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      She could see the light on the hill, pale white in the dark. There was a frost forming and the mist rolled through the streets like a ghost creeping out from the woods. The pubs had shut over an hour ago, the last of the few drunk and weary punters stumbling down the main road to their wives and kids and wood-burning stoves.

      She wished she'd brought a warmer coat. Silly cow. It was common knowledge the temperature could drop quick around here. As soon as the sun went down—not that there was ever much sun—that was it. The chill would be here in no time at all. She wrapped her knee-length woollen cardigan around her and focused on keeping her feet moving, tricky as it was in these heels. She knew as soon as she'd bought them that they weren't really for her. She was a trainers and jeans kind of girl, but was persuaded to buy them for this bloody party. It had been Kurt's idea. She knew of course that he'd only said to buy them because she was distracting him from Stranger Things. Seemed like half the world was addicted to it, Kurt included, but she could never really get into it. So she'd bought them on a whim, really, despite knowing she'd probably only wear them once. Which had been tonight. She wouldn't have minded but she'd stuck out like a sore thumb, anyway.

      It had been a while since she'd been to a birthday party. The fortieth had been one of those gatherings that a friend of a friend of a friend was throwing and she'd been invited, she guessed, just so she could make up the numbers. Turned out she was the only one overdressed for the occasion. She'd wished Kurt could've been there with her, but she knew these big parties were never really his thing. Sometimes, she thought he'd reached the pipe and slippers stage far too soon. Much sooner than she would've liked. So it had been convenient for him that he was working nights, anyway. She knew he wouldn't have wanted to go. Driving trucks for a living didn't exactly do wonders for their relationship, especially when he worked lates all the time, but she loved him and he loved her.

      She believed he did, anyway. They'd been together long enough to want to keep going. She'd been holding out for a proposal but was still waiting. All she wanted, really, was a family. Kurt would make a brilliant dad. They'd tried already but she'd lost it. Time was probably running out for her, she guessed, but they'd made a commitment to keep trying. In a way, the miscarriage had brought them closer together. She just wished he'd give up his stupid job and find something more... normal. Something more convenient. That way, he'd be able to come with her for these kinds of social dos, and she wouldn't end up stood in the corner looking like a spare part.

      She'd gotten used to the fact that he was rarely there in their bed with her these days. Work, of course. She never really thought he was the type to play away. She knew he hadn't had many girlfriends before her, either, so it wasn't as if he was a ladies’ man. Truth was, he could be a bit of a slob. Give him beer and telly and he was happy as a pig in shit. But she didn't mind. He was her man. He made her laugh, gave her something to be happy about.

      She pulled her phone from her handbag and checked it for texts and calls, but there hadn't been any. She guessed he was probably too busy driving his truck somewhere up the M6. He usually sent a quick text when he was at a service station. Mainly in the middle of the bloody night when she was asleep, but still. It showed he cared, didn't it? Showed that she mattered to him. That was all she needed, really. To be loved. She sent him a quick text herself—On way home babe xx—and left it at that. He'd probably get back to her soon enough. He usually did.

      When a car swept past, speeding down the road at fifty, she almost went on her arse. There was a bit of ice around, just a touch coating the pavements in patches, but it was enough to add to the problem of trying to get home. She'd thought that maybe the walk would do her good, help to sober her up a bit. Not that she'd had too much. Chance would be a fine thing.

      The speeding car was swiftly followed by a speeding white van. Whatever they were up to, they were crazy to be going so fast on these roads. One wrong manoeuvre or a lapse in concentration and they'd likely go skidding off into a wall or something. It had certainly happened before now. You'd think people would learn the lesson, but no. Strange for a white van man to be out at this time, but it took all sorts. A lot of people seemed to have second jobs as bloody delivery men, these days. Making drop-offs at all hours. But at this time? Gone midnight? Maybe it was a rogue plasterer who’d had a few beers with his fancy piece after work and got carried away, forgot the time, fell asleep after a quickie, and now had to get home sharpish before the wife suspected the worst.

      Or maybe she just had an overactive imagination.

      She stumbled on. The odd taxi glided past, and she thought about trying to flag one down, but she was only twenty minutes from home by now and it seemed pointless to cadge a lift. She fancied a quick brandy by the fire when she got home, too. It was way too late to pick up a takeaway, though, so she'd have to make do with raiding the fridge and cupboards.

      Come to think of it, she was bloody starving. She'd barely eaten a thing at the party and red wine always made her hungry. If Kurt had been here, he'd have picked up a dirty kebab and kept it warm for her. Another reason to love him.

      Just as she passed the school, the white van pulled in and rumbled to a stop twenty yards ahead of her. On this side of the road. People just didn't give a toss, these days, did they? Then the driver got out. He had this funny look on his face, like he'd just been told some inappropriate joke or that he knew something she didn't.

      When he started to walk towards her, she did a double take and almost stumbled again in the bloody heels. She was just about to ask if he was lost or something but then someone grabbed her from behind and wrapped a thick, pudgy hand over her mouth and nose. She instantly thought of Kurt and wished he was there.

      But he wasn't.

      The driver guy got close to her and whacked her on the head with something hard. It looked like a flask or something chunky like that. She started to drift away almost immediately. She could smell his blue checked shirt as the world swam, and he grabbed her in a bear hug—the most unloving hug she'd ever had—and then she really started to fade.

      She could feel something wet drip into her eyes, then cold air going up her legs as she slumped to her knees. Somehow they'd gotten her up and the next thing she knew, she was lying on a metal floor with the smell of damp rags all around her. Felt the hum of the engine and the wheels roll beneath her.

      She had no idea what had happened to her phone. Or her bag.

      She hoped Kurt had gotten her text message.

      On way home babe xx

      Except now she knew she wasn't. She didn't know where she was going. She let herself drift into darkness and hoped it would be over quickly.
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      'And don't forget, Izzy's got a birthday party to go to on Saturday. One o'clock. Until three-ish, or whenever you're sick of the screaming kids. The invite's in the rack on the dresser. One of the dads at school handed it to me yesterday.'

      'Wonderful.'

      'And also don't forget, I'm going out with Mel for dinner at seven. You know we haven't been out in ages. What are you gonna do Saturday night?'

      'A few beers on my own. Match of the Day. Might get some peace...'

      'You're not working?'

      'I told you, I never work Saturdays now. Unless they want me in for something extra special. But nothing ever happens around here.'

      'Just the break-ins, the beatings and the... bollocks.'

      'What's up now?'

      'Forgot my keys.'

      'Izzy, can you please get a bloody move on?'

      'You know she wants to take Elmo, Rob. I mean, get with the program.'

      'Oh, fuck off.'

      Detective Sergeant Rob Logan wrestled with the car doors while Vic ushered Izzy out of the house and locked up. Looking up at the sky and the teenagers shuffling their way into the school down the road, each of them slip-sliding on the ice, he was thankful for small mercies: he wasn't expected in work until ten. It was about to piss down hard, or snow, and this was the chaos before the calm. The madness before the sanity. It was a good job he'd had the foresight to text Kel and get her to order their breakfast before yet another averagely shite day on burglaries.

      Six years on the job and nothing much had changed. Nothing much happened. If it wasn't for the odd domestic gone wrong or the city gang violence gone crazy, he'd probably have packed it in long ago. Yet there was something keeping him in it. This was it, really. His career. What he'd finally settled on. He supposed it was a good thing to have that security he craved for his family—Vic's nursing career seemed a long way behind them after the pandemic had almost ruined their marriage—but they'd held it together and Vic was far more excited about life now that she was pursuing her real passion: food. A street food business was around the corner if she could secure the finance for a little truck, and Izzy was more than settled in school. There was a lot to be grateful for.

      But lately, his heart hadn't been in it at all. The Job had become just that: a job. Any excitement his young mind had found at the beginning of it all had faded into the odd fragment of interest every now and again. Occasionally, DI Murray would throw him a bone, but those were few and far between. Since he’d made DS, the paperwork pile had gotten bigger, and the days were often filled with monotony and boredom. There was only so much staring out the office window he could do. Only so many pens he could push. For the past few months, he'd been aware that his thoughts often drifted when on the job, and that probably wasn't a good thing. Ever since he could remember, he'd always wanted to be a copper. And now he was here, achieving his dream, he had little to no enthusiasm whatsoever. Perhaps it wasn't for him, after all.

      After they'd dropped Izzy at school—she had to be persuaded to leave Elmo in the car—Vic brought up the subject, like she knew what he'd been thinking. She had a knack for this.

      'Hypothetically speaking,' she said, 'what would you do if you packed it in?'

      'I'm not just going to pack it in, am I?'

      'But if you did?'

      He shrugged, careful to keep his eye on the road and his wheels steady on the black ice. 'I don't know. Not thought about it. There's nothing else I've ever really wanted to do. Police was always it for me. I can't imagine myself doing anything different.'

      'Maybe it's just a blip. A mid-life crisis.'

      'Mid-life? Jesus, Vic, I'm not that old.'

      'You know what I mean.' She was busy applying mascara. 'But it's not too late to change, is it? Thirty-seven is still... well, maybe not. Or maybe it is. I mean, look at me. I thought I'd be in nursing forever but since the pandemic, when everything went tits up, I was in the same boat. I could never go back to it now. The stress...'

      'It's not the same for me, though. I'm just... bored. With you, it was the pressure, wasn't it? I just feel like I can't be arsed anymore. You know what I mean?'

      'You've never really been arsed about much, though, babe. You're that type of bloke.'

      She was wrong, but he didn't feel the need to argue the point. Instead, they drove in silence until she put the radio on, and that was how they left the conversation, all the way into Bury.

      DS Rob Logan dropped his wife at the bank, then spun the VW around and drove to work. Greater Manchester Police, Bury HQ, was just two minutes away.

      

      Logan turned into the car park and found his usual bay down at the back end.  By now, the drizzle had turned to full-on icy rain, and if he could have turned right around and go home to a roaring fire right then, he wouldn't hesitate. But then his phone pinged as a text came through. DS Kelly McCulloch didn't like time-wasters.

      Tomatoes or beans you lazy twat?

      He never liked beans and he wasn't going to start now. He fired a quick text back and locked up, before making his way into the main building.

      There was the usual quiet at this time of the morning. Most would be out on patrol, the rest upstairs doing paperwork. The canteen had usually emptied by now, except for a few occupied tables, and the desk was relatively peaceful. The Custody Sergeant, Martin Hobbs, gave a quick wave as Logan swiped his log-in card then went up the stairs two at a time. He was hungry.

      He found DS McCulloch on their usual table, busily slurping her flat white and mopping up the juices from her breakfast with a pale round of toast.

      'What time do you call this?'

      'The time I clock on,' he said, taking the seat opposite. His own breakfast was now merely lukewarm. 'Not like there's anything to get me here sooner, is there?'

      'That might be about to change, though,' she said, her light Scottish accent pleasantly melodious. 'DI Murray wants to see us both, pretty pronto. Must have something other than the usual shite, 'cause it's not like him to summon a couple of  lowly DS’s.'

      'As long as it gets us out of here, I'm not arsed.' He stabbed a sausage and went for it. 'Need to get out of the fucking office for a change.'

      'Yeah, but it's bloody cold out there, eh?'

      'Only a bit of snow. What's up with you? You're no stranger to that, being Scottish.'

      'I hate the bloody cold, Rob.'

      'You sound like Vic. It's a woman thing, isn't it?'

      'It's a weather thing. Come on, don't act like you don't have your wee long johns on today.'

      'Temperature's dropping quicker than your knickers.'

      'Ha bloody ha.'

      'How is that love life of yours?'

      'Non-existent. Simon turned out to be a bit too much of a softy for my liking. I like a man who's done a day's work in his plumbing pants, not a soft wee shite pushing pens and crunching numbers.'

      'Not your type, then?'

      'Not anyone's type, if I'm honest.'

      Logan nodded and went in for demolition while McCulloch sat back and dug her phone from her bag. No doubt there were one or two dating apps for her to check in on. Logan left her to it and ate quickly.

      Just as he was about to drain his coffee, DI Dave Murray grabbed the chair beside him and whacked a file down.

      'Not being funny but that bacon looks shit,’ Murray said.

      'It's all right from where I'm sitting,' Logan said. 'Come on, then. What've we got? Chubby little gobshite at it again, is he?'

      'What, young Clarky? Not today. No, this is much more interesting.'

      'Old lady been done in with a loaf tin?' McCulloch said. 'Or a sledgehammer?'

      'Not as straightforward as that, I'm afraid. But it will get you two out of here for a day or two, if you're up for it.'

      'Get me out of here,' Logan said. 'Before my brain melts.'

      Murray nodded. 'You got some wellies? We can sort you out in no time if need be.'

      'Hang about,' McCulloch said. 'Are you gonna have us slushing through the bloody woods in this weather?'

      Murray shook his head. 'The moors. Up on the hill, actually. Holcombe Moor.'

      'What, no man's land?'

      'Where the army train?' Logan said.

      Murray nodded again. 'I've started a file for you. It'll probably turn out to be nothing, but we need someone to head up there, so I thought it might as well be you two, given that you're always moaning to get out of the office. You'll thank me later, I'm sure.'

      'What is it?'

      'A dead sheep.'

      'You what? You serious?'

      'You're sending us out to investigate a farming incident?' McCulloch said. 'Wee sheep get trapped in the bloody fence?'

      Murray gave a wry smile. 'Something like that, yeah. Now if you'll excuse me, I'll leave it in your capable hands.'
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      The traffic was light. They took Logan's car and drove up Brandlesholme Road in the mid-morning gloom. A blanket-grey sky was moving in from the north, bringing sweeping rain and an icy blast. January in the northwest of England could be enough to make you lose the will to live.

      A dead sheep, though. Logan could be forgiven for thinking that DI Murray was taking the piss.

      'I mean,’ McCulloch said, ‘it's not exactly what you'd call a murder scene, eh? Sheep get whacked every day, right? Farmer's probably done the poor thing in because it's got some weird disease or something.'

      'Actually, I think these particular sheep are farmed for their wool.'

      'Probably been a shearing accident, then, eh? Poor wee sheep got sheared in the parts he wasn't expecting and the next thing, there's blood everywhere.'

      Whatever it was, Logan wasn't expecting to find a shearing accident. To be sent out to the body of a sheep was more than a bit strange, though. As far as he knew, there weren't many predators around on the moors that could do any serious damage to the animal. More likely the poor thing had been a victim of a teenage prank gone very wrong. Or perhaps it had been poisoned accidentally by some kind of farming chemical. Or maybe it had been run over by a quad bike or something just as dangerous. He'd seen how those young farmhands ran around on those things. Half of them were probably pissed most of the time. They worked stupidly long hours, so it wouldn't be a surprise for one of them to lose it completely, fall asleep at the wheel, go off track and smash one into the mud.

      'I say we might as well take our time with this one,' McCulloch said. 'Drag it out all day if need be. We could maybe pick up some lunch at the Hare and Hounds, eh?'

      'Just as easy to pop into mine. Vic'll be home. I could get her to warm us up some soup.'

      'I was thinking more of a cheeky pint or something but whatever you think.'

      'Too early for me,' he said. 'And anyway, you know I never drink on the job. Unless I'm desperate.'

      Soon, they were further away from the town centre and heading into the more rural area of Bury. Now there were fields on all sides dotted with sheep and coated in yesterday's snow, and ahead, dominating the skyline, stood the imposing Holcombe Hill, with the Peel Tower monument standing proudly at the summit. Logan knew it would be bloody freezing up there and was thankful he had his police-issue winter coat in the boot.

      ’So, where exactly are we going?'

      Logan checked the notes in the file. 'Morton Farm. Contact is Frank Morton. It's not very clear on here but I've got a vague idea where it is.’

      When they reached the top of Longsight Road, they had two options. Right, towards Ramsbottom, and left towards Hawkshaw. Logan took them left and they pulled over about a hundred metres down the road. Logan took out his phone and dialled.

      'Jesus, the houses around here,' McCulloch said. 'What do these people do for a living?'

      As far as Logan knew, not much. He raised a hand as the phone picked up on the other end. 'Yeah, good morning. I'm looking for a Frank Morton. It's DS Rob Logan of Greater Manchester Police. Bury division.'

      

      Frank Morton had told them to drive up the narrow side lane, which became more of a dirt track the further down they ventured, and Logan's VW was clearly not up for the job. When they pulled into the grounds, flanked by a tractor on one side and a quad bike on the other, he killed the engine as Frank Morton came out to greet them walking like John Wayne and wearing a hi-vis raincoat and industrial boots. Logan and McCulloch had clearly not come dressed for the occasion.

      'Thanks for coming. I was expecting you yesterday, though.'

      Morton was tall and broad and looked like he lived on raw meat and potatoes. He had massive hands like garden tools.

      'Ah, sorry about that,' Logan said. 'We've only just been given the job.'

      Morton led them into the house. 'You brought boots?'

      'Wellies,' McCulloch said.

      'Better than nothing, I suppose,' he said, taking them into the kitchen: a huge old place that had an Aga on one side and a wood burner on the other. The wood crackled away, blasting pleasant heat into the room. 'Help yourself to coffee while I just nip upstairs to let my son know you're here.'

      'This is bloody nice, eh?' McCulloch poured herself a cup from the jug but Logan declined. 'God, I'd love a kitchen like this. Far cry from my shite little flat.'

      'And mine.'

      'They work hard for it, though, I expect.'

      Logan nodded, taking in the vast space. Through the door at the back wall, he could see into the lounge, which was equally impressive. There was an open fire burning away in a hearth beneath a mantelpiece taller than Logan.

      Five minutes later, Frank Morton reappeared with another, even more imposing, man trailing behind him.

      'This is Michael,’ Frank said. ‘We'll take the pick-up.’

      

      Michael Morton took the moors like a pro. They made the ascent onto the moor itself via a dirt track that led onto Holcombe Hill. Going past the Peel tower, they'd gotten some funny looks off the nosey bastards that should've been taking in the sights instead.

      'Great view,' McCulloch said. 'I should come up here more often.'

      'Even better on a clear day,' Logan said.

      Michael drove the pick-up across the moor, expertly bumping over rocks and frozen earth, and soon the tower was a blip somewhere behind them. He eventually brought them to a stop in the middle of nowhere and they all got out into the freezing cold. Above, the sky had turned black and was threatening a downpour.

      'It's this way,' Frank said, leading them through a muddy trail.

      The wellies DI Murray had found them were half decent but rubbish at keeping in heat. Logan's feet were like blocks of ice. McCulloch was clearly suffering, too. Her wellies were more suited to a rainy day in the town centre than up here in the frozen wastelands. She was visibly traumatised by the cold.

      They dropped down into a two-foot-deep ditch. The sheep's body lay frozen in the mud.

      'He's an old boy,' Frank Morton said. 'But he didn't deserve to bow out like this.'

      'Where's the head?'

      'Well, that's just it,' Morton said. 'It's been cut off. His heart's been taken out. His feet are gone, too. Look.'

      The hooves had gone in four individual clean cuts, as if the butcher had gotten to the animal while it was still alive. And where its head should've been, there was now nothing more than a stump, the raw flesh bright red and frozen in the snow. There was a gaping red hole in the animal's chest where the heart had been removed, with the ribs broken and sticking out.

      'Did you bring a camera?' McCulloch said.

      And suddenly, Logan felt incompetent as well as bloody frozen. He shook his head. 'Just my phone.'

      'I suppose it'll have to do. I'm gonna get back in the truck.'

      Logan took out his phone and noticed a missed call from Vic. He made a mental note to call her back just as soon as they were off the moor and back into civilisation, then circled the dead animal and snapped away.

      Michael Morton was hanging around behind him while Frank had seen sense and got back into the passenger seat.

      ’So, what do you think?' Logan said.

      Michael shrugged. 'Not a clue, mate. But taking his head off like that would require a hefty blade.'

      'There's no sign of the head?'

      'We've been all over the moor. I suppose it could turn up, but it could be anywhere.' He swept his arms across the vast expanse. 'Not that it matters now.'

      ‘And what about the heart? And the feet?'

      Michael shook his head. 'Them either.'

      Once Logan had finished taking photographs, they got back in the pick-up and Michael drove them back.

      ‘Any ideas?' Frank Morton said.

      Logan had to admit that it wasn't what he'd thought it would be and told Frank Morton as much. 'Have you any clue what this is about?'

      Frank shook his head and was quiet for a minute as Michael manoeuvred around bumps and dips. 'He was a ram. Quite a grand-looking beast. But he was old as well. Unless someone wanted his head as a trophy or something, I'm lost. And that doesn't explain his heart and feet, either.'

      'A ram?' McCulloch said. 'They the ones with horns, yes?'

      Frank nodded. 'Male sheep. He'd sired most of my stock. The oldest animal in the flock.'

      'Could it be a jealous farmer or something?'

      'Nah,' he said. 'I doubt it. Not around here.'

      'Can't rule that out, though,' McCulloch said.

      'But no one's really mad enough to chop a ram's head off in the middle of nowhere,' Logan said. 'Could they have grabbed the animal, killed it somewhere else, then dumped it on the moors?'

      'I suppose it's possible,' Frank said, 'but I doubt it. Who would go out of their way to do that? And for what reason?'

      'He's got a point,' McCulloch said. 'Some weirdos about, though.'

      ‘Nevertheless,’ Logan said. ‘I feel like I should call it in. Better to be safe than sorry, you know. That old chestnut…’

      

      They slowly made their way back to the car, sludging through grime and snow. A daylight moon was rising in the pale blue sky. Logan dialled up Murray to update.

      ‘So, I suppose if a ram's head turns up, it'll be ours.'

      'Get yourself down to that antiques place in Helmshore, maybe they've got one of those wall plaques with his head on it.'

      'Come on, Dave,’ Logan said. ‘As daft as this sounds, you've got to admit it's a bit weird. And quite serious, actually. The poor animal was killed in cold blood.'

      'Happens every day in abattoirs up and down the country.'

      'You know what I mean. So are we gonna get the lab on this or not?'

      Murray sighed. 'I'm not sure our resources can stretch to putting a sheep on the slab. Though I believe a leg of lamb is up thirty percent these days so it might be worth it in the long run. I'm sure the canteen might be interested in doing a mutton curry or something.'

      'Forget it, then. If you're not gonna take this seriously, I'll leave it to you to let Frank Morton know we're not gonna do anything about it.'

      'I'll make a few calls, Rob, but I'm not promising anything.'

      Logan hung up before putting it into gear and leaving Frank Morton's farm.

      'He's an absolute bell end at times.'

      McCulloch smiled. 'One of those things, eh? I can see why the lab might not be interested. They'll probably see it as a waste of their time. I believe a man's been pulled out of the Elton reservoir this morning, so they'll be on that. Kind of takes precedence over a sheep.'

      'A ram.'

      'Aye. But you know what I mean.'

      They were quiet for a moment or two as they made it to the main road. Logan swung the wheel towards home. He called Vic, who answered on the third ring.

      'Hiya, love,’ she said.

      'You pay it in okay? What did they say?’

      ‘They said – eventually, after they fucked me around a bit – that it was a good thing. But yeah. Looks like it’s on. I’ll speak to you later.’

      'Well listen, we're heading back for something to eat. A bowl of that chicken broth would go down a treat.'

      'You bringing a guest?'

      'Kelly McCulloch.'

      'You two skiving already then?’ Vic said.  ‘Oh look. It's starting to snow again.'

      Logan hung up and hit the wipers. It was already coming down heavy. 'Who would chop a ram's head off like that?'

      'Don't forget the heart and feet.'

      'Exactly. And how? I mean, what did they do, go up to the moors and attack it in broad daylight? Swing an axe at it?'

      'It's horrible.'

      'And it was just left there. Frank Morton said they just found it like that, with the body parts missing. I can't wrap my head around it.'

      McCulloch whacked the blowers on. 'It does seem a tad bizarre. So let's run through the possibilities. Just who would do such a thing? They've obviously got to be some kind of nut job, eh?'

      'It would probably take at least two people, I'm guessing. Unlikely they've done this in broad daylight, even if there was no one around. The army train up on that moor, so I doubt they'd have killed it there. Too much of a risk.'

      ’So, how would they get it off the moor? Wrap a dog lead around it and lead it off?'

      'Maybe.'

      'I was joking.'

      'It's possible.' Logan turned into Cemetery Road and killed the engine outside number seven. Home. 'But a bit unlikely, eh? Can you imagine?'

      'All they'd have to do is walk it off the moor and into a van or something. They could drive off the hill down that dirt track and off they go.'

      'I'm more interested in why, though.'

      They headed inside. Vic was in the living room.

      ‘You know, you’ve barely even started work and here you are back home already. You should really think about addressing this attitude, Rob.’

      ‘You sound like Murray.’

      They all slumped in the living room in front of the fire. Vic added a few fresh logs. 'Bloody freezing, innit?'

      'How's the business plan coming along?' Logan said.

      'Slowly. I keep getting distracted by Facebook and TikTok. Soup'll be ready in five minutes. So what brings you home so early?'

      McCulloch filled Vic in while Logan warmed himself up. He knew that coming home for lunch was a bad idea. He'd never want to leave again. But being so close to home, it was a no brainer.

      'And what?' Vic said. 'Its head's missing?'

      Logan nodded. 'Got to be somewhere, though.'

      'Not necessarily,' McCulloch said. 'They could've burned it. Destroyed it in some way.'

      'Maybe it's a rogue butcher or something,' Vic said. 'You know. Putting special meat in his sausages, that kind of thing.'

      'Don't be ridiculous,' Logan said. 'It's gotta be something else. Kids being dickheads or something. A couple of crackpots into sacrifice.'

      'Now you're onto something,' McCulloch said.

      'I was thinking out loud, Kel.'

      'I think it's a valid assumption, though. A sacrificial lamb, that kind of thing.'

      'Sacrificial ram,' Logan said. 'Sacrifice for what, though? A good summer? A plentiful harvest for next September?'

      'She's got a point, love,' Vic said. 'A bizarre killing like that. Maybe it is a sacrifice of some sort. You've said yourself about all the weirdos around here. I bet you there's one or two nutters who wouldn't think twice about chopping an animal's head off and dumping the rest of him on the moor.'

      'But why would they do that?'

      Vic shrugged. 'You're the coppers. You two figure it out. Come on, let's get that soup.'
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      Logan’s phone rang while Vic was busy in the kitchen and Kel was telling her all about her latest dating disaster with Simon. It was unusual for Murray to follow up so quickly.

      'The lab are sending a crew out to retrieve the animal this afternoon. They'll also have a good look around the area for anything else. Say, “thanks, Dave”.'

      'It's the least you can do,’ Logan said. ‘You told Frank?'

      'Spoke to his son. I also told him that would probably be the end of the matter, unless the lab come up with something. Our resources are limited, all that.'

      'What did you say that for?'

      'You really want to go racing about looking for a sheep's head?'

      'Ram.'

      'Whatever.'

      'Well, yeah. I do. Because it's been killed in cold blood for a reason. And I want to find out why.'

      Murray sighed at the other end. 'Come on, Rob. Don't give me that shite. You just want to make sure you get away from the office for a few hours every day. I think we should put this one down to reckless teenagers having fun.'

      'As reckless as teenagers can be, I honestly don't see them swinging an axe at a sheep.'

      'Come on. You know the shite they get up to on that hill. Getting pissed, doing drugs. Shagging.'

      'Killing animals...'

      'There you go, then.'

      'I was taking the piss.'

      Murray scoffed. 'You should be on stage.'

      'The point I'm making,' Logan said, 'is that it's a big leap from getting pissed to murdering animals.'

      ‘So, you're ruling it out?'

      'I'm not ruling out the possibility that kids could be involved, no. But I highly doubt it.'

      A sigh. 'Just get back here, Rob. I'm getting lonely on my own.'

      Logan hung up. 'Knobhead.'

      'What's he on about this time?' McCulloch said.

      'He’s getting the lab to pick up the animal. Thinks we should knock it on the head now. As if.'

      'Let's see what they come up with.'

      'Probably four legs, plenty of chops, a shoulder...'

      'Now who's being silly?'

      She had a point. McCulloch ladled another bowlful of chicken broth while Logan went to the front window, thinking. The snow was pelting down and the roads hadn't been gritted, which wasn’t unusual. He thought about the possibilities. What would someone want with a ram's head? The horns? Were they worth something? And what about the feet? What about the heart? The fact the feet were taken was bizarre. There had to be a reason. If they wanted the animal, why not take the whole lot instead of dumping the torso back where they'd got it from? None of it made sense. But nothing much did, these days.

      He turned back to Kel, who was busy devouring Vic's homemade broth. 'Come on. Let's go to the butcher's. I fancy a chat.'

      'What, now?'

      'Well it's either that or the station. Which would you prefer?'

      'Give me ten minutes.'

      

      Vic had asked Logan to pick up a couple of fillet steaks while he was there—the girl had expensive tastes—and now he was shoving the packet in his jacket pocket while Paul Brown, the local village butcher, led them into the back of his shop, to the place where the magic happened. The smell of raw meat hung around like damp. Two of his staff were busy cleaving into whole animals, making cuts for the front counter. A butcher's block the size of a tree and coated in red reminded Logan of the slab at the station mortuary.

      ‘So, tell me again,' said Brown. 'You found a ram's head?'

      'No, we were called out to the remains of a ram up on the moor. Turns out the ram's head, heart and feet were all missing. We're just trying to piece together a few things, that's all.'

      'Well it wasn't me, before you start jumping to conclusions.'

      'No one's jumping to conclusions,' Logan said. 'We just want to bend your ear, that's all. A bit of advice on the subject.'

      'Well, I might be a butcher. But it's not us that kills the animals. We just cut them into little pieces.'

      Was that a glint in his eye? Logan thought so. 'Is there an office we could go to or something? Don't want to give your customers something to talk about, you know.'

      Brown led them upstairs to a tiny box room with a computer and printer and one window. There was a kettle, and tea and coffee paraphernalia on a little side table. One chair.

      'I wouldn't really call it an office,' Brown said, taking the chair. 'But it's the best I can do. So what do you need to know?'

      What did they need to know? 'Well, to be honest, we don't really know. But I suppose there's a few things. One, would it be possible to kill an animal with a heavy blade, like an axe? And two, is there some kind of black market for this kind of thing?'

      Brown pondered a moment. Offered them a brew, which they both declined, wisely. 'It's unlikely the animal was killed with a blade like that. I assume you mean someone taking an axe to it and whoosh! Off it drops. Yeah?'

      'I guess so,' McCulloch said.

      'I find that highly unlikely. For one, a ram is a sensitive beast. It would know if it was being attacked and run.'

      'The ram was an old fella, apparently,' Logan said.

      'Even so, it would be hard to keep it still. It would need at least two people, maybe three, to hold it down while someone swung the blade. And it would have to be a very sharp blade and a very clean cut to take it out in one go. And that's not even mentioning the downright messy business it would be. You know what I mean? More likely that a bolt gun was used. That's probably why you haven't found the head. Wherever it turns up, it'll no doubt have a huge hole in it.'

      Logan realised he was probably spot on. 'You're talking about what they do in an abattoir?'

      'Yeah,' he said. 'You know, they walk the animal in through the traps and then stun them with the bolt gun. It's a lethal weapon. It'll kill the animal instantly, and conveniently, which I realise is a horrible thing to say. But that's how it is.'

      'Doesn't account for the head, though,' McCulloch said. 'I mean, let's say that's what happened. A bolt gun. What would they want with the head?'

      Paul Brown shrugged. 'Who knows? And that brings us on to the second part of your question. As far as a black market goes in this industry, yeah. Yeah, I've heard a few things over the years. Is a ram's head worth anything? Maybe.'

      'What would anyone want with a ram's head?' McCulloch said. 'Seriously.'

      ‘What about the feet?' said Logan. 'Can you shed any light on what that might be about?'

      Brown shrugged. 'I'm stumped.' He raised an eyebrow.

      Logan didn't have much time for people who laughed at their own jokes.

      

      Outside, the snow was tumbling down even heavier. But now it was sticking, too. They headed down through Tottington and got stuck behind a tractor and a bus that had met at a narrow gap just beyond the road works.

      ‘So,' McCulloch said, 'a black market in sheep heads. The real world is stranger than fiction, eh?'

      'Well he wasn't exactly confirming it.’

      'He said he'd heard a few things over the years.'

      'Hardly anything concrete, then. I suppose it's like anything, though. A big industry like this, there's bound to be some dodgy shit going on.'

      McCulloch nodded, deep in thought. 'I wonder how many butchers there are in Bury.'

      'Not just Bury, but the whole of Greater Manchester. I don't think it's a butcher we're after.'

      'Could be.'

      'Connect the dots, Kel.'

      'But there aren't any to connect yet. So let's say it's someone with a bolt gun. That means that someone who works in an abattoir has used it on this ram.'

      'Not necessarily. If the killer had gotten hold of a bolt gun, it doesn't mean he or she works at an abattoir.'

      'But they could've got it from someone who does. Oh for fuck's sake, come on!'

      Logan grimaced. 'Bus driver looks pissed off.'

      'Probably twenty minutes late now, eh?'

      The traffic started moving again and Logan sailed her down the hill. 'We could do with getting hold of the weapon, if indeed a bolt gun was used.'

      'Could've been a bloody sledgehammer.'

      'I'm going for bolt gun. Seems the most logical right now. So what next? How do we keep this thing moving? I really can't be arsed with Murray keeping us locked up at the station.'

      McCulloch nodded. 'There's an abattoir down Newton Heath way. Should keep us busy for at least a while.'
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