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Stephen Booth's THE KILL
CALL:

On a rain-swept Derbyshire
moor, hounds from the local foxhunt find the body of a well-dressed
man whose head has been crushed. Yet an anonymous 999 caller
reports the same body lying half a mile away.

Called in to investigate the
discovery, E Division detectives DS Diane Fry and DC Ben Cooper
become entangled in the violent world of hunting and hunt
saboteurs, horse theft and a little-known sector of the meat
trade.

As Fry follows a complex trail
of her own to unravel the shady business interests of the murder
victim, Cooper realises that the answer to the case might lie deep
in the past. History is everywhere around him in the Peak District
landscape - particularly in the ‘plague village’ of Eyam, where an
outbreak of Black Death has been turned into a modern-day tourist
attraction.

But, even as the final solution
is revealed, both Fry and Cooper find themselves having to face up
to the disturbing reality of the much more recent past.

* The 9th novel in the multiple
award-winning Cooper & Fry series.

PRAISE FOR
THE COOPER AND FRY SERIES:

"Suspenseful and supremely
engaging. Booth does a wonderful job." - Los Angeles
Times

"Simultaneously classic,
contemporary and haunting." - Otto Penzler, Mysterious Bookshop, New York

"Stephen Booth makes high
summer in Derbyshire as dark and terrifying as midwinter." -
Val McDermid, award-winning crime novelist

"Intelligent and substantive
crime fiction, rich with complex characters." - Library Journal

"Booth has firmly joined the
elite of Britain's top mystery writers." - Florida Sun-Sentinel

"Crime fiction for the thinking
man or woman, and damnably hard to put down." - January Magazine

"Highly recommended - a great
series!" - Seattle Mystery Bookstore

"Ben Cooper and Diane Fry are
the most interesting crime team to arrive on the mystery scene in a
long while." - Rocky Mountain News

"One of our best story
tellers." - Sunday Telegraph

"There are few, if any,
contemporary writers who do this as well as Stephen Booth."
- Arena magazine

"Booth is a modern master of
rural noir." - The Guardian

"Booth delivers some of the
best crime fiction in the UK." - Manchester Evening
News

"Stephen Booth has to be one of
the best new English mystery writers." - Toadstool
Bookshop, New Hampshire

"Booth's aim is to portray the
darkness that lies below the surface... in this he succeeds
wonderfully well." - Mark Billingham, author
of the DI Tom Thorne series

"If you read only one new crime
writer this year, he's your man." - Yorkshire
Post
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Journal of 1968

In those days, there were always just
the three of us. Three bodies close together, down there in the
cold, with the water seeping through the concrete floor, and a
chill striking deep into flesh and bone. The three of us, crouching
in the gloom, waiting for a signal that would never come.

And what a place to wait and
watch in. Seven feet high and seven feet wide – it might as
well have been a giant coffin. But slam down the lid and blot out
the sun, and we'd survive. Oh, yes. For fourteen days, we'd
survive. Thinking about all the things we'd hoped for, and the way
our lives could be snuffed out, just like that.

One night, Jimmy looked up from
his bunk at me and Les, and he said we were like the three little
pigs, or the three billy goats gruff. Well, I don't know about
that. Three blind mice, maybe – it would be more fitting. If
it all kicked off, the three of us would be as good as blind.
Blinded by a million suns. Blind to the people dying.

A few of the details are a bit
dim now. Age does that to you. But other things are as bright and
stark in my mind as if they'd been burnt there by a lightning
flash. Faces and eyes are what I remember most. Faces in the dark.
Eyes turned up towards the light. That look in the eyes a second
before death.

Yet all we had down there was a
miserable six-watt bulb. I don't think they even make bulbs that
small any more, do they? No wonder your sight could get damaged.
Then, every ninety minutes, the switch would pop and it went
totally dark. Black as a cat in a coal hole. I always hated that.
Even now, complete darkness is what frightens me most. You never
know what might be coming up right next to you in the dark.

But it's amazing how you can
adapt to it, for a while. With that one little bulb, we could see
pretty well in the murk, well enough to read and do what was
necessary.

The place was shocking damp,
too. I don't know what they'd done wrong when they built it, but
Les said it hadn't been tanked. Les was our number one, and he
might have been right, for once. The water seemed to soak right
through the walls from the soil. It was particularly bad in the
winter, or after a heavy rain, which happens a mite too often in
Derbyshire. Some nights, if it were siling down, it would be all
hands to the pump.

And that was the three of us.
Me, Les, and poor old Jimmy. Always three, except for the time that
we didn't ever talk about.

A lot of things seem to come in
threes, don't they? The Holy Trinity, the Three Wise Men, the Third
World War. There must be something magic about the number. Perhaps
it's to do with the Earth being the third planet from the Sun. Or
the fact that we see the world in three dimensions – even if
your world happens to be only seven feet wide and seven feet
high.

Well, times change so much. The
years pass and the world turns, and suddenly no one cares, and no
one wants you any more. They take away your friends, your pride,
your reason for living.

But they can't ever wipe out
your memories. Sometimes, I wish they would. If only they could
take away the nightmares, free me from the memory of those damp
concrete walls and the icy darkness, and the memory of a face,
staring up at the light.

And that's another funny thing.
They say bad luck comes in threes, don't they? I think I always
knew that.

But here's something I didn't
know. It turns out that people die in threes, too.
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March 2009, Tuesday

Old buildings drew Sean Crabbe like a
bee to honey. The more neglected they were, the better he liked
them. He couldn't really explain the appeal. It might have been
something to do with the history that clung to the walls, the lives
of long-dead people written in the dust, their stories forever
trapped in cobwebs hanging from broken ceilings.

That was why the old Nissen
huts above Birchlow were one of his favourite places. He made his
way there whenever he got the chance, bunking off from college or
just disappearing on a weekend, when no one cared what he was up
to. No one else ever went up to the huts any more – not since
the homeless man had died there, wrapped up in a roll of plastic
sheeting with empty cans scattered around him, a cold morning light
glinting on the last drops of his beer as they dribbled across the
floor.

Sean had been there on that
morning, had found the old derelict lying in his pool of Special
Brew, and had walked away to try somewhere else. Next day, he'd
watched from the hillside as the police and paramedics made their
way to the site. He wondered why they'd sent an ambulance when any
fool could see that the man was long since dead.

Some folk said that the place
was cursed now, haunted by the ghost of the drunken vagrant. So
that was why Sean was always on his own at the old huts. And it was
just the way he liked it.

There was one big building that
was almost intact, with damp brick walls and corrugated-iron sheets
banging in the wind. Its purpose was a mystery to him, but he
didn't really care. There were a few small rooms that might have
been offices, a kitchen that still had a filthy sink in it, and a
bigger space with a concrete floor and shelves along the walls,
like a workshop. He liked the narrow corridors best, the
floorboards that had warped from the damp and seemed to move with
him as he crossed from room to room, and the peeling paint of the
doorways where he could imagine anything waiting behind them to be
found.

In a way, whenever he pushed
open one of those doors, he was entering a different world,
stepping through into the past. He wondered if the past had been a
better world than the one he was in right now.

This morning, Sean's need to
escape had been urgent. His BTEC course at the further education
college was turning out to be a waste of time, useless for his
chances of finding the media career he'd dreamed of. The money he'd
saved doing holiday jobs had long since run out. All those hours
washing caravans and picking up rubbish hadn't kept him in course
fees for long, and now he owed his parents for a loan to see him
through. His girlfriend had dumped him weeks ago, because she said
he was mean. If he could call her a girlfriend. Most of the girls
thought he was geeky. But, if he was a geek, why wasn't he cleverer
at passing exams and doing assignments?

And, to cap it all, a bunch of
kids had mugged him last night outside the pub and nicked his
phone. Lucky he didn't have his iPod with him at the time, but
losing the Nokia was a real pain. His parents had shelled out for
it, and he couldn't face telling them that he'd lost it.

It was pity there was no sun,
though. A patch of thin, lattice-like wood had been exposed up
there in the roof space, and when the sunlight shone through, it
cast shadows across the floor. Then Sean could pretend he was a
child, avoiding the cracks on the pavement. Here, he could step
from light to light, avoiding the dark shadows as if they were
traps, holes where evil lurked. Step from light to light, and avoid
the shadows. If only life was so easy.

But there was no sun today.
Just the rain clattering on the corrugated iron, blowing through
the splintered windows, streaming down the walls. He was already
wet when he arrived at the huts, and the chill made him shiver
inside his parka.

Mouldy, fusty, stale and
mildewed. Those were the familiar smells of the hut. If the weather
was warm, he could scent an underlying odour of oil or grease,
saturated into the concrete from whatever had gone on in here. That
smell must have lasted decades. Fifty, sixty years? The buildings
must be from about that time. They were so old-fashioned, so last
century. It was hard for him to imagine what anyone might have done
up here, stuck on an empty hillside in Derbyshire.

Now and then, he smoked a
spliff up here at the huts, but he couldn't afford that now.
Instead, he plugged in the earphones of his iPod and selected some
Coldplay. A feeling of peace settled over him as he listened to
Chris Martin's plaintive vocals coming in on 'A Rush of Blood to
the Head'. He could forget everything else for a while once the
music was playing.

Today, though, Sean knew
something was different. He tugged out the earphones and stayed
completely still, his eyes tightly closed, his ears straining for a
sound. The scurrying of a mouse under the floorboards, maybe, or a
bird scratching a nest in the roof. But there was no sound.

He squinted at the dust
swirling slowly around him, disturbed only by the current of his
own breath. The room looked the same as always. Nothing had been
moved or disturbed since his last visit. It was always a worry that
someone else would find the derelict buildings – another vagrant
sleeping rough, a couple of kids finding a place to have sex or
take drugs. Or, worst of all, the owner coming to check on his
property, or a builder with a plan to demolish it.

Sean closed his eyes, trying to
recapture the moment that had been lost. But he finally had to
acknowledge that something really was different today. It wasn't a
sound, or anything that looked out of place. It was in the very
quality of the mustiness, an underlying odour that was too sweet to
be oil or grease. He couldn't deny the message that was hitting his
nostrils.

The difference was in the
smell.

* * * *

It had been raining for six hours by
the time they found the body. Since the early hours of the morning,
sheets of water had been swirling into the valley, soaking the
corpse and the ground around it. Pools of water had gathered in the
hollows of the fields below Longstone Moor, and a new stream had
formed between two hawthorns, washing their roots bare of
earth.

Detective Sergeant Diane Fry
wiped the rain from her face and cursed under her breath as she
watched the medical examiner and an assistant turn the body on to
its side. Rivulets of blood-soaked water streamed off the sleeves
of a green coat the victim was wearing. A crime-scene photographer
crouched under the edge of the body tent to capture the moment.
Big, fat drops bounced off his paper suit, ricocheting like
bullets.

Shivering, Fry made a mental
note to find out the manufacturer of the victim's coat. Her own
jacket was barely shower proof, and it would never have withstood
the amount of rain that had fallen during the night. Her shoulders
already felt damp, though she'd been standing in the field no more
than ten minutes. If she didn't get back to her car soon, her
clothes would be sticking to her all day, with no chance of a hot
shower for hours yet. She'd be unpopular back at the office, too.
No one liked sharing their nice, warm working space with a drowned
rat.

'Haven't we got any cover up
here yet?' she said. 'Where's the mobile control unit?'

'On its way, Sarge. It's a
difficult spot to get to.'

'Tell me about it.'

She'd left her Peugeot way back
somewhere in a muddy gateway, two fields off at least. Her trek to
reach the scene had been across hundreds of yards of damp, scrubby
grass, dodging sheep droppings, hoping not to twist an ankle in the
treacherous holes that opened up everywhere in this kind of area.
The remains of old lead mines, she'd been told. The legacy of
thousands of years of men burrowing into the hills like
rabbits.

And then, when she arrived,
she'd discovered a delay by the first officers attending the call
to get a body tent up. The FOAs' vehicle had been short of the
required equipment. What a surprise.

An officer standing nearby in a
yellow jacket looked at the sky to the west and said something
about the rain easing off a bit. He said it with that tone of voice
that a countryman used, pretending to be so wise about the ways of
the weather. But that was one thing Fry had learned about the Peak
District during her time in Derbyshire – there was nothing
predictable about the weather.

'Could you find something more
useful to do than pretending to be Michael Fish?' said Fry.

'Yes, Sarge. I expect so.'

Fry watched him walk back
towards the gateway to direct an arriving vehicle. Even if the
officer was right, it was already too late. She felt sure about
that. There was a limit to how much water even a limestone
landscape could absorb, and this crime scene wouldn't take much
more of a soaking.

Continuous heavy rain did an
effective job of destroying physical evidence at an exposed crime
scene like this one. And exposed was the right word. She was
standing in the middle of a field of rough, short-cropped grass,
with no real shelter in sight except a distant dry-stone wall.
Right now, she would be glad to huddle behind that wall, even if it
meant sharing with the sheep she could see standing hunched and
miserable at the far end of the field.

Crime-scene examiners put their
faith in the theory that anyone present at a crime scene took
traces away from it, and left traces behind. It was called Locard's
Principle. But, in this case, one half of Locard had been rendered
practically worthless by the weather. During the past few hours,
blood had been washed away, fingerprints soaked off, shoe marks
obliterated. Whatever traces an attacker might have left behind
were dissolving into the soil, his unique DNA absorbed into the
landscape.

Fry took a step back and felt
something soft and squishy slide under her heel. Damn it. If only
traces of these bloody sheep disappeared from the landscape so
quickly.

For a moment, she gazed across
the valley towards Longstone Moor. According to the map, the
nearest villages of any size were Birchlow and Eyam. But if they
were ever visible from here, she'd chosen the wrong day to enjoy
the view. Grey clouds hung so low over the hills that they seemed
to be resting on the trees. A dense mist of rain swept across the
part of the valley where Eyam was supposed to be.

Fry already hated the sound of
Eyam. That was because she'd been corrected about its
pronunciation. It was supposed to be said 'Eem', they told
her – not 'I-am', which was the way only tourists pronounced
it. Well, sod that. She felt inclined to say it the wrong way for
the rest of the day, just to show that she was a tourist, at
heart. Yes – deep down, she was just a visitor passing
through, taking a break from civilization to study the ways of
primitive hill folk.

A gust of wind blew a spatter
of rain in her eyes. That was one thing you could say for a city.
Any city, anywhere. There was always a building within reach where
you could get out of the rain. In the Peak District, the weather
would always catch you exposed and vulnerable. It could bake you
one minute, and drown you the next. It was like some big
conspiracy, nature combining with the remains of ancient lead mines
that lurked under your feet to trip you up.

When Fry turned away from the
view, she found the crime-scene manager, Wayne Abbott, standing in
front of her, as if he'd materialized out of the rain. He was a
damp ghost, glistening in his white scene suit as if he was formed
of ectoplasm.

'There doesn't seem to be much
physical evidence in the immediate area around the body,' he said,
when he'd got her attention.

'I'm not surprised.'

'And I can't even see where the
approach route might have been. We'll probably have to do a
fingertip search over the whole field.'

'How many people on the ground
would we need for that?'

'I don't know. It's big
field.'

'Thanks a lot.'

Fry could imagine the arguments
about overtime payments and the hours spent frowning over the duty
rota. Luckily, she could pass that problem up to her DI, Paul
Hitchens.

The information so far was too
scanty for her liking. A sighting of the body had been called in by
the air support unit at nine forty-five a.m., a sharp-eyed observer
on board Oscar Hotel 88 spotting the motionless figure as the
helicopter passed overhead en route to a surveillance task. The
zoom facility on his video camera had confirmed the worst.
Paramedics had attended, along with uniforms from Bakewell, the
observer keeping up a running commentary to guide units to the
location. With death confirmed, the duty DC had been called out,
and gradually the incident had begun to move up the chain. Her DI,
Paul Hitchens, would be on scene shortly, and he would become the
officer in charge.

But Fry could see that this was
already looking like a difficult one. According to the control
room, there were no overnight mispers, not so much as a stressed
teenager who'd stayed out all night to wind up Mum and Dad.
Neighbouring forces weren't any help, either. She'd held out hopes
of Sheffield, who usually had a bunch of drunks gone AWOL, even on
a wet Monday night in March. But no such luck.

So there was going to be a lot
of work to do getting a story on the victim, even with a quick ID.
If this did turn out to be a murder enquiry, the first forty-eight
hours were absolutely crucial.

Fry shivered again as a trickle
of water ran down her neck. And it didn't help much when Mother
Nature decided to spend the first six of those forty-eight hours
re-enacting the Great Flood.

A miserable figure was making
his way across the field, slithering on the grass and dodging
strips of wet crime-scene tape flapping around him in the wind.
Detective Constable Gavin Murfin wasn't cut out for country treks,
either. But, in his case, it was for a different reason. No matter
how many memos did the rounds from management about the fitness of
officers, Murfin had been unable to lose any weight. Recently, Fry
had noticed that he'd compromised by taking his belt in a notch,
which had succeeded only in producing an unsightly roll of spare
flesh that hung over his waistband.

Murfin had a comfort-eating
problem, and Fry could relate to that. If only he didn't leave so
many crumbs in her car.

'Gavin. How are things back at
the office?'

'In chaos. Have you seen that
Branagh woman? She's empire-building already.'

Fry shrugged. 'That's the name
of the game at senior management level.'

'God save me from promotion,
then.'

'I don't think you need God's
help, Gavin.'

Murfin shrugged. 'I notice
you've been doing your best to keep out of her way. So I don't
suppose you're exactly her number one fan, either.'

Fry didn't answer. She still
had some instinct for diplomatic silence.

Murfin pulled a face as he took
in the fields and the distant stone walls.

'Witnesses are going to be a
bit thin on the ground, Diane.'

'Yes.' Fry eyed the sheep
suspiciously. 'There are plenty of those things, though.'

Murfin nodded. 'Sheep see a lot
of things. You'd be surprised. One day, some clever bugger at
Ripley will come up with a scheme for surveillance sheep. Imagine
them wandering about with miniature video cameras strapped to their
heads, like hundreds of little woolly PCSOs.'

She tried to picture some of E
Division's community support officers with the faces of sheep. But
her imagination failed her.

'The mind boggles,' she
said.

'A bit of boggling now and then
never did anyone any harm, in my opinion.'

Fry sighed. 'Where is everyone,
Gavin?'

'Oh, am I not enough for
you?'

'What about Hurst, and Irvine?
Where are they?'

'Processing.'

'Still?'

'It's the price of
success.'

Fry didn't need to ask any
more. Sunday had been E Division's strike day. Not a total
withdrawal of labour in protest at their latest pay deal, as some
officers would have liked, but a pre-planned operation targeting
known criminals. Search warrants had been executed in various parts
of the division. Arrests were made for assault, theft, burglary,
going equipped, supplying Class-A drugs, and money laundering.
Officers had recovered drugs, cigarettes, and a large amount of
cash. Not a bad haul for the day, and the chiefs were happy.
Intelligence-led, proactive policing at its best. But the
consequent mountain of paperwork was horrendous. There were so many
stages that followed from an arrest – prisoner handling,
interviews, witness statements, case-file preparation …

'And Ben Cooper –' said
Murfin.

'Yes, I know. He's got himself
a cushy job.'

Murfin nodded casually at the
body tent. Apart from the coat, about all that could be seen of the
victim was a pair of muddy brown brogues that almost protruded from
the tent into the rain.

'We've got cars out trying to
locate a vehicle,' he said. 'Reckon he must have got himself out
here somehow, mustn't he? He isn't a hiker, not in those
shoes.'

'No luck so far?'

'No, sorry.'

'It'll be parked up in a lay-by
somewhere. Unless he was brought out here by someone else, of
course.'

'By his killer. Right.'

Fry didn't answer. One of the
other downsides of policing a rural area was the lack of CCTV
cameras. One of the many downsides. If she'd still been working
back in Birmingham, or any other city, they'd have caught the
victim's car on half a dozen cameras as it passed from A to B,
registered his number plate at a car-park entry barrier, and
probably got a nice, clear shot of him walking along the pavement
to wherever he'd been going. And then they could have scanned the
CCTV footage for possible suspects, grabbed images of a face from
the screen for identification.

But out here? Unless their
victim had been idiot enough to go more than ten miles an hour over
the limit on a stretch of the A6 where the speed cameras were
actually operating, his movements might as well have been
invisible.

'If someone else took his car,'
said Murfin, 'they might have dumped it and torched it by now.'

'If they have, it'll turn up
somewhere.'

Murfin was wrestling with a
decrepit Ordnance Survey map. Normally, he swore by his sat-nav,
and never took driving instructions from anyone but TomTom, or his
wife. That wasn't much use when you'd left your car two fields
away, though Fry knew that Wayne Abbott had a GPS device to map the
location of a crime scene precisely.

'We're somewhere about here,'
said Murfin, stabbing a finger at a square of damp plastic.
'Longstone Moor that way, the nearest village is Birchlow, over
there. A few more villages across the valley. And a load of
quarries all around us, some of them still in use. There's a big
mill down in that dip. Not textiles, it processes stone from the
quarries.'

'A tricky area, then?'

Murfin shrugged. 'The lads are
checking any pull-ins on the A623 or this back road over here
between the villages. But, as you can see, there are quite a few
unmade lanes and farm tracks in this area. So it could take a
while, unless some helpful punter phones in.'

'The victim's shoes are muddy,
so he could have walked some distance, at least.'

'Eyam at the furthest, I'd
say,' suggested Murfin, pronouncing the 'Eem' correctly. 'There's a
car park that tourists use, near the museum. I've asked for a check
on any that have outstayed their parking tickets. He's been dead
for an hour or two, right?'

'Three hours, according to the
ME.'

'He might be due for a fine,
then. Poor bugger. That's the last thing he needs.'

'That's not really funny,
Gavin.'

'Oh, I thought those were tears
of unrestrained hilarity running down your face. Maybe it's just
the rain, after all.'

The officer nearby was
listening to a call on his radio, and became suddenly alert. Fry
looked at him expectantly.

'What's the news?'

'Not good, Sergeant. The
control room says a 999 call was received about twenty minutes
ago.' The officer pointed towards a distant stone building. 'A unit
has been despatched to the old agricultural research centre, about
half a mile away in that direction. They thought we'd like to know.
There's been a report of another corpse.'

Fry cursed quietly, squinting
against the downpour.

'I've heard about showers of
frogs,' she said. 'But I've never heard of it raining bodies.'
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Detective Constable Ben Cooper ran his
hand down the glass of the passenger window, clearing a path
through the condensation. But it was wetter outside than inside the
car, and all he saw was a blurred reflection of himself – a pair of
dark eyes, fragmented against the streets of Edendale.
Automatically, he swept back the stray lock of hair that fell
across his forehead, before focusing beyond his own image to the
side door of the house across the street.

'Someone home, I think.'

'There'd better be. The boss
won't be happy if it's all a wasted effort.'

Despite the rain, Cooper would
always prefer to be outside, rather than shut up in the office with
a mountain of paperwork. That was why he'd managed to talk himself
into this assignment, though he hadn't anticipated finding himself
trapped inside a car instead, with the atmosphere growing stale and
his breath steaming the windows.

'We'll get into the property,
whatever,' he said.

'We need an arrest,
though.'

'Right.'

He could feel an itch
developing under his stab-proof vest. Right underneath, where he
had no chance of reaching it without taking the thing off
completely. No amount of twisting his body and squeezing a hand
into the gap would do the trick. That was the trouble with sitting
doing nothing, waiting for the action to start. You began to
develop unreachable itches. You began to think about things.

His colleagues were fidgeting
and grumbling beside him in the car, trying to reach itches of
their own, or ease the cramp in their legs. They might have been
better waiting outside in the rain, except that Kevlar was said to
disintegrate when it got wet. Cooper didn't know whether that was
true, or just a canteen-culture myth that had survived the death of
the canteen. He had no urge to be the first one to try it out,
though. An itch was better than a knife in the guts.

'What are we waiting for now?
Who's running this show, anyway?'

'Laurel and Hardy, by the look
of that entry team.'

'Jesus. They've got the
Michelin Man on ram.'

Cooper watched four officers in
overalls and riot helmets exiting their unmarked van and
approaching the house. Well, no one looked good in a stab vest;
Cooper had an uncomfortable feeling that he had put on a few pounds
in the wrong places himself. Despite the muscle he'd been building
up in the gym, too much good food had staged a kind of
counter-attack and his waist was now pushing uncomfortably against
the inside of the vest. That would be Liz's fault, he reckoned. She
wasn't a bad cook, and every time she made a meal for him, he felt
obliged to return the favour with a visit to a decent restaurant.
What a fatal spiral. At this rate, he'd be the Michelin Man himself
before too long.

He watched the bulky figure of
the entry team officer swing back the ram. The big red key, they
called it. It opened any door, if you used it right.

A couple of liveried Traffic
cars moved into position to close off the road. Cooper had done his
five years in uniform before he joined CID, but he'd never been
tempted by Traffic. Funny, when it was the job that got you out and
about the most, instead of wearing out a chair in the CID room.
Even without his twelve years in the force, he had more local
knowledge than the rest of his shift put together. Well … one day,
maybe, when the paperwork finally wore down his resistance.

'Here we go, lads.'

And then suddenly everything
was happening at once. Cooper threw open the door and jumped out of
the car. Immediately, he was surrounded by noise – the thump of
boots on the pavement, an Alsatian barking furiously, a radio
crackling with messages, and the first shouts of 'police' as the
entry team burst into the hallway of the house. As he ran, he could
hear his own breathing, feel his heart pounding in his chest. This
was the moment many police officers lived for – the sudden rush of
adrenalin, the surge of excitement, the blood pumping through the
veins at the scent of danger. It was like a high for some of them,
a feeling they couldn't get enough of. Dangerous, in its own
way.

Almost before he was inside the
door, he caught the distinctive odour. An officer at the top of the
stairs signalled a find. So intelligence had been on the mark,
after all. Upstairs, a bedroom would have been converted into a
small-scale cannabis factory, with its windows boarded up, an air
vent protruding from the attic, possibly hundreds of plants under
cultivation, releasing that unmistakable smell. There was no way of
disguising all the tell-tale signs in a suburban street like this
one. How did they think they could fool anyone? Well, he supposed
they relied on a code of silence, the closing of ranks against the
authorities. No snitching.

And that was why more than
sixty per cent of cannabis sold in the UK was home-grown now.
Latest bulletins showed an average of three factories a day raided
around the country. The owners of this house would appear at
magistrates' court tomorrow charged with cannabis cultivation, and
would probably be remanded in custody.

Cooper entered the living room,
where two male suspects were already being handcuffed by the entry
team. Somewhere in another room, a female suspect was
screaming – a hysterical, high-pitched noise that penetrated
the walls and rattled the windows. He helped the sergeant in charge
of the operation to search one of the men, removing keys and a
mobile phone from a pocket. Vital seizures, these – the keys would
lead to a vehicle containing more evidence, the phone would provide
contacts for the enquiry teams to follow up.

'Can you escort a prisoner,
Ben?' asked the sergeant.

'No problem.'

Cooper looked around the room
while he waited for the man to be read his rights. He could hear
the woman sobbing now, in between outbursts. For him, this was the
worst moment. After that surge of adrenalin at the start of a raid,
there was this uncomfortable feeling that came over him when he
found himself standing in someone's home, an intruder into their
lives, turning over the belongings and poking into the hidden
corners. He always felt he had to avoid the accusing eyes, though
he knew the feeling of guilt was irrational. He always prayed there
would be no children in a house like this. Children were the worst.
No amount of explanation would make it right for the children.

But this was something he
couldn't really share with his colleagues. He looked at them now,
more of them entering the house, intent on their jobs, professional
and calm. Did any of them experience the same feelings?

Long before his prisoner was in
the car, the female suspect had stopped screaming. Yet the sound
still seemed to echo in Cooper's head long after the shouting had
died down and the barking had stopped, and the adrenalin surge had
drained from his body.

* * * *

By the time the ME and the crime-scene
manager allowed her to get near the body in the field, Diane Fry
was glad to climb into a scene suit. She followed the line of
stepping plates laid down by the SOCOs and examined the victim as
closely as she could. There would be much more detail in the SOC
and ME's reports, and in the photographs. But personal impressions
could still be vital, whatever the benefits of science.

The first thing she noticed was
how much blood there was on the victim. His hair was matted with
it, and it had run down his temple and into his ear. His shirt
collar was stained, and the waxed cotton was darkened by more than
rain.

'The victim is in his
mid-forties,' said Murfin, rustling alongside her with his
notebook. 'He seems to have been in reasonably good health, though
a little overweight. Well, that describes a perfect specimen of
manhood, if you ask me.'

Fry glanced at him, noting the
way his scene suit bulged and sagged unflatteringly around the
middle.

'Matter of opinion, Gavin.'

Murfin sniffed. 'Approximately
six feet tall, brown hair, brown eyes; the blood is from a rather
nasty head wound.'

'I can see that.'

Scalp wounds always bled
dramatically, even a surface cut. But in this case, Fry could see
the damage to the skull, where it had been crushed a few inches
above and behind the left ear.

'No ID in his pockets,' said
Murfin. 'That's the bad news.'

'Nothing?'

'No wallet, no chequebook, no
car keys. And no mobile phone.'

'A robbery victim? Out
here?'

'Could be. Or it might have
been an attempt to prevent us identifying him.'

'The postmortem might find
something for us. It would be useful if his fingerprints or DNA are
on record, of course.'

The body had been moved by the
ME during his examination, but now lay on its back, face turned
upwards to the rain, which was being deflected by the roof of the
body tent. The coat the man was wearing turned out to be one of
those green waxed affairs, similar to one that Fry had seen Ben
Cooper in sometimes, though this one looked a bit newer and
probably more expensive. Underneath the coat, there was a blue body
warmer and a cotton shirt with a thin green check. Dark blue
corduroy trousers led down to that pair of nice brown brogues. Dark
blue and brown never went well together in Fry's opinion, but the
shoes looked much too good for yomping across sheep-infested
hills.

'Logic would suggest that his
car must be somewhere within easy reach,' she said. 'He wasn't
really dressed for hiking, was he?'

'He was wearing a rainproof
coat,' pointed out Murfin. 'So he must have expected to be outdoors
for a while, at least.'

'But no boots. Just the sort of
shoes he might wear at the office. Of course, somebody else could
have brought him here.'

'And there's no visible blood
spatter on the ground,' said Fry. 'That could be thanks to the
rain, or because he was killed somewhere else.'

'So if he came here in someone
else's car, he might still have been alive when he accepted the
lift.'

'Do dead people accept
lifts?'

'Probably not,' conceded
Murfin.

'And no ID on him at all? What
was in his pockets?'

'Some loose change,' said
Murfin. 'Comb, tissues, a pair of reading glasses in a metal case.
I suppose we might be able to trace him through the optician, if
necessary.'

'Which optician?'

'SpecSavers, but no branch name
on the case.'

'Blast. They're
everywhere.'

'Yes, I suppose he could be a
tourist,' said Murfin. 'Even in March.'

'Great.'

'Oh, and there's a receipt from
somewhere called the Le Chien Noir. It's a restaurant in Edendale.
Quite upmarket, I believe. Expensive, anyway.'

'Not the sort of place I'm
likely to know, then.'

Murfin held up the evidence bag
and squinted at the receipt. 'The print is a bit faint, but it
looks like dinner for two.'

'What date?'

'The ninth. That was last
night.'

Fry nodded. 'The condemned
man's last meal. I hope the chef was up to scratch.'

'This restaurant is a long way
from the crime scene,' said Murfin. 'Eight or nine miles, or
more.'

'So how did he get from dinner
at Le Chien Noir to a field near Birchlow?'

Fry looked down at the victim
again. Rain still glinted on his face from the lights set up inside
the tent. Blood was darkening rapidly in his hair, smears drying on
the sleeve of his nice waxed coat.

Despite the difficulties
presented by the location and the weather conditions, the
crime-scene examiners would have followed all the protocols for
evidence collection. Trace hairs and fibres first, then
bloodstains, any possible tool or weapon marks, visible
fingerprints or footwear patterns. Finally, latent patterns that
required powder or chemical enhancement. Not much chance of some of
those in the monsoon season.

Although Fry had been given an
estimate by the ME, she knew that time of death should be based on
witness reports and not on physical evidence. Measuring body
temperature was prone to error, and the degree of rigor mortis
wasn't as accurate as it was sometimes cracked up to be. But in
this case, her stiff was, well … hardly stiff at all. The corpse
had been pretty fresh when it was first spotted.

She looked across the moor.
Somewhere over there were the remains of the agricultural research
station. Although units had been despatched in response to the 999
call some time ago, the airwaves had been ominously quiet since
then.

'Let's see what we've got
across the way then,' she said. 'With luck, body number two might
explain everything.'

* * * *

It took Fry so long to find her way to
the collection of derelict buildings on the hill above Birchlow,
the site had already been searched by uniformed officers, and Wayne
Abbott had moved on from the field to supervise the scene.

Most of the site consisted of
little more than cracked foundations, weed-grown concrete yards and
broken fencing. The surrounding bracken and gorse were gradually
encroaching on to the site, and weeds had burst holes through the
tarmac road.

She stepped through a door
sagging from its hinges and gazed at the scene of dereliction
inside. The buildings hadn't been occupied for many years, of
course, and the site had reverted to the landowner. Health and
Safety might have something to say about the lack of security,
though. No locks, no warning signs, no measures to prevent anyone
from suffering injuries through collapsing roofs or broken shards
of glass.

'There's no body here,
Sergeant,' said an officer who had been searching the building.
'But we've found what look like bloodstains on the concrete in the
largest hut.'

Fry turned to gaze back across
the fields in the direction from which she'd come. The white body
tent was clearly visible from here.

'Well, unless we've got a dead
man walking, this call wasn't to a body at all. Our victim was
still alive when he came in here – and then he made it across at
least two fields before he gave up the ghost.'

'Why would someone phone in and
give this location for the body, then? It doesn't make sense.'

'Perhaps,' said Fry, 'whoever
else was here believed the victim was already dead.'

Murfin came up alongside her,
shaking himself like a dog. 'It seems the 999 call was made from a
mobile,' he said. 'The caller refused to give a name, but we've
traced the number, and the phone is registered to a Mr Patrick
Rawson, with an address in the West Midlands. Control have tried
calling the number back, but it just goes to voicemail. The phone
is switched off, probably.'

'Has anyone checked the barn
over there?'

At that moment, the sight of
Wayne Abbott making his way towards her again through the rain came
as a relief to Fry.

'No drier up here, is it?' he
said.

'Who'd live in England?' said
Fry.

'It rains in other countries,
you know. I went to Texas for a conference once, and it rained the
whole week.'

'Somehow, that doesn't sound
too bad.'

Fry was wondering how CSMs
managed to get sent to conferences in Texas. Perhaps she'd been in
the wrong job all this time. No one had ever suggested sending her
to Swindon for a conference, let alone the USA.

'Have you found something?' she
said.

Abbott pushed back the hood of
his scene suit. The last time Fry had seen him at an incident, he'd
had a shaved head. Now, his hair had begun to grow back in ragged
patches, so that his skull looked like an old tennis ball that had
been chewed by the dog.

'Well, we've got a series of
impressions in the soil within a two hundred-yard radius of the
hut,' he said. 'Quite a lot of impressions, actually.'

'Shoe marks?'

'Well, sort of.'

'I thought the rain would have
obliterated them by now.'

'In the usual way of things,
yes – that's what I would have expected, too. Light prints on soft
soil like this would have deteriorated beyond use. But these prints
are a bit different.'

'Different how?'

'The amount of weight behind
the shoe marks has imprinted them deep enough into the ground to
preserve them in the drier subsoil, where the rain hasn't affected
them so much.'

'Weight? That makes such a
difference?'

Abbott nodded, a knowing smile
on his face. 'This amount of weight does. That, and the fact the
shoes in question were made of steel.'

Fry found herself starting to
get irritated. She was too wet and uncomfortable to tolerate people
playing games.

'Steel? What on earth are you
talking about, Wayne?'

'Horses,' said Abbott. 'I'm
talking about horses.'
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There was still a lot of processing to
do, of course. With his prisoner safely in the hands of the custody
sergeant at E Division headquarters in West Street, Cooper made his
way reluctantly from the custody suite, dodging the rain to reach
the walkway that led into the main building.

In the CID room, the rest of
the team were hard at work over their paperwork. DC Luke Irvine and
DC Becky Hurst had been given the desks closest to his. They were
the newest members of E Division CID, and they made him feel almost
like a veteran now that he was in his thirties. They were eager to
impress, too – anxious to get every last detail right in their
reports and case files before their supervisor saw them. He had to
give credit to Diane Fry for that. She had the new DCs with their
noses to the grindstone. No one wanted to get on the wrong side of
her.

'Hi, Ben. How did it go?'
called Irvine.

'Great. A good result.'

'Wish I'd been there.'

Irvine was a bit too eager, his
face still reflecting his excitement in the job, even when he was
buried under paperwork. That wouldn't last.

As he stripped off his stab
vest, Cooper felt the last of the tension fall away. Suddenly, he
felt bored again. He stared out of the window at the rooftops of
Edendale, dark with continuous rain. His mind drifted back two days
to the previous Sunday, and he realized the source of his
restlessness.

There was a moment when he had
been sitting in his brother Matt's new Nissan 4x4 on the way back
from Staffordshire. He recalled the sound of Phil Collins suddenly
filling the car. 'Another Day in Paradise'. The music had broken a
painful silence that had lasted since he and Matt, and their sister
Claire, had left the National Memorial Arboretum, near
Lichfield.

As always, Matt had been
gripping the steering wheel as if he was at the controls of a
tractor, pushing the John Deere 6030 across a ploughed slope on a
Derbyshire hillside, muscles tensed in his forearms as though
power-assisted steering had never been invented. He was getting so
big now that he could probably pull the plough himself, like a
shire horse.

'We're not late,' said Ben. 'We
don't have an appointment to meet. Personally, I'd rather get home
alive.'

'Oh, am I driving too
fast?'

'Just a bit.'

'Sorry. I forgot the KGB were
in the car.'

Matt had insisted on driving
them down from Edendale that morning, because he desperately wanted
to show off the new 4x4. In the visitor centre at the arboretum,
the first thing Ben had noticed was a huge, carved police officer
standing just inside the entrance. It must have been about twelve
feet high, like a giant totem pole. A bobby complete with tunic and
helmet, but made out of some sort of copper-coloured wood.

After picking up a guide book,
they had taken advantage of a break in the rain to cross Millennium
Avenue to the plinth marking the start of The Beat, a long avenue
of chestnuts. At the top of it was their destination, the Police
Memorial Garden.

As they walked down The Beat,
it had seemed to Ben that the entire history of Britain's armed
forces must be recorded here, in one way or another. There was a
memorial to the Rats of Tobruk, the Iraq and Afghanistan willows,
and trees planted for the First Army Veterans. Everyone from the
Kenya Police to the Women's Auxiliary Air Force was remembered.

The guide book said that
chestnuts had been chosen for The Beat because the first police
truncheons were made from their wood, chestnut being particularly
durable – not to say hard, if you were cracked across the
skull with it. Several of the trees had been grown from conkers
taken from Drayton Manor, the home of Sir Robert Peel himself. Who
knew that the founder of the police service had grown his own
chestnut trees?

Ben saw that Matt and Claire
had reached the Memorial Garden before him. He supposed he must
have been dawdling, subconsciously delaying the moment. Yet he'd
promised himself he'd face up to everything he had to deal with
from now on. Nothing was to be gained from shutting his memories
away and slamming the lid down tight.

Startled by a sound behind him
in the office, Cooper looked around guiltily, remembering where he
was. For the first time, he became aware of the atmosphere in the
office, a little bit more relaxed than usual.

'So where's DS Fry?' he asked
Irvine.

'Call-out to a body.'

'Suspicious?'

'Sounds like it.'

'Have we got some details?'

'Here somewhere,' said
Irvine.

Cooper read quickly through a
copy of the incident log. The Eden Valley Hunt? What were they
doing with the hunt? Saboteurs? That could be tricky. Fry would be
totally out of her depth.

Without even bothering to sit
down at his desk, he made a call to familiar mobile number, but
only got the recorded voicemail message. Irvine and Hurst watched
him in amazement as he headed back out of the office.

'Diane? I think you'll need me.
I'm on my way.'

* * * *

'Don't forget,' said the uniformed
inspector, surveying the small group of officers he'd been
allocated that morning, 'it's perfectly OK for them to be
killed – as long as they're shot.'

Standing on a roadside near
Birchlow, Diane Fry watched the inspector at work. Like a practised
mind reader, she could tell what he was thinking. With luck, they
wouldn't be called on to do very much today, except watch.

Officers nodded and shuffled
their feet. They adjusted their high-vis jackets and tucked in the
scarves they hoped would stop the rain from trickling down their
necks. Fry thought some of them looked bored already. With luck,
they'd be even more fed up before the morning was over. Their
presence was supposed to be a deterrent, rather than anything else.
It was policing as a spectator sport.

The inspector's name was
Redfearn, a grey-haired veteran approaching his thirty years'
service, twelve of which had been spent in the Met before he
returned to Derbyshire. Fry always wondered how he'd managed to
maintain an unruffled, pragmatic manner all that time. It was great
for dealing with young bobbies, but there had been times when she'd
wanted to prod him into some kind of response. Being in CID, she
didn't have too much contact with him, but today was going to be
different.

'They can even use dogs,
provided it's no more than two,' said Redfearn. 'But the actual
killing has to be done by shooting. Or by a bird of prey, if there
happens to be one present. That's legal.'

The inspector paused, glancing
at the vehicles already gathered in a field and along the grass
verges as far as the eye could see. No doubt he was thinking that
the rain might keep the numbers down. But it was late in the
season, and intelligence had suggested a confrontation could be
expected.

'From past experience, it's
probably the sabs you'll have to watch out for,' he said. 'But we
don't take sides, all right? We're here to uphold the law, but
mostly to prevent public order offences and ensure all parties can
go about their lawful activities. So keep your eyes open, and your
wits about you. Oh, and try to keep your feet dry.'

As the officers dispersed, Fry
introduced herself to the inspector. She didn't envy him his job.
Keeping public order was often a thankless task, especially when
you found yourself thrust between two groups who each had the right
to go about their peaceful activities. Hunt duty wasn't an
assignment that many would want.

The Eden Valley Hunt met twice
a week, and Fry felt it was surely no coincidence that today's meet
was so close to her potential murder scene. In fact, she realized
now that the air support unit's surveillance task was connected
with the hunt. The helicopter was visible hovering over a copse a
couple of fields away.

'You think one of the hunt
supporters might know something about your body?' said Redfearn
when she explained.

'Someone left hoof prints all
over my crime scene, Inspector. In fact, it looks like more than
one horse to me. Your operation here is less than half a mile away
– I could see you from the scene down there. It seems to me you
might have some potential witnesses for me.'

'There are quite a lot of them,
you know. There are horse boxes and trailers parked all the way
back from here to Birchlow.'

'We're going to have to talk to
them, and find out who was here first this morning.'

'What time?'

'Around eight thirty a.m., the
ME says.'

'You want the huntsman, or one
of the whippers-in, then. They'd be here with the hound van, early
doors. Oh, and a couple of hunt followers would have been out
laying the artificial scent.'

'Where are they now?'

Redfearn looked around. 'God
knows, Sergeant. In one of these fields somewhere. They'll turn up
later on.'

'I need to grab them as soon as
poss.'

'Understood.'

The inspector used his radio,
asking for someone whose name she couldn't catch to come to the
control point and speak to Inspector Redfearn. Well, they would do
for a start. Impatient though she was to get on with the job, Fry
was well aware that she didn't yet have the manpower to start
interviewing dozens of hunt supporters. She glanced at the lines of
horse boxes. Was it dozens, or scores? Or even hundreds?

'And what about your saboteurs,
Inspector?' she said, when he'd finished with his radio.

'What about them?'

'I'm wondering if one of them
might be missing. It would be useful to talk to them.'

He shook his head. 'Well, the
sabs aren't very forthcoming, you know. It's difficult enough
getting their own names and addresses out of them. Understandably,
because if their identities get known, they can be subject to
repercussions. But we'll try to rope in a couple for you, if you
like.'

'I'd appreciate it.'

Fry turned at a clatter of
hooves and saw a bunch of riders rounding the corner. Red coats,
black coats, mud-spattered boots, gleaming horses. They trotted
towards her as if they'd just fallen out of a time warp. Because
surely those scarlet coats charging across the landscape were a
throwback to a world of pub prints and Victorian Christmas cards.
Hard to believe that it still went on, so far into the twenty-first
century, and after all that fuss about the legislation to ban
it.

'Are you expecting much
trouble?' she asked the inspector as the riders passed.

'Hard to tell. There's a
cyclical pattern to these things, though. Tension builds up over
the hunting season between September and March. Niggling
resentments from the start of the season can lead up to minor
assaults and scuffles around Christmas, then more serious incidents
tend to happen at the end of the season. Both sides get a
cooling-off period during the summer, you see.'

Seasons and cooling-off
periods; it all sounded like one big game to Fry. She wondered what
constituted a goal for either side. A fox killed, or a fox saved. A
black eye or a successful prosecution. Then they all went home with
their stories to tell, and met up again next September.
Amazing.

They stepped to one side of the
road to allow another horse box to pass. A late-comer, since the
rest of the hunt had already assembled and scattered across the
fields.

'Before the Hunting Act, we did
have a lot of violent confrontations between sabs and hunt
supporters,' said Inspector Redfearn. 'More than we do now. The
Eden Valley Hunt was unpopular, and it attracted a lot of protests.
Sabs travelled hundreds of miles to be here.'

'Have you always been on hunt
duty?'

'No, but it comes round
regularly. Ironically, the turn-out for the hunt has increased
since the ban. Their support is booming. On the other hand, the
anti-hunt groups lost a lot of members, people who thought the
battle was over when the act came in. Now there's just the hardcore
left, and they have to try that much harder to make their presence
felt.'

'And are the saboteurs local?'
asked Fry.

'We think we've got three
different groups today. Our own local group we see quite regularly,
and they're generally peaceful. The trouble makers seem to come
from other parts of the country, and they're of a rather more
aggressive nature. It generally starts with the foot followers
being given grief, then someone gets spat at, a girl's pony gets
sprayed with an unidentified substance. It can take less aggro than
that for incidents to kick off big time.'

'The Eden Valley don't hunt
foxes now, though,' said Fry.

'Their official policy is to
observe the law. But you know there are exemptions under the
Act.'

'Of course. I heard your
briefing.'

'Well, even if they don't catch
foxes any more, their opposition still turn out. Only now some of
them call themselves "hunt monitors" and they're armed with video
cameras, aiming to catch infringements of the law. We never condone
vigilante groups, no matter what their cause, so we watch the sabs
carefully.'

Fry nodded. She didn't know who
her victim was, yet she already seemed to have an array of
potential witnesses, suspects and associates, all milling around
the landscape having what passed for fun in these parts. Well, as
much fun as you could have in the rain.

A lone rider cantered down the
road, a woman in a red coat who dug her knees into her horse's
flanks to turn it as she approached them. The mare trotted over the
last few yards of wet grass, hooves thumping on the soft ground,
steam spurting from its nostrils.

The rider's boots and jodhpurs
were splattered with mud and her face was red from exertion and the
cold air.

'What's the problem,
Inspector?'

'This is Detective Sergeant
Fry,' said Redfearn. 'She's investigating a suspicious death in
this area.'

'I saw the activity across the
way. Thought your people had just got lost.'

'This is Mrs Forbes,' Redfearn
told Fry. 'Joint master of the Eden Valley Hunt.'

Fry didn't think she'd ever
been quite so near to a horse before. She knew absolutely nothing
about them, except that they bit at one end and kicked at the
other.

She explained to Mrs Forbes
what she wanted. As she spoke, the rider looked down at her with an
expression she'd seen on the faces of the hunt supporters when the
saboteurs got too close. An unmistakable hint of contempt, probably
just the instinct of the mounted person looking down from a great
height on the lowly pedestrian.

'You think any of our members
might know something about this?' said Mrs Forbes. 'What
nonsense.'

'If we could just speak to the
people –'

'I can't allow you to speak to
anyone. It's just some mad story made up by those antis.'

Fry could feel the horse's
breath blowing from its nostrils in warm jets. She suspected that
the animal regarded her with much more benevolence than its owner
did.

'One way or another, I'll speak
to your huntsman, and anyone else who was in this area at around
eight thirty this morning,' said Fry. 'If you prefer, we can stop
the hunt altogether while we do that.'

Beside her, Redfearn cleared
his throat nervously, but said nothing. Mrs Forbes stared from one
to the other, her hands gripping the reins tightly, as if it was
her horse that was on the verge of getting out of control, rather
than her own reactions.

'Do what you like,' she said
finally. 'Who is this person who got himself killed?'

'We don't know yet.'

Mrs Forbes snorted, and pulled
at her reins. 'I'll give Widdowson instructions.'

Fry watched her go, the mare's
tail flicking from side to side as if bothered by invisible
flies.

'Widdowson?' she said.

'The huntsman,' said
Redfearn.

The inspector's radio crackled,
and he listened for a moment.

'This body of yours, Sergeant,'
he said. 'Did I understand that he died some time this
morning?'

'About eight thirty. Why?'

'Funny thing, that's all. One
of my officers is reporting that some of the sabs got a bit
over-excited. They said they heard three long, wavering notes on a
hunting horn. It sounded to them like the signal that calls in the
hounds to kill the fox, or the terrier men to dig him out. That got
them all worked up. But it was too early, the hunt hadn't even
moved off. So I think they must have been mistaken.'

Fry had lost interest, but
tried to appear polite. 'Well, thank you for your co-operation,
Inspector.'

Redfearn looked offended.
'Well, I just thought you should know. In case it was relevant that
some of the sabs say they heard the kill call.'

Fry turned back. 'The
what?'

'That's the name of it,' said
the inspector. 'Three long, wavering notes. It's known as the kill
call.'
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A few minutes later, Diane Fry was
sitting in her car and fuming. She had gone barely a few yards out
of the gateway before she met the entire hunt coming back from the
direction of Birchlow. Horses, dogs, people in Land Rovers and
vans, others trailing behind on foot. It was a complete
carnival.

Traffic was brought to a halt
at a crossroads on the A623 while the hunt went by. As the horses
passed, the sudden clattering of hooves on tarmac was uncomfortably
loud inside the Peugeot. For a few minutes it completely drowned
out the mutter of her idling engine and even the efforts of Annie
Lennox, who was hurling Songs of Mass Destruction at her
from the CD player. As the hunt pressed around the car, a powerful
whiff of sweating horse crept in through the driver's window,
followed by a rich aroma of saddles, cotton jodhpurs and
manure.

Many of the mounted hunt
supporters seemed to be young girls, wearing their hard hats and
pony-club complexions, bright-eyed and eager for a twenty-mile
hack. What was really amazing, though, was that there were still so
many middle-aged businessmen who sat comfortably on horseback.
Surely most members of the business community had never been nearer
to a horse than the grandstand at Uttoxeter race course, or the
counter of the betting shop in Clappergate, depending on their
degree of commercial success.

But the joint master, Mrs
Forbes, looked confident and well in control of her mount as she
led the main body of the hunt. A long tail of riders was still
making its way across a field from the direction of Foolow, kicking
up clods of dirt as they cantered towards the road.

One particularly large horse
came a little too close to the Peugeot for comfort. Its rear end
swung round and it began to prance sideways, edging nearer to the
car until the muscles of its haunches were almost pressed against
the window, twitching and glistening in the rain. The sweating
hindquarters were level with Fry's face, and she could see quite
clearly that it was an ungelded stallion.

Fry closed her eyes, waiting
for an impact, the crunch of hooves on metal. But no collision
came. When she opened her eyes again, the horses were disappearing
beyond the next bend, the clatter of hooves growing quieter.

So the motley bunch of people
tagging along in a little group at the back must be the saboteurs.
Some of them looked like students, glittering with piercings and
tattoos, and one even had a red mohican, which was exactly how she
would have pictured them, if asked. But a few of the protestors
were middle-aged women, positively respectable looking, wearing
walking boots with thick socks rolled over their ankles, and
carrying little rucksacks. They reminded her of the Greenham Common
women who had impressed her when she was a small child, because
they always seemed to be on the TV news.

A couple of the sabs were
carrying video cameras, others had mobile phones they were using to
take photographs. Maybe they were also keeping in touch with
another group somewhere, with a person in charge of co-ordination.
Or perhaps they really were just a disorganized rabble letting off
a bit of steam.

On the other hand, she could
see now that video cameras and mobile phones weren't the only
equipment the protestors were carrying.

She saw Inspector Redfearn, and
wound her window down.

'Inspector, do you know some of
those animal rights people are carrying whips?'

'Yes, it's usual. Its one of
their tactics for confusing the hounds.'

'Shouldn't you seize them?
Wouldn't you consider them offensive weapons?'

'Ah, but look at the huntsman,
and half of the riders. They all have whips or riding crops. We
can't seize them from one side and not from the other.'

'So it's all in the cause of
impartiality?'

'Yes, Sergeant.'

Fry shook her head. If the two
sides had both been armed with baseball bats, knives, or AK-47s,
there'd have been no question how the police would react. But nice,
middle-class people couldn't have their whips taken off them, could
they?

The inspector's radio burst
into life, and he listened for a moment.

'Uh-oh. It seems to be kicking
off on the other side of that copse.'

'So there is another group of
sabs.'

'Sounds like it. This lot are
probably just the diversion.'

Fry got out
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