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Prologue

‘It’ll be kids messing about. I guarantee it.’

‘What, at gone four in the morning? Out here? I reckon it’s something weird to do with Midsummer’s Day. Some bunch of re-enactment nutters more likely. You know, druids kind of thing. Like at Stonehenge. The sun’ll be up soon, judging by this light.’

‘Yeah, well, switch your torch on anyway. It’ll be darker once we get inside those walls.’

The sergeant slammed the patrol car door shut and began walking with the PC towards the amphitheatre. The ancient structure crouched menacingly in the dim pre-dawn light. It reminded him of a massive animal that was asleep.

‘I always forget how big it is,’ he said, choosing the nearest of the two entrances cut into the curving banks of turf. ‘We did a project on it when I was at my secondary school down the road in Cirencester. The Romans didn’t do things by halves. You could get thousands of people in there watching wild animals, gladiators, slaves, you name it, tearing each other to bits.’

‘Sounds like the last Swindon Town–Bristol City game.’

Laughing, the pair passed through the south gap in the amphitheatre walls and into the auditorium. The sergeant had been right: the high-tiered banks that swept around them in a great oval were blocking out the light that glowed steadily along the eastern horizon.

‘See? Torches on.’

The two-thousand-year-old monument to pagan pleasures was deserted.

‘What did they tell you over the radio?’

The PC shone her light onto her notebook.

‘Not much. Some bloke leaving for his early shift at the bakery says he heard some odd noises coming from here, kind of yelping and screaming. He lives in the street where we parked. At first he thought it must be a fox, but then he saw a beam of light pointing up into the sky, waving around before going out again. Heard more screams. He said he’d have taken a look but said he couldn’t risk being late for work.’

‘Spooked, more like. Okay, let’s wander over the turf. Maybe whoever or whatever it was left something behind.’

They moved further into the amphitheatre, slowly weaving their torches from side to side on the ground in front of them.

‘Nothing I can see. I reckon that we probably… Oh, hang on. What’s that?’ The policeman aimed his beam straight ahead. ‘There. Right at the centre.’

His companion shook her head. ‘Dunno. Some kind of tree?’

‘Nah, no trees in here. But it does look like something wooden. Come on.’

The object took shape as they drew closer.

‘It’s an X. A big old wooden X. It must be eight feet high. What the fuck’s that doing here?’

The PC shook her head. ‘God knows. And what’s keeping it upright?’

The sergeant twisted the focus ring on his torch and grunted as the beam narrowed. ‘There… see? There’s some sort of prop attached to the middle and angled back into the ground towards us.’

She nodded. ‘I reckon you called it right. About this being some kind of ceremonial thing, I mean. But they’ve obviously buggered off.’

‘Let’s take a proper look, shall we, seeing as we’re here.’ They moved steadily closer. ‘What’s that on all four ends of the thing? It looks like gaffer tape, silver gaffer tape.’

By now the two officers were only a few paces away. Two-inch wide heavy-duty tape was wound tightly around the points of the cross. The beams themselves were closer to ten feet long than eight, and almost a foot wide.

‘What is this? I’ve never seen anything like it. I reckon—Sharon? What’s wrong?’

The young woman was gripping her colleague’s arm.

‘I think we’re looking at the back of it, Tom. I think there’s something tied to the other side. Look.’ She shone her torch on the ground directly beneath the cross. The grass there was darkened and glistening.

He nodded slowly and gently loosened her hold on him. ‘You wait here. I’ll do this first, okay?’

She swallowed and nodded in the growing half-light. ‘Okay.’

‘Right.’ He took a deep breath, then stepped carefully around to the other side of the X.

‘Holy mother of mercy. Jesus Christ.’






PART ONE






One


Im so glad we found each other, Lucy. I knew straight away wedbsoulmates. Same age, same kinda school (even tho we’re at opposite ends of t country!) even our 1st (and last!) boyfriends had same 1st name! Lol!!! (I still cant believe I went out with a Gavin, can you? What losers we r!) And I love we can share all t bad stuff, all t shit that pulls us down every day. If only I had someone here I could talk2 I’m sure I wouldn’t feel so bad. I bet u wish that too. I get so fucking TIRED of being sad all t time.

But at least we hav each other now. Let’s promise 2b there4each other, anytime, day or night. I never turn my tablet off. BTW I have a different email address for my tablet than I use on my iphone because my stupid dad spies on my phone messages. He doesn’t know I have the tablet so that’s why Ive only given you that address. Noone else can see what we say 2each other, promise.

Im going to sleep now, Luce (can I calluthat?) I nick some of mum’s temazepam every few weeks. Shes too out of it to notice and Ive got quite a stash no, so at least I don’t have to worry about sleep. Maybe 1day Ill just take the lot and never worry about anything again! #tempting!

Nite nite, from ur Rosie. Xxx








Two

Nick switched on the TV just in time to catch the opening titles of Newsnight. The presenter – he had no idea who the man was, Nick rarely watched the programme – was running through the items they’d be covering. What everyone in the media was calling ‘The Cotswolds Crucifixion’ was second in the running order (Brexit topped the list, as ever). Nick pressed the remote’s red record button and went into the kitchen to make coffee.

When he got back the crucifixion story had already begun so he scanned back to the studio link. It told him nothing new, so he scanned forward again to what looked like the main studio interview and paused it, taking his time, sipping his coffee, settling comfortably into his chair. Then he pressed play. Sound boomed out, too loud. Nick was the only person in the house, but he lowered the volume anyway. Force of habit. Consideration for others. ‘—professor of classics at Bristol University, and author of several books on Roman Britain. Good evening, professor.’

‘Good evening.’

The man looked like the twat he was, Nick thought, with his wispy beard and rimless glasses. A caricature of a university don. Nick had read all three of his books. Derivative rubbish mostly, pinching ideas and analysis from others. He, Nick, knew ten times what this poseur pretended to know. Still, it was worth a watch, if only for a laugh.

‘Would you describe this as a classic Roman crucifixion, professor?’

The other shook his head. ‘No, because there’s no such thing. Obviously the fact that it took place in a second-century imperial amphitheatre is significant but as to the method… Well, the Romans weren’t fussy about how they nailed people up. They used poles, planks, T-shaped crosses, X-shaped crosses, trees, even roofs. In fact—’

‘Yes, but the so-far unidentified victim in this case was crucified upside down, wasn’t he? Isn’t that how Rome executed St Peter?’

The professor smiled. ‘At St Peter’s own request actually. He said he didn’t feel worthy to die in the same physical position as Christ. It was an act of extraordinary humility. But that happened in Rome under Emperor Nero. Somehow I doubt the same… er, sensitivities were in play last night in Cirencester’s amphitheatre.’

Nick smiled. The prof was definitely on the money there.

The interviewer inclined his head. ‘We don’t know that, do we? Roughly how many crucifixions were there in Roman Britain?’

The academic looked surprised. ‘None, as far as we know. It’s thought that Boadicea used her own crucifixion techniques against captured Romans during her campaign of resistance in AD 60–61, but Rome didn’t retaliate. This one may well be the first Roman-style crucifixion in British history. It’s very exciting.’

The host raised his eyebrows. ‘Exciting? It’s a brutal murder, professor.’

The man opposite him flushed slightly.

‘Er… yes, well, of course, yes. I was speaking purely from a historical perspective. Obviously this is a tragedy.’

Nick drained his coffee and spoke aloud.

‘Really? That depends on who it was who died yesterday, my friend, and why. You’re not very bright, are you?’






Three

Nick Wychwood – or Nicholas Wychwood, as his name appeared on his novels and screen credits – considered himself, by anyone’s reckoning, a happy man. He and Elise had seized their moment and, not without qualms, quit London for Cornwall five years earlier. They soon agreed that it was the wisest decision they’d ever made apart from the one to get married and soon after try for a baby.

Lucy was four when they’d pitched up in the Cornish Riviera town of Fowey. The difference between house prices in north-west London and south-west Cornwall was so marked that they were able to swap a three-bedroom Victorian semi in Hampstead Village, opposite an ugly Edwardian block of flats, for a six-bedroom Georgian detached house high on the banks of the River Fowey. Most of the front windows had views across the old town, river and quayside and, if you squinted carefully through the wrought-iron railing of the master bedroom’s balcony, there were glimpses to be had of writer Daphne du Maurier’s former home, Ferryside, fronting onto the water almost directly below.

‘My muse,’ Nick would invariably say, gesturing at the white walls and bright blue shutters of the du Maurier house whenever he and Elise drove onto the car ferry that crossed the river to the town on the other side. ‘Her spirit hovers over this spot. It inspires me.’

‘You used to say I was your muse,’ his wife replied. ‘How soon the heart forgets.’

‘Not your fault, darling. You’re not a writer, are you?’

‘Of course I am. I’m a GP. I write prescriptions.’

‘I don’t think “500mg Amoxicillin three times daily” is quite on a par with Jamaica Inn, do you?’

‘Maybe not, but it’ll cure a strep throat. Suck on that, Daphne.’

By the time Lucy was at school it was obvious that her conception had been a one-off. Elise was unable to fall pregnant again. Neither she nor her husband knew where the problems of fertility might lie, or with whom, but they were content with the hand that fate had delivered hem.

Nick would forever remember the day they quietly agreed this; a relaxed discussion at their breakfast table on a muggy July morning.

Because a few hours later something happened.

And everything changed.

Forever.



The crossing from Bodinnick to Fowey took just a few minutes, depending on the tide. The Wychwoods always relished the short voyage, in fair weather or foul. Today the sun shone from a cloudless Cornish sky after days of murky, persistent sea-mist.

‘God, this is why I love this place,’ Nick said as he and Elise leaned over the safety rail and looked out across the water. Lucy stayed in the car, sulking after an argument with her mother. ‘Look at that.’ He pointed across the estuary.

Little sailboats and motor launches were patrolling up and down the estuary, sunlight glittering and sparkling off their wet decks and hulls. The rippling wavelets of an incoming tide made the water appear to be seething with darting, leaping, shining life.

‘It looks like a million silverfish swimming upstream,’ said Elise. ‘Beautiful. We’re so lucky, Nicky.’

He turned and smiled at her. ‘Well, up to a point. We made our own luck, didn’t we? It was a big deal leaving London. That’s a one-way trip these days. If it hadn’t worked out down here, we’d never have been able to afford go back, however much we wanted to.’

‘True. But I don’t want to. Ever. Neither do you. And Lucy adores it here.’

‘Yeah, just look at her now. Having the time of her life.’ He waved at their daughter. Lucy scowled and turned away.

Elise laughed. ‘She’ll be okay. Her blood sugar’s low because she skipped breakfast in a sulk. She’s just a thirteen-year-old in need of a sandwich.’



‘We should have walked, Nick, taken the foot-ferry. You can barely get this thing through the streets, they’re so narrow. It was tricky enough in the Volvo. I’m sure you’re going to scuff it and it’s not even a week old.’

Nick gritted his teeth as he wrestled with the steering wheel of his pride and joy, a brand-new glossy black Range Rover. Beads of sweat trickled down from his forehead and stung his eyes.

‘It’ll be fine. You see these bloody Chelsea tractors driving through Fowey every day. Anyway, we’ve got a lot of shopping to do after lunch. It’d have been stupid to walk. There’ll be loads to carry.’

‘Including a tin of black spray-paint if you don’t take this turn a bit wider. You’re going to scrape that cottage wall.’

‘Do shut up. I’m trying to concentrate.’

Lucy, sitting behind them, stared out of the window and said nothing. Elise had confiscated her iPad earlier (‘You’ve been on it since you got up, two hours nearly, Luce. I’m sorry, but it’s not healthy!’) and Lucy was still furious.

A few minutes later they were approaching the tiny quayside car park in the centre of Fowey. There were barely a dozen spaces and usually by lunchtime all were taken. Nick or Elise unfailingly offered a polite prayer to their personal deity, the parking angel, for divine intervention. The joke had started when they lived in London, but here in Cornwall, weirdly, the prayer actually seemed to work. Now it was more superstition than joke.

Today it was Elise’s turn to make the ritual plea. She tilted her head to look heavenwards through the open sun roof and chanted their mantra.

‘Parking angel, parking angel, in whom we place our faith, be a sweetie, give a treatie, provide us with a space.’ Lucy usually giggled at this, but today she was silent. Elise sighed and mentally prescribed her daughter a large portion of cod and chips.

Nick drove a short way past the car park entrance before putting the automatic into reverse and backing in carefully – it was easier to manoeuvre into a space that way – but today the parking angel was busy elsewhere. All the bays were taken.

He carried on reversing slowly past the parked cars towards the quayside. Elise twitched, as she always did when this happened.

‘Careful, darling. It’s a sheer drop into the water and the tide’s in.’

‘I know, I know, don’t worry, I’m going dead-dead-dead slow… there.’ The rear wheels of the Range Rover dipped into a shallow drain gulley, and the car rocked gently to a halt. ‘We’ll get a space in a moment when someone leaves. Trouble is, I’ll have to go in front-wise. Good job it’s me driving. You still haven’t taken the wheel of this one, have you? I think you might find it a bit tricky.’

His wife’s mouth opened in a perfect ‘o’. ‘What? So what if I haven’t driven it yet? I’m a much better parker than you in anything and you know it! Just for that, you two can go round the corner to Sam’s Place and get us a table. I’ll park! Bloody cheek!’ She leaned in towards Nick and whispered: ‘And it might give the darling daughter some space to cheer up too.’

Nick nodded and murmured back: ‘Good idea.’ He raised his voice. ‘You’re right – it’s only just gone twelve but everywhere fills up so fast in summer. Lucy and I’ll grab a table. Don’t forget to close up the sunroof and windows.’

Elise elbowed him in the ribs. ‘I’ll close you up if you don’t stop patronising me! God, I hate it when we get a new car. You get so controlling and obsessive. Go on, out with you. Let me slide across.’

He grinned. ‘Sorry, ’Lise. I get it from my dad. He wouldn’t even take the dealer’s paper mats off the carpets for weeks and the factory polythene wraps stayed on the seats for at least a year. I’m pathetic, I know. We’ll see you in Sam’s. Come on, Luce.’

Father and daughter climbed out of the car and Elise slid behind the steering wheel. She gripped it appreciatively with both hands and leaned out of the driver’s window.

‘Actually, I almost forgive you, Nick,’ she called after him. ‘It does feel pretty special.’

They turned round and Lucy allowed herself a tiny smile.

‘Suits you, mum,’ she said. ‘Looking good!’

Elise grinned, gave a double thumbs-up and gunned the engine in reply.

It was still in reverse.

The shiny black Range Rover shot backwards, plunged over the side of the quay and pitched end-first into the river below.

Nick and Lucy screamed and ran to the brink. The car had only been in the river for moments, but it was already three-quarters submerged as water gushed through all four open windows and the sunroof. Elise’s face, expressionless, could be seen through the windscreen but, a second later, she disappeared from view as the entire vehicle vanished below the surface in a seething, churning froth of dirty bubbles and spouting diesel oil.

Newspapers would later describe it as a ‘five-second catastrophe’.

For Nick and Lucy, it was the beginning of a life sentence.






Four

Newsnight was the only current affairs programme not to lead with the crucifixion. It was top of the running order everywhere else and by the following day the story had spread like a global brushfire. It dominated TV and radio and made for screaming headlines on the front pages of every newspaper. Social media, too, was alight.

Crucifixions, it seemed, ‘sold’. Especially a 21st century one on the edge of a quaint English country town. Gloucestershire Police were under overwhelming pressure to hold a press conference and, at noon two days into the investigation, they reluctantly caved in as county police HQ was besieged by media from around the world.

‘This is going to be a fucking bunfight,’ DCS Mark Williamson muttered to his chief press officer as they stepped onto a specially erected platform in the main conference room. ‘Look at this lot. They’re gagging for it.’ He nodded towards a seething throng of reporters, camera crews and photographers. ‘Talk about blood-lust. Christ on the cross. Pun intended.’

The young woman by his side coughed discreetly. ‘They’re just doing their job, sir. And please be careful. They’re probably filming already and a lot of them use lip-readers.’

‘Really? Oh well. Too late now. Not my generation’s thing, I’m afraid. I’m from more innocent times, unlike this bunch, especially the tabloid tribe. I suppose they serve some sort of useful purpose, like wasps, but I’m damned if I know what it is.’

‘They give us the publicity we need to appeal for witnesses to come forward, sir.’

‘If you say so.’

The pair seated themselves behind a table on the dais and DCS Williamson, two stone overweight, three years from retirement, twenty years behind the times in media relations but still totally on top of his game, tapped the microphone in front of him. A crisp thudding filled the room and the babble of journalistic gossip and chit-chat faded immediately.

‘Good. This bloody thing’s working, then.’ There was a ripple of laughter.

He raised his voice. ‘Good morning, everyone. Thank you for coming. My name is Mark Williamson and I am the DCS in charge of this investigation. My DCI will be making a brief statement about the matter in hand and then I’ll take one or two questions. Now… this is my deputy, Detective Chief Inspector Peter Johnson.’

A much younger detective crossed from the side of the room and stepped onto the dais. He wore a snappily cut dark suit and tie; half an inch of crisp white cuffs protruded from his jacket sleeves. He exuded calm confidence and authority.

He felt like running to the nearest toilet.

Johnson sat next to his boss and twisted the microphone towards him. He’d never ‘fronted up’ a press conference before and this one was probably the biggest in his force’s history. He reckoned there must be well over a hundred people sitting in front of him. He was terrified.

‘Good morning. Thanks for coming.’ To his surprise his voice sounded calm, even authoritative, and he felt a flicker of confidence. ‘Right, let’s get started. Let me say straightaway that these are early days, but we’ve already established some key information and we would very much appreciate your assistance in gathering more.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I’d like to begin by showing you something. Be warned, this is a pretty graphic image.’

A large white plasma screen behind the panel sprang into life. Johnson pressed a remote control on the table and a colour photograph appeared. There was a collective intake of breath from his audience.

The DCI gave a thin smile.

‘Quite. This is the X-shaped cross on which the victim died. My officers took the body down shortly before the photo was taken. As you can see, we’ve pixelated out specific areas of the picture; they relate to extreme blood loss and are not suitable for release. But you get the general idea.

‘Does anyone recognise this structure? Did they see it being assembled, possibly in a neighbour’s garden or somewhere else? Perhaps they observed it being transported? If so, in or on what type of vehicle? Who was driving? Crucially, has anyone specifically in the Cirencester area seen such an object before?’

A hand immediately went up in the ranks of press in front of him. A witness? Surely not, not here. Johnson hesitated, then nodded. ‘Yes?’

A woman stood up. ‘Jane Harvey, Daily Mirror… Might someone have heard this… this, thing… being constructed? Sawing, hammering and so on?’

The DCI sighed and spread his hands. ‘All of you, please wait until I’ve finished my statement before questions. As it happens, I was coming to this and the answer is no. The cross wasn’t nailed; it was screwed together, using double-pairs of six-inch stainless steel screws, eight of them, at the centre of the X. I reckon the screw holes must have been pre-drilled, and the cross-beams were likely bought pre-sawed, probably from a wood yard. Whether assembly took place remotely or inside the amphitheatre on the night of the murder – and we simply don’t know which – we think it would have been pretty much noiseless.’

Another hand went up. Johnson frowned. ‘I said no questions yet. I—’

Undaunted, the man rose. ‘Harry Arnold, Boston Globe. Crucifixion is brutal, obviously. Might there have been some kind of unusual sounds coming from the amphitheatre that night? Hammering? Screaming? Sounds of a struggle? Didn’t anyone living nearby hear anything, sir?’

The detective took a deep breath. ‘All right, Mr Arnold, I’ll allow it. But this is the last interruption, got that, everyone? So… apart from the one person who made an emergency call to us, we don’t believe anyone else heard or saw anything. The nearest house is several hundred yards away. And as we’ve seen, there would have been no hammering. The victim’s hands and feet were lashed to the beams with industrial-strength masking tape before…’ Johnson paused. ‘… before the extremities were screwed, not nailed, into place with four-and-a-half-inch stainless steel screws. Again, silence was clearly important to the killer or killers. They didn’t want to be disturbed. So no mallets. No nails.’

Unabashed, the American reporter persisted. ‘Yeah, but as you say, someone living nearby saw lights. Heard voices, shouts. That’s why they called the cops, right?’

The DCI turned impatiently to his boss and whispered: ‘How the hell do I deal with these interruptions, sir?’

Williamson nodded. ‘Wait one.’ He pulled the microphone back over.

‘For the last time, no questions until my officer has completed his statement. If there are any more interruptions, I’ll clear the room and we’ll put out a written statement on email instead. Understood?’

The authority and finality of his tone were unmistakeable. There was a murmur of grumpy assent from the over-excited gathering and the growing forest of raised hands subsided. The DCI retrieved the mic.

‘As I was about to explain, we have evidence that the victim was temporarily drugged and incapacitated before being initially attached to the cross with tape. The noises which prompted the 999 call may be related to the final stages of the execution itself, after the victim had regained or partially regained consciousness.’

Johnson picked up the remote control again.

‘Which brings me to the identity of the victim.’ He clicked the remote and the image of the bloodstained cross was replaced with a passport-style photograph of a fleshy, middle-aged man: white, balding, pale-eyed and with lightly freckled skin.

‘Arthur William Scanlon, age forty-two, a freelance website designer from Bristol. He lived with his parents in the St Pauls district of the city. Unmarried, no significant other that we’re aware of. His parents who, by the way, are not available for comment, tell us their son kept himself to himself. It seems he worked mostly online from his bedroom. We’re still examining his laptop and iPhone, but so far we’ve found nothing of significance.’

The DCI glanced hesitantly across to his superior. ‘Would you like to handle this next bit, sir?’

Williamson nodded. He understood. He wasn’t surprised Johnson wanted to pass the ball. He cleared his throat.

‘Okay, I’ll wrap this up. As my colleague says, initial post-mortem examination has revealed that Arthur Scanlon was sedated at some point before being killed. He was either drugged at the scene or elsewhere a short time earlier. There is no evidence of a struggle prior to crucifixion; we believe he was unconscious or at the very least semi-conscious when he was secured to the cross with heavy-duty duct tape.’ The DCS paused.

‘However…’

An almost imperceptible ripple passed through the media corps. What now, in this most sensational of stories?

‘It is our belief that the killer or killers deliberately waited until the victim had regained consciousness before finally nailing him onto the cross with the screws. This would explain the sounds of distress heard by our 999 caller. Those sounds were brief, probably because the victim was almost immediately gagged with what appears to be a teacloth held in place with more tape.’

Williamson pressed the remote and a creased cloth appeared on the screen behind him. ‘This is it. As you can see, it’s a print of the Cotswold village of Bourton-on-the-Water, painted in watercolours. It may be familiar to someone.’

He clicked again several times until the face of Arthur William Scanlon was staring blankly at the room once more.

‘Victims of crucifixion often survive many hours, even days. Therefore, a coup de grâce is sometimes delivered, either out of mercy or simply to expedite matters and bring them to a close.’ He paused. ‘In this case, the fatal injury was in the form of a single stab or slash to the throat.’

Williamson noted with grim satisfaction that some of the hardened hacks before him were now definitely a little paler of face than they had been when they’d entered the room.

‘So, to conclude… this gentleman was the victim of a sadistic killer or killers in what was almost certainly a ritualised execution, one which must have taken considerable planning and preparation. The wood had to be ordered, cut, paid for, collected. A hardware merchant may remember selling someone a limited number of especially large screws of the dimensions described and extra-strength duct tape. Whoever was responsible for this appalling crime may have an interest in and knowledge of Roman history. The choice of location for the murder – a two-thousand-year-old Roman amphitheatre – is persuasive. And crucifixion was, of course, a favoured Roman method of execution.’

He paused. ‘We have gone into an unusual amount of detail with you today because we believe all this information may jog someone’s memory. If so, I urge them to contact Gloucestershire Police immediately. Calls will be taken in the strictest confidence. Thank you.’ Williamson stood up as if to leave.

His press officer coughed discreetly. ‘Sir? The Q&A?’

The DCS sank back reluctantly into his chair.

‘Oh… yes. I’ll take one or two questions now… the gentleman there from BBC News.’

The reporter held a fluffy boom microphone close to his mouth.

‘Chief Superintendent, are reports correct that the victim was attached to the cross upside-down?’

Williamson nodded. ‘They are.’

‘What conclusions do you draw from that?’

‘None as yet.’

‘Isn’t that how the Romans crucified St Peter?’

‘I believe so.’

‘So isn’t this inverted crucifixion likely to be a key part of the ritual you referred to just now? Might there be a religious dimension to it?’

‘Too early to say.’ Williamson pointed to a woman with her hand in the air. ‘Yes?’

‘Diana Cooper, Irish Times. Do you have any theories as to how and when the cross was brought into the amphitheatre?’

Williamson nodded. ‘As to the how, we found tyre tracks consistent with a substantial four-wheel drive vehicle leading to and from the centre of the amphitheatre. As to the when… we know that a group of American tourists visited the amphitheatre about an hour and a half before sunset and they saw nothing untoward. So it’s fair to assume that the killer or killers arrived after dark, when they could be reasonably sure of being undisturbed and unobserved. I’ll take one more question. Yes, gentleman at the back there.’

The man rose to his feet. ‘Bob Levenson, USA Today. You make no mention of political or religious terrorism, Mr Williamson. Have you discounted it?’

The detective chose his words with care.

‘We haven’t discounted anything as regards motive. All I can tell you is that there is no evidence of terrorist motive at this stage, either at the crime scene or in the choice of victim. But we are keeping an open mind.’

Williamson snapped his laptop shut and stood up, signalling the press conference was at an end.

‘That’s all for now.’ He flicked off the microphone and turned to his press officer. ‘Make sure they all have the hotline number and email. It was the only bloody point in inviting this rabble here in the first place.’

He raised one palm as she opened her mouth to remonstrate.

‘Yes, I know they’re still lip-reading me, sweetheart, and I couldn’t give a tuppenny fuck.’






Five

Elise’s death catapulted Nick and Lucy into a prolonged state of shock and anguish. They not only had overwhelming grief to deal with, but within a few weeks of the drowning both began to display the unmistakeable symptoms of post-traumatic stress. Nick was well aware of the tell-tale signs of PTSD; he had thoroughly researched the condition for a plotline of one of his novels. Now, he had no hesitation in seeking help for them both: one-to-one sessions with a therapist in Truro.

‘Look,’ he told Lucy as he drove her to her first appointment. ‘We can’t do anything about what we’re both going through until we understand it a bit better. We need help to do that and the man we’re going to see can give it to us. At least I hope he can.’ He reached across for his daughter’s hand and squeezed it. ‘I know it seems impossible now, but you and I are going to be happy again, Lucy. If nothing else, it’s what mummy would want. She’d hate to see us like this.’

‘What we’re both going through’ was shorthand for the behavioural changes both had experienced since witnessing Elise’s dreadful last moments.

Nick, by nature an even-tempered, relaxed man, had become irritable and volatile. His treatment of old friends and associates was now often aggressive and unreasonable. In the weeks after Elise’s death he had provoked a series of blazing rows with, among others, his book editor, his literary agent (both long-standing confidants as well as professional colleagues) and even an innocuous teenage shop assistant who tried to explain that Nick’s credit card was being declined because it had just expired. The resulting explosion of rage had reduced the boy to tears. The security guard who escorted Nick firmly off the premises threatened to call the police if he came back.

Nick managed to control these sudden outbursts when he was with his daughter – but only just. And the black moods weren’t improved by the nightly insomnia that now plagued him.

But the most distressing symptom for both father and daughter were the vivid flashbacks to the accident itself and, in Nick’s case, of the agonising moment when he’d had to formally identify his wife’s body.

The flashbacks could occur at any time but were almost always triggered by the sight or sound of water. Nick and Lucy found themselves entirely unable to board the car ferry and cross the river into Fowey. Whenever they went into the town, they were forced to take the long inland route. What should have been a ten-minute journey took nearly an hour. But there was simply no question of crossing the estuary. Even visits to once-favoured local beach restaurants were now, by tacit consent, avoided.

At the house, Nick fitted louvered blinds on all the windows looking out across the river. Through two of them they could see the actual spot where Elise had drowned. The stunning vista the Wychwoods had once delighted in was now permanently shuttered and screened off.

‘It’s a sort of hydrophobia, I suppose,’ Nick told the therapist, six months after Elise’s death. ‘Neither of us can bear to look at the river or the sea. It’s almost guaranteed to bring on one of these fucking flashbacks. Not exactly ideal when you live in a harbour town.’ The therapist, a 50-something Cornishman with kind eyes, a gentle voice and sparsely offered but always insightful advice, smiled.

‘I was waiting for you to bring the subject up.’

‘Bring what subject up?’

‘Moving away from Fowey.’

‘What? Who said anything about moving?’

‘You did, just now, by implication. I think it’s perfectly clear that a place you once adored is now an anathema for you. Hardly surprising. I know you’ve blocked it out, literally, the place where your wife lost her life, but you feel its presence nonetheless, don’t you?’

Nick stared at the man opposite before nodding. ‘You think we should leave.’

The therapist did not hesitate. ‘I do. It’s going to take a very long time for you and Lucy to become de-sensitised to the sight or even the presence of water. As for that particular stretch of river… well, the grief and trauma that it triggers will be a permanent issue. Why put yourselves through that kind of mental anguish? It’s not as if you have to live in Fowey, Nicholas, is it? You’re a writer. You can work anywhere. There’s nothing to stop both of you from making a fresh start somewhere else, is there?’

Nick closed his eyes and thought for a few moments before answering. ‘I suppose not… and I must say it’d be a relief to be able to look out of the window again. The house feels less like a home and more like a bloody prison. Or maybe an asylum. But I wonder what Lucy will think. Maybe she’ll feel she’ll be even further away from her mother than she is now. I quite often find her sitting at Elise’s dressing table, picking up her things – her hairbrush, perfume, makeup and so on. Perhaps I should have got rid of it all… but I can’t bear to. Not yet, anyway.’

The therapist leaned forward. ‘Look, Nicholas… obviously I’m not supposed to discuss another client’s sessions, but I think we can stretch a point here. Lucy has told me that she’d like to leave Fowey and get as far away from the sea as possible.’

Nick stared at him. ‘I had no idea she felt that way.’

‘No, she’s been reluctant to confide in you. She thought you might be upset if she suggested leaving the place where her parents were so happy.’

‘Really? Bless her… My lovely Luce, always thinking of others… But as far away from the sea as possible, you say. I wonder where that might take us.’

The therapist rose, signalling the session was over.

‘Actually I’ve got some ideas about that. If I were you, I know exactly where I’d head for. The Cotswolds. Beautiful, like Cornwall, but without the ocean. Landlocked. You could do worse.’

Nick got to his feet.

‘Well, well. So not just a therapist – quite the seer, too. I grew up in the Cotswolds but I’m sure I’ve never mentioned it. In fact, I was born there.’

The therapist laughed.

‘That’s serendipity, Nicholas. I’m no seer. Where exactly were you born?’

‘Gloucestershire. Just outside one of the main towns.’

‘Which one?’

‘The one the Romans built. They called it Corinium.’

‘Ah. You mean Cirencester.’

‘Yes. I mean Cirencester.’






Six


Hi Rosie

Yeah ur right about cutting, deffo works. Wuz nervous (such a wuss!) but last nite felt so crap thought fuck it, try it. Used kitchen knife from block and cut myself four times, left arm. Hurt like shit but ur SOOOO right, felt TOTES better after. Weird. Googled it and doctors used to cut people all the time, called it bleeding the patient, to make them feel better so maybe its got to do with that. Anyway worked for little ole Luce! Cant let my dad see my arm for a while, hed go mental. Sleeves Louise.

R u totes srs about taking all ur mums temaz in 1 go? Cd u rly do it? dont know if I cd. Anyway don’t have any stuff like that. I suppose other ways tho. Wdnt want it to hurt tho. Im not saying want to do it but like talking 2u about it cos makes me feel calmer like cutting did.

Gonna zzzzzz now but will stay awake 4 few mins in case u reply.

Nite nite, ur Luce.

Hi Luce

O im not sure what I mean about sleeping pills really. Like u I just feel calmer when I think about it. Girl in my year did it last year. We had a spesh assembly in her mem, everyone soooo upset but I was frigging jealous!!! Where she is now has to be better than here, right? And at least ud b with ur mum again!

I worry about not having temaz if we ever decide to do it ill send u half of mine and we can take them on here together! Kinda hold hands haha!! Wd b easier doing it together I rkn.

Anyway sleep tite from ur Rosie.








Seven

Nick finally grasped the nettle and sat down with Lucy that same evening. He told her he was wondering whether they should leave their house, Fowey and Cornwall. She burst into tears.

‘So much for bloody therapy,’ he thought to himself, drawing his daughter close.

‘It’s all right, Luce,’ he murmured, stroking her hair. ‘It was just a thought. If you don’t want to move, then…’

She pulled away, gulping down sobs.

‘No, no, Daddy, you’ve got it all wrong! I want to move too! I’ve wanted to for ages, soon after mummy… after mummy…’

Relief flooded through him and he forgave the therapist.

‘You should have told me before, darling. I’d do anything to make you happy, you know that.’

Lucy wiped her nose on the sleeve of her hoodie, tears subsiding. ‘Me too. Want you to be happy, I mean. That’s why I didn’t say anything. I thought you wanted to stay here, stay close to mummy, somehow… Do you really want us to move away?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, Luce, I do. I want us to be able to remember mummy without… oh…’ – he gestured towards the windows at the front of the house – ‘without having to be reminded every day of what happened. We’ll never do that if we stay here. Let’s face it, life’s become pretty much impossible for us both, hasn’t it? We can’t bring ourselves to cross the river; we don’t want to go near a beach; half the house is in semi-darkness… It’s unhealthy and it won’t do. We have to find somewhere else to start again.’

‘But where?’

He smiled at her. ‘Remember that time mummy and I took you to see the town I grew up in?’

Lucy’s brow furrowed. ‘I think so… I was probably about seven or eight… Was it the time we stayed in that cottage with the thatched roof?’

‘Remember the pond opposite on the village green and how we used to take what was left of our toast after breakfast and feed the ducks?’

She laughed. ‘Yes, and when we turned around and looked at our cottage, I said it reminded me of the one Snow White lived in with the seven dwarves and mummy said I was going to be a writer like you! Gosh, that seems so long ago now.’

‘You liked it there, didn’t you?’

‘Yes! Is that where we’re going to live?’

‘I can’t guarantee that actual cottage. But yes, somewhere nearby. It’s in the Cotswolds. It’s beautiful and a long way from the sea. It’ll be fun finding somewhere to live there.’

She jumped up. ‘When can we start looking?’

He could scarcely credit the sudden surge in Lucy’s spirits. He hadn’t seen his daughter looking like this for months; not since the day of the accident. Her excitement was infectious and he felt his own mood beginning to rise in return.

‘Okay, let’s see… When does half-term begin?’

‘This Friday, the day after tomorrow!’

‘Right then. This weekend it shall be. Saturday.’ He lifted Lucy by the waist and pirouetted her through the air. ‘The Wychwoods are going to Wychwood! I know a lovely hotel there that we can use as our base. This evening I’ll start searching online for houses.’ He put her down. ‘Where do you fancy living – town or village?’

‘Village! With a duck pond!’

‘Let’s see what we can do.’






Eight

‘So the only DNA on the cross belongs to the victim?’

‘Yup. Plenty of it, mind, and to spare. But just Scanlon’s. The rest of the contraption is clean as a bloody whistle.’

DCS Williamson grunted and stared out of his office window. The distant Cotswold Hills rose a few miles away to the east of Gloucestershire Police HQ at Quedgeley. He was going to retire there when the time came. He and his wife Dianne had narrowed it down to the twin honey-stoned villages of Sheepscombe and Painswick, both squeezed into narrow valleys as the land around them twisted and lifted to the limestone escarpment high above. But there was no point in making an offer on any of the ridiculously pretty (and absurdly expensive) cottages that occasionally came on the market: they’d just have to sit out the three years until he could put in his papers, draw his pension and cash in his savings. But that didn’t stop the Williamsons from driving to the local inns most weekends for Sunday lunch and then take a gentle stroll around the wisteria- and honeysuckle-covered houses, golden walls glowing in the late afternoon sunshine.

‘Sir?’

The DCS shook his head. ‘Sorry, Peter. Thinking about something else.’ He reluctantly turned his chair away from the window and gestured to the younger man to sit down.

‘Sorry to ask the obvious, but forensics checked inside the threads of the screws, didn’t they?’

DCI Johnson nodded. ‘Of course. Nothing. No DNA on the masking tape or the teacloth either. I reckon everything was handled with gloves on right from the off, other than the cross-beams.’

Williamson leaned forward. ‘But you just said—’

‘Probably handled without gloves, maybe when buying them, because they’ve been scrubbed with bleach using wire wool going by the markings. Not a trace of DNA, fingerprints, nothing.’

‘What about the tyre tracks in the amphitheatre?’

Johnson scrolled down the screen of his tablet. ‘Michelin CrossClimates. Just about every other bloody four-by-four has them here in the Cotswolds. Not much wear and tear to the tread, so either the tyres were recently fitted or the vehicle’s newish.’

‘Christ.’ Williamson felt himself reaching towards his right-hand desk drawer in an instinctive reflex. But the cigarettes he once kept there were long gone and the vape he’d tried using instead had just made him feel silly. He prised a Polo mint from the tube on his desk and sucked unhappily on it for a few moments.

‘Footprints at the scene?’

The DCI shrugged. ‘Nothing of any use. Forensics reckon the perp was wearing scrubs over his shoes. Possibly several pairs. There are footprints in the grass but they’re blanks. No detail. Maybe a size eleven. That’s about it.’

Williamson sat a little straighter. ‘You said “the perp”, Peter. You think this was a one-man job?’

Johnson nodded. ‘I’m beginning to, sir. There weren’t that many footprints and they were all the same shoe size. As far as we can tell, there was only one set leading to and from where the vehicle was parked. So yes, I think whoever did it was flying solo. And call me a sexist pig, but I just can’t see a woman doing this. The shoe size speaks against it, as well as the sheer strength needed to get someone of Scanlon’s weight onto the cross. Although whoever did this may well have used a mechanical hoist of some sort. Either way, I reckon we’re looking for a solo psycho with the XY chromosome.’

The DCS nodded. ‘Makes sense. But… no DNA, no prints, tyre tracks not worth a damn unless we find the vehicle and that’s assuming the CrossClimates haven’t been replaced – something I wouldn’t bet against, by the way. I’m beginning to get a feeling about this one, Peter. As far as the cleaning up goes, it’s bloody OCD, isn’t it? We don’t have a single useful witness and there’s nothing worth a damn on CCTV or road traffic cameras – I’m right about that part, yes?’

The DCI nodded glumly. ‘Yes. It’s weird. There are quite a few cameras on the roads surrounding the amphitheatre, but we can’t find anything suspicious recorded that night. We’ve checked out every likely vehicle caught on camera – all the four-by-fours, SUVs, anything with a trailer – and they’re all above board, the lot of them. Well, apart from a couple of untaxed jobs. Whoever nailed up Scanlon must have clocked every CCTV location well in advance and plotted a route that picked a way round them. The killer was in a four-by-four so we’re checking for tracks across fields and down bridleways. Nothing yet but there’s been no rain since, so we might catch a lucky break.’

Williamson turned back to the window and stared towards the distant uplands and his retirement. The view could have been a landscape painting.

He sighed. ‘Maybe we will. We’re certainly overdue one. I’ve heard of a blank canvas, but this is bloody ridiculous.’






Nine

It was Lucy who found it. While her father was wearily ploughing through online estate agents’ guff, she simply punched in ‘Cotswold villages with duck ponds’ on her laptop and hit search.

Up it came. ‘Willersey, Gloucestershire, south-west of Evesham.’ Judging by the multiple photos posted, it had a duck pond to satisfy the most fastidious connoisseur of the traditional village emblem. Home to mallards, moorhens, dragonflies and the occasional visiting heron, Willersey’s pond was a classic of its kind. Lucy practically hugged herself as she flicked through the photos. Surrounded on three sides by a neatly trimmed village green, overlooked by ancient honey-coloured cottages and with its own little island built from golden, glowing Cotswold stone, the oval of sparkling water looked like the film set for a romantic movie.
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