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1

The bones were tiny. They lay
in his hand like a set of pearls, translucent and fragile. When he
turned them to the light, he could see their fractured ends and
hollow cores. They were light as a feather, as brittle as chalk.
And as easy to break as a straw.

For a moment, Detective
Constable Ben Cooper stared at the narrow window and faded
curtains, though they hid nothing more than a street corner in a
Derbyshire mining town. He was trying to picture a shape coming out
of nowhere, a shadow against the sun. He could almost feel the
sudden grab, hear the sharp snap. A broken back, he guessed. Dead
in an instant.

Cooper looked up. Had he spoken
that last thought out loud? PC Tracy Udall had been watching him
handle the bones, her expression suggesting he might do something
against procedure at any moment. His secondment to the Rural Crime
Squad had given him a kind of loose cannon status in Udall’s eyes.
He was the rogue element that no one quite controlled.

“Where did you say these were
found, Tracy?” he asked.

Udall nodded at the opposite
wall. “In a Tupperware box. They were stuffed in a drawer, with his
underwear and socks.”

She said it as if the socks
made the presence of bones worse, somehow. A casual attitude to
death was always disturbing. No one could tolerate a life tossed
away like so much rubbish.

As usual, Udall was in full
uniform, her duty belt loaded with equipment that rucked her yellow
high-vis jacket into untidy folds over her waist. Handcuffs, baton,
CS spray. And a series of leather pouches that Cooper had forgotten
the use for. In fact, he didn’t think there had been all those
items to carry when he was in uniform. Changes happened fast in
Derbyshire Constabulary, and six years in CID were long enough to
get out of touch with core policing.

“But at least they’re only a
handful of bones,” said Udall. “Less than a handful.”

The only thing she’d taken off
was her hat, which she laid carefully on a chair, a gesture to
informality. In the enclosed space, she had to stand very close.
And despite the six-inch difference in their heights, Cooper found
her slightly intimidating.

This had been an unremarkable
bedroom once - one of those tiny spaces that was no more than a box
room. There was just enough distance between the walls to fit a
bed, and a chest of drawers under the window. He’d slept in a
bedroom like this himself as a child, back at Bridge End Farm. But
some youngsters spent their entire lives in a space this size.

“I suppose he didn’t have much
interest in bones,” he said.

“No. They weren’t one of his
special trophies.”

Downstairs, officers from
Serious Crime could be heard moving through the rooms, checking the
kitchen, breaking open the shed in the back yard. They’d raided the
house in response to intelligence that it was being used to stash
the proceeds of activities by local drug dealers who were being
targeted in a major police operation. It was the sort of place they
might find to keep their money safe until the attention died down.
The officer in charge downstairs had hopes of finding a couple of
hundred grand hidden under the floorboards, or stuffed into coffee
tins, the way a southern force had in a similar raid a while
ago.

Cooper turned slowly and
studied the room. It couldn’t be called a bedroom any more. There
was no bed in it, for a start – only a series of glass-fronted
cabinets, a small table, and a single chair. Some of the contents
of the cabinets were difficult to make out, unfamiliar shapes under
a gathering layer of dust. Shoeboxes and biscuit tins had been
crammed into the rest of the available space, and two suitcases lay
open on the floor.

Cooper put the bones down,
feeling oddly disturbed by the way they slid and rustled in their
evidence bag, like the last few crumbs in a packet of biscuits.

“Prey, I suppose,” he said.

Udall nodded. “Aren’t they
all?”

She was strangely quiet this
morning. Cooper wondered if some issue in her personal life had
come too close to the surface. Tracy Udall had two small children
at home, and he gathered that the father had been absent from the
word ‘go’. Present for the conception, maybe, but missing for the
birth. Udall was as professional as they came, but even police
officers were human.

“A small species of some kind,”
he said. “It would have been taken by the male, then dismembered
later on. You wouldn’t think there’d be much flesh on it, would
you? Enough to keep a few hungry mouths quiet for a while. But
that’s all.”

“Every scrap is important when
you’re a parent.”

“I see. Well… maybe I
don’t.”

“One day, Ben.”

Between them, the boxes and
suitcases in this room contained a collection of several thousand
eggs. Nestling between layers of cotton wool were the speckled pale
greens and blues of bullfinches, redstarts and wheatears, the
creamy white of a woodpecker. There were the blotched, chestnut red
of the peregrine, and goshawk eggs the colour of the moon. Each
item had been recorded in a notebook, with the date, time and
location of the acquisition. Every egg had been labelled in precise
black letters, and its insides had been blown out through a tiny
hole drilled in its side. There had been a lifetime of work in
these dead things.

Cooper could see other items,
too – fleshless skulls, clawed feet, severed wings. Some people
liked to collect the skeletons of dead birds. But avian bones were
so light and fragile they soon fell apart, and all you found was a
skull. A collector hoped for a fledgling to die in the nest. Only
then could you retrieve a complete skeleton, if you were lucky.

“I reckon our egg thief just
scooped the entire contents out of a nest,” said Udall.

“He seems to have picked up
practically anything he could find.”

“Yes. You might call him a bit
of a magpie.”

Relieved, Cooper felt the
tension ease, without knowing what had caused it in the first
place.

“He’s a genuine collector,
certainly. Obsessive, I’d say. Real collectors always seem slightly
unbalanced to the rest of us.”

“As if the rest of us are
normal, Ben?” Udall sighed. “Yes, you’re right. And that’ll
probably count in his favour with the courts, if we ever get him
that far.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we can’t prove he was
engaged in this activity for personal gain.”

“He wasn’t dealing?”

“Not so far as we can tell. By
the look of this room, he seems to have held on to everything he
found, no matter how worthless and bizarre.”

Cooper picked up the file Udall
had given him, and frowned at the mug shot on the first page. Kevin
Hewitt, aged forty-two, an unemployed van driver.

“Single, I’d guess,” he said.
“Oh… no, I’m wrong. Separated from his wife.”

“That’s worse than single,”
said Udall, with feeling.

Leaning past her, Cooper
examined the aluminium cage that stood on the table. The whole room
could have done with fumigating, but the area around the cage
smelled worst of all.

“And this was Mr Hewitt’s most
special trophy, I suppose,” he said.

“You could call it that. It
makes me sick to look at it.”

The goshawk chick had been very
young. How anyone had imagined they could keep it alive in an old
parrot cage in a box room was beyond belief. Now it lay in a
pathetic heap, its eyes glazed with death, its beak gaping to show
a glimpse of red tongue. The debris around it on the soiled
newspaper would be difficult to identify. It might be interesting
to know what Hewitt had been trying to feed the chick with, but it
made no difference in the long run.

Cooper looked at Udall.
“Definitely a goshawk? I can’t tell at this age.”

“Sergeant Jackson will be here
soon to confirm it. Then we’ll get the remains to the lab to do a
cross-check against the DNA database.”

“But ten to one it’s a wild
bird, snatched from the nest?”

“Oh, a hundred to one,” said
Udall. “A thousand to one.”

The young raptor could be
called beautiful, even in death. There was a kind of elegance in
the angle of the head, and the way the feathers lay. Its legs were
stretched out, as if reaching for its prey. Yet it would never have
seen prey, except at second hand, delivered half-digested from its
mother’s beak. Those talons had been made to ride currents of air
over Alport Castles crags in the Upper Derwent Valley, not to lie
on a filthy sheet of paper in a collector’s trophy room.

Cooper studied the young
goshawk closely before he straightened up to his full height and
faced Udall again.

“And where is Mr Hewitt
now?”

“Well, that,” said Udall, “is
what we have to find out.”

* * * *

Kevin Hewitt was already too
high, and he was sweating badly. A hot trickle ran down his
forehead, and another dripped into his shirt. He didn’t have a hand
free to wipe it away, so the perspiration was already in his eyes,
blurring his vision and making him blink. He stopped for a rest,
digging the gaffs of his irons into the bark and clutching a branch
for support. He was breathing hard, and he could feel pains
starting to shoot through his shoulders.

“Damn, she was right. I
am getting too old for this.”

The only response was an angry,
high-pitched cry from the bird circling above the tree. A coarse
gyak, gyak, gyak, telling the world there was a disturbance
near her nest. The bird was way up in the sky, almost too far for
Hewitt to see, even if he could use the binoculars. But he knew she
was watching him, her eyes so much sharper than his, observing his
slightest movement.

At this time of year, the
female wouldn’t hesitate to attack him, if he got too close. Three
pounds of angry female goshawk were quite a scary thought. The beak
was fearsome enough, but you didn’t want
to tangle with those talons. They were designed for tearing lumps
of meat off warm prey.

The male bird, the tercel,
would be away hunting, soaring invisibly over the conifer
plantations, or flicking among the trees, twisting and turning in
pursuit of some prey on the ground. When Hewitt imagined the
strike, the talons sinking into the fur, he knew why people wanted
these birds. Goshawks had short, powerful wings that made them
manoeuvrable in dense woodland. But they were
totally focused on their prey, and sometimes they collided with
obstacles. He’d heard of one collector who stumbled across a
stunned bird in the woods and snatched it up before it flew off
again. Lucky bugger. It would never happen to him. Kevin Hewitt had
to work for everything he got.

Hewitt’s common sense was
telling him he’d climbed too far. But he couldn’t go back, not now.
He coughed as a scatter of dirt fell on his face and into his
mouth. That was the story of his life. Going out on a limb for
people who always let him down, who’d leave him to crash and burn.
When his end came, everyone would stand and watch him fall. No one
would care what happened to him. Whether he ended up spending a few
months in the nick, or lying down there on those rocks, with his
neck broken. What
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