in a soggy red puddle. Pulling a face, he wiped around it with a rag. The bag split and he had to catch them before they hit the floor and rolled away.

That was funny. Like a cartoon. Humming, he tucked the goodies into their bespoke new home and closed the lid. Surely the gods would smile on him.


Chapter 2

PAN’S PEOPLE

Monday 16 May

The noise was a heavy boom, undercut with silvery chatter. Jess, eyes firmly shut, sensed the weight of the water above her head. She was in it, of it, her lungs were shrieking.

She sat up. The bed was dry. The room was as it should be. Padding downstairs in bare feet, doing up her shirt, Jess fled the dream. She thought it had gone; perhaps it had only been waiting in the bricks of Harebell House.



DS Eden agreed with the inspector that, yes, the red-tops would have a field day with something as newsworthy as a crucifixion. And yes, the local press would find out any minute because Castle Kidbury nick leaked like a sieve. Furthermore, he accepted the urgency of being seen to be doing something. And yes, results were necessary. And yes, young Danny Ruhrmund was refusing to cooperate, but that didn’t mean—

Realising his superior had rung off, Eden slammed down the phone and barked for DC Knott. He planned to funnel the crap down through the pecking order, but when Knott’s plain, keen face showed round the door, he said, ‘Karen, how’s your mum?’ instead.

‘A martyr to her legs as ever, Sarge.’

DC Knott lived with her mother, who was never quite well but never quite died either; the whole station was aware of her pitiful home life.

‘Sorry to hear that. Come in, come in.’

The woman always lurked at doors, as if waiting for an invitation.

‘Knott, did Danny say anything worth mentioning before him and his mum left?’

‘Not a dicky bird.’

‘Any ideas about who he meant when he said he didn’t want to get “her” into trouble?’

‘Nope, Sarge. I asked his mum, but she was more interested in getting him home.’

‘Did you mention the cross to her?’

‘ ’Course not, Sarge.’

‘Good.’ Eden didn’t quite believe her. ‘Any word from Richleigh yet?’ Keith Dike’s remains had been taken to the better-equipped police station in the neighbouring, more populous town whose borders encroached on Castle Kidbury by way of meandering housing estates and business parks.

‘The medical examiner, some bloke called, um, something,’ said Karen, flipping through a notepad, ‘he’s still working on the body, but he did say the eyes were removed before death.’ She seemed thrilled by this news. ‘Apparently you can tell because the blood—’

‘Fine, good.’ Eden held up a hand. Karen Knott was morbid. He was not. ‘We need to pick up the ringleader of that crew on Pitt’s Field. Pronto.’ Eden didn’t believe in hunches; he believed in solid police work. Yet there was something about the guy on Pitt’s Field that set his copper’s synapses snapping. It would be better than leaning on Danny, which was what his bosses were suggesting. ‘What’s he call himself again? Pan, or something stupid like that.’

‘Yes, sir, Pan. You think those travellers might have something to do with Keith’s death? Keith’s missus came up with a list of people who had it in for him.’

‘Everybody had it in for Keith. He was one of nature’s gits. But I can’t imagine anybody going to the bother of building a cross for him. This looks like some kind of ritual, Knott, not a bust-up between pissheads.’ Eden almost said ‘Pardon my French’, but he remembered that the female officers prided themselves on immunity to bad language. ‘I reckon it’s those Pitt’s Field weirdos who’ve been stringing up Else’s sheep as part of some sort of ceremony, so let’s get this Pan bloke in and ask him a few questions, eh?’

‘In case they’ve, like, got more ambitious. Moved up from sheep to humans?’

It sounded stupid when she put it like that. It was a knack that Knott had.

The unwashed mob on Pitt’s Field got on Eden’s every nerve. The grime, the lack of order, the roll-ups, made him grind his teeth as he passed them on his way to the station each morning.

‘They’d have the time on their hands to pull a stunt like this. Plus, if they’re off their heads, they’d have the confidence.’

‘But wouldn’t they have to be, like, animals, Sarge?’

‘Animals wouldn’t do what we saw this morning, Knott.’ He hesitated by the door, straightening his tie in the glass panel. ‘How is it out there?’ Eden nodded towards the outer office, where phones rang and conversation eddied. ‘How are they taking it?’

‘You know, Sarge. They’re making jokes. But I heard DC Kennedy being sick in the loos.’

The sight of the body, so shocking in the banal landscape, had shaken Eden. He’d seen the professionals around him – the forensic team, the photographer – swallow hard, set their shoulders. Castle Kidbury just wasn’t that sort of town. Results were needed. ‘Go and pull in this Pan, Knott. But gently does it, okay? No fuss.’



‘Lentils,’ said Jess to herself, opening another cupboard. ‘Lentils, lentils, and oh look! More fucking lentils.’

Nothing dented Jess’s appetite – a trait her mother had commented on approvingly even while the older woman was on yet another cabbage-soup diet. Running away from a plum job for reasons she couldn’t fully explain to herself or her father, driving through the night, disappointing the Judge for the umpteenth time – all of it made her long for a bowl of Coco Pops.

‘Where’s the normal food, Bogna?’

Bogna, her hands deep in water at the sink, laughed. ‘My darling, I ban sugar in this house. We eat healthy here.’

‘You eat boring here.’ Jess felt aggrieved; this was her kitchen, in a way. ‘Dad doesn’t need to lose weight.’ The Judge was a paper clip. Thin, coiled, pointy edges. Her mother’s kitchen had been a production line of gigantic roasts and steaming stews. Dumplings. Beef Wellingtons.

‘Why not have some—’

‘There is nothing,’ said Jess, ‘that I want in this house.’



Composing a shopping list in her head – chocolate milk/Hobnobs/cheese – helped Jess calm down. Speeding wasn’t easy in her aqua-blue Morris Traveller, built in gentler times, but she put her foot down and barrelled along the Kidbury Road towards Richleigh and the Waitrose that had flowered on its ring road.

Windows rattling, clutch complaining, the car pulled out to avoid a huddle of police cars on a verge. Jess squinted into the field and saw a very un-Castle Kidbury whirl of activity.

Uniformed officers were manhandling people in the mud, slipping and sliding as they carted individuals out through the barred gate. A van pulled up, spraying muck, and the complaining, gesturing mob were goaded through its back doors.

Jess passed the scene and made it two hundred yards before she squealed on the brakes and backed up.

‘Hey!’ she yelled, leaping out. ‘What’s going on?’

She was ignored; the officers had their hands full. The squatters of Pitt’s Field would not give up their guru without a fight.

‘Fascist pigs!’ yelled a woman who’d cultivated dreadlocks despite being unquestionably Caucasian. ‘Scum!’

Jess, her Doc Martens slithering in the wet dirt, pushed past the heaving tableau. There was a medieval feel to it, like Bosch’s demons prodding sinners down to hell.

Scattered, dilapidated caravans. A yurt. A slag heap of bin bags. Fitful bonfires. Birdsong. Coppers swearing.

A barefoot toddler, her face crusted with dirt, smacked into Jess’s shins.

‘Whoa there.’ Jess bent down to pick up the child, who acquiesced calmly and bent her head to Jess’s shoulder. ‘Who are you, then, eh?’

‘She lives there.’ A woman hurrying by in tattered harem pants pointed at the most vintage of all the caravans.

In the doorway of a lozenge-shaped trailer, its seams leaking rust, stood a tall, thin woman of Jess’s age. They were dressed similarly – loose obfuscating layers – but she had a dirt tan that rendered her grey.

‘Caroline Mansfield, you old tart!’ Jess dodged through the scrum. ‘What are you doing here?’

The last time Jess had seen her old school friend was at one of the weddings that spread like a virus through their social circle one bygone summer. Caroline had been wearing a fascinator and a linen suit; she’d smelt of Miss Dior.

‘Welcome to modern Britain,’ shouted Caroline. There were twigs in her hair. ‘This is what it’s come to.’ She was too agitated to be surprised by Jess’s materialisation. ‘We’re not hurting anybody. We just want to be left in peace. They want to cut Pan down because they know he sees through them.’ She put out her arms for the child, shouting ‘Bastards!’ loudly over its blonde curls.

‘Is she yours?’ Jess could see something of Caroline in the little girl. ‘She’s so sweet.’

‘Jess, this goes against nature.’ Caroline bobbed on the step and the shabby caravan bobbed with her. Her eyes widened over Jess’s head. ‘Shit, guys! They’ve got Pan!’

Caroline took off on bare feet, foisting the child back onto Jess, who lurched behind as best she could.

More dark uniforms had arrived, bulky and well-fed alongside the raggedy bohemians.

‘Who’s Pan?’ shouted Jess as a nucleus of unwashed civilians and pissed-off police officers clustered around a decrepit Winnebago.

‘He’s the reason,’ said Caroline. ‘He’s the point of it all.’

‘He looks like Russell Brand,’ said Jess.

Tall, long-limbed, heavily bearded and with dark eyes that, even at this distance and in the midst of a scuffle, glittered, Pan let himself be taken, arms outstretched, by the police.

Jess was reminded of school assemblies at Easter; this Pan was a passive creature, his head lolling, just like the languid Jesus of church murals.

‘We love you, Pan!’ yelled Caroline as the thin blue line bundled him towards the gate.

An officer, red-haired and sweating, peeled off from Pan’s escort to lift Caroline off her feet.

‘No you fucking don’t!’ Jess, child in her arms, raised her boot, but before it could make contact she too was seized by a passing flatfoot and dumped in the back of the van. The doors closed, somebody slapped twice on its side and they were off.

Caroline crawled to Jess’s side. She placed a gentle hand on hers. ‘You’re with us now. You’re joined with the great Pan.’



‘Shush, please,’ shouted DC Knott.

The babble continued. The custody suite at the station seethed with infuriated . . . What are they? wondered Jess, stuck among them, arms glued to her sides.

It was a fancy dress party, she decided. Not one real honest-to-God hippie in the place. Mostly young – nobody over thirty-five – and all in disintegrating clothes that hailed not from gap-year travels in Peru but from Gap. Very little West Country twang in the aggrieved shouting, but plenty of private-school vowels.

Something else united them – they were all women. The great Pan recruited only the fairer sex.

Jess elbowed her way to the duty desk, where Knott was still appealing vainly for silence. Time to disassociate herself from her companions and get back on the road to Waitrose.

Jess opened her mouth just as a besuited man appeared behind Knott and roared ‘Quiet!’

That did the trick. Jess closed her mouth and the clamour around her died.

‘My name,’ said the man, ‘is Detective Sergeant John Eden. I’m leading a major investigation into the death of a local man. All I want to do is ask Mister, er, Pan, a few questions. I have no idea what the rest of you are doing in my station.’

Jess caught his sideways look at the female officer, whose lips were pursed.

‘But now that you are, and since you apparently assaulted police officers in the course of their duties, we need to take all your names – your actual names, please – and process you.’

The babble started up again. They knew their rights, these bourgeois gypsies, and they were vocal about them. Jess, who’d grown up among law manuals, didn’t add to the noise. If she’d curbed her impulse to stick her nose in, she could be enjoying a nice Ginsters pasty right about now.

Somebody’s eyes were upon her. Jess lifted her head to see the beleaguered female officer staring straight at her.

A word in Eden’s ear and he, too, was looking at her. He didn’t seem to like what he saw.

‘You,’ he said to Jess, ‘are all I bloody need. Does the venerable Lordship know his daughter’s out and about kicking coppers?’


Chapter 3

RUMPOLE TO THE RESCUE

Still Monday 16 May

DS Eden’s cassette deck whirred pointlessly once again as Jess sat opposite him in the interview room. Arms folded. Resolutely silent.

‘Come on. I know who you are. You’re not one of those New-Age poseurs.’ Eden tapped his pen on the table. ‘Tell me what you were really doing at Pitt’s Field.’

Jess’s eyes flickered over the plate of chocolate digestives on the Formica between them.

‘I’ve got Hobnobs, too.’

Jess refolded her arms. She wasn’t to be broken so easily.

‘Chocolate fingers?’ Eden gave the slightest of smiles and leant in. ‘Custard creams?’

‘I was driving past, that’s all.’ Jess hesitated. ‘Custard creams, please,’ she added in a small voice.

Eden gestured to DC Knott, who stood leaning against the door. The officer left the room rolling her eyes.

‘Go on, Jess. Give me more.’

‘All right. I was driving along the Kidbury road and I saw your debacle.’

Eden straightened up. ‘My debacle?’

‘Your debacle. So I thought I’d see what our fine boys in blue were up to.’

‘And?’

‘And . . . your lot were hassling that lot and then I spotted somebody I was at school with, so I wanted to find out how come she was one of Pan’s people, see what they’re about.’

Eden sat back in his chair. ‘What are they about?’

Knott returned with a plate of custard creams and slapped them huffily on the table.

Jess knew she had Eden’s full attention. Cramming two biscuits into her mouth, she said thickly, ‘Dunno.’

Eden slid the plate away from her.

‘I really don’t know!’ she protested, bereft. ‘I haven’t seen Caroline in years. She’s always been an airhead who jumped on any old bandwagon. If they’re all like her, they’re hardly a threat to national security.’

The door flew open. In strode a tall man in a pinstripe suit. He placed a leather briefcase squarely between them on the table.

‘Thank you, DS Eden,’ he intoned, like a Hugh Grant-a-gram. ‘Would you and your colleague mind stepping out while I consult with my client?’

Jess pulled in her chin. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

The man’s equilibrium faltered. ‘I’m your counsel, Ms Castle. Rupert Lawson.’

‘Yes, I know who the fuck you are. I meant what are you doing here?’ She turned to Eden. ‘Am I under arrest?’

‘Not unless you want to be.’ Eden seemed to be enjoying the sitcom unfolding before him.

Rupert Lawson interjected, ‘Detective Sergeant Eden, I should remind you that—’

‘Oh shut up and sit down,’ snapped Jess, as if the strapping lawyer was a naughty schoolboy.

Fazed, Rupert sat down heavily.

‘Okay, here goes,’ started Jess, ‘in sixth form, Caroline dabbled in New-Age stuff. Crystals, chanting and whatnot.’

‘So what?’ said Karen, surprising Jess, who’d forgotten about her. ‘It’s the West Country.’

Eden nodded agreement. ‘Nothing unusual in that round here.’

Wolfing another custard cream, Jess said, ‘What I’m saying is, Caroline was searching for something, for the meaning of life.’ She swallowed noisily. ‘It’s a cult.’

‘How do you know that? Aren’t they just hippies, travellers, whatever?’

‘I don’t know know, I just know.’ Jess, wiping her mouth with a baggy sleeve, saw how Eden’s eyes met Rupert’s for a moment, as though the two men shared a thought. A thought that was unflattering to her. ‘Look, they’re not travellers. For one thing they’re not rough enough. These are bored trust-fund kids. And that “Pan” idiot was spouting some sort of witchcraft lingo when he was carted off, but it was complete bollocks. It’s not like he was quoting from Benjamin Ray’s Satan’s War Against the Covenant or something. Caroline was transfixed. He’s using them. It’s about control. It’s pound-shop paganism.’

Eden put his hands behind his head. ‘I see, Miss Castle. We’re an expert on paganism, are we?’

Rupert puffed out his chest. ‘Sergeant, my client is finished here and so—’

‘Shut up, Rumpole.’ Jess turned to Eden. ‘Yeah, I am an expert, DS John Eden. PhD from Exeter. Doctor Jessica Castle to you.’

Cogs seemed to whirr within Eden as he stared at her. Impulsively, he opened the folder in front of him and splayed three or four photographs under Jess’s nose.

‘Christ!’ Jess recoiled from the vivid images of blood and animal hair. Dead eyes with a slit instead of a pupil stared out at her. ‘What’s this?’

‘Exactly. What is it?’ demanded Eden. ‘Satanism?’

‘No, it’s a sheep.’ Ambushed, Jess felt no compunction to play nicely. ‘A dead sheep, come to that.’

‘What’s happened to it? Is it a sacrifice of some sort? Are we dealing with Satanism here?’

Her curiosity kindled by his urgency, Jess took the question seriously. ‘Everybody thinks ooh, black magic when an animal’s throat is cut, but this isn’t a sacrifice.’ She tapped one of the images, a woolly cadaver spreadeagled on a bush. ‘Look. Its throat’s been cut but it hasn’t been bled. Sacrifices are bled. Blood, DS Eden, is sacred.’ She paused. ‘This is somebody playing at sacrifices, somebody with no real knowledge of the rituals involved.’

Pulling out a drawing in thick pencil, Eden slid it towards her. ‘And this symbol?’

[image: image]

Jess shook her head. ‘Not one I’ve seen before.’

Rupert butted in. ‘Lovely though it is to chat, my client doesn’t have to—’

Both Jess and Eden ignored him, the policeman cutting across him to ask, ‘Could it be religious? Pagan, maybe?’

Jess shook her head, certain of herself. ‘Not any religion I’ve studied. Possibly Ancient Greek. Except it’s not. I reckon it’s made up. Pretendy sacrifice, pretendy symbol. Where’d you find this?’

Eden looked down at the images, then lifted his head and sighed, as if he’d come reluctantly to some sort of decision. ‘It was carved into a body.’

Jess stared.

Eden spoke slowly. ‘What do you know about crucifixions?’

Rupert slapped the table. ‘Okay, time’s up. This isn’t an interview. Unless I’m missing something, my client’s not under caution, so this little tête-à-tête is over, Detective Sergeant.’ He gestured for Jess to stand. He was brisk now, determined.

Eden sat back, blowing out his cheeks. ‘Fair enough. You’re free to go.’ He eyed Jess. ‘Don’t disappear. I might be in touch again.’

‘Ooh, can’t wait,’ said Jess.

Rupert, already at the door, held it open, but Jess lingered. She crossed to a map of Castle Kidbury on the wall and trailed her finger along Kidbury Road to where it met Gold Hill. ‘This crucifixion—’ she began.

‘Nobody said there was a crucifixion,’ said Eden.

‘You kind of did,’ smiled Jess. Her finger halted at the junction of Kidbury Road, Richleigh Road and Gold Hill. ‘My dad said there was police activity on Gold Hill. If the crucifixion was on the hill, that makes it a double cross. A cross on a cross.’

Eden tucked the photographs back into the folder.

Rupert let out a sigh.

‘That’s very powerful. Crosses were hijacked by Christianity but they’ve always been a significant symbol. They represented joining, coming together, the combined energy of male and female. In maths, the cross has evolved into the character for addition.’

‘And?’ Eden wasn’t really listening.

Knott growled under her breath.

‘If this murderer is keen on symbolism, and it looks like he is, then the double cross points to Hecate.’

Knott perked up. ‘Do you know where she lives? I can go pick her up this minute, sir.’

‘She’s a goddess,’ said Jess.

Knott jumped.

Eden pretended not to notice, but Jess had. ‘Am I on to something? Have goddesses been mentioned already? Hecate’s a wild girl. Pre-Christian. Ancient Greek. Like all pagan deities, she’s very human, imperfect, complex.’

Eden coughed, brushed down his shoulders. The interview was over for the second time. ‘You talk about this Hecate in the present tense.’

‘Well, it looks like she might have a hand in this.’

‘I’ll ask my people to pick up any Ancient Greek ladies they see on Castle Kidbury High Street.’

‘They’ll easily recognise her,’ said Jess, finally giving into Rupert’s impatience. ‘She has three heads.’



Jess stared at the blurred hedgerow through the passenger window of Rupert’s leather-upholstered Mercedes convertible. It was near silent. Nothing like a Morris Traveller, she thought. He’d ‘done well’, she supposed, since she’d last seen him. He’d done exactly what he’d been groomed to do. Following the rut his father and grandfather made from public school to university to the bar, just like her brother Stephen.

Rupert’s success wasn’t surprising. Even aged ten, in the throes of a childhood crush, Jess had seen something in Rupert. Something she liked.

Pity he turned out to have no imagination whatsoever.

‘Well, Jess, you certainly have a knack for turning a drama into a crisis. First day home and you’re in the slammer.’

Jess shifted in the luxury seat. ‘Fuck you, Rumpole. Anyway, how come you appeared on your white charger?’

‘Eden’s no fool. Once he heard the Castle name, he called your brother.’

Jess’s innards did a backflip. ‘Terrific.’ Another black mark to very obviously not discuss at Sunday lunch.

‘Stephen’s in court all day, so he called in a favour and here I am.’

‘Whatever.’

Rupert’s groomed eyebrows climbed a little. ‘Oh no. Not at all. Stop with the thank yous. Please don’t mention it. I like nothing better than a mouthy pro bono case before lunch.’

Lost in thought, Jess ignored the invitation to spar. Turning suddenly to Rupert, she said, ‘A crucifixion. Here, of all places.’

‘If there’s been a crucifixion, it’s none of your business. All that matters is that you were in a police interview and now you’re not.’ Rupert was immune to the excitement bubbling up in his passenger. ‘Eden didn’t confirm it.’

‘Rumpole, don’t you have blood in your veins? There’s been an actual crucifixion right here in chocolate-box Castle Kidbury. You mark my words.’

Rupert smiled. ‘Your father says that.’



DC Karen Knott was officious. ‘Gentleman to see you, sir.’

The gentleman turned out to be Paul Chappell, who was on first-name terms with both Eden and Knott. He was, Eden noted, looking unusually dapper.

‘Is that the right word?’ John Eden liked plain words, ones that did their job and went no further.

‘I’d like to think so.’ Paul Chappell’s body was not a temple, but a testament to KFC. A divorcee, he ate at his desk at the Kidbury Echo, and it showed. He did a twirl to show off the grey suit. ‘Haircut.’ He pointed to his Weetabix wedge of frizzy hair. ‘Got me teeth done.’

Suppressing a smile, Eden joked, ‘Who’s the lucky lady?’ but it turned out that there was a lucky lady.

‘Way out of my league. Sexy, educated, charming. This online dating is a godsend for men like me.’ Paul wiped a damp strand of no-colour hair from his sweating forehead. ‘You can woo them with words, see, before you take them out. I’m treating her to lunch at the Seven Stars tomorrow.’

‘Pushing the boat out then?’ said Eden. The Royal Seven Stars was a hundred metres from the door of the Echo.

‘I got your press release about poor old Keith Dike. I’ve already interviewed his missus. She’s in the dark about what happened to him, but I’m guessing it was murder, yes?’

‘I can’t comment, Paul. You know that.’

‘When I say “guess”, I mean I know it was murder. A little bird told me the method was . . . unusual.’

‘We’ll brief you when we’re ready.’

‘Come on, John! A murder on my patch. Throw me a bone. A chat with the widow isn’t enough. I’m drowning in stolen bikes and parrots who can swear. This is actual news! A murder in Castle Kidbury at last.’

‘I’m not as chipper about it as you are.’

‘This,’ said Paul, producing a carrier bag, ‘is why I’m here. I believe it’s pertinent to your enquiries.’ The bag made a thump as it landed on Eden’s desk. Paul was grave. ‘I warn you, John. This is properly horrible.’

DS Eden pulled on thin plastic gloves and opened the bag carefully with his pen. ‘How did you come by it?’

‘It was left on the Echo’s step. I almost fell over it coming into work. All wrapped up in brown paper and addressed to me. I’ve kept the paper for your forensics boys.’ Paul waved the precious evidence he’d rolled into a ball.

Eden frowned. ‘A box.’ It didn’t look too horrible to him. In fact, it looked rather beautiful. He took it out and set it carefully on his blotting pad ‘This is yew, I think.’ Eden knew it was a fine wood, not some soft stuff from a builder’s yard. ‘Nice marquetry work.’

The lidded box, an elegant soft rectangle, was out of place in his practical office. Warm, handmade, it glowed. Eden said what he saw as he examined it.

‘Inlaid depictions of trees along the top. Four of them. Each one different.’ He had a sinking feeling. This new case was unfurling in a peculiar way. Already getting away from him. ‘That one’s a yew, I think. Is that a poplar?’

‘Don’t look at me,’ said Paul. ‘There’s more stuff around the sides.’

‘These are inlaid as well.’ Symbols were set into the box so expertly that the effect was seamless. Eden wanted to feel them; the forensics guys would crucify him if he touched the evidence. Instead, he turned the blotter slowly. ‘One vertical line on each side of the box, with dashes through them. Oh, and these two here, like the letter V on its side, they’re mathematical.’ He thought of Jess. ‘The signs for “more than” and “less than”.’

Symbols were even worse than fancy words; they misled, they lied.

‘Bugger me if I know what any of it means.’ Paul took a seat, his thighs lapping over the sides of the chair. ‘It’s what’s inside that made me bring it here.’

Gingerly, Eden opened the lid. He gagged. He recovered. ‘Eyes,’ he said, needlessly.

The maker of the box had carved a pair of concave dents, just the right size for the eyes that sat in them. They looked in opposite directions. Trailing ribbons of gore were tucked neatly around the white orbs. They looked alarmed. As well they might. They looked fresh. They were, without doubt, the eyes only recently removed from Keith Dike.

Snapping the lid shut, Eden thanked Paul. ‘You could have run with this on your front page, but you did the decent thing.’

‘I will have to publish, though.’ Paul sat forward. The office chair complained.

‘Not yet. Please.’ This week was only a day old and already like no other week Eden had lived through. ‘Withholding this information could be vital. Nobody knows that the murderer removed the eyes. That might help us nail him.’

‘I don’t want to get in the way of justice. And I want to keep our relationship shipshape. So nothing yet. But as I’ve scratched your back, could you please tickle mine?’

The mental image was almost as bad as the eyes. ‘How do you mean?’

‘I won’t publish yet. Scout’s honour. But when the time’s right give me the nod so I can be ready ahead of the big boys. ’Cos the nationals’ll be sniffing around if my source is correct and poor old Keith Dike was crucified.’

That little bird needed strangling.

Eden owed Paul. Eden always balanced his books. He nodded once, barely. ‘Nothing yet, Paul.’ He held up a forefinger. ‘You can print that somebody’s helping with our enquiries. I’m sure you know it’s that Pan bloke from Pitt’s Field, but no names yet, okay? I’m letting him sweat a bit before I interview him. We found plenty of Mary Jane, so we have forty-eight hours to play with.’

‘That’s a deal.’ Paul rubbed his hands gleefully. ‘Next time we meet I’ll have seduced my future wife. Wish me luck, John.’

DS Eden didn’t hear. He was staring at the eyes and the eyes were staring back.

‘John, those lines with the dashes through them, could they mean passage of time? You know, like prisoners mark off the days on cell walls.’

‘Possibly.’ Eden would come to no conclusions in front of a journalist.

‘Maybe this box is telling you when the next murder is.’

‘The next one?’ Eden gaped at Paul. ‘Isn’t one enough?’



The Mercedes glided to a hushed stop alongside Jess’s Morris Traveller.

‘You still have that old heap.’

‘Yes, I do. I love her.’

‘It must be older than both of us put together.’

‘Since you ask, she was born in 1970.’ Jess undid her seat belt.

‘How do you keep it running?’

‘My mate takes care of it.’

‘He must be a whizz with a spanner, this mate.’

Jess opened the passenger door. ‘He’s a she, actually. Catch you later.’ She slipped out briskly, making for her car without a glance behind her.

Rupert shook his head and rubbed his eyes, as if recovering from something. He put the Merc into reverse, turning to check his blind spot.

A knock on the window, and Jess was there.

Rupert jumped.

The window hummed down. ‘Yes?’

Jess smiled. A real smile, giving up her dimples.

‘Thanks, Rumpole,’ she said.


Chapter 4

THE EYES HAVE IT

Tuesday 17 May

A smudged face close to Jess’s own. Colourful, like a clown’s.

The face rippled. Disappeared into the depths of the water.

Jess gasped for breath. She was sinking.

She was awake.

Jess opened her eyes, still quivering. The room took shape, at first unfamiliar, then all too familiar. She wasn’t drowning, she was home.



Bogna put on her glasses and read aloud from her iPad. She read slowly. Inching along the lines. A chicken strutted beneath the table. Moose seemed uninterested.

‘ “The murder of local man, Keith Dike, 58, of Abbotts Avenue, has appalled Castle Kidbury residents. DS John Eden remains tight-lipped about details, stating only that an individual is helping the police with their enquiries.” ’ Bogna slapped down the tablet. ‘That means he did it!’ Bogna was triumphant. ‘I heard,’ she said, looking left and right, as if a spy might lurk by the Aga, ‘that this poor Keith was hanged.’

Shelling peas at the table, Jess shook her head. ‘Nope,’ she said. She’d almost finished her chore. She would have liked to shell peas all day. It was a timeless task, something women had done for hundreds of years. Something she’d done with her mother. She looked up to see Bogna tie an apron round her waist. ‘Where’d you get that?’
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