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Prologue

The cars were parked without pattern along the grass verge – noses shoved into the hedge, a damp sheen settling over the windscreens and roofs. Pick-ups and battered old cars lined the lane, contrasting with a pair of nearly new 4x4s, all rubbing shoulders in the pre-dawn light.

He pulled in to the verge and parked his car as close to the hedge as he could without damaging the paintwork. A party of three men climbed out of their van, and he hesitated before switching off the engine. He need not have worried. The men were deep in conversation, sharing a joke as they walked, and they paid him no mind as they walked by his car. He followed them in his wing mirror, squeezing the leather steering wheel. He took a deep breath and opened his door.

There was no moon worth speaking of. Low cloud clung to the coast barely a mile from where they were, on a shallow rise inland. A lone exterior light mounted on a farmhouse in the distance was the only indication of civilization. He shivered against the cold breeze. It wasn’t strong but the damp in the air permeated his bones. He zipped his coat up almost to the chin and set off down the lane.

He heard the restless whining of dogs. The field entrance was a break between mature hedgerows, a good ten metres wide, more than enough to bring the combine and tractors through when required. A flat-bed lorry loaded with wire crates was parked just inside the field boundary. The dogs were inside, highly strung and eager to be released.

Near by, men’s voices came and went. Laughter and palpable excitement. Everyone was here for the same reason. To make some money. Cash would soon be changing hands, and lots of it, but no one present seemed remotely concerned about being discovered. Why would they be? They hadn’t been before. It was something everyone knew went on, and no one seemed willing to tackle the problem. After all, it was a tradition going back decades, if not centuries, in one form or another.

He adopted a vantage point offering him a decent view of the lane, standing back from the crowd but not so far as to draw attention to himself. That would be a mistake. He had to belong in this group. He began making mental notes on the meet. Nothing too specific because he couldn’t exactly write things down without making it obvious. He fell back on types of car, general numbers of attendees and any basic information he might stand a chance of retaining. How much money seemed to be changing hands along with how many people seemed to be running things.

A lot.

That was his answer. This was way bigger than he’d anticipated. The dogs, restrained by their handlers, baying as the anticipation of the occasion built around them, strained against their leashes as they were brought forward.

A loose crowd had gathered below the rise, maybe thirty men, perhaps more. Smaller groups began to form, which made it hard to count the people. Some stood huddled over a flask of tea, while others moved between dog boxes and the tailgates of field vehicles. The gloom was often punctuated by the flicker of flames lighting cigarettes. Most attendees wore dark coats, waxed jackets or quilted gilets, with woollen beanies pulled tight over ears to keep them from the cold. A few had flat caps and their boots were caked to the ankle in dried mud.

For their part, the dogs, most of them lurchers, rangy and taut but nowhere near as fast or powerful as greyhounds, stamped and trembled at their masters’ feet. Freed from their cages, they knew what was coming and were desperate to get on with it. He took a breath, acknowledged a couple of men passing with a curt nod and a flicker of smiled greeting, and surveyed the assembled group. There was one man there that he didn’t recognize, a man who was given space and a respectable greeting as he moved among the throng. Those who didn’t know the man sat up and took notice. Nobody troubled him, quite the opposite. Everyone gave him a wide berth. That said it all. He tried to take in his appearance, seeing as he must be a player.

He nonchalantly moved in that direction, keen to get close.

A slim-faced man standing beside a livestock trailer glanced up at him as he approached.

‘Eli? Thought you weren’t coming.’

‘Wasn’t sure I would,’ Eli said.

The other man snorted. ‘People often say that. Then there’s money involved and here you all are.’

Eli moved on before the conversation could develop further. He didn’t want to fall into the trap of offering up detail that he would struggle to remember later. That was the trick here; never stop to chat too long and never focus too much on anything. Be familiar without becoming memorable.

At the centre of the field, beside the open tailgate of a pick-up, a bookmaker worked from a duplicate pad balanced on his palm. Everything here was old school. No tablet, no mobile phone. Paper and pens. Men leaned in to him, speaking low, and he wrote without wasting movement. No names. Simple, numbered slips, odds were agreed and payment made. Interest was strong. Men with mobile phones held aloft, scanning the area to get the lay of the land prior to committing their money, assessing the going and the dogs themselves. Further intense discussion took place before more wagers were placed.

‘Two points on the red-collar.’

‘Done.’

‘The white bitch takes first turn, I’m telling you.’

‘You told me that last week.’

‘This ain’t last week.’

Eli drifted closer, hands in his pockets, and listened.

For a field in the dark and a hare that no one had seen yet, there was more money here than there should have been. Tens, twenties, fifties – packets banded tight, exchanged with nods and no words. A man in a padded coat took cash from three different punters and passed the wad, not to the bookmaker, but to a second man standing slightly apart with a phone at his ear and his collar up against the wind.

It was this man who interested Eli.

He wasn’t shouting odds or engaging with the others. He received a phone call, listened, spoke sparse words and listened again. His voice was familiar to Eli. They hadn’t officially met but he’d been in and around the stables. He was certain of that. He was an incomer, albeit one so well established he must have connections. He was certainly connected to all of this. The man looked up once he ended the call, and at once three bets were adjusted. Eli felt a slight shift in the energy of those gathered around him. Subtle, but noticeable. The banter lessened as the handlers made ready.

‘You backing anything or just taking up space?’

Eli turned. The bookmaker had seen him standing there.

‘A tenner,’ he said, fishing a note from the wallet he kept in his back pocket. He lifted his chin towards the noisy party off to their left. ‘This lot have a lot to say for themselves, so I’ll go for whichever one gives them something to cry about.’

‘Ten? Last of the big spenders here, lads,’ the bookie said over his shoulder.

Eli ignored the jibe, handing over his money. A couple of men laughed. It was enough. The bookmaker tore off a slip, scrawled a mark across it in thick pencil and slapped it into his hand. Eli nodded, smiled and retreated into the background. He folded the betting slip once and put it into his back pocket.

‘Waste of money,’ someone muttered cheerfully behind him. ‘That one’s cursed.’

‘Story of my life,’ Eli replied. ‘Maybe our luck is about to turn.’

‘Looks like he hasn’t slept,’ another man said.

That drew a few glances his way. Most of them fleeting. One man, barrel-chested and broad across the shoulders, narrowed his eyes for a second before recognition softened them.

‘Well, look at that,’ he said. The man gestured with a gloved hand to the field, the dogs, the men and money. ‘I’m surprised you’re down here mixing with this lot.’

Eli managed a shrug and smiled. ‘I thought it was worth a look. Besides, I have cash to spend.’

‘I hear you,’ the man said, grinning.

‘Is there a problem with me being here?’ Eli regretted saying it the moment the words left his mouth. Too antagonistic. He was supposed to be blending in, not calling someone out. His anxiety was misplaced. The man simply scoffed and turned away.

‘Be lucky, kid.’

A ripple of knowing amusement followed that, the sort which said the gathered crowd understood more than they were going to say aloud. Eli smiled because not smiling would have been worse, but internally his relief peaked.

‘Cheers,’ he said.

Eli moved away again, feeling eyes follow him.

From the far side of the field came a whistle. Spotters were heading out, two men crossing towards the hedge line where the ground fell away into rough grass and ditches. The dogs grew more agitated, lifting on their leads, whining harder. Men stamped their boots, drew closer together, last-minute bets were finalized in quicker voices now. Someone uncapped a flask and the smell of whisky passed by Eli on the pre-dawn air.

He found himself a nondescript place amongst the group and made his stance as casual as he could, expectantly waiting for the off just the same as everyone else. But he wasn’t like everyone else. It was them he was here to watch.

Some faces he knew by sight, but most he only knew by way of nicknames. They were predominantly men who came and went with barely any existence on public record. If they did, then it wasn’t for long. One of them laughed with a dog handler. Eli recognized him. He’d seen him two mornings ago at the stables. These people shouldn’t be there. Not with the circles they moved in. It was dangerous.

On two occasions, he caught people looking back at him. Not the normal glance of men measuring strangers. Longer, interested glances. Not good. That was the opposite of his intention. A prickling sensation down the back of his neck. Eli felt his face redden but he suppressed it as best he could.

This had been a mistake. He shouldn’t be here. He didn’t belong here. He should go.

He had already stayed longer than he meant to anyway. Far longer than was probably sensible. The chance of being recognized was a real possibility, and that was OK, but only if he was recognized by the right people. Those who didn’t matter. He risked another glance, trying to see if his initial assessment of the player had been accurate. Was he another punter or was he running this whole thing? This time he found himself under a watchful eye. Eli looked away but it was too late. Another man leaned into the player. Something was said and his eyes lifted. Eli tried not to look but the need to do so was like a compulsion. They exchanged a look. Fleeting but longer than was necessary.

The field had a different feel to it now. Less noisy and heavy with an air of expectation. A flock of crows lifted somewhere beyond the hedge with a clatter of wings, and half the men turned at once as if expecting interruption. Nobody came. The narrow approach lane stayed empty.

Eli slipped a hand into his pocket and lightly fingered the car keys. He knew they would be there, but it gave him comfort to feel them. No one stopped him when he edged away from the main crowd. That almost made his anxiety worse. Did they know? How could they? He was just another punter. Nobody.

He picked his way through the throng, crossing behind the livestock trailer and along the field boundary, following the tyre ruts that had frozen hard. The voices behind him dulled, muffled by the hedge and the mist sitting above the open land. All eyes were on the dogs now anyway. Perfect. Several started barking, high and frantic, setting off the others. The quarry had been sighted. Somewhere someone swore and yanked a lead tight.

The gap in the hedge back out onto the lane where his car was parked was only twenty yards ahead. He passed through, turning towards the lane.

And stopped.

His car was where he had left it beside the hedge. But it was no longer alone. Standing alongside it were three men. One leaned against the driver’s door with his arms folded, apparently there long enough to get comfortable. Another stood near the bonnet, smoking, the orange tip glowing brightly in the gloom. The third, a giant of a man standing at six-four if not taller, had positioned himself just off the grass verge, not blocking the way exactly, but making it plain enough that anyone passing would need to move within arm’s reach of him.

For a second Eli thought of turning and heading back to the crowd, of shouting and making a fuss. But the field was farther away than it had seemed. There was too much open ground between here and there. Moreover, what good would it do him?

The smoker flicked the ash from the end of his cigarette to the ground.

‘You leaving already, Eli?’

Eli kept his voice level, terrified it would break and give him away. ‘I have an early start.’

‘But things have barely even got going yet.’ The man by the door pushed himself upright. ‘And you’re already heading off. What if you win?’

Eli said nothing. The smoker dropped the cigarette, grinding it into the frozen earth with the ball of his foot. The man at the driver’s door tilted his head, studying Eli. He was the oldest of the three, wispy hair on his receding forehead catching on the gentle breeze, fluttering. He sniffed, adjusting his coat around him. He appeared to be the sort of man who expected to be obeyed without raising his voice.

‘We know what you’re doing,’ he said.

Nothing in the words. Everything in the way they were spoken.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘No?’ He walked forward, the other two men falling in beside him. The urge to run, to make a break for it across the open ground was strong, but how far would he get? Not very. ‘Do you know what happens to people who stick their nose in where it doesn’t belong, Eli?’

‘I’d like to get to my car, please,’ Eli said, hating the sound of fear he heard in his voice. None of them stepped aside.

‘Have we got a problem with you, boy?’

A gust came off the fields, colder than before. Eli could hear the crowd again, fragments of conversation behind him. Someone called for quiet. Another voice cursed a dog. It all felt miles away. The lane was deserted and a thick hedge of blackthorn separated them from the punters. All focus was on the dogs. Eli looked around. There was nowhere to run. No one to call for help. He shifted left as if to skirt around the front of the car. The oldest man moved with him.

‘Easy,’ he said. ‘Let’s not make this any harder on you than it already needs to be, lad. We just want to have a little chat. That’s all right, isn’t it?’

Panic flared in Eli’s chest. Being alone with the wrong people in the wrong place, his mouth was dry and he tried to swallow but couldn’t.

‘I’ve done nothing,’ he said. ‘I just need to get to the stables. I’ll be late … People will miss me.’

The smoker’s smile deepened very slightly. ‘None of that helps you here.’

Eli took another step back, his heel catching on the uneven ground, and he stumbled, landing on his backside. He scrambled back to his feet, chancing a glance over his shoulder towards the field. The three men spread out a little, narrowing his chance of escape. The action fuelled his paranoia. Were they expecting him? Looking out for him? How was that possible? He looked once at his car and studied the space between it and the men. He knew he would never get to it before they would be upon him. He glanced back into the nearby field, lifting his chin as if acknowledging someone. The three noticed and all followed his gaze. Then Eli bolted.

He made for the field on the other side of the lane, launching himself across the boundary drainage ditch at a point where the hedgerow was thinnest, his shoulder catching on thorns, his jacket snagging and tearing free with a sharp rip. Behind him someone shouted. He couldn’t discern any words as he broke through the vegetation and sprinted – stumbled – across the stubble in the near dark. He dared not look back as he ran into the mist clinging to the frozen earth, careening downwards as the ground sloped away before him.

His chest heaved and his legs burned, but he pushed on. The excited shouts from the punters died away, sound deadened by the thickening mist around him. He checked his run slightly, barely able to see ten feet in any direction, and then fear spurred him on again. He ran until it hurt to breathe, eventually forced to slow and then pull up. Doubled over now, the cold air stung his lungs as he drew in deeply. Voices carried to him, deadened by the damp in the air. Not excited voices. Softly spoken, barely above a whisper. Unable to make out what was being said, he stood still, then hunkered down, unsure of whether they were the voices of those searching for him. He assumed they were searching for him anyway. He didn’t plan to stick around to find out.

He heard movement close by, footfalls heavier than his breaking through the frozen stubble. They didn’t know where he was. They were as blind as he was. With luck he could slip past them in the mist and circle back to his car.

But that would depend on knowing where his car was. And the headlong dash into the field had disoriented him. Eli realized he was lost. Holding his breath, he listened intently. No voices. No sound of movement. Perhaps they were gone. A figure loomed out of the gloom to his left, startling both of them.

‘Hey!’

Eli didn’t wait. He took off again at a run.

The field dipped unexpectedly and he pitched forward, only just catching himself from falling, and onwards he ran. A dog barked off to his right, then another, followed by a chorus of noise as the men in the distance realized the race was on. Ahead, the land underfoot morphed into rougher ground at the field boundary. The dark ribbon of a drainage ditch cut away to left and right. If he could clear that, cut across to the next field, and reach the main coast road beyond, then he’d be safe. Assuming, of course, that he could find the coast road.

A hand brushed the back of his coat but he shrugged it off and swerved to his left. He stumbled but recovered. His right foot plunged ankle-deep through a surface ice and into the soft marshy ground beneath. He managed to haul it free but not cleanly and his boot stayed behind, anchored in the thick mud. He continued, excited shouts coming to him from behind. They were close. Too close. Were they for him or the dogs?

He pressed on, psyching himself up for the jump. He pushed off and sailed through the air, landing with an unceremonious thump on the far bank. He didn’t have time to celebrate. His momentum quashed, he tried to right himself and scramble up the bank but overbalanced, pitching backwards and tumbling down into the water. He surfaced, coughing up muddy water and gasping for air as the shock of the freezing water bit. The ditch was easily four metres deep and he couldn’t feel the bottom beneath him. He swam to the nearest bank, hauling himself through the decaying reeds and clambering up the incline as best he could, coming to rest with his upper body out of the water. Breathing hard, he lay flat, arms out, steadying himself.

A figure appeared from the darkness above, a familiar face staring down at him. Eli couldn’t speak. He lay there, his mouth agape.

‘Well, well, well … Eli. Isn’t this a surprise, finding you here?’




CHAPTER ONE

Spring was proving to be more like the expected summer. The early mornings in April were overcast, cold with the ever-present mist one might expect in rural Norfolk, but it rapidly burned off to reveal clear skies and sunshine. A farmer was speaking on a radio programme as Tom navigated the morning traffic. The March rainfall had been far below normal levels, but what had initially been considered a promising start to the drilling season had now shifted to a pessimistic outlook. While last year they’d had to deal with almost constant rainfall, now they had to contend with a spike in fuel pricing alongside an expected contraction on fertilizer availability. If things didn’t change on the international level, then this could spell disaster for arable landowners – particularly those who grew wheat.

‘You have to give it to them.’

Tom glanced to his left. Saffy, his eleven-year-old daughter, sat on her hands in the passenger seat. Her blazer buttons were all done up, but she’d tied her hair back in a way that suggested a hurried compromise somewhere between neat and rebellious. Her school bag was on the floor between her feet, left foot tapping irritably against the mat. Her expression was fixed, unreadable.

‘Give who what?’ he asked her.

‘Their history,’ she said, staring straight ahead. ‘It’s repeating.’

‘Farmers?’ Tom asked, confused.

‘No, not farmers. Why would I be talking about farmers?’

‘Quite,’ Tom said, taking a left and pulling out into traffic and the direction of her school in Hunstanton. ‘Then who?’

‘The Middle East. We were discussing it in debate club yesterday.’

‘Were you indeed?’

‘Yes, Mr Thomas set us a task to debate the pros and cons of each side.’

‘Sounds complicated. How many sides were represented?’

Saffy shrugged. ‘All of them.’

‘All of them?’

‘I think so, yes.’

‘And did you reach a conclusion on an issue that hasn’t been settled in over a thousand years?’

She looked across at him. ‘History? No. But the current situation is pretty easy to follow.’

Tom smiled. ‘Please do tell, but in a way that a simple man like me can understand.’

‘War is raging in the Gulf,’ she said, ‘and that has restricted the supply of oil coming through onto the global market.’

‘Yes, that’s true,’ he said. ‘And …’

‘And this not only has a knock-on effect on oil prices and the global economy, but also harms our local farmers.’

‘It does?’ Tom asked. He glanced sideways and caught the brief roll of her eyes. ‘It does,’ he said confidently.

‘Yes, it does. Fertilizer is an offshoot of the petrochemical industry and a lot of imports come out of the region. Without it, prices will certainly spike, making arable farming less profitable as the chemicals go into restricted supply.’

‘Is that right?’ Tom never failed to be impressed by his daughter’s ability to articulate herself. The school had suggested she move up an academic year more than once, but they’d resisted the temptation. All Tom could see from doing so would be to reduce her childhood by a year. She would grow up soon enough as it is. Both he and Alice, her mother, saw no reason to hasten that.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But you knew that already, didn’t you?’

Tom inclined his head. He and Alice agreed a long time ago they would never lie to their daughter, always expanding rather than limiting discussion on any subject she might raise with them.

‘I … did not know that.’

‘Really?’ she said, glancing at him. ‘You didn’t learn about it in school?’

Tom laughed. ‘I think school was very different in my day. So, what did you mean? The history-repeating thing.’

‘Only that when you launch massive military operations anywhere in the world there will always be unintended consequences.’

‘That … is a good point,’ Tom said.

‘The world is so connected these days,’ she went on. ‘Economies, people … goods and transport. Let alone all the fossil fuels we are importing when we could do well with being energy independent.’

‘Independent?’ Tom asked, thinking about the gas bill he’d just opened this morning. ‘That would be nice.’

‘And possible, if we harnessed the natural elements we can exploit here in the UK.’

‘All right, easy there, Greta …’

‘I’m not talking about renewables,’ she said. ‘At least, not wholly. They can be part of the mix.’

‘Right,’ he said. ‘The mix. Exactly.’

Tom was pleased to see Saffy so enthused about the subject. Education certainly had changed since he was at school. Although he was already out of his depth on this particular subject and felt like he had nothing significant to contribute. Saffy leaned forward and opened her school bag, rifling through the books inside.

‘Religious Studies shouldn’t have tests,’ she said. Tom frowned. That was a segue he hadn’t seen coming.

‘Is this to do with the Middle East again?’

‘No,’ she said, disdainfully, glancing up at him. ‘I just mean in general.’

‘You have a test today then, I take it?’

‘Yes, and I have no problem with the subject. That’s fine. Understanding what people believe, why they believe it and how different cultures do things differently, that’s very useful. It’s the testing bit that’s the issue.’

‘The issue,’ Tom repeated, once again impressed with her vocabulary. Those nights spent religiously reading with her really had paid off. He couldn’t remember his own ability ever being this advanced even when he was several years older than Saffy was now. ‘Your teacher might argue that without a testing process they’ll have no mechanism with which to assess who’s done the work and who hasn’t.’

‘Hmm …’ Saffy was reflective. ‘Or … there could be an element of trust involved. There needs to be trust in any relationship. That’s what Mum says.’

‘And she is right.’

‘Well then. You agree.’

‘I didn’t say that. Trust between teacher and pupil is different.’

‘Why?’

‘Because …’

Saffy glanced over at him, waiting for his answer. ‘Because?’

‘Because … the teacher gets paid for imparting knowledge and skills to you,’ Tom said. ‘If they can’t prove you’re learning, then they can’t justify the salary.’

Saffy grinned. ‘Nice try.’

‘Come on,’ Tom laughed. ‘That’s a great argument.’

‘Flawed,’ she replied. ‘Teachers are almost impossible to sack. The unions won’t have it. They have to do all manner of unspeakable things to get fired and everyone knows it. That’s why we have some rubbish teachers who stick around their entire careers. And to have classwork weaponized through testing is unacceptable. That’s my opinion at this point.’

‘Weaponized?’ Tom smiled. ‘I can see I’m not going to win this one. Have you considered a career in politics?’

‘What’s the pay like?’

‘No idea,’ he said. ‘But not everything is about money.’

She scoffed. ‘Having it is better than not having it, though, right?’

Tom’s phone rang and he was grateful for the interruption. He pressed a button on the steering wheel.

‘Tom Janssen.’

‘Morning, sir,’ Cassie Knight, his detective sergeant said, the sound of wind and movement in the background evident. ‘Are you on your way into the office?’

‘I am. Just on the school run,’ he said, ‘being lectured on global politics and energy policy.’

‘That’s my girl. Morning, Saffy!’

‘Hi Cassie,’ Saffy replied, beaming and waving as if the gesture could be seen.

‘Can you take a detour, boss? There’s something you need to see.’

‘Where are you?’

‘I’m sending you the location now,’ she said. The screen on his mobile in the central console lit up and Saffy scooped the phone up, studying it.

‘That’s just outside Thornham,’ she said. ‘We walked a trail out that way on Boxing Day. Do you remember?’

‘I do,’ Tom said, plucking the mobile from her hand and briefly glancing at the screen before tucking it into his pocket. ‘That’s way out,’ he said to Cassie. ‘What’s going on?’

‘A local landowner has been dredging the ditches around his fields ahead of spring and he’s pulled … something out of the water.’

Her pause said a lot. A body. It had to be, but with Saffy in the car, Cassie wouldn’t elaborate.

‘We’re nearly at the school now,’ he said. ‘I’ll come straight to your location afterwards.’

‘Got it.’

‘Bye, Cassie!’ Saffy said.

‘See you soon,’ Cassie said and hung up.

‘It’s a body,’ Saffy said. Tom glanced at her quizzically. She shook her head. ‘Grown-ups are so transparent. Out there it could only be a body or an unexploded bomb from the war. And whoever pulled it out of the water with a tractor hasn’t blown themselves up, clearly, so it must be a body, right?’

‘Maybe you should skip politics and take up policework,’ Tom said.

‘What’s the pay like?’

He smiled. ‘Rubbish.’

‘No, thanks. I’ll think of something else.’ She was pensive, clearly weighing up asking a question. ‘Can I come?’

‘Where? To my work?’

‘Yes.’

‘I could probably sort out some work experience for you at some point when you’re a bit older—’

‘No, I mean now. Today. To see the body—’

‘Absolutely not,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Besides it being completely inappropriate, your mum would kill me and you’d have nightmares for weeks.’

‘But—’

‘No.’ Tom wasn’t sure what he should be most concerned with – her ability to see through his veiled conversation with Cassie so quickly, or her desire to see a dead body. ‘Besides, you have a Religious Studies test, remember?’

‘Fair enough. Worth asking, though.’ She folded her arms. ‘I’m mature enough now to witness these things.’

‘I admire your … curiosity, but perhaps you could channel that level of focus into something more constructive.’

‘Like shoplifting?’

‘No—’

‘I was only joking,’ Saffy said, smiling at him. ‘I’ve revised for my test. It’ll be fine. Although your job sounds much more fun – interesting, not fun. Calling it fun would be way too disturbing.’

‘For whom?’

‘You, obviously,’ she said.

‘That’s true, although the fact you might want to see it suggests you’re not mature enough.’

‘Why?’

‘Because people who want to see these things are usually not prepared for it.’

‘Why did you do it?’ she asked. ‘Become a policeman, I mean?’

‘Because … someone has to, and I like being the one who keeps the bad guys off the streets.’

‘Tiffany’s mum says you don’t do enough of it.’

‘Me personally,’ Tom asked, ‘or the police in general?’

‘The police. At least, I think she meant in general.’ Saffy glanced at him as he pulled off the road and through the gates at the school entrance, into the car park beyond. It was chaos, much as it often was every morning. ‘Do you know Tiffany’s mum?’

‘No,’ he said, giving way to a car which offered a parking space. He was too slow and someone else reversed into it. Tom cursed under his breath. ‘But if she keeps slagging me off, I think she’ll be getting a parking ticket through the post quite soon.’

‘You wouldn’t?’ Saffy said, unclipping her seatbelt while the car was still in motion and setting off a warning bong.

‘I might,’ Tom said with a wink, stopping the car in a safe spot for her to get out. Saffy laughed, cracked the door open and swung her legs over her bag. She reached back in for the school bag, offering Tom a quick wave. ‘Good luck with your test.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, making to close the door. ‘If it’s anything weird out at Thornham, will you tell me about it later?’

‘No, I will not,’ he replied. Saffy pouted but then her face lit up, and she waved to one of her friends who was bounding across the car park towards her. She surprised Tom by ducking her head back into the car and pointing to his right. ‘That’s Tiffany and her mum there.’ He looked just as they approached the car, making eye contact with the woman, who smiled and waved.

‘Yes, you’re all smiles now, aren’t you?’ he said under his breath, returning hers with one of his own and an accompanying wave. The passenger door slammed shut and Saffy threw her bag over her shoulder, hurrying to fall into step with her friend. The two girls disappeared into a mass of children. Tom checked the way was clear and pulled away, his thoughts turning to the day he was about to have. When it started with a dead body, it never went well.




CHAPTER TWO

Turning off the main coast road, Tom headed up a fairly steep incline with fields and mature hedgerows on either side of the road. The sea was behind him and the morning sun shimmered off its surface. The straight road crested when he arrived at the high point, to reveal an agricultural building which stood as a monument to the arable land around it. At this point the road met with two farm tracks. Tom concluded that the modern metal construction must be the centre point to bring produce together before it was shipped away for processing.

The first police car was parked outside on the concrete yard. A uniformed officer got out upon seeing Tom, waving a greeting to him. He directed Tom into the adjacent field along the boundary and down to the far end. Tom could see several bodies moving on the far side of the field, high-vis jackets patrolling the area. He thanked the constable and set off along the field’s perimeter.

Although the days had been mild in early April, the ground was still hard and cracked due to the lack of rain. His mind drifted to the conversation with Saffy and the effect of international conflict on areas far removed. Everything was interconnected these days. He took out his mobile as he walked, dialling Alice.

‘Hey,’ she said brightly. ‘Did everything go all right with drop-off?’

‘She was there on time, don’t worry,’ he said. ‘A little alarmed at her interest in seeing a dead body, but otherwise OK.’

‘She what?’ Alice asked.

‘Exactly as it sounds, in a conversation that will haunt me until my dying day,’ he said, checking his footing. The ground was uneven and rutted. Clearly no one came down this way who wasn’t in a 4x4 or a tractor. ‘Listen, I think work is going to keep me late today, so could you collect Saffy after your shift at the hospital?’

‘Yes, of course. Why, what’s happened?’

‘I am about to find out,’ Tom said.

‘That dead body you mentioned?’

‘The very same. I’ll try not to be too late.’

‘Keep me posted,’ Alice said. ‘Be careful.’

‘I always am. Love you.’

He hung up, slipping the mobile back into his pocket as Cassie caught sight of him. She moved to meet him, hovering at the edge of the field. Tom took in the scene as he approached. A tractor was parked off to one side at the field’s boundary. It was a large machine with a backhoe attachment. By the look of it, the operator had been making his way along the embankment above the drainage ditch, pulling out vegetation and removing the silt that had built up over time. There was a line of gathered detritus for a hundred yards towards the other side of the field. It must have been a project they’d been working on for several days.

‘Morning, sir,’ Cassie said.

‘Morning, Cass. What do we have?’

‘Over there,’ she said, waving her hand in the general area. Tom fell into step alongside her as they walked towards the tractor. A man was walking along the field a short distance away. He sported a greying checked shirt beneath a green gilet, jeans tucked into wellies. He was smoking a cigarette, and pacing back and forth.

‘He found the body, I take it?’ Tom asked.

‘He did, aye,’ Cassie said in her Geordie accent, glancing at the man who paid neither of them any attention. ‘Got the shock of his life this morning.’

They walked to the bank. The drainage ditch ran straight across the foot of the incline, perhaps ten to twelve feet across and a little less deep. Where the ditch had already been dug out, there was a pile of black mud, reeds and weed atop the bank. Some of the reeds protruded six or seven feet above the water. Halfway up the bank, caught in the detritus but unmistakable, was a male human body.

The man lay twisted on one side at what seemed an impossible angle, his arms outstretched and his lower half sporting sodden jeans and one solitary boot. His head was closer to the water than his feet, which were only a couple of feet from the top of the bank where Tom and Cassie stood. Tom peered down and took his measure. Above the waist, he didn’t have a strip of clothing on.

‘We found a coat and T-shirt in some of the material dredged up further along the bank,’ Cassie said, nodding towards Tom’s left. He looked that way, then back at the body. His skin had taken on the pale, mottled look of having been long immersed in cold water. The face was in bad shape. Even allowing for the water damage, he’d clearly been battered.

‘Are the injuries from the digger?’ Tom asked, indicating the bucket mounted on the rear of the tractor.

‘I don’t think so,’ Cassie said. ‘Doesn’t look fresh to me and the teeth would have mauled him much worse than this if they hit him, but the FME is on her way. She should have a better idea.’

Tom nodded, turning his focus back to the deceased lying on the bank five or six feet below him. He wondered if the man would be recognizable to friends or family. One eye was swollen shut, his lips were split and one side of the jaw looked wrong beneath the skin. It could be damage caused by the teeth of the mechanical bucket dredging him from below, but Cassie was probably right. The injuries looked more the result of a fight, perhaps more one-sided than equal, rather than inflicted by a digger.

Tom crouched, resting his elbows on his knees, allowing him time to process the scene.

‘Was he fully submerged, do we know?’

‘Likely,’ Cassie said. ‘I don’t know how long he’s been down there, but the decomposition is minimal as far as I can tell. The farmer doesn’t know either. He said he glanced back and saw a flailing arm, released the haul and the body fell back to where it is now.’

Tom nodded slowly, turning back to study the dead man. Heavy bruising stood out across the torso despite the discoloration of the skin. There were ugly, dark shadows across the ribs and shoulders. He could see lacerations, smaller cuts as well, some shallow, some more defined. It struck him that, whatever had happened to this man, the injuries didn’t appear to have been made in a frenzied or frantic way. The damage was calculated, perhaps even methodical.

‘A nasty business,’ Tom said quietly.

‘Looks like he fell out with someone.’ Cassie wrinkled her nose. ‘Or a lot of someones, to be accurate. He’s in a proper state. It’s like they went to town on him, you know.’

Tom homed in on the man’s hands, the knuckles and backs of which didn’t show signs of injury. Neither did his forearms. If he’d been in a fight, then he hadn’t put up much of a defence. The extremities, his fingers, told an altogether different story. There was visible damage to the soft tissue around the fingernails on several fingers on both hands, but that in and of itself struck Tom as unusual. He examined the sides of the bank. Mud, reeds and wet earth. Nothing that could cause this amount of damage to anyone attempting to clamber out. If the sides of the bank were rocky, then maybe it would be understandable, but not here.

His gaze drifted over the body and he spotted a fabric wallet protruding slightly from the back pocket of the jeans. The body had already been disturbed from its resting place and Tom eyed the bank. It was firm underfoot, shallow closer to the top, and only grew steep below where the body currently lay. He eased himself down the bank, taking great care to test each step before he made it. Within seconds, he was standing beside the stricken man.

He was young, far younger than Tom had initially thought. Although exposure to the elements aged a body, just as decomposition warped it, Tom was shocked to see him. Were it not for several tattoos on the upper arms and shoulders, Tom would have pegged him for a late teenager. As it was, he still thought he was perhaps no more than twenty-one or two. He wore a gold stud in his left ear, clean shaven, with hair kept short and neat.

‘What is it, boss?’ Cassie asked from above. He donned a set of forensic gloves and checked his balance, repositioning his feet. The last thing he wanted was to slip and fall into the water. There might not have been a great deal of rain, but all that had fallen near by seemed to have gathered into this ditch
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