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Barney tramped through the frost leaden grass, ears bobbing and giving him an air of the ridiculous. He explored the drainage ditches along the front of the property, the amazing smells coming from them drove him crazy. He heard the insistent whistle calling him in and in a final dash, snatched at something in the ditch, it had a strange smell, but he had no time to investigate now. 

Barney hurried into the porch, dropping his treasure onto his bed, he shook his heavy coat throwing droplets of mud and moisture all about him. The door to the cosy main house opened and in he went, forgetting about his plunder for now whilst being charmed by a warm spot in front of the fire. 

***
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Tom McAdams returned from the field where he had been fixing a loose section of fencing. As he shrugged off his outer layers of clothing and heaved his large damp boots from his feet, he happened to glance towards Barney’s bed. Squinting, he stepped closer, trying to decipher the shapes into a less repulsive combination than he was currently observing. 

‘Is it?’ he whispered, frowning ‘where the hell did he get that?’ Tom hurried into the main house, locking the door, fearful that the children might stumble across the ghastly article. 

As Tom entered the kitchen, he stepped closer to Katie, giving a loving kiss as he always did. ‘Where did Barney get that arm?’ Tom asked, not beating around the bush.

‘Sorry, what?’ said Katie, trying and failing to make sense of what Tom had said. 

‘In Barney’s bed, in the porch is what looks like a human arm. Have you called the police yet?’ Tom continued, hoping Katie would explain what had happened. 

Her face became a mask of confusion as she began to rise ‘what are you talking about?’ she said walking to the porch, finding it locked then continuing out after a brief battle with the old bolt. Tom heard the intake of breath as his wife looked into the porch and [presumably saw the severed limb. 

Several hours later the police finally arrived. Tom had ensured nobody had touched or moved the arm, and it still lay in Barney’s bed. He had had a job keeping the dog away once he had remembered/smelt it again. 

Tom watched as Katie showed the police the drainage ditches where Barney had been when she called him in. The two police officers attending shared a knowing look. They cordoned off the area outside in addition to the porch. They told Tom they were awaiting a scene of crimes officer to attend and secure the forensic evidence. As the officers walked back to their cars Tom heard the female officer say ‘geez, another one, where the hell are they all coming from?’ before she closed the door. 
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In the last two weeks, four other limbs had been found across Caithness and Sutherland, in apparently random rural locations, neither buried nor particularly hidden. So far, none of the limbs seemed to be from the same body which meant they were now up to five potential murders to investigate. 

DI Young had been working the case since the first discovery, she had been down in Inverness when Barney’s discovery was reported. She was finishing up with another grizzly incident, so her team had initially attended in her place. So far, there had been very few forensic leads to go on. The only similarity, other than being a dismembered limb was that the date of amputation was anywhere from 1-4 months ago and occurred while the victims were still alive. The pathology team had conducted all the usual tests and none of the limbs were a positive match on the Police National Computer. She had almost nothing to go on. 

DI Gill Young had been in the force since she was twenty-two. At thirty-nine years old she now had seventeen years’ experience. She had started her career in Edinburgh before moving North five years ago, wanting to be closer to her sister Audrey. Audrey had lived in the Highlands for twenty years, having moved for love when she met Anthony Quinn. It had been a short courtship followed by a swift marriage and a move of over two hundred miles north. Gill never warmed to Anthony, in fact, she thought he was something of an arsehole, but she refused to let it affect her relationship with Audrey. They had always been close and as their parents were long buried, they were really the only family each other had. Who else could she stay up drinking gin and putting the world to rights with?

Gill stood in the office, approaching the board she had erected to keep track of key information. Pinned at the top right corner was a map of Caithness, Sutherland, and Ross-shire and on it, marks had been made showing the location of the remains found so far. The beach at Strathy, the edge of the beach at Castletown, Lothmore, Berriedale brays and the latest in the drainage ditch of a property in Brough. Looking at it mapped out that way it occurred to DI Young that it was all on the new NC500 route. Well, the name was new, the road was just the road and as it was the main route around this area of the country, it didn’t necessarily mean anything. There was something in the locations however that looked planned or maybe connected. She took a ball of thin string, pinning it from one scene to the next in a circle and then making a spider’s web by weaving the string from one site to each of the others. The rough central point looked to be Altnabreac or thereabouts. This could be relevant but like all other ideas she had at present, it could be totally unrelated. After assigning tasks to her officers, she decided the rest could wait for tomorrow. Clearly these bodies were going nowhere, along with her investigation so far. 

Gill climbed into her SUV and drove the winding roads to her sister’s house near Spittal. Five minutes or so before reaching her destination, Gill noticed a sign to Altnabreac pointing down a small and winding road, she decided she would explore another day. As she pulled in at her sisters, Audrey opened the door before Gill had even raised a hand to knock, she would have been tracking her on her phone. Since Gill had a nasty car accident a couple of years ago Audrey had insisted on being able to check up on her and honestly, Gill felt reassured that at least someone made sure she got home each day. Prior to entering she heard pigs and chickens that were kept around the side of the building. It made it feel more like a proper country home rather than just a house. 

Dinner was an effort in self-control. Gill generally saw Audrey when Anthony was away, but sadly, every now and then she did have to play nice and spend an evening in his company. He wasn’t in touch with his family, so she was really all he had except his wife. As she chewed on the overcooked gammon he asked ‘So are you dealing with all these body parts they keep finding then? Getting anywhere with them?’ Gill’s stomach sank at the reminder of her lack of progress.

‘Well, the progress is slow but I’m hoping something useful will come back tomorrow’ she said, trying to sound cheerful. 

‘Oh yeah, what are you waiting on? CSI or something? Any suspects?’ Anthony pushed. 

Gill sighed and conceded ‘We’ve got nothing, I expect we’ll still have nothing tomorrow, but I live in hope!’ The evening continued with the inevitable moaning about tourists and the NC500 route bringing the entire supply of motorhomes in the world into the North of Scotland. This was Anthony’s favourite topic. He became very animated about the perceived wrongs done by the touring visitors. ‘Give it a rest Anthony, the police don’t care about annoying bloody tourists, let it go!’ burst out Audrey, presumably she’d heard similar comments on repeat since the beginning of the season!

The following morning after a vigorous run to drag her brain from the fog of sleep, Gill headed back to the station. As she opened her PC a notification rang out, the preliminary forensic report for the most recent limb had dropped into her inbox. The four previous finds had been dead ends for forensics, so her hopes were low. This appendage itself did not match any known persons however she was very pleasantly surprised by a partial match for DNA on matter found beneath the fingernails. The corresponding profile was for a convicted burglar in Aberdeenshire by the name of John Sutherland. 

By this time, her team had started to drift in. DC Adam Kane, a fairly new detective but with great local knowledge and a really good worker. He had a perfectly preened man bun and a neatly trimmed beard attesting to lengthy time in front of a mirror. 

Next in was Anja Shankly, a Detective Sergeant with an outwardly serious demeanour. When you got to know her, she had a cracker of a sense of humour. She was a real asset to the team and made DI Youngs job so much easier. Last, came PC Neal Blakie, pretty keen but somewhat irritating. He was still a PC but completing his training with the team to gain evidence to become a DC.  They were a good bunch and pretty reliable. DS Shankly had already started allocating tasks and getting everybody moving. She stood, arranging post-it notes on the board with various tasks, showing where the results should be added when the team had made progress. First, a full profile on John Sutherland and his known family whilst Gill took Adam on a mission to visit all the scenes. 

The drive up from Inverness was fairly quiet and they reached their first stop in Strathy in a little over two and half hours. The route beyond Helmsdale, over the moors to the North coast was wild and peaceful. She knew some would call it desolate but she loved it.  

Gill pondered on the mindset of the murderer. How could someone cut off arms and legs when people were still alive? She had seen worse of course but it didn’t stop the horror when you got down to practicalities. Gill had a rural upbringing and along with her sister they had messed with roadkill and shot at squirrels, salted slugs, and all sorts of other things she wouldn’t do now, but cutting into living flesh was a whole other level!

With a full bladder, Gill was glad to make use of the thankfully open seasonal amenities. On the easternmost point of the beach a scraggy strip of police tape still clung to an old wooden fence post, giving them an easy indication of where the first limb, a left leg, had been found. Gill found herself doing a slow full circle, surveying the land. From her angle on the beach, the car park was now hidden from view, only an old wooden sign, in dire need of a rub down and re-paint was visible, with a barely legible message about ‘no overnight camping.’ The scene was overshadowed by the old cemetery where tips of tall grave monuments were visible. The beach was pure white sand surrounded by lush greenery. ‘Have you come up with anything?’ Gill asked Adam, his local knowledge sometimes let him see what others missed. 

‘Not really to be honest, nice spot though.’ After a few quick snaps on her phone to help her remember it as she saw it, Gill and Adam headed back to the car, it was time for breakfast. 

After a square sausage and black pudding roll in Thurso, they jumped back into the car heading towards Dunnet beach, the section near the car park at the Castletown end. As they pulled in, the terrain was more like the moon than a car park with the size of the craters and Adam had to manoeuvre the tiny car carefully to avoid damage. As they jumped out, the vast beach spread before them, the dubious aroma of seaweed pungent in their nostrils. They scrambled down the rocks, locating a land drain outlet pipe which marked roughly where the other leg had been found. There was a chance it had been concealed in the pipe, but it seemed unlikely. As they stood looking at the scene a large old-style Winnebago pulled into the car park, bouncing with the potholes before coming to a stop. Within minutes laundry racks had been placed all around it and a couple sat out front in a pair of fold out director’s chairs. They’re bloody everywhere thought Gill, staring at the out-dated monstrosity. 

Adam wandered away down to where the dunes begin, slowly exploring via a small well-worn path whilst Gill lingered wondering how nice it would really be to sleep in a van in a variety of car parks. The view was good, but she wouldn’t like sitting out with her washing if the car park was full. 

Next was the most recent of the scenes. A small old croft house near to the rural village of Brough. As they approached, they pulled conveniently into a small parking place by the side of the road, right where the drive to the house began. A grubby heap of what could only be grey waste from a motorhome dredged across the Northernmost bank leading into the neighbouring field. A blight on an otherwise exceptional view over fields to the open sea, with Orkney in the distance. As previously, the detritus of police tape flying in the wind showed where the arm had been found. Again, there was nothing too striking about the site, other than the view. The ditch was dry, having had minimal rain for a few weeks. The bottom was clogged with mud and debris that had blown in over the course of many months and years, but the surrounding grass was neatly trimmed and cared for. Having taken more photos and walking back to the car, Gill paused at the end of the lay-by. Hidden in the longer grass was a number plate, old, battered and cracked. She signalled Adam who pulled a glove from his pocket and lifted it free to allow them to see the letters and numbers adorning it. It might be unrelated of course but they hoped not. Bagging up the registration plate and moving on, Gill sent details to the rest of the team, requesting checks to establish if it was related. A quick check on the in-car device showed the vehicle was a campervan belonging to a lady called Karen Stamper based in Gloucestershire. At least it’s a lead to follow thought Gill, hoping she would be left with more than just dead ends. 

The next two sites held no obvious new leads and Gill and Adam returned South to the office in Inverness. 
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DS Shankly provided them with an update. ‘Local uniform have been to visit the address in Gloucestershire and there’s no response. They checked neighbours who said they thought she headed north in her van a couple of weeks ago. Not seen her since and don’t even have a number for her but said that she often does disappear for weeks at a time. She did have the number for her son though, so we will be trying to speak to him, no answer at present.’

PC Neal Blakie chipped in ‘the familial DNA match, I have spent all day getting nowhere but might just have something. He has a brother up this way, he changed his name several years ago which is why it was hard to follow. I’m awaiting details to be sent through shortly.’ He said this whilst puffing out his chest to let all know that he had been the one to make progress here, despite the fact he was following the leads dished out to him by the Detective Sergeant. 

‘Anja, can you get ANPR checks on her campervan, at least we can see if she’s been in the area’ directed DI Young. ‘and as soon as we know who the brother is Neal, I want a full intelligence check on him, I want to know everything’ she continued before sitting at her desk and attacking the paperwork she had been avoiding. 

It didn’t take long for PC Blakie to strut across the room ‘the address for the guy is in Westerdale, I’m putting together an intel pack’ Smirked PC Blakie, clearly pleased with his efficiency. 

DI Young paused before asking ‘any firearms or anything of concern? Is he even known to us?’ PC Blakie shook his head to all the questions and Gill continued ‘We‘ll go, first thing tomorrow, I want the light. Neal be ready with the briefing then.’ 

DI Young had plans for the evening, so whilst she would normally like to have spent the evening engrossed in the case she could not. She left the planning for the following morning to be roughed out by the Detective Sergeant, ready to be endorsed by Gill in the morning. Instead, she spent the evening hearing all the woes of her old and very ‘unlucky-in-love’ friend Ben and fell into bed drained, shortly after midnight. 

In the morning DI Young gathered her team for a briefing. DS Shankly started with the result of ANPR checks on Karen Stampers campervan ‘Last trace was by a mobile unit in John O’Groats. That was two weeks ago and there’s been nothing since’. 

‘Thanks Anja, Neal, will you do the honours with today’s arrest briefing?’ she said, inviting him to share the intelligence he had harvested. 

PC Blakie began ‘this is the picture of the suspect, Anthony Quinn. The picture is from about 10 years ago so be prepared for him to look a little different now. No previous, not known to police.’ 

Gill Young was not often left speechless but her staggered ‘whah, who?’ caught the attention of the others and PC Blakie looked at her, clearly waiting for the rest of the sentence. Shocked and unable to comprehend what she was seeing, ‘This can’t be right’ she managed eventually. ‘He’s a dick but not a murderer.’ 

After the Detective Inspector had explained her outburst, Neal finished the briefing and they all headed out together. The others would make the arrest, it would not be right for Gill to do it. 

They pulled into the muddy driveway two hours later and everyone clambered out of the enclosed space of the people carrier. DI Young was still digesting this discovery, she began pacing outside, not really paying attention to her surroundings when suddenly her eyes focused sharply on the animals in front of her. ‘Surely not’ she muttered to no-one in particular. 

The rest of the team headed for the house, DS Shankly went around to the rear whilst the others entered in the front where a bewildered Audrey opened the door. Audrey called to her sister ‘Gill, what’s going on here? What’s happening? Are you coming in or what?’ Having received no reply, Audrey backed into the house inviting the other officers to follow and provide some answers. 

PC Blakie, liking to be in the thick of it dived in ‘We’re here to see Mr Anthony Quinn, is he here?’ he asked Audrey. 

‘No, he went out early, not sure where he went though, I was still in bed when he left. Why? Can I help with anything?’ Audrey blustered. 

After a search of the premises and some more questions, the officers in the house came out and joined the Detective Inspector by the pig pen. 

‘We need the forensics team down here.’ She said without looking up at them. ‘Pigs, bloody pigs. It’s an effective way to dispose of the rest of the body isn’t it?’ Gill could not leave without at least saying something to her sister ‘Did you know?’ she said, a look of disgust creeping across her face, despite her best efforts at neutrality. 

‘Did I know what? I still don’t know what the hell is happening here. They didn’t say why you need to speak to Anthony.’ Gill pressed her hands to her eyes; she really did not want to smash apart her sister’s world. Gill guided her sister back inside and sat her down, slowly explaining. 

‘No’ said Audrey ‘There’s just no way he would be involved in that. Maybe he had a fight with someone and that’s how they got his DNA and then they got killed later by someone else?’ Audrey grasped for alternatives, finding every version of the story that would mean Anthony was not a psychotic killer, none of the versions sounded likely to Gill. 

‘Right, well we need to find out what’s happening, I’m going to leave Neal, PC Blakie here with you. I’ll let you know when we know anything. Have you got him on your maps?’ Audrey stood, looking bewildered and Gill held her hand out ‘phone, now’ she said, simplifying the issue at hand. When the phone was placed in her hand she barked out ‘code’ which was quickly entered by a frazzled looking Audrey. Bringing up the map, Gill quickly found Athony in Wick, in the retail park on the edge of town. With that, the Detective Inspector rose from her sofa perch and walked out of her sister’s house, followed by the team ‘Neal, you’re staying here. Look after my sister and co-ordinate the forensic team when they arrive.’ The Constable glowered at missing out on the chase but said nothing, instead he turned and stomped back into the house to baby-sit the DI’s Sister. 

Gill led the team, lights on and sirens blaring to Wick. The journey would usually take about 25 minutes, but they screamed into the car park a neat 15 minutes later, some looking a little greener than they had started. Scanning the car park, it did not take Gill long to spot Anthony’s sparkly SUV parked outside a hardware retailer. As the team approached, Anthony exited the store and his eyes met Gills, clouding over with confusion, and looking suddenly nervous. Gill stayed back, allowing DS Shankly and DC Kane to do the honours, arresting Anthony on suspicion of murder. Anthony
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