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My body is eating itself.

I can’t stop it.

I’m too weak to move. My muscles have been broken down into the amino acids my body needs to stay alive. My joints stiffen and ache as they are no longer being lubricated. My feet and hands sting with pins and needles as the blood vessels under my skin contract to protect my major organs. My teeth loosen as my gums shrink.

The end is close.

I can feel it.

My breathing is rapid and shallow. I feel dizzy. For the first time in days I want to go to sleep. A sleep from which I’ll never wake.

I’m not angry any more.

I was at first. For days I screamed and shouted at the unfairness of it all. That just when I was about to make my mark, everything was taken away from me by the man with the eyes of a shark.

I’ve accepted it now.

It’s my fault, after all. I came down here voluntarily, eager to show off what I’d found.

I should have known that he didn’t care about that. My discovery wasn’t what he was interested in. He only cared about the other thing.

So, I’ll lie down and rest my eyes.

For a minute.

Maybe a little bit longer …




CHAPTER ONE

In the South of France there is a songbird called the ortolan bunting.

It is six inches long and weighs less than an ounce. Its head is grey, its throat is pale yellow and its plumage a delightful orange. It has a stubby pink beak and its eyes shine like glass peppercorns. Its staccato chirping brings a smile to all who hear it.

It is a thing of remarkable beauty.

Most people, when they see an ortolan bunting, want to keep it as a pet.

Not everyone.

Some people don’t see its beauty.

Some people see something else.

Because the other remarkable thing about the ortolan bunting is that it’s the main ingredient in the most sadistic dish in the world. A dish that demands the tiny songbird is not only killed, it is tortured …

The chef had bought two, a month earlier. You can’t shoot ortolans without destroying them, so she’d paid a man to net them. He’d charged her one hundred euros each. A steep price but the fines if he’d been caught were far steeper.

She’d taken them home and fattened them up the way the cooks at Roman banquets had done: by stabbing out their eyes. For the two ortolans, day turned into night.

And at night they fed.

For a month they gorged on millet, grapes and figs. They quadrupled in size. Fat enough to eat.

A dish fit for a king.

Or an old friend.

When the call came she’d taken them over the Channel herself.

She’d disembarked at Dover and driven all night to a restaurant in Cumbria called Bullace & Sloe.

Her two diners could not have been more of a contrast.

One man wore a fine suit with a high collar. It looked oriental in design. His shirt was stiff and white and his cufflinks were pure gold. He appeared cultured and at ease. He had an affable smile and would have raised the tone of any dining room in the world.

The other man wore mud-spattered jeans and a wet jacket. His boots dripped dirty water onto the dining room floor. He looked as though he’d been dragged through a gorse bush backwards. Even in the low light of the flickering candles he looked nervous and fidgety. Desperate.

A waiter approached their table and presented the birds in the copper pots they’d been roasted in.

‘I think you’ll enjoy this dish,’ the man in the suit said. ‘It’s a songbird called the ortolan bunting. Chef Jégado brought them over from Paris herself, and not fifteen minutes ago she drowned them in brandy …’

His companion stared at the bird: it was toe-sized and spitting in its own fat. He looked up. ‘What do you mean, “drowned”?’

‘It’s how you get brandy into their lungs.’

‘That’s barbaric.’

The man in the suit smiled. He’d heard this all before when he’d worked in France. ‘We throw live lobsters into boiling water. We rip the claws off living crabs. We force-feed geese for foie gras. There is suffering in every bite of an animal we take, no?’

‘It’s not legal then,’ the man in jeans countered.

‘We all have legal problems. Yours are more serious than mine, I think? Eat the bird, don’t eat the bird, it is all the same to me. But, if you decide to, do as I do. It will create a scent-tent and hide your gluttony from God.’

The man in the suit placed a starched, blood-red napkin over his head and put the bird in his mouth. Only its head remained outside. He bit down and the head fell onto his plate.

The ortolan was scalding hot. For a minute the man in the suit did nothing but rest it on his tongue and take small, rapid breaths to cool it. The delicious fat began to melt down his throat.

He sighed in appreciation. It had been six years since he’d been able to dine like this. He chewed into the bird. An explosion of fat, guts, bones and blood filled his mouth. The sweet flesh and bitter entrails were sublime. The grease that coated the roof of his mouth was breathtaking. Sharp bones pierced his gums and his own blood seasoned the meat.

It was almost overwhelming.

And finally his teeth penetrated the ortolan’s lungs. His mouth was flooded with the delicious Armagnac.

The man in the jeans didn’t touch his bird. He couldn’t see the man in the suit’s face – it was still under the napkin – but he heard the crunch of bones and his sighs of pleasure.

It took fifteen minutes for the man in the suit to finish eating the songbird. When he emerged from underneath his napkin, he wiped away the blood that was dribbling down his chin and smiled at his guest.

The man in the wet jeans spoke, and the man in the suit listened. After a while, and for the first time that evening, the man in the suit showed a hint of annoyance. Fear flashed across his perfectly composed face.

‘It’s an interesting story,’ the man in the suit said. ‘But alas, one we can’t continue, I’m afraid. It seems there are others joining us.’

The man in the wet jeans turned around. There was a figure dressed in an ordinary, workaday suit standing at the door. A uniformed police officer was by his side.

‘So close.’ The man in the suit shook his head and beckoned the police officers inside.

The plainclothes officer approached the table. ‘Sir, could you come with us, please?’

The man in jeans, his eyes darting, searched for a way out. The waiter and the chef were both in the kitchen so they would block his escape.

The uniformed officer extended his baton.

‘Don’t do anything stupid, sir,’ the plainclothes officer said.

‘Too late for that,’ the man in jeans snarled. He grabbed a half-full wine bottle by the neck and held it in front of him like a club. Its contents sluiced down his still-damp shirt.

It was a Mexican stand-off.

The man in the suit watched it unfold, the smile never leaving his face.

‘You have to let me explain!’ the man in jeans hissed.

‘You’ll get your chance tomorrow,’ said the plainclothes officer.

The uniformed policeman moved to the man’s left.

The kitchen door opened. The waiter walked out. He was holding a platter of oysters. He saw what was happening and dropped the metal dish in surprise. Ice cubes and shellfish scattered across the flagged floor.

It was the distraction they needed. The uniformed officer went low; the plainclothes officer went high. The baton took the man behind the knees and the plainclothes officer’s punch caught him on the jaw.

The man in jeans collapsed. The uniformed officer knelt on his back, pushed his head into the flagstone floor and handcuffed him.

‘Washington Poe,’ the plainclothes officer said, ‘I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something that you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’




Two weeks earlier:

Day 1




CHAPTER TWO

The blue light has gone out in rural England. Grand old Victorian police stations have been consigned to history, reduced in number and replaced by modern, well-equipped and soulless centres of excellence.

And gone too is the local bobby. They now only exist in the minds of those who yearn for a rural idyll. These days, police officers mostly see their patch through the windows of a patrol car.

Tesco has twice as many twenty-four-hour shops as the police have twenty-four-hour stations.

Nowhere has been hit harder than Cumbria. A county of almost three thousand square miles – geographically, the third-largest in England – has just five full-time police stations.

Alston, in the North Pennines, the highest market town in the country, never stood a chance. Its police station, a large and beautiful detached building, was sold in 2012 and replaced with a police desk. On the fourth Wednesday of the month, a member of the Eden Rural neighbourhood policing team – designated as ‘problem solvers’ – would drive all the way up there, sit behind a desk in the library and listen to people complain.

Problem Solver Constable Graham Alsop hated the fourth Wednesday of the month. He also hated being called a problem solver. Some of the gripes he was forced to listen to were so mind-numbingly petty, so headbangingly intractable, he felt the town sometimes had the collective intelligence of fish bait.

He didn’t need to go back further than a month to find a good example of what he had to put up with. An elderly gent had approached him and dumped a full bag of dog turds on his desk. Fucking dog turds. The man had said he was sick of finding them in with his prize-winning Lady Penzance roses. Claimed his neighbour was letting her gimpy dachshund defecate all over them as revenge for beating her in the village show. He’d demanded that Alsop take them to the ‘lab’ for DNA testing. He’d seemed surprised to find out there was no ‘lab’, nor was there a dog DNA database that could compare one turd against another. It was a civil matter and the constable accordingly advised him to see a solicitor. And he was to take his bag of shit with him. Of course, if it escalated into an infamous dog-turd murder, Problem Solver Constable Alsop would have some explaining to do, but some risks were worth taking.

That said, it was an easy day. The library opened at nine and, until the first reading group arrived an hour later, Alsop and the library staff usually had the place to themselves. Plenty of time for tea and toast before the lunatics arrived.

And that morning he even had a plan. He would read his paper then wander across to the deli for some Alston cheese. One of the librarians was going to teach him how to make a soufflé. And Alsop reckoned baking a cheese soufflé for his long-suffering wife would be the perfect way to soften her up before telling her about his proposed golfing trip to Portugal.

It was a good plan.

But the thing about plans is that they can turn into a bag of turds in the blink of an eye.

At first he thought the girl was doing the walk of shame, sloping back home after a night in someone else’s bed. She wore a woollen hat, a plain, long-sleeved T-shirt and black leggings. She was limping, her progress uneven and faltering. Her cheap trainers scuffed on the carpet.

She stood in the middle of the library and looked around. She didn’t seem to have any particular book in mind. Her eyes ran over children’s fiction, then local history, then autobiographies. Probably a ruse so she could use the toilets. A quick wash, maybe a line of coke, then a taxi back to Carlisle. Alston didn’t have a resident student population but parties still happened.

But … for most of his career Alsop had been a beat cop in Carlisle city centre and he still had all the right instincts.

Something was a bit off.

His initial assessment had been wrong. The girl didn’t look ashamed, she looked scared. Her eyes flitted back and forth, searching for something. She squinted through the dust floating lazily in the air, never settling on any one thing for more than a second. But the books, neatly arranged, spines out and in alphabetical order, weren’t holding her interest. She was checking out the library staff, dismissing each one as soon as she laid eyes on them.

When she saw him, Alsop knew his morning was no longer going to be about baking the perfect soufflé. He was the reason she was there. She limped over to his desk, her face contorting with the effort. She stood in front of him, draping her left arm across her skinny frame and grabbing her right elbow. Her head tilted to one side. It would have been cute if it weren’t so disturbing.

‘Are you the police?’ Her voice was flat.

‘Not all of them, no,’ he replied.

She didn’t smile at the flippant remark. Didn’t respond at all. Alsop studied her, trying to get a clue, a heads-up as to what was about to happen. Because he was under no illusion: something was about to happen.

The girl was exhausted. Her tired brown eyes were set back in bruised, shrunken sockets. The hair that poked out from underneath her hat was tangled, limp and lifeless. It framed a harsh face. Her pallid cheekbones were pronounced and the grime on her skin was broken by tear tracks. White gunk had formed around a mouth surrounded by spots. And she was skinny. Not skinny in a fashion model kind of way. Gaunt. Malnourished.

Alsop walked round to the other side of his desk, pulled out a seat and offered it to her. She sank into it gratefully. He returned to his own seat, steepled his fingers and rested his chin on them. ‘Now, love, what can I do for you?’ He was an old-school cop and had no use for the gender-neutral forms of address he was supposed to use.

She didn’t answer. Just stared through him. He may as well have not been there.

That was OK, though. He was used to dealing with the public and knew that people gave up things in their own time.

‘Tell you what, why don’t we start with an easy one? Why don’t we start with your name?’

She blinked and seemed to snap out of whatever trance she’d been in, but it looked like the concept of a name was alien to her.

‘You know what a name is? Everyone’s got one, right?’

She still didn’t smile.

But she did tell him what she was called.

And Alsop knew he was in trouble.

They all were.




Day 4




CHAPTER THREE

An old Cherokee said to his grandson who’d come to him filled with hate for someone: ‘Let me tell you a story. I too have felt hate for those who have done me wrong. But hate wears you down and does not hurt those who have hurt you. It is like taking poison and wishing your enemy would die. I’ve struggled with these feelings many times. It is as if there are two wolves inside me, fighting to dominate my spirit. One wolf is good and does no harm. He lives in harmony with everyone around him, and he takes no offence when none is intended.’

‘What about the other wolf, Grandfather?’

‘Ah,’ the old man replied. ‘The other wolf is bad. He is filled with anger. The smallest thing sets him off into fits of temper. He cannot think properly because his anger and hate are so great. And it is a helpless anger, for it cannot change anything.’

The boy looked into his grandfather’s eyes. ‘Which wolf wins, Grandfather?’

The old man smiled. ‘The one I feed.’

Detective Sergeant Washington Poe had been thinking about the old Cherokee fable recently. All his life he’d been feeding the bad wolf. He’d thought he’d known why. His mother leaving him when he was an infant had made him an angry child, and the feeling of abandonment had never disappeared. It had occasionally grown fainter, but rarely long enough for him to make it through a whole night without bolting awake, trembling.

And now he knew that his anger had been based on a lie.

Poe had been conceived when his mother was raped at a diplomatic party in Washington, DC. She hadn’t abandoned him at all. And, like a warning label, she’d named him Washington so she’d have the courage to leave. She was terrified she wouldn’t be able to hide her revulsion when the image of her rapist began to appear on her son’s face.

The man who had raised him, the man he’d called Dad for nearly forty years, wasn’t his biological father. That honour belonged to someone else.

Since he’d discovered the truth, his anger and resentment had morphed into a white-hot rage, a burning need for retribution. That his mother had died before he’d found out added to his sense of raw injustice. Something inside him had crumbled to dust recently.

For a while, he’d had the distraction of the Immolation Man Inquiry. He’d been a key witness and had spent days giving evidence to committees and at public hearings. But now it was over. Poe’s testimony, along with the evidence that he and everyone else involved in the case had uncovered, had ensured the right result: the Immolation Man’s story was verified and in the public domain. Poe had won but it was a hollow victory. What he’d learned about his mother had blunted any satisfaction of a job well done.

Someone asked him a question and he jolted back to the present. He tried to focus on what was happening. He was representing the Serious Crime Analysis Section at a departmental budget meeting. It took place every three months and, for reasons long forgotten, it was always on a Saturday. Section heads usually attended it, but when he’d been the temporary detective inspector he’d delegated the duty to his detective sergeant, Stephanie Flynn. When she’d taken over the DI reins on a permanent basis, and their roles had been reversed, she’d taken a perverse delight in doing the same to him. Now he had to go to London every quarter, not her. He didn’t appreciate the irony, although he did like being a sergeant again. It was the optimum balance between power and responsibility. And being an inspector had never sat well with him. The rank always sounded as though it should be prefaced with ‘ticket’, or ‘lavatory’.

‘I’m sorry, what?’

‘We’re discussing quarterly projections, Sergeant Poe. DI Flynn has asked for a three per cent increase in SCAS’s overtime budget. Do you know why?’

Poe did. He usually didn’t. Usually he kept his mouth shut and relied on Flynn’s paperwork being thorough enough to not warrant further examination. He picked up the document. It fell to pieces. Poe silently cursed the admin assistant who’d prepared it for him. If papers were supposed to be together, then staple them. Paperclips were for hippies and people with commitment issues. He gathered them up but couldn’t tell if they were in the right order. The words and page numbers were a blurry mess. He removed his reading glasses from his top pocket. They were a new thing. A reminder that he wasn’t a young man any more. Not that he needed reminding – these days he clicked when he walked. When he found himself holding documents farther and farther away from his eyes, he decided to take the plunge and get tested. Now he couldn’t drink coffee without his glasses steaming up. He couldn’t lie on his side and read in bed. He’d forget they were there and knock them off. He’d forget they weren’t there and jab himself in the eye when he tried to adjust them. And no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t keep them clean.

He rubbed them on his tie now. He might as well have wiped them on some chips. He squinted through the smudge and familiarised himself with the document.

‘It’s because of the Immolation Man case. Myself, Analyst Bradshaw and DI Flynn were in Cumbria for some time and most of the OT budget was used up. She wanted to spread the cost rather than hit you with a large deficit at the end of the financial year.’

‘Makes sense,’ the meeting’s chair said. ‘Anyone want to add anything? I suppose we could argue that it falls under the LOOB provisions.’

By the time Poe had failed to locate LOOB in his internal database of nonsensical acronyms, the discussion had moved on to an additional funding request from the transnational organised crime unit. They were struggling to cope with the threat of Entity B. Not a lot was known about them. They didn’t run bouncers or women. They didn’t have dealers on street corners. They did, however, control the supply routes the underworld used. If a Chinese illegal was working off debt in a south London brothel, the chances were it was Entity B taking the biggest cut of her takings. If a mid-level heroin supplier in Arbroath was cutting his product with brick dust, then the pure stuff almost certainly came from an Entity B supply chain. If another Russian state-sponsored assassination occurred on British soil, it was likely the killer had been smuggled in and out of the country by Entity B.

But … managing Entity B was someone else’s job. His was to catch serial killers and help solve apparently motiveless crimes. Something he hadn’t spent too much time thinking about lately. He stopped himself subsiding back into thoughts of revenge and retribution. He didn’t want to keep feeding the bad wolf. Instead he turned on his phone to see if there were any news alerts about Storm Wendy. It was all the media were talking about. A summer storm was rare. A storm of this supposed magnitude was a once in a generation event.

While he waited for his BlackBerry to power up, he examined his reflection in the blackened screen. A sullen, grizzled face with bleary, bloodshot eyes squinted back – the inevitable by-product of neglect, insomnia and self-pity.

The screen changed from black mirror to colourful apps, most of which he didn’t recognise and wouldn’t use if he did. He had three missed calls and a text message, all from Flynn. He was on-call so should have had his BlackBerry switched on, but in the National Crime Agency if you got a reputation for answering your phone, it never stopped ringing. He read the text: Call me as soon as you get this.

That didn’t sound good. Poe made his excuses and left the room. The office manager directed him towards an empty desk. He dialled Flynn and she answered on the first ring.

‘Poe, you need to contact Detective Superintendent Gamble immediately. He’s waiting for your call.’

‘Gamble? What’s he want?’

Gamble worked for Cumbria Constabulary and had been the senior investigating officer on the Immolation Man case. He’d been demoted one rank when the dust settled and the finger-pointing began. Poe knew Gamble considered himself lucky to still have a job. Although they hadn’t always seen eye-to-eye, they’d parted on good terms. Their paths had crossed occasionally during the inquiry, but it was over now. There was no obvious reason for them to talk.

‘He wouldn’t tell me, which makes me think it may not be about the Immolation Man,’ Flynn replied.

Poe had left Cumbria Constabulary five years ago. His home was still there but if anything had happened to it, it would be a uniformed constable from the Kendal station calling, not the superintendent from Major Crimes. And anyway, his home was four solid walls of unrendered Lakeland stone, a slate roof and not much else. There wasn’t really anything that could happen to it.

‘OK, I’ll call him.’

She gave him Gamble’s number. ‘Let me know?’

‘Will do.’

Poe hung up and dialled Gamble. Like Flynn, he answered on the first ring.

‘Sir, it’s DS Poe. I got a message to ring you.’

‘Poe, we have a problem.’




CHAPTER FOUR

Poe, we have a problem. Five words he never tired of hearing.

Flynn had arranged for him to get the first available train to Cumbria. He had an hour before it left. The tickets would be waiting for him at Euston. He had no idea what was up; Gamble wouldn’t tell him anything more over the phone.

Poe made his train with fifteen minutes to spare. London to Penrith was just over three hours and he spent the time on his phone, searching for anything in the news that might hint at what he was about to step into. He found nothing out of the ordinary. Storm Wendy continued to dominate the local and national press. It was still a week away but had already wreaked havoc on the other side of the Atlantic.

A uniformed officer waited for him at Penrith and he was whisked off to Carleton Hall – Cumbria Police’s headquarters building. Ten minutes later he was taken to Conference Room B. It was a large room, full of character. Poe thought it might have once been the Carleton family’s dining room. It had the original, ornate fireplace, a carved mantelpiece and tall, impractical windows. A long conference table dominated the room.

Detective Superintendent Gamble was already there. A detective Poe thought he remembered from his days on the local force sat beside him.

They both looked up. Poe got the impression he’d interrupted something. The detective’s expression was flat and neutral. He had a large file in front of him. He closed it and put it face down.

Poe nodded a hello. Gamble returned it, the other man didn’t. Gamble stood and shook his hand. Poe noticed him glance down.

‘How is it?’ Gamble asked.

The skin on Poe’s right hand was shiny and scarred. A permanent reminder of what happens when you grab a cast-iron radiator in a house fire. He’d been trying to get the Immolation Man out of a burning farmhouse at the time. He flexed it and said, ‘Not bad. Got most of the feeling back.’

‘Coffee?’

Poe declined. He’d already had too much and he was feeling jittery.

‘I think you already know DC Andrew Rigg,’ Gamble said. ‘He has some questions about one of your older cases.’

Rigg had been in uniform when Poe was with CID. Tall and gangly, with buck teeth that occasionally earned him the nickname Plug, Poe remembered him as a solid cop.

‘What’s going on?’

Rigg wouldn’t meet his eyes, which was strange. They’d never been friends but there’d never been hostility between them.

‘Tell me about the Elizabeth Keaton investigation, Sergeant Poe,’ he said.

Elizabeth Keaton …

Why wasn’t he surprised?

‘It was the last major case I worked up here,’ Poe said. ‘Started as a high-risk missing person. Her father had called 999 from his restaurant. He was in hysterics saying his daughter hadn’t returned home.’

Rigg looked at his notes. ‘It was a suspected abduction?’

‘Not immediately.’

‘Not what it says here. According to the file, abduction was discussed very early on.’

Poe nodded. ‘The file says that because it’s what Jared Keaton was saying.’

Gamble’s brow furrowed. ‘I was attached to the Met back then, and I don’t want to second-guess what happened, but might there have been some pandering? We don’t usually let relatives dictate our lines of enquiry.’

Shrugging, Poe said, ‘Most relatives don’t cook for the prime minister.’

At the time of his daughter’s disappearance, Jared Keaton was the owner of Cumbria’s only three-Michelin-starred restaurant: Bullace & Sloe. He was a celebrity chef who counted film stars, rock icons and ex-presidents as his patrons. He’d cooked for the Queen and he’d cooked for Nelson Mandela. When a chef with three Michelin stars spoke, important people listened.

‘So it was pandering?’

‘No. The file said what Keaton wanted it to say. We investigated Elizabeth Keaton’s disappearance the same way we would every other young girl’s: seriously and with an open mind.’

Gamble nodded, satisfied with Poe’s explanation. ‘Go on.’

‘She should have called him for a lift back from the restaurant, but he’d fallen asleep watching the television and hadn’t woken until the early hours. It was then he noticed that she hadn’t returned home.’

‘She worked there?’

‘Front-of-house and accounts. Dealt with suppliers and the payroll, that type of thing. She was also responsible for closing up at the end of the night.’

‘She was still a teenager. Wasn’t she a bit young for all that responsibility?’

‘You know her mother died in a car crash?’

Rigg nodded.

‘She took over from her.’

‘So, she never called him for a lift?’

Poe knew the file was thorough. Knew that Rigg was doing what every good cop did: asking questions to which he already knew the answers. It still rankled, though. The investigation might have headed down the wrong road initially, but it quickly about-turned.

‘Not according to Keaton. He said the phone would have woken him.’

‘Bullace & Sloe was only a short walk from the Keaton family home. Why would she need a lift?’

Poe shrugged. ‘Young girl late at night, I suppose.’

‘And this was when you got involved?’

‘It was. I’m surprised you weren’t too. There were hundreds looking for her.’

‘I was,’ Rigg admitted. ‘I was part of the lot that walked the route from the restaurant all the way to the M6, searching for any sign of a struggle.’

The M6 was the spine of Cumbria and it neatly bisected the county in two. Poe remembered seeing cops scanning the verges, stopping passing cars and showing photographs.

‘Although the M6 was seen as the abductor’s most likely route,’ Poe said, ‘we did our jobs and considered every angle.’

Rigg referred to his notes again. ‘It was you who asked for the kitchen to be forensically examined.’

Poe nodded. ‘Although the detectives working the case had searched and found nothing, I wanted a crime scene manager to go through it with CSI and double-check Elizabeth hadn’t been taken at source. I wanted to at least rule it out.’

‘Why were you thinking differently? Nobody else suspected anything other than what it seemed to be.’

‘Nearest and dearest until proven otherwise,’ Poe said. ‘I thought someone should at least ask the question.’

‘And that’s when CSI found it?’

‘It was SOCO back then, but yes, that’s when they found it,’ Poe confirmed. ‘In the kitchens.’




CHAPTER FIVE

The ‘it’ referred to bloodstaining.

Not a lot, but when CSI found the first traces, the kitchens of Bullace & Sloe went from being a place of award-winning gastronomic excellence to a crime scene. Poe talked them through what had happened next, the details of the case flooding back as he did.

‘The early forensic strategy was to find out exactly what had happened in the kitchen. CSI used luminol and found more blood. Lots of it. It was on the ceiling and some of the low-level fixtures. The amount lost was judged to have been incompatible with life.’ Poe stopped to take a sip from the glass of water in front of him. ‘With blood confirmed, they used 360-degree photography and blood pattern analysis to build up a picture.’

‘Which was?’

‘There’d been a brutal and sustained assault, there was more than one attack site, and attempts had been made to conceal the crime.’

‘A clean-up?’

‘And not a particularly sophisticated one. Enough to beat a visual examination but nowhere near good enough to beat a scientific one. Little more than a wipe-down really.’

‘The blood matched Elizabeth’s?’

Poe nodded.

‘And it was then the investigation changed from a high-risk missing person’s investigation to a murder?’ Rigg asked.

‘That’s right. Additional resources were found, overtime was preapproved and all leave for Major Crimes staff was cancelled.’

‘Working theory?’

‘The early lines of enquiry were it was either a drifter who’d come to the back door in search of food or petty cash, or a stalker we didn’t yet know about.’

‘What did you think?’

‘I wasn’t sure. I doubted it was a drifter. Not in Cotehill – they’d have stood out like a turd on a cake. Someone would have seen them.’

‘A stalker?’

‘That was certainly what the senior investigating officer thought. Elizabeth was eighteen years old and looked like a young Audrey Hepburn. She was popular and had an active social life. We examined all her belongings. Phones, computers, diaries. Found nothing. We did passive data searches and reviewed CCTV recordings of the last few times she’d been out in Carlisle. Again, nothing. The SIO expanded the search to include any man she’d had contact with. Old school friends, men in her social group – no matter how fleeting their interaction – staff at Bullace & Sloe. Everyone, basically.’

‘What about you?’

‘I began looking at Jared Keaton.’




CHAPTER SIX

‘Why was that, Sergeant Poe?’ Rigg asked.

Poe composed himself. The truth was, Keaton hadn’t been a suspect initially. Not even with him. Not really. It had been a sense of unease, a feeling that something wasn’t quite right.

‘There were discrepancies in his statement.’

‘Go on.’

‘Someone in the village had driven past the restaurant on their way back from Manchester Airport. They said his car was still there at two in the morning.’

‘Eyewitnesses are extremely unreliable,’ Rigg said.

Poe nodded. They were. According to the Innocence Project, eyewitness accounts were inaccurate 75 per cent of the time.

‘There was more,’ he said. ‘Keaton said he drove home to watch Match of the Day but it was an international weekend: Match of the Day wasn’t on.’

‘Easy mistake to make.’

‘Agreed. It’s transmitted almost every Saturday night so you can assume it’ll be on. But you’re hardly likely to forget it wasn’t if you go home especially to watch it.’

‘That all?’

‘He had all night. In fact, he called only twenty minutes before the early shift came in to start prepping the lunch service.’

‘He said that was when he woke up.’

‘And if that were the case, if he had woken up and noticed his daughter was missing seven hours after she was supposed to be home, why would he drive straight to the restaurant? Why would he assume she was there? Why didn’t he call her friends first?’

‘So you suspected him?’

‘Enough to not rule him out.’

‘But if he was the killer, where did he hide her?’ Gamble asked. ‘I know you didn’t think he’d buried her.’

Poe shook his head. ‘No. We were in the middle of a sustained cold snap. Temperatures hadn’t risen above freezing for almost a month. The expert in geoforensics we consulted said that the frost line – that’s the depth at which the groundwater in soil is frozen – was down to three and a half feet. He’d have needed mechanical tools to bury her.’

‘He couldn’t have driven her somewhere for later disposal?’

Again, Poe shook his head. ‘We put his Range Rover through a full examination. Not a single trace of blood was found and, believe me, Elizabeth Keaton did not die well; she would have left a mess in whatever she was transported in. Even if he’d wrapped her in bin bags and sealed them with duct tape, there’d have been some forensic transfer. The body would have been far too wet.’

‘But you searched anyway?’

Poe nodded. ‘We did. A field-based geoscientist came up from Preston. She examined the surrounding area and gave us the most likely deposition sites. She completed an aerial image analysis to see if there were any obvious recent ground disturbances, and she took samples of all surrounding water just in case Elizabeth was buried near some groundwater. None of it came back positive. We searched but found nothing.’

Gamble said, ‘I hesitate to bring this up, but if you believed the murder took place in the kitchen, did you consider she might have been processed? Fed into the grinder and disposed of as kitchen waste?’

‘We did. Every tool and machine in the kitchen capable of reducing animals into their component parts was put under a microscope. We turned the kitchen upside down. Checked the meat in the freezers. Found nothing at all to suggest that anything had been used to assist in body disposal.’

‘So—’

‘So if he couldn’t have done it, why did I still think it was him?’

Gamble nodded. The atmosphere was heavy with unspoken words. Poe wondered if Keaton had finally been granted leave to appeal his conviction.

‘Because by then I’d stopped focusing on who Jared Keaton was, and began focusing on what he was.’

‘Which was?’ Rigg asked.

There was a long pause before Poe answered. ‘Have you ever seen a list of the most popular careers for psychopaths, DC Rigg?’

Rigg shook his head.

‘No? Perhaps you should. I can tell you that number three is the media. Bit of a no-brainer, right? You can’t turn on the TV or open a newspaper without seeing people who imagine themselves so important that everything they say or do should be exposed to the public. Make sense?’

‘I suppose. But what’s that got to do with—’

‘Can you guess number nine?’

Rigg, not in the mood for guessing games, said nothing.

‘Chef,’ Poe said. ‘Number nine on the list is chef.’

The room stayed silent.

‘And Jared Keaton wasn’t just a chef; he was a celebrity chef. Three and nine on the list. Technically he was also the CEO of a business. Number one on the list. A toxic trio. So I looked at the man in depth. Full profile. Spoke to his friends and colleagues, old and new. Took his life to pieces, bit by bit. And I came to this conclusion, gentlemen: he might not have horns but, in every other regard, Jared Keaton is the complete manifestation of evil.’




CHAPTER SEVEN

How on earth did you describe Jared Keaton to someone who didn’t know him?

Charming. Charismatic. Highly intelligent. A genius chef. No conscience whatsoever. The most dangerous man Poe had ever met. He’d taken an instant dislike to him. He was too superficial, too well groomed, too polished. He’d reminded Poe of a fake Irish pub. Pretty, but of no real substance.

‘I found a different person to the one we’ve all seen on the Saturday morning cookery programmes,’ Poe said. ‘The happy, cheeky, playful chef was an act. A part he felt obliged to play. Off camera he was detached, unflinching and manipulative. I don’t think he enjoyed the celebrity lifestyle, but as a chef he was the real deal. Every person I interviewed said Jared Keaton was a focused and brilliant man. Intuitive about food trends, ahead of his peers with new techniques, a perfectionist with his wine pairing. His front-of-house hospitality was unmatched. By all accounts he was the best the country has ever produced. He put the UK on the culinary map. Chefs, celebrities and restaurant critics from all over the world still come to eat at Bullace & Sloe.’

‘That’s what I have here,’ Rigg said, reading a page with pink highlighted sections. ‘Statements say he was witty, clever, genius, dedicated, gorgeous.’

‘No one ever said he was nice, though,’ Poe said. ‘And that’s because he wasn’t. He was a cruel man. Found a sadistic joy in causing pain. Capable of holding extraordinary grudges, taking excessive revenge against imagined slights, and punishing chefs who made mistakes.’

‘Explain,’ Gamble said.

‘One chef told me about the time he’d over-seasoned some stock. Keaton made him drink salted water for the rest of the day. He spent three days in hospital with kidney damage.’

Rigg flipped through the file, frowning. ‘That’s not in here, Sergeant Poe.’

‘No. A lot isn’t. You have to understand that Jared Keaton was held in awe by almost every chef in the country. A bad word from him could break a career. No one wanted to go on the record.’

‘Anything else?’ Gamble said.

‘Lots, sir, but I’ll tell you the one that really demonstrates what type of person he was. I heard this from three separate sources so, as far as I’m concerned, it’s credible. Jared Keaton ran a traditional kitchen and that meant it was split into different sections. Hot stations like fish, soup and sauce, and cold stations like hors d’oeuvres, salads and showpiece preparation. Bakery and desserts. Weighing and checking, vegetable prep, pot wash, plating.’

‘So?’ Rigg said.

‘A kitchen is like any other place of work. Certain jobs are more sought after. They have a higher status and they pay more. In other words, chefs and kitchen staff can go for promotions.’

Rigg and Gamble waited for him to explain.

‘Now, in the police, we have promotion boards. You take the necessary courses and apply for posts as they come up. Attend interviews. Jared Keaton did it differently. He had the hot-plate challenge. If two or more people wanted a position, he had them hold their hands on the hot plate. The one who left them on the longest – the one who was prepared to endure serious burns for their work – got the promotion.’

‘That has urban myth written all over it,’ Rigg said.

‘The three people I spoke to all had hands like mine.’ He turned his own hand palm up, showed his scars, and waited for what he’d said to sink in. ‘That’s who we were dealing with, gents. You will never meet a more intelligent and evil man.’

He paused. Took another drink of water.

‘But his intelligence was also his greatest weakness. I don’t think he could conceive that someone might not believe him. He’d spent his whole life bending and shaping people to his every whim, so hadn’t considered that someone might be immune. When I conducted a forensic check on the business, I found that he’d recently purchased several items.’

‘Which were?’

‘A butcher’s saw, a heavy and a light cleaver, and a boning knife.’

‘I assume what you’ve described are the tools of his trade?’

‘They are. And Bullace & Sloe buy whole carcasses to butcher on site. More economical that way. But there are two things you need to be aware of: Jared Keaton wouldn’t ordinarily dirty himself with ordering equipment – that was Elizabeth’s job – and the make of the knives and cleavers he ordered matched the sets they used in the kitchen.’

‘So?’

‘I believed he killed Elizabeth with those tools.’

‘All of them?’

Poe shrugged. ‘We know there was a struggle. He might not have had it all his own way. He had no defence wounds but that doesn’t mean Elizabeth didn’t pick up something to defend herself with. I think the original tools are wherever she is.’

‘Yet you still had no idea how he transported her corpse and you have no idea how he disposed of her,’ Rigg said. ‘Hardly a perfect case, Poe.’

‘No case ever is. And anyway, perfection’s the enemy of good.’

* * *

‘Did you ever develop a motive?’ Rigg asked. ‘Even one you couldn’t share?’

‘Other than him being a psychopath, I didn’t come close,’ Poe admitted.

‘Best guess?’

‘Guessing’s dangerous for detectives. I try not to indulge.’

Rigg reddened at the rebuke. He went back to his file. ‘You think he planned it?’

Poe waited a beat. ‘He’s certainly intelligent enough to get away with murder. The fact he didn’t makes me think, no, he didn’t plan it.’

‘Spur of the moment then?’

‘Probably. But if you try and apply the thought processes of a normal person when second-guessing what Jared Keaton might have done when he was under pressure, you’ll always get it wrong.’

‘So, no means, no motive, and only a tenuous window of opportunity,’ Rigg said. ‘I’m surprised the CPS authorised the charge.’

It wasn’t a question so Poe said nothing. The CPS decision to charge Keaton with murder had been based on two things: his absolute refusal to try and explain the discrepancies, and the fact that a murder had almost certainly occurred.

Rigg scowled at Poe’s silence.

‘I’m amazed he was convicted,’ Gamble said. He looked tired.

‘I’m not,’ Poe said. ‘The CPS did a good job persuading the jury, but ultimately Keaton was undone by his own ego.’

‘His ego?’ Rigg asked.

‘His brief didn’t want him to take the stand but he insisted. I think he thought all he needed to do was smile and wink at the two women on the jury.’

‘There were only two women?’ Rigg said. ‘That’s statistically unlikely.’

‘One of those quirk of fate things. And his all-powerful charm wasn’t as effective on working-class men from Cumbria.’

‘Two jurors going not guilty would be enough, though.’

‘The foreman was a strong character,’ Poe said. ‘And they took a long time. Almost two days. When the verdict was read out Keaton was outraged. He couldn’t believe he’d been found guilty. It was the right decision, though, and I slept well that night. It’s not often you take a true psychopath off the street.’

Rigg didn’t reply. Instead, he looked to Gamble for guidance. ‘Sir?’

Gamble nodded once.

‘So what would you say, Sergeant Poe, if I told you that three days ago Elizabeth Keaton walked into Alston Library alive and well?’




CHAPTER EIGHT

Poe went rigid. The summer tan drained from his face. A sheen of sweat formed at the back of his neck. Conference Room B had descended into silence.

‘Impossible,’ Poe whispered. The blood in his ears was deafening. He could barely hear himself. It couldn’t be true. Elizabeth Keaton was dead. Jared Keaton had killed her. He knew it in his bones. Someone was playing a trick. But … Gamble wouldn’t have brought him back to Cumbria unless he’d already checked under his bed.

What wasn’t he being told?

‘Tell me what you know,’ he said.

‘It was a bad investigation from the start, Sergeant Poe,’ Rigg said. ‘You had no body, no way Keaton could have disposed of a body, and no motive. But instead of doing what you should have been doing, which was searching for an abducted girl, you fixated on the first solution that fell in your lap.’ He jabbed his finger in Poe’s direction. ‘Just because you didn’t like him.’

Poe stared at the tall detective. Rigg’s eyes were angry.

Rigg flicked through his file and removed a photograph. He slid it across the table. It was a screenshot of a girl in an interview room. Probably a still from a video recording.

Poe rubbed his reading glasses on the cuff of his shirt and perched them on his nose. He studied the woman in the photograph. His stomach acid began to bite. Her age did look right. Elizabeth Keaton was eighteen when she was murdered and the girl in the photograph was in her mid-twenties. And despite being gaunt and unkempt, she did look like Elizabeth Keaton might have looked if she’d lived for another six years.

‘Elizabeth Keaton was abducted by a man who’d entered the kitchen through the servers’ door,’ Rigg said. ‘She thinks he might have been a customer who’d hidden in the disabled toilet until everyone but her had left for the night.’

Poe couldn’t drag his eyes away from the photograph.

‘You were right about one thing: there was a violent struggle in the kitchen. The man – and after six years we finally have a description – tied her up before nicking one of her larger veins with a knife. According to Elizabeth he filled a sauté pan with her blood and then spilled, sprayed and threw it everywhere. Made it look like an abattoir. He then set about cleaning it up.’

‘But … but why?’

‘Why? I’m keen to ask him that myself. We assume he staged a murder so you … sorry, the investigation would focus on the wrong thing. Looking for a body is completely different to looking for a person. The media strategy is different, the tech support is different, the experts you call in are different. While you were busy accusing Jared Keaton, Elizabeth Keaton was being raped in a cellar.’

Poe flinched. If it were true then he was responsible for a catastrophic mistake. A mistake he knew he’d never recover from.

‘Talk me through how you originally matched the blood found in the kitchen with Elizabeth Keaton,’ Rigg said.

‘We swabbed it and got a DNA profile. We then took more samples from a variety of sources to check the blood was Elizabeth’s. We used hair from her bedroom and from her work clothes. We sourced saliva from her toothbrush and from a can of Coke we found in the bin. Everything matched. The blood in the kitchen was Elizabeth Keaton’s. No question.’

‘You’re certain?’

‘Absolutely positive.’

‘The FME was called when we got her back to Penrith, Sergeant Poe,’ Rigg said. ‘Elizabeth wouldn’t let anyone touch her – who could blame her? – and we needed to know if she required immediate hospital attention. It took a while but Elizabeth finally agreed that Doctor Jakeman could take a blood sample.’

Poe said nothing. Force Medical Examiners were qualified doctors who were forensically trained. Due to large geography and low density, Cumbria operated on an on-call system rather than employing them full time.

‘I’m sure you’ll want to watch the video, but the chain of custody is flawless. Doctor Jakeman took four samples. We recorded the needle going in, and the Vacutainers were immediately sealed in evidence bags. We sent one sample to our lab.’

Poe knew what Rigg was about to say but he asked anyway. ‘And?’

‘And the blood matched, Poe. There’s no doubt – the woman in the photograph is Elizabeth Keaton. Six years ago you convicted an innocent man.’




CHAPTER NINE

‘You’ll want to see the tapes,’ Gamble said, getting to his feet. ‘DC Rigg will sort out a computer for you.’ He clearly knew that when a man has one of his fundamental beliefs shattered, the transition from non-believer to convert isn’t instantaneous. Some things have to be seen to be believed.

The superintendent left Poe on his own while Rigg went to get a laptop. Poe drained the rest of his water. It was tepid and covered in a film of dust, but he didn’t care – his mouth was bone dry. His stomach churned and he had a restless leg. All signs he was nervous. It didn’t make sense. Elizabeth Keaton was dead. He was certain.

But was he?

He had been certain. He could remember that much. But he also remembered feeling an intense and immediate dislike for Jared Keaton. Had known from the moment he’d met him that he was a dishonest and manipulative man. But he also knew that when you expected deceit, you saw it everywhere. Had that happened? Had his dislike for Keaton made him see things that weren’t there? Made him interpret the evidence just the one way, build up a narrative that only considered the facts that supported it, dismissing as unimportant anything contradictory. He hadn’t thought he had, but that was the point: no one ever thinks they have confirmation bias – that most dependable of mental stumbling blocks.

And the fact Keaton couldn’t have disposed of Elizabeth’s body had always bothered him. He’d told himself that Keaton had been too clever for them. That one day Elizabeth’s corpse would be discovered somewhere. The law allowed no-body murder convictions precisely for situations like Keaton’s.

His mind raced. He was a good cop but he wasn’t infallible. If it were proven beyond his doubt that he was wrong, then he was the main contributor in six years of absolute hell for Elizabeth Keaton. And six years of not much better for Jared.

How could you apologise for something like that? How could that wrong be righted?

Rigg entered the room. He was carrying a laptop. He put it in front of Poe and opened it. It was already in the right place.

‘The interviews are set to run in chronological order. The first file is the CCTV from Alston Library. You can watch her make first contact.’

Poe made no move to do anything. ‘If I was wrong, I’ll say so, Rigg. I won’t hide from this.’

Rigg left the room without responding.

The Alston Library file wasn’t particularly helpful. The picture was good but there was no sound. It showed the girl entering the library, hesitating as if she were building up the courage to do something, then approaching the police desk where a bored-looking uniformed cop was seated.

He had to be honest – she really did look like Elizabeth Keaton. She was stick-thin and filthy
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