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Prologue

Five days before the new moon and the country lane was close to pitch black, thick cloud obscuring what little light was available. The car headlamps, dipped to minimise unwanted attention, illuminated the shallow brook beneath the bridge.

For the next few minutes, the stillness of the night was broken only by grunts of exertion, until, with a wet thump, the wrapped bundle splashed noisily into the lazy flowing stream.

A bare arm flopped loose of its binding.

Quiet descended once more until the sound of metal on bone and teeth startled the creatures in the underbrush; an unseen bird squawked loudly, its wings fluttering.

But three miles outside of Middlesbury, in the middle of a late-November night, nobody was there to hear it.

   


Sunday 27th November

   


Chapter 1

The house was cold. Not just because of the late-November weather, or the lack of heating, but because it was empty. Warren Jones turned slowly on the spot. The kitchen was old-fashioned; the new owners would need to rip it out and replace it. The bathroom was also past its prime.

He tried not to think about the changes that were coming. The kitchen had been the same for as long as he could remember, but now he barely recognised it. He’d never noticed how the wallpaper had faded until he’d taken down the photos and the clock. The linoleum floor was shiny with wear, four small indentations the only evidence of the wooden dining table that he’d sat at for so many years. With the leaves folded down, it had been just the right size for three people to eat dinner, or for him to do his homework. Fully unfolded, the table had doubled in size. With his eyes closed he could picture it laden with food. How many Christmases and birthdays had he celebrated here? He could almost smell his grandmother’s cooking; they had never had double-glazing fitted, and he remembered the dripping condensation every time they had a roast dinner.

Reaching out, he scraped a trace of Blu Tack off the wall with his thumbnail. Christmas was less than a month away, but the ancient decorations that his grandfather hauled out of the loft each year were now gone, sent to the council tip down the A45 along with everything else the charity shops had turned their noses up at. A handful of ancient baubles that he couldn’t bear to part with were wrapped in bubble wrap in a box in the back of the hire van parked outside, along with some old books and childhood possessions that he’d never quite got around to moving to his own home.

This year it would be another family’s decorations hanging throughout the house – somebody else’s Christmas tree in the living room. A different collection of voices would be laughing and singing and loving each other.

He hoped they would be as happy there as he had been.

He felt his wife’s arm snake around his waist, her head resting on his shoulder. ‘Do you want me to take a photo? For old times’ sake?’ she asked him quietly.

Warren shook his head and swallowed the lump in his throat. ‘No, I’ve plenty of pictures. Back from when … you know. I’d rather remember it that way.’

That’s the first thing he’d do when he and Susan arrived back at Middlesbury that evening, he decided. His computer’s hard drive was full of images that needed sorting and printing out, all of them treasured memories – newer, digital snaps of recent gatherings, older ones with Warren and his grandparents from Christmases before he even knew Susan, and scans of faded prints of Warren, his brother and his mother. There were far fewer than he’d like with his father also in shot. Even when his dad had been alive, he was usually the one behind the camera, selfies a technological impossibility with a point and click 35mm.

He pushed back his sleeve to look at his watch; it was almost eleven o’clock. Susan’s parents would be back from church soon and Warren and Susan had promised that they’d all meet for lunch, before visiting the graveyard and then driving the van the two hours back to Middlesbury.

Suddenly, he wanted to go.

Ever since Granddad Jack had had his fall, the house had ceased to be a home. The old man had never spent another night under its roof. And what was a house without its owner?

Warren took his keys out of his pocket. The key to his grandparents’ house was the oldest one on the bunch – he still remembered his grandfather handing it over to him the day he started secondary school. ‘So you can let yourself in if you pop in on the way home and we’re out.’

He’d felt so grown up.

Soon it too would be useless, the locks doubtless changed within days of the new owners taking possession. He twisted it off the keyring.

‘Let’s go. We can drop these through the estate agent’s letterbox on the way to lunch,’ he said, turning and walking briskly to the front door.

Following him, Susan said nothing as they emerged into the weak, autumnal sunlight.

A faint buzzing came from Warren’s coat pocket. Stopping on the threshold, he took out his phone, looking at the caller ID.

‘I need to take this,’ he said.

Today was booked as a rest day. His colleagues knew that he was busy this weekend. It must be important. Answering the call, he listened intently, asking only a few questions. Eventually he hung up. ‘We need to get back to Middlesbury. Can you drive? I need to make some calls on the way. I’ll text everyone and let them know we won’t be meeting them for lunch. We can post the keys when we get back.’

‘Why, what’s happened?’ asked Susan, although she could already guess.

‘They’ve found a body.’

   


Chapter 2

The body had been discovered a little after ten o’clock that morning. By the time Detective Chief Inspector Warren Jones, the Senior Investigating Officer at Middlesbury CID, arrived at the scene shortly after lunch, the narrow country lane had already been closed at both ends with fluorescent-clad, uniformed officers diverting the traffic.

Charlie Pitt, the farmhand who’d made the grim discovery, sat on the tailgate of the ambulance, his hands clasped around a steaming mug of coffee, his feet covered in plastic forensic booties and his shoulders wrapped in a thick blanket.

‘He spotted a strange-looking bundle underneath the bridge when he was out fixing some fencing, and clambered down for a look-see,’ said Detective Constable Moray Ruskin. ‘The CSIs have taken his work boots and his coat for trace analysis. The lad that was with him stayed in the van and didn’t get out. He didn’t see anything.’

‘Is he up to speaking?’ asked Warren, grabbing the boot lid of Ruskin’s car for support as he climbed into a protective white suit. Ruskin was already clad in one of the super-sized paper overalls that he was forced to bring to crime scenes himself; the Scenes of Crime van didn’t routinely carry suits big enough for his six-foot-five-inch bulk.

‘Yeah, I think he just wants to get it over with so he can get back into the warmth.’

‘I can’t blame him for that,’ said Warren, already shivering despite the thick coat he’d kept on underneath his protective clothing. He didn’t know what time of year was worse to deal with a body outside – summer, when the smell and the flies had set in, or winter when you lost the feeling in your fingers and toes.

Pitt was a wiry man in his late thirties, with short-cropped, brown hair. ‘I wouldn’t normally come down here at this time of year, we won’t be planting anything until the spring, but some of the fencing needs replacing after the storms last month.’ He gestured to a flat-bed truck. ‘I brought young Kyle with me to give me a hand. Luckily, he didn’t get out and see the body,’ Pitt shuddered. ‘The lad’s too young to see that sort of thing.’

From what Warren had been told on the drive back from Coventry, nobody should be seeing that sort of thing, but it was his job to do so and he couldn’t put it off any longer.

Leaving Pitt to continue giving his statement to one of his uniformed colleagues, Warren picked his way carefully along the bank. The CSIs had laid down raised metal plates to prevent any footprints being disturbed, but they were already slick with wet mud. He didn’t fancy slipping over and landing in the icy stream.

The body had been dumped beneath a low, concrete bridge that crossed the water, allowing access to the field beyond. The space beneath the bridge was about five feet high; whoever had dumped the body would have been bent double as they did so.

A white tent had been erected around the site in an attempt to prevent further degradation by the elements. Inside, three white-clad technicians were busy searching for evidence, one of them wearing waders and kneeling in the stream.

‘Aah, DCI Jones, good to see you, Sir.’ The jovial Yorkshire accent and portly figure identified the speaker as Crime Scene Manager Andy Harrison; his greying ponytail was hidden from view by his hood. The face mask he wore prevented Warren from seeing the progress of the elaborate moustache he’d been cultivating during Movember.

‘Lovely day for it, Andy.’

‘Yeah, trust Meera to be on a rest day today.’

‘What have we got?’

‘One body – looks like a male adult, probably South Asian. The pathologist is due any minute, I’ll leave it to him to confirm.’ His mask twitched. ‘I’d say he’s been here a couple of days. But it’s going to take a while to identify him.’

Warren nodded, as he followed him under the bridge. The details he’d already been told suggested as much.

The naked body lay in a few inches of water, partially wrapped in a white cotton sheet. The head was barely visible, but what Warren did see looked mangled. Both of the man’s hands were free of the cloth. Again, Warren could see that they had been mutilated.

‘They removed his fingertips?’

‘Looks like it. All ten digits.’

Warren bent towards the head. The lower part of the face had been battered beyond recognition, the jaw a gaping mess.

‘Not much blood. Post-mortem?’

‘I’d say so.’

Warren straightened, careful not to hit his head on the concrete above him.

‘Well, whoever he was, the killer didn’t want us identifying him too soon.’

The expectant buzz in the briefing room quietened immediately when Warren walked in. It was now mid-afternoon, and all those assembled had heard about that morning’s discovery at Carrington Farm. Detective Superintendent John Grayson had just arrived back at the station; judging by his casual jumper and lack of tie, he’d been out for Sunday lunch when he was notified. Much of what Warren had to share with the assembled officers would be new to him as well.

Warren started by bringing everyone up to speed with what little they had so far. There were looks of disgust around the room as he detailed the post-mortem violation of the victim’s body.

‘As always, the most pressing priority will be identifying our victim. He’s naked with no mobile phone or wallet; fingerprints are out of the question, obviously. I’ll speak to the pathologist about using dental records but judging by the state of the mouth that’s not looking promising. That leaves DNA; maybe he’s on the system already.

‘Andy Harrison thinks that the victim was dumped within the last few days – certainly not long enough for significant decomposition to set in, despite his exposure to the elements. Moray, I’d like you to liaise with Missing Persons. See if anyone matching his description has been reported in the past week. If you don’t find anything, continue working backwards; our victim might have gone missing some time before he was killed.’

Ruskin started making notes on his pad.

‘That body had to find its way to the dumping ground somehow. Mags, I want you to secure CCTV and number plate recognition from the surrounding area.’

‘I’ll see what I can find, Sir,’ said DS Richardson, the team’s resident CCTV expert, ‘but I’ll warn you now, that far out of town, there’s not going to be much. The closest speed cameras are a couple of miles away, and there’s almost no ANPR out there.’

‘Could the killer have known that?’ asked DS David Hutchinson. ‘Are they familiar with the area? Did they know where they were going to dump the victim, or were they driving around with a dead body in the boot, looking for a convenient ditch? It looks as though the body was well-hidden.’

‘It was,’ confirmed Warren. ‘It was spotted by a farmhand from the field side of the ditch. Bushes block the view from the road, even at this time of year.’

‘They may well know the road, Hutch,’ said Richardson, ‘but I wouldn’t infer too much. It’s a busy cut-through linking the A506 with the Cambridge road. My satnav has directed me down there when the traffic is bad on the A506. Anyone living that side of town probably knows the road.’

‘But do they know about the ditch?’ mused Warren.

‘What state are the verges in?’ asked Hutchinson.

‘A bit chewed up, since it’s the widest point that’ll let two vehicles pass, and the weather hasn’t been ideal,’ said Warren, glancing at the scene report, ‘but there are some recent-looking tyre prints that Andy’s looking at. There are also some shoeprints on the riverbank that may be usable.’

‘There are houses either end of that road,’ said Ruskin. ‘If the body was dumped late at night, maybe somebody remembers a vehicle?’

Warren nodded his agreement. ‘Hutch, can you organise some door-knockers?’

With nothing else pressing, Warren looked at his watch. ‘OK, folks, this is far from ideal. We don’t know who the victim is, nor do we know when the body was dumped. But we can probably assume that our golden twenty-four hours are long past, and our killer has a significant head start. The forecast is for more rain, so any evidence that we haven’t secured yet is at risk. We’re against both the clock and the weather. Let’s get going.’

   


Monday 28th November

   


Chapter 3

The body lay on a metal trolley. Beside Warren stood Moray Ruskin. As usual, the young detective constable appeared to be more fascinated than repulsed by the sight in front of them. Warren wished he felt the same way; he really hated autopsies.

‘The victim was an early-middle-aged male of what appears to be South Asian heritage, 174 centimetres in height. He was a little overweight, weighing eighty-nine kilogrammes, with moderate muscle mass.’

The speaker was Professor Ryan Jordan, the American-born Home Office Pathologist who covered the part of eastern England where Middlesbury was located. With rain threatening to flood the shallow brook and compromise the scene still further, the body had been transported to Jordan’s morgue late the previous night, ready for the post-mortem first thing that morning, and Warren had driven Ruskin to the Lister Hospital in Stevenage to witness the procedure.

‘Lividity from blood-pooling is fixed and indicates that he spent some hours lying more or less flat on his back before being moved to his current position.’

‘So he wasn’t killed where we found him?’ asked Ruskin.

Jordan rocked a hand from side-to-side. ‘All I can say at the moment is that the positioning of his body was changed after death. He was mutilated post-mortem; that might account for the change in posture.’

He carefully lifted the right hand. ‘All of the fingerprints have been sliced off with a very sharp blade. I’ll take nail clippings as best I can, but I’m not promising.’

‘Any indication what they might have used?’ asked Ruskin, his mask rustling against his beard as he spoke.

‘Hard to tell. It could have been a scalpel or a box-cutter; you know, one of those Stanley knives that crafts people or woodworkers use. The lack of blood indicates that they were sliced off after death.’

‘Organised crime?’ asked Ruskin.

‘Possibly,’ said Warren, fervently hoping not – it was fair to say that his working relationship with the Serious Organised Crime department had had its ups and downs over the years.

Warren moved to the head of the trolley. ‘I take it dental records won’t be much use?’

‘I’m afraid not. You need teeth and an intact jaw for that. Whoever did this put a lot of effort into making sure that wasn’t an option.’

‘Any idea what was used?’

‘From the shape of the impact marks, I’d say a blunt instrument with a round head, approximately three centimetres in diameter. Could be a hammer, or similar.’

Warren had seen a lot of deaths over the years, but it was rare to see this degree of mutilation. ‘Post-mortem again?’

‘Yes. The killer was probably covered in blood clots and bits of flesh, but it won’t have been spraying everywhere.’

‘So, what did kill him?’ asked Ruskin.

‘I don’t know yet, there’s no other obvious serious trauma. I’ve sent off for blood toxicology. I did find this though,’ Jordan picked up a tablet computer. He flicked to a high-resolution photograph of the back of the man’s head. The victim had been bald on top, with jet-black hair covering the sides and the top of the neck. An ugly-looking gash was visible just above the hairline. The flesh around it was raised and swollen.

‘From the bruising, this was definitely pre-mortem. That was a hell of a smack to the head. I’d be willing to accept that it would have knocked him senseless, but my gut feeling is it wouldn’t have been enough to kill him. I’ll know more when I’ve examined the brain. A brain haemorrhage might have finished him off, but I haven’t seen any other indications of that yet.

‘What about these scars?’ asked Ruskin, leaning forward. The man’s upper arms and thighs were criss-crossed with lines and scratches, some of them purple against the bloodless beige of the man’s skin.

‘They’re several years old, possibly even dating back to childhood or adolescence,’ said Jordan. ‘Probably self-inflicted. From the depth and angle of the cuts, I’d suggest self-harm, rather than serious attempts at suicide. They don’t extend beyond the middle of the forearm, and wouldn’t be visible if our victim chose not to wear short-sleeved shirts or shorts.’

‘Private trauma, rather than public display,’ said Warren quietly. The way that the man had been dumped and then mutilated, like a problem that needed to be solved rather than a living human being, had felt callous and uncaring. Had the man’s death been the tragic culmination of a life full of sadness and pain, or had he at least found some peace and contentment? Had he loved and been loved? Warren pushed away those thoughts, returning his attention to Jordan.

‘Well, we can’t use fingerprints, and I doubt a photograph will be much help in identifying him, so it looks like it’s DNA,’ he said. ‘We might get lucky and find he’s been arrested previously.’

‘Even if he isn’t listed, it might not matter,’ said Jordan. ‘Our victim was fitted with a pacemaker. If it was done on the NHS, then the serial number should lead us right back to him.’

Warren slumped behind his desk, a sudden feeling of weariness banishing the excitement and adrenaline that had driven him for the past twenty hours. It had been well after midnight the previous evening when he’d finally caught a taxi home, Susan having driven him straight to CID in the hire van. She was in bed when he returned and he’d slept in the guest room so as not to disturb her, his hope that he could use the weekend in Coventry as a catalyst to discuss their own future plans scuppered. He resolved to get on the web and order a brochure first thing – one of them needed to take action to break the unspoken deadlock between them.

As always, the first few hours of the investigation had been a whirlwind of activity. Andy Harrison’s team had worked the scene through the night, but even with powerful lamps to assist them, there was little the officers combing the nearby fields for evidence could do after sundown. They’d resumed at first light.

Meanwhile, the rest of the CID unit had swung into action. In the vast majority of cases, the killer was known to the victim; the clues to why the person was killed and who was responsible were there to be found within the victim’s day-to-day existence. Not knowing the victim’s identity put the team at a disadvantage from the start.

Despite Jordan’s hopes that the victim’s pacemaker might provide a clue to his identity, Warren knew that would take time. Every hour that passed was another hour that the killer had to cover their tracks. Fast-track DNA matching would potentially yield results within the next twenty-four hours, but only if their victim was on the database.

Ruskin had been working with the Missing Persons Unit since the previous afternoon and had compiled a list of men matching their victim’s rough description. But it was lengthy, and aside from the scars – which may well have remained hidden from view – the deceased had no distinguishing marks. Patient records weren’t routinely recorded on the database, meaning that they couldn’t even use the man’s heart condition to whittle down the candidates. And again, that assumed he was even on the system; depending on how recently he vanished and the closeness of his personal relationships, it might be that no one had yet noticed his absence. And if his closest acquaintances had a role in his death …

Warren fought down a feeling of impatience. Every member of his rapidly expanding team was busy doing their job, but until they started feeding back to him, there was nothing much he could do.

Well, not quite nothing.

He eyed his in-tray. The end of year was fast approaching, and the mounting paperwork for appraisals was causing the wire mesh tray to lean at a precarious angle. The sensible thing to do would be to make a start on it – to make the most of the temporary lull before the investigation took over everything. And before the tray toppled onto the floor.

The door pushed open.

‘It didn’t look as though you’ve had much time for coffee, Boss.’ DI Tony Sutton placed a steaming mug on his desk.

‘In on your day off and bringing me coffee. Somebody’s just scored full marks on his appraisal,’ joked Warren.

‘Thought never crossed my mind,’ said Sutton, sitting down. ‘How did it go yesterday?’

Warren shrugged. ‘Pretty much how I thought it would. My cousin donated most of the remaining furniture to the British Heart Foundation. Just a few last boxes of photos and keepsakes left – less than I thought to be honest; we probably could have saved ourselves some money and loaded the car instead of hiring a van. But then Susan loves minibuses, so any excuse. She reckons it’s nice to drive one without a dozen puking and screaming kids in the back.’

Sutton snorted. ‘Yeah, I remember those days from when I used to take Josh and his teammates on football tours.’ He took a swig of his own drink. He’d known Warren long enough to recognise when he wanted to steer clear of something. ‘How do you think this one is going to play out?’ he asked, changing the subject. ‘I’ve been looking at the photos of the body. Somebody really didn’t want us to identify him. Organised Crime?’

Warren let out a sigh. ‘Christ, I hope not. Hopefully, whoever disposed of the body has just watched a lot of gangster movies or true crime documentaries.’

‘Well, hopefully not too many, it makes our job a lot more difficult when the buggers know what they’re doing.’

‘Fingers crossed.’

The first real breakthrough came shortly after lunch.

DS Rachel Pymm phoned Warren in his office to tell him, ‘Just got a shout from the search teams at Carrington Farm.’ He hastened over to her desk, Sutton following.

As ‘officer in the case’, it was Pymm’s job to manage the team of analysts that kept the sprawling HOLMES2 case management system up-to-date. Situated in the corner of the office, her workstation boasted three large monitors arranged in a horseshoe. To the side of her, the table housing her colour laser printer was already accumulating stacks of paper.

Pymm had joined Middlesbury’s CID team two years ago when the tragic events of the previous summer had left them in need of a new case manager. An experienced detective sergeant, Pymm had been forced to retrain and take on a more deskbound job after a diagnosis of multiple sclerosis had started to impact her mobility. These days, Warren found it hard to remember a time when she hadn’t been a part of his team and he had come to rely on her instincts.

‘What have they found?’ he asked.

Pymm spun her ergonomic chair to face him, pushing her red plastic glasses back on her nose. ‘A hammer and a Stanley knife, wrapped in a towel and hidden under a tree stump, two-hundred metres from where the body was found. It looks as though they’re covered in blood.’

‘Bingo,’ said Sutton. ‘Now we’re cooking.’

   


Chapter 4

Mid-afternoon on the second day and so far they weren’t even certain how long the victim had been dead or who he was.

Warren was reminded of a course he had attended back in his early days as a detective constable. The distinguished pathologist giving the lecture had been disdainful of TV coroners who were able to insert a thermometer into a dead body, then pronounce that the deceased had died between 11.35 p.m. and 12.10 a.m. ‘Total bollocks,’ the man had proclaimed. ‘If you ask me how long a person has been dead, I can tell you with great confidence that they died sometime between now and when they were last seen alive.’

Of course, he was exaggerating. But with the cold weather slowing decomposition, all Prof. Jordan could say with certainty was that the man had been moved after death, and that he had died enough hours prior to the discovery for his body to reach ambient temperature. Given the weather conditions, and assuming the body hadn’t been kept in cold storage, he could have been killed anywhere from the night before he was found, to as much as a week earlier. In the meantime, all the team had to go on was the scene analysis.

‘We found his fingertips,’ said Andy Harrison over the conference phone. Warren had invited him to address the afternoon briefing directly and he’d been happy to join the discussion from his base at the force’s headquarters in Welwyn Garden City.

‘Dare I ask …’ said Warren.

‘Not good,’ said Harrison. ‘They’d been discarded a bit further downstream from the body. Looks as though they made a tasty lunch for some of the local critters. No chance in hell of printing him.’

Warren looked around the table; the various expressions of his team told him he wasn’t the only person unwilling to linger on that image. He moved the conversation on.

‘What else have you got from the scene?’

‘Well, the good news is that we’ve found some pretty clear tyre tracks that I’m fairly confident come from the vehicle used to dump the body. If you could show everyone the first slide, Sir.’

Warren turned to the wall screen that displayed the presentation that Harrison had emailed over before the briefing started. The first image was a top-down sketch of the dumping site.

‘The stream is on the right-hand side of a narrow road if you travel in a westerly direction away from the A506. There is a verge on that side of the road that is used for passing vehicles. We’ve isolated clear tyre tracks from there that we believe are likely to be those from the vehicle of interest.’

‘How can you be sure that they aren’t from an unrelated vehicle using it to pass another car?’ asked Hutchinson.

‘Next slide, please,’ instructed Harrison. The image changed to that of a tyre track on the muddy verge. ‘If you look at the pattern of the indentations surrounding those small stones and the way that the grass is flattened, it’s clear that the vehicle that made them was also travelling in a westerly direction, which means that it would have been on the left-hand side of the road. Passing cars that use the right-hand verge would be travelling in an easterly direction.

‘In addition, as you can see on the following slide, the tyres took some mud with them as they exited the verge, which then tracks back to the left-hand side of the road. Unless the driver had a complete brain-fart and forgot which side of the road we drive on in this country, I’m pretty sure it’s the car we’re looking for.’

‘How good are the impressions?’ asked Sutton.

‘The ones on the verge are OK. But there are better ones 200 metres up the road, where the same vehicle used the entrance to a field to do a three-point-turn.’ This time the image was a lot clearer. ‘The bad news is that they are fifteen-inch Goodyears; they fit loads of small to medium-sized vehicles. The good news is that the tyres have plenty of wear on them; find me a suspect vehicle and I’ll match them for you.’

‘What else have you got?’

‘Staying with impressions, we’ve isolated two different pairs of men’s footwear on the embankment. The water level in the stream is just a few centimetres, and we have several clear imprints from each shoe on the mud underneath the bridge, plus lots of partials surrounding the body. The prints were clear enough to run through the database. Nobody we know unfortunately, but again I have make and size, so find me a suspect and I’ll tell you if their shoes match.’

‘That’s brilliant, Andy,’ said Warren, before the CSI hung up.

‘Well, that gives us something to work with if we get a suspect,’ said Sutton.

‘I’d be happy just to know who the victim is at the moment,’ said Warren. ‘How is the search going for his clothes and belongings, Hutch? I’m willing to settle for house and car keys, wallet with photo driving licence and an unlocked smart phone.’

‘Sorry to disappoint,’ said Hutchinson. ‘The search team are making the most of the last of the daylight. They did a fingertip search – no pun intended – along the verge this morning, that’s how they found the hammer and knife. Tomorrow, teams with waders will do the rest of the stream and we’ve got a load more warm bodies coming up from Welwyn, plus dogs, to start on the fields. At least this time of year, there aren’t loads of crops, but if the killer decided to bury them … well it’s a big, rural area.’

Warren took his point. He’d already spoken to DSI Grayson regarding the logistics for such a large search. They’d agreed to throw everything available at the search for forty-eight hours, before reviewing that decision. The days of blank cheques authorising hundreds of hours of overtime on an SIO’s say-so were long gone.

‘It’s early days,’ he said, ‘but let’s start thinking about motives. We’re already considering an organised crime angle, due to the mutilation.’

‘No wallet or phone,’ said Hutchinson, ‘so normally I’d think robbery, but the teeth and fingertips seem extreme, and where does the bed sheet come in?’

‘It feels pre-meditated,’ said Warren. ‘Or at least the disposal of the body does.’

‘Stripped naked could indicate a sexual motive,’ said Ruskin, ‘but Prof. Jordan hasn’t found any indications of rape or torture.’

‘The man’s of South Asian heritage,’ said Sutton, ‘so we should consider that it could have been racially motivated.’

‘Or even a so-called honour killing,’ said Richardson.

‘We definitely need to look into that angle,’ said Warren, ‘but at the moment we’re speculating.’

With little else to report, the meeting broke up. Warren fought the urge to look at his watch again. It’s a marathon, not a sprint, he reminded himself.

Watching the purposeful strides of his team, he smiled humourlessly. He wasn’t the only person who found that hard to accept.

‘First reports are back on the tools found near the body yesterday,’ said Pymm as Warren crossed the office to her desk. One of her monitors displayed a high-resolution image of the hammer. ‘They’re going to use cyanoacrylate to try and lift any residual fingerprints from it, but it’s been wiped down very carefully.’

The tool in question was a typical claw hammer, made of stainless steel with a black, rubber grip. The circular head was stained a dark red, with further small spots on the shaft.

Warren squinted at the image. ‘It doesn’t look new, there are lots of scratches.’

‘Is that a logo on the handle?’ asked DC Karen Hardwick, leaning closer to the screen.

‘Yes, but I don’t recognise it,’ said Pymm.

‘Me neither,’ said Warren. ‘Karen, can you take a closer look and see if it matches anything in the tool database? Then see if we can narrow it down; you never know, it might be an unusual make.’

‘There’s a sticker on the base,’ said Pymm, magnifying the image. ‘It’s pretty faded, but there appear to be some numbers printed on it. A batch number perhaps?’

‘Excellent. Karen, run that by the manufacturer when you’ve identified them, see if they can tell us where it was sold. What about the knife?’

Pymm switched images. The tool was a Stanley knife, with a push blade. The handle was made of grey metal, covered in blood and flecks of what looked like paint.

‘Again, no obvious prints,’ said Pymm. ‘It looks as though they used a new blade, but this handle has seen some use over the years. Forensics are going to dismantle it and check for trace evidence. Unfortunately, there don’t appear to be any obvious serial numbers, and I’ll bet Stanley have sold millions of these over the years.’

‘Well, let’s not assume anything. Check the database, Karen. Again, we might get lucky.’

Jobs assigned, Warren headed back to his office. Despite himself, he looked at his watch. They had made good progress, but it was reaching the end of the second day of the investigation and so far they still had no clue who the victim was, when he was killed and why he was dumped in that ditch.

Warren and Sutton brought DSI Grayson up to speed with the progress of the case in the Superintendent’s office.

‘The CSIs are confident that blood spatter at the dumping ground was from a body that was already dead,’ said Warren. ‘Couple that with the inconsistency in the lividity patterns that Professor Jordan analysed, and I think we can state with confidence that the victim was killed elsewhere then moved prior to the body being dumped.’

Grayson nodded his understanding. The confirmation wasn’t a huge revelation, but it did help focus the investigation.

‘Hutch has been organising door-knockers for the houses either end of the road,’ said Sutton. ‘Nobody remembers any suspicious vehicles over the past week. They get a fair bit of traffic down there from people dodging congestion, so they are used to seeing unfamiliar cars.’

‘I don’t suppose there’s any CCTV out there?’ asked Grayson.

‘I’m afraid not, Sir,’ replied Sutton. ‘A couple of the farms have their own system, but the road is well outside their camera range.’

‘What about ANPR?’

‘Mags is securing it for analysis, but if they obeyed the speed limit on the 506 and didn’t drive into Middlesbury, they probably weren’t captured. It doesn’t help that we can’t be more specific about the time frame; the list of cars that could have those tyres fitted is ridiculous. It’d almost be easier to ask what cars the tyres wouldn’t fit.’

‘Then we need to know who he is,’ stated Grayson.

Warren agreed. If they knew who they were dealing with, then they could track his movements, speak to associates and construct a timeline of his last movements. Somewhere, buried within that information, the clues to his murderer would hopefully be hidden.

‘Speaking of which, when will we hear back about the pacemaker?’ asked Grayson.

‘It’s been removed and cleaned. If it was fitted on the NHS, it should be fairly easy to identify who it was given to using its serial number,’ replied Warren.

‘What if the pacemaker was fitted overseas?’ asked Grayson.

‘It should still be possible to track it down through the manufacturer, but it may take a bit longer,’ said Warren.

‘Well, here’s hoping,’ said Grayson.

It was past six when Karen Hardwick knocked on Warren’s office door. ‘I have some news about the tools.’

‘Do tell,’ said Warren, grateful for the interruption; he was drowning in a sea of appraisal paperwork. Hardwick’s return to Middlesbury CID after her maternity leave had been far from certain, but the last few months had reminded Warren just how efficient she was. There was still some awkwardness between them, but he was glad to have her back on the team.

‘I traced the logo using the database and identified the hammer. Would you like the good news or the bad news?’

‘Go on, give me the bad news first. It’s always nice to end on a high.’

‘I contacted the manufacturer. They’re a mid-range, mid-price product made in China and sold across several big DIY retailers. Last year alone, they imported five thousand units to the UK. I got the batch number off that sticker on the base of the handle, but they couldn’t tell me where they would have been sold.’

‘Damn. What’s the good news?’

‘I wouldn’t get too excited. They were able to tell me that hammers with that batch number aren’t sold as a single item, they come as part of a tool set, in a medium-sized plastic toolbox, with screwdrivers, spanners, hex keys, pliers and spirit level etc., all of them branded with the same logo. I found a picture of the set online.’

‘That could be useful,’ mused Warren. ‘If we find a suspect then we can check their toolbox for a missing hammer.’

‘The set also has a box-cutter, but according to the online reviews, it’s a bit crap. A couple of buyers suggested ditching it and replacing it with a metal Stanley knife, which fits in the same space in the toolbox.’

‘Which is the same brand that we found wrapped up with the hammer,’ said Warren. ‘Good work. I imagine that tracing sales of the knife is a non-starter?’

‘The woman on the phone actually laughed when I told her the model; she couldn’t give me the exact sales figures, but it’s probably the most popular craft knife sold in the UK over the past ten years.’

‘Then let’s hope that forensics have a bit more luck,’ said Warren.

Warren pushed down his sense of mounting frustration. Two days in and they still hadn’t identified the victim.

Sleep would be elusive tonight.
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Chapter 5

‘We know who the victim is.’ Rachel Pymm was jubilant.

The third day of the investigation started with some good news – at least for the investigative team.

‘NHS England identified him from the serial number on his pacemaker.’ She looked at the screen in front of her. ‘Anish Patel, thirty-nine years old. The pacemaker was fitted eighteen months ago at Addenbrooke’s to help manage a congenital defect leading to an irregular heartbeat.’ She scrolled down. ‘He was also on medication.’

‘Is he on the PNC?’ asked Warren.

‘Nope, no arrests and no criminal convictions, so his DNA isn’t on the system.’ She clicked her mouse. ‘He also isn’t listed as a missing person; Moray will be delighted he spent all those hours trawling the database.’

‘Who do the hospital list as his next-of-kin?’ asked Sutton.

‘His father, Gotam Patel. He lives in Cambridge; same home address as Anish.’

Warren sighed. ‘If he’s not listed as missing, then either his family know what happened to him and are suspects, they know that he is missing but aren’t worried enough to contact the police, or they haven’t even realised he’s gone.’

‘Which means the poor bastards are about to get some devastating news,’ said Sutton quietly.

‘Somebody’s doing all right for themselves,’ said Tony Sutton.

Warren pulled into the drive of the large, converted farmhouse on the outskirts of Cambridge. The two detectives were accompanied by PC Kevin Lederer, a Family Liaison Officer. Warren had been going to ask David Hutchinson to come with him on the visit, but Sutton had been desperate to get out of the office. For most of the past year, since returning after his mini-stroke, he had been on light duties. However, he’d persuaded Warren that breaking the tragic news to the Patels, whilst emotionally draining, would not be physically demanding.

Warren had regretted agreeing to Sutton’s plea the moment he turned the engine on and backed out of his parking spot at the station.

‘Duran Duran!’ Sutton had cackled, as the radio burst into life. Warren had sighed; he’d put up with this for over five years. It never seemed to get old for his friend.

Turning in his seat to face Lederer, Sutton was gleeful. ‘The DCI’s taste in music died and was buried sometime around the late 1980s.’

‘However,’ Warren had interrupted, ‘despite his advancing years, DI Sutton still listens to Radio One. He thinks it keeps him more in touch as a father.’

Lederer had laughed. ‘No need to be ashamed, Sir. I saw them live on the Isle of Wight last year. In fact, me and the missus have seen loads of ’80s bands over the years. Have you seen any recently?’

If Lederer thought that he could curry favour with the DCI by sparing his blushes, he’d miscalculated. Badly.

This time, Sutton’s laughter was more of a guffaw. ‘Go on, Chief, tell him.’

‘I think that’s enough.’

Sutton had ignored him. ‘DCI Warren Jones is probably one of the few people in the world who has never been to a concert or a gig.’

‘That’s not true,’ Warren had protested.

‘An ABBA tribute band playing a student hall of residence, doesn’t count.’

‘I can’t see the point,’ Warren had muttered. ‘It costs a fortune, the songs never sound as good as they do on the stereo, and the queues for the toilets are massive.’

‘Wow,’ Lederer had said eventually. ‘I’m not quite sure what to say.’

‘Try “no comment”, lad,’ Sutton had advised. ‘It’s appraisal time.’

‘I did a bit of research,’ said Sutton now, as Warren pulled up next to a white Range Rover with personalised licence plates bearing the victim’s father’s initials. Parked next to it was a bright red, two-door Mercedes, also with personalised plates. ‘It turns out that our victim comes from an extremely wealthy background. His parents, or rather his father now, owns a string of businesses across this area. Everything from dry cleaning to newsagents and one-stop shops under the brand name Everyday Essentials; they even have a small catering business. Net worth is in the millions.’

‘That explains the cars and the house then,’ said Lederer.

Even with Warren taking up a space, there was still enough room for several more vehicles, plus a detached, two-car garage. To the right of the main house, what looked like an old barn had been converted into a smaller, separate dwelling.

‘According to a recent profile in the Cambridge Evening News business section,’ continued Sutton, ‘our victim is the third of four children; two older brothers and a younger sister. Judging by the initials on the Merc, I’d say the sister is home. The two older brothers and the sister work for their old man; no mention of what Anish did for a living. Their mother died a few years ago.’

Warren filed the tit-bit away for later consideration. If the family was as wealthy as Sutton claimed, it suggested a raft of potential motives for Anish Patel’s murder. The fact that he might be the only child that didn’t work for his father hinted at even more.

The three officers climbed out of the car, but before they even reached the doorstep, the door opened. A tall, thin, Asian man who looked to be in his sixties, greeted them.

Warren and Sutton had done many of these visits over the years, and the FLO was an expert, so if there was one thing that Warren knew, it was that the next few minutes could be critical. The reaction of family to the news of their loved one’s murder often provided essential leads. Did they seem surprised, or were they expecting the news? Everyone reacted differently, but an experienced officer could often distinguish true grief from that put on for show. The details of the victim’s death would be released slowly and carefully – not only as a kindness to help the family process them properly, but also to see if the family knew more than would be expected about the circumstances.

To this end, the FLO was a crucial part of the investigation. Part of the role was as a conduit between the investigating team and the family, keeping them apprised of major developments, and advising them on practical matters, such as when the body would be released. Equally important, the information exchange was two-way. Vital details that a shocked family might forget to tell Warren during interview, or they might have deemed unimportant, were noted, along with the FLO’s observations and impressions.

But that was all in the future. First, they had to break the news.

‘Mr Patel? My name is Detective Chief Inspector Warren Jones. May I come in and speak to you?’

Gotam Patel was yet to touch the brandy that his daughter, Reva Vasava, had poured him. Despite his size, he was almost engulfed by the four-person leather sofa that he’d collapsed into when Warren broke the news. His hands shook as he took a long swig. Vasava lived with her husband in the converted barn that they had seen on the way up the drive. She had arrived at the front door moments after Warren had been invited inside.

‘Was it his heart?’ Patel finally asked, his voice shaking.

‘Mum died of a heart attack nearly two years ago,’ said Vasava. Her voice was barely a whisper, as she perched on the edge of a large armchair, her hands wrapped around a tumbler she had yet to take a sip from.

Warren spoke as gently as he could. ‘No. I’m very sorry to tell you, but it appears that Anish was murdered. His body was discovered Sunday morning. We came as soon as we identified him.’

Vasava gave a low moan and raised her hand to her mouth. The tears that she had somehow held back as she poured the drinks and guided her stricken father to his chair, now flowed freely.

‘But who …’ She couldn’t finish the sentence.

‘We don’t know yet,’ said Warren. ‘We have a large team working on that as we speak.’

‘How was he killed?’ she managed.

‘We haven’t yet determined the cause of death,’ said Warren; this was not the time to go into details.

‘So how do you know he was murdered?’ asked Patel, his voice trembling.

Warren glanced over at Sutton. ‘The circumstances that he was found in mean it is unlikely that he died of natural causes.’

‘What circumstances? Where was he found?’ demanded Patel.

Warren chose his words carefully. ‘His body was found near a field just outside Middlesbury.’

‘What was he doing there?’ asked Vasava.

‘We don’t know yet, we’re trying to establish his last movements. I’m sorry to have to ask at such a time, but when did you last speak to Anish?’

Vasava gave a sniff. ‘Last week. Tuesday, I think. He phoned me.’

Out of the corner of his eye, Warren could see that Patel had turned his head to look out of the window.

‘Was there anything unusual about the call? Did he mention any worries?’

Vasava looked over at her father, before looking away. ‘No. Nothing.’

Warren turned to the father. ‘What about you, Mr Patel? When did you last have contact with Anish?’

‘I haven’t spoken to him in a long time,’ he said quietly.

‘Anish listed this as his home address on his medical records. I take it he no longer lives here?’

‘No, he moved out last year. I don’t think he’s got around to changing his GP or dentist.’

‘Do you have his current address?’

Patel gave a tiny shake of his head and looked away. After a moment’s pause, Vasava recited the address of a flat in Middlesbury. It wasn’t in the nicer part of town.

Patel stirred. ‘I knew this would happen.’ His voice grew stronger. ‘I said that, did I not?’

‘Dad, not now.’

‘What do you mean, Mr Patel?’ asked Warren quickly, not wanting him to stop talking.

‘His lifestyle, the people he hung around with.’ He turned to his daughter. ‘I told you not to speak to him. That until he changed his behaviour, he brought shame upon us.’

‘Dad, please,’ she said, the tears starting to flow again.

Outside the window, Warren heard a loudly revving engine, followed by the sound of tyres sliding on gravel. A black Range Rover, identical in model to the one bearing Gotam Patel’s personalised license plates, ground to a halt.

Patel stood up.

‘My son is here. I would be grateful if you could leave us alone now to grieve, Chief Inspector.’

Warren held an impromptu meeting on the drive home from the Patels.

‘Thoughts?’

‘I’m not happy with the family,’ said Sutton. ‘There’s something funny going on there.’

‘I agree,’ said Warren. ‘It’s clear that Anish has had some sort of falling out with his father and his brothers.’

Anish’s eldest brother, Manoj, had appeared shocked at the news, but unlike his younger sister, had also seemed angry. The middle brother, Jaidev, had yet to arrive by the time the officers left. Like their father, Manoj had mentioned Anish’s lifestyle, and claimed not to have spoken to him in recent months. Under the scowling countenance of their father, neither Manoj nor his sister had been willing to elaborate on what was so concerning about the way he’d lived his life.

It had taken some persuasion for the family to take Lederer’s business card, but they had eventually agreed to the FLO stopping by the following day. Warren was interested in the officer’s impressions.

‘Grief’s a funny thing,’ said Lederer. ‘It’s not uncommon for the relatives to initially blame the victim. But I agree that there is a lot going on in that family.’

‘What about the dad’s comments about Anish’s lifestyle and the people he hung around with?’ asked Warren.

‘Maybe he had criminal connections?’ said Sutton. ‘The article in the newspaper suggested that Anish wasn’t part of the family business, and his father claimed not to have spoken to him since he moved out. My immediate thought is, what did he live on?’

‘If the family business is as lucrative as we think, then perhaps that made him a target?’ suggested Lederer. ‘Perhaps he was kidnapped and killed for money?’

‘We should see if the Patel business empire is known to us,’ said Sutton. ‘From the article, most of the businesses are cash-based; plenty of scope for money-laundering.’

Warren grimaced. ‘I’ll get onto Organised Crime and see if they have any intelligence they’d like to share.’

‘It was also a bit strange that his father seemed not to know where he lived,’ said Lederer. ‘And there were no photographs of Anish in the living room. Reva had to fetch one for us to borrow.’

‘Reva said that she spoke to him last Tuesday,’ said Warren. ‘And of the three of them, she seemed the most upset at the news.’ He glanced at Lederer in the rear-view mirror. ‘I think Reva is likely to be the most cooperative. Can you try and build a relationship with her?’

‘I’ll do that tomorrow when I swing by to arrange for them to be interviewed,’ promised the constable.

‘In the meantime,’ said Warren, ‘we at least have a recent photograph of him, and Reva gave us his address. Tony, arrange a locksmith and a forensics team, and go and look at where he lives. Maybe that will shed some light on what has upset his family so much.’

   


Chapter 6

‘The forensics are back on the hammer and knife,’ said Rachel Pymm. Warren stood behind her as she shared the findings; a strange herbal smell that reminded him of throat lozenges drifted from the steaming mug next to her elbow. He didn’t dare ask what this week’s infusion of choice was; it was likely to result in another conversation about his caffeine intake. He was already being nagged by Tony Sutton, who claimed that his enforced switch to decaf coffee was the best thing he’d ever done, although he too declined to sample Pymm’s collection of weird and wonderful teas.

Pymm pointed to an image of the hammer on her left-most screen. ‘The stains have been confirmed as human blood belonging to our victim.’ She gestured at the picture on the middle screen. ‘The same goes for the stains on the knife.’

‘What about trace evidence?’

‘Nothing on the hammer. No identifiable prints, and the pattern of blood-smear on the grip indicates that the person wielding it wore gloves. If the killer did leave any DNA behind, it’s too well mixed in with the victim’s blood to be isolated.’

‘No surprise. What about the knife?’

‘That’s a bit more hopeful. The handle is die-cast metal, with a rough texture to improve grip; there appear to be skin cells caught in it. They’ve been sent off for DNA typing, although it may take a little time to isolate any profile from the victim’s own.’

‘What about fingerprints?’

‘Nothing on the outside, but they’ve found a partial print on the unused blades inside the handle.’ She switched images. ‘It has a retractable blade that is replaced when it becomes too blunt. They come in strips of three, which are loaded into the handle. When the blade is no longer usable, it’s snapped off and the next one in the strip pushed forward. The print, a partial thumb, probably comes from whoever loaded it. The tool looks well-used, so hopefully the print was from the owner replacing the strip. I’d have thought that the factory assembles them by machine.’

‘How good is it?’

Pymm made a so-so gesture with her hand. ‘Probably not good enough to search the databases, but enough to match by eye if we have a suspect in the frame.’

‘I’ll take that. Anything else?’

‘The dried paint flecks on the handle are being analysed to identify the colour and manufacturer.’

Warren pinched his lip thoughtfully. At the moment, the tools weren’t pointing them towards the person that mutilated the victim’s body. However, the trace evidence might be enough to confirm a suspect.

Thanking her, he headed back to his office, where he could hear his desk phone ringing.

‘I’m in Anish Patel’s flat.’

Tony Sutton stood in the living room of the tiny apartment, his voice slightly muffled by his face mask. His legs still trembled slightly from three flights of stairs, however his pulse, which he’d surreptitiously checked after the climb, remained fast but steady. Months had passed since the cardioversion that had corrected his arrhythmia and allowed him to finally return to work, but he still half-expected it to revert at any moment.

‘Any sign of a struggle?’ asked Warren, on the other end of the line.

‘Nothing obvious. The place is a bit untidy, but I can’t see anything noticeably out of place. The CSIs are going to take up the rugs and check for trace, but if he was killed here, his attacker was sophisticated enough not to clean the place up too much. I can’t smell any bleach or cleaning chemicals.’

‘OK, what’s your first impression?’

‘Living beyond his means. The flat is tiny, and I’d say the rent’s probably about as low as you can get in Middlesbury without moving to the Chequers Estate. But there is a wheeled clothes rack with a load of tailored suits, and he has several very expensive watches. I’d say he’s playing the role of a wealthy man but struggling to make ends meet.’

Sutton turned on the spot. ‘It looks as though he’s a big action movie fan; the only art on the wall is framed movie posters: James Bond, Jason Bourne, plus all the Ocean’s Eleven films – the original and the remakes.’ He took a few steps toward a pair of tall bookcases. ‘Lots of paperback thrillers in the bookcase and similar DVDs, plus some compendiums of poetry.’

Sutton carefully leafed through a pile of envelopes on the small, fold-up table next to the kitchen counter.

‘There’s a load of what looks like bills here, all unopened, some with “final demand” on them.’

‘Any electronic devices?’

‘No laptop or desktop, but we’ve secured a tablet. There’s an empty box for a Samsung mobile phone.’

‘Any sign of a toolbox that the hammer could have come from?’

‘Nothing – doesn’t look as though he was much into DIY.’

‘What about photos?’

Sutton moved around the flat, his booties rustling as he carefully trod on the metal stepping plates.

‘There are a few on a shelf above the TV …’ He looked closer. ‘Three from his sister’s wedding, including one with the two of them, and another that looks like it might be his oldest brother’s wedding. Judging from his hairline, that one’s a few years old. There’s another one of him on holiday with an older woman, could be his mum. Big smiles, again a few years old, but aside from an awkward-looking one at his sister’s wedding, I’m not seeing any other happy family gatherings. It seems like he really was the black sheep of the family.’

‘That fits with what we’ve heard so far,’ said Warren. ‘Any indication of when he was last in the flat?’

‘The neighbour across the hall says that he’s pretty certain that he saw him Wednesday evening,’ said Sutton. After a few more seconds, Warren heard the sound of a door opening and a compressor pump starting up.

‘The fridge has some reasonably fresh-looking salad in the vegetable tray, and an opened two-pinter of skimmed milk with another three days left on its use-by date. I’d say his neighbour was probably right.’

‘Well, that narrows things down a bit. Now we just need to know where he’s been between last Wednesday and his body turning up in that ditch.’
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