

CHAPTER ONE

Wednesday December 27th

James Walker woke up suddenly, his mind dragged from sleep by the shriek of the alarm telling him it was 07.30.

He stretched his arm out from under the duvet and switched it off.

‘Is it time to get up already?’ his wife murmured beside him.

He rolled over so that he was facing her, just making out her features in the dark.

‘I’m afraid so,’ he whispered. ‘Work beckons once again.’

Christmas had been and gone and today he was due to return to his job as a detective inspector with the Cumbria Constabulary based in Kendal. He wasn’t looking forward to it because he had really enjoyed spending so much alone time with Annie, especially given that this was their last Christmas as a family of two. 

Annie was finally expecting and they couldn’t be more thrilled. 

‘I’m going to miss you being here,’ she said, snuggling up to him. ‘It’s been fun with just the two of us.’

He felt a rush of emotion and ran a hand through her thick black hair.

‘Well at least you don’t have to go back to work yet,’ he said. ‘So, make the most of the next couple of weeks.’

Annie was now employed full time as a teacher at Kirkby Abbey’s primary school, which had been given a reprieve from closure for at least a couple of years. The job suited her well and the school was only a short walk from their cottage on the edge of the village.

‘There’s plenty to keep me occupied,’ Annie said. ‘For one thing, I want to start thinking seriously about what to do with the baby’s room. It’s time we stripped off the old wallpaper and put some thought into what it will look like. What colour we paint it will have to wait until we know if it’s a boy or girl, but I can order the cot now along with some other stuff.’

James couldn’t help but smile. For years they had dreamt of having a baby but for a reason that had never been determined hadn’t been able to. Despondency had turned to despair and it even got to the point where they began discussing adoption. But then two months ago, at the age of thirty-six, Annie discovered that she was pregnant at last, and now they were looking forward to welcoming their offspring into the world in the middle of next summer.

‘I’d better get a move on,’ James said, kissing his wife’s forehead. ‘Shall I make you a cup of tea after I’ve showered?’

‘No, I’ll make you one along with some breakfast. If I stay here, I’ll probably fall back to sleep and I don’t want to.’

James heaved himself out of bed and stretched, curving his spine as he padded across the room to the window. He pulled back the curtain and looked out on the new day.

It had been another white Christmas in Cumbria, and the snow still covered their short driveway and the road in front of the house, along with the fields he could see beyond the village. Morning light was struggling through murky clouds and trees swayed in the wind and snatched at the sky.

It was a far cry from the view they used to have from their previous home in London, which they were now renting out. There all they could see were brick walls, rooftops and endless queues of traffic. 

They’d made the move to Cumbria fourteen months ago, and after spending twenty years as a detective in the Met, it took James a while to adjust to what was a much quieter life. As much as he missed his family – who were scattered across North London – he now wouldn’t swap the rolling hills and lakes for anything. And there was no doubt in his mind that the land of Wordsworth and Beatrix Potter was a much better place to raise a child than the crime-infested capital.

He still found it hard to believe that he had already spent two Christmases here. 

During the past twelve months he and Annie had carried out renovation work on their four-bedroom cottage, which had been left to Annie by her mother, and they’d made a conscious effort to play an active part in village life. 

It had been easier for Annie to settle in because she’d lived in Kirkby Abbey before moving to London. For James it had been much more of a challenge, especially after the terrible events of a year ago when a serial killer went on a rampage in the village.

It took many months for the villagers to get over the shock of it and for life to return to near normal. But thankfully it had, and what had happened back then no longer dominated every conversation.

When James came out of the shower, he saw that Annie had already gone downstairs. He got dressed as quickly as he could, putting on a suit instead of jeans and a jumper for the first time in just over a week, and when he glanced at himself in the wardrobe mirror it made him sigh.

He’d got used to not wearing a shirt, tie and jacket, and he felt uncomfortable. But that was too bad because he didn’t have a choice. Coppers were always being reminded that they had to look smart and respectable in order to maintain public confidence.

When he walked into the kitchen a minute later he found Annie standing in front of the oven. 

She turned towards him, and said, ‘Wow, I’d forgotten how dashing you are when you’re going to work.’ 

‘I think it’s time you started to wear glasses,’ he replied. ‘I’m forty years old with a paunch and hair that’s going grey.’

She smiled and it lit up her face. ‘That’s true, but when you’re wearing a suit those flaws are not so obvious.’

Teasing each other had always been one of the aspects of their marriage that he treasured. It kept them on their toes and never failed to liven up dull moments.

‘I’m making you a bacon sandwich and some coffee,’ she said, turning back to the oven. ‘Take a seat good sir and I’ll serve it up.’

Annie was wearing her thick pink dressing gown with a belt tied around the waist. As James sat at the table, he thought yet again how lucky he was to have her as his wife. As well as being beautiful, with delicate features, bright blue eyes and shiny long black hair, she was also kind, funny and considerate. He knew that if he ever lost her, he wouldn’t want to go on living.

She sat across the table from him while he drank his coffee and demolished his bacon sandwich, both of them watching the local news on the wall-mounted television.

It had been a relatively quiet Christmas in Cumbria for the emergency services. Very few serious crimes had been committed and, despite the heavy snowfalls, there hadn’t been many road accidents.

‘This is what I want to hear,’ James said. ‘With any luck I won’t even have to leave the office today.’

Annie nodded. ‘It’d be different if you were still working for the Met. I watched the national news while you were in the shower and they were saying that in London over the past three days there have been no less than six murders, five non-fatal stabbings and two arson attacks on commercial properties.’

James whistled out a breath. ‘Well that’s one of the good things about living in this part of the country. What happened here last year was a very rare event. I suspect it’ll be a long time before we see anything like it again. If we ever do.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ Annie said. ‘I’m still so relieved that we actually got through Christmas without another bout of bloodshed.’

James felt the same, although he didn’t want to admit it. He’d been worried that some psycho would decide to mark the first anniversary of those murders by embarking on another festive killing spree. 

Thankfully, though, that didn’t happen.




CHAPTER TWO

Whenever James was reminded of the serial killer who struck in Kirkby Abbey a year ago, he found it hard not to dwell on it. Now, as he left the cottage and drove towards Kendal, the memories came rushing back.

He could still picture those dreadful crime scenes with unwelcome clarity, along with the blizzards that had hindered the investigation. 

The media dubbed the perp ‘The Christmas Killer’ and the damage that was inflicted had left scars in the community that may never fully heal.

It had all started just seven weeks after he’d moved into his new home and his new job, and he was thrust right into the thick of it because the killer had contacted him personally. It had turned out to be one of the biggest and most disturbing cases James had ever worked on, but during the course of the investigation he’d got to know a great deal about Kirkby Abbey and the people who lived there.

The village was typical of many in the sprawling northern county of Cumbria that encompasses the Lake District and Yorkshire Dales National Parks. It had two pubs, a school, a monthly farmers’ market and a population of around seven hundred. And throughout the year it attracted lots of sightseers and fell walkers.

There was also the Catholic church of St John’s, which was supposed to have closed at the start of the year because of falling numbers in the congregation. However, just like the primary school, it had secured a reprieve, thanks to a funding boost from a campaign to save it and a government grant, and had been given a fresh lease of life with the appointment of a new priest.

It was a quiet village and, before last year’s murderous rampage, had been crime free, save for the occasional act of vandalism committed by bored youths. The county at large also had a low crime rate and was regarded as one of the safest areas to live in the UK.

The Constabulary consisted of over two thousand personnel, most of them active police officers, and operated from fourteen stations, including the one at Kendal where James was now employed.

As a detective inspector, James was one of the most senior officers based in the market town and had a highly professional team working with him. 

Though not everyone welcomed him with open arms when he’d started. There were some who viewed him as an outsider and resented the fact that he had been given the job that another long-serving detective had expected to get. Others just couldn’t fathom why he would want to move from the busy metropolis to a county where nothing much happened. His stock answer was that he and his wife no longer enjoyed living in London and so had seized the opportunity to move to Kirkby Abbey after Annie inherited the family home from her mother. 

He’d not told most people the real reason; only a small number of his superior officers were privy to that information.

The twenty-five-mile drive to Kendal took James through some of Britain’s most stunning countryside, and as the sun had made an appearance, the landscape was displayed in all its glory.

Winter had stripped the fells of life and laid down a carpet of snow that was criss-crossed by a web of low dry-stone walls. Wind ruffled the tops of the trees and ice-covered streams glittered like precious gems.

James had never realised just how beautiful the area was until he’d moved here, and he had since come to fully appreciate why it was regarded as one of the ‘crown jewels’ of England. The stunning landscape contained a treasure trove of spectacular and unusual features – dramatic waterfalls, brooding lakes, deep ravines, awesome cave systems and towering white cliffs. Now a resident, he was determined to make the most of it and in the future planned to visit as many places as possible with his wife and their son or daughter. 

He arrived at the station on the dot at nine, and found that most of his colleagues were already in the office. Several had got there just before him and were in the process of unwrapping themselves from winter coats and scarves.

As he approached his desk, someone called his name and he turned to see the smiling face of Detective Constable Jessica Abbott. She was standing on the other side of the room holding a tray and she gestured to it, asking silently if he wanted a coffee from the canteen.

‘Yes please,’ he said. ‘And in case you’ve forgotten, it’s milk and no sugar.’

She laughed. ‘I’d not forgotten, guv. You haven’t been away for that long.’

He removed his overcoat and hung it up, then sat and turned on his computer.

There was a mound of paperwork on his desk, but he wouldn’t go through it until after the morning briefing when those officers who’d been on duty over Christmas would bring the rest of the team up to date. He already knew they hadn’t been worked off their feet, and if something serious was going down he was confident he would already have been notified.

His computer screen flickered to life and he was about to check his emails when he felt a hand on his shoulder. 

‘Morning, boss. Did you have a good break?’

He glanced up to see Detective Sergeant Phil Stevens leaning against the edge of his own desk while chewing on a slice of toast. His shirt was unbuttoned and his tie hung loose at the collar.

‘I did, thanks, Phil,’ James said. ‘What about you?’

Stevens shook his head. ‘I couldn’t wait to come back in this morning, if I’m honest. It was hard work spending three days and nights with the in-laws.’

It occurred to James that his colleague did look tired. His eyes appeared heavy and sandpaper stubble coated his chin.

‘I gather you’re in charge today,’ Stevens said. 

James nodded, but didn’t say that he had only just remembered that DCI Tanner wouldn’t be in until Friday because he’d spent Christmas in Scotland with his family and was still up north. ‘I’ll kick things off once everyone is settled.’ 

Stevens nodded. ‘Feel free to offload any crap onto me. I’ll need to keep myself busy so I don’t doze off.’

James smiled to himself as he thought about how far he and Stevens had come. They’d had a rough start to their working relationship when James first moved to Cumbria, as Stevens had felt ousted by the new arrival. But the longer they worked together, the easier it became, and he was now James’s righthand man. 

James returned his attention to the computer screen and brought up his emails.

The very latest had dropped into his inbox only ten minutes ago and when he saw who it was from his pulse jumped a notch.

Leo Freeman was one of his former colleagues in the Met and he only ever got in touch to provide updates on a man named Andrew Sullivan, who was the main reason James and Annie had moved out of London.

James opened up the email and learned that Scotland Yard wanted to question Sullivan in connection with a gangland murder that had taken place in the capital a week ago. 

‘I thought you’d want to know that the bastard has dropped off our radar,’ Freeman wrote. ‘He’s not at home and we haven’t been able to trace him. I’ll keep you informed of progress. Meanwhile, stay vigilant.’

James felt a ripple of unease; Sullivan was one of London’s most vicious gang bosses. He’d served thirteen months of a life sentence for murdering a nightclub owner but was released from prison fifteen months ago after a man who was himself already serving life for another murder confessed to the killing. There was no doubt in James’s mind that the confessor was lying. After all, he had nothing to lose since he would almost certainly die in prison given his age and the length of his sentence.

As it was James who secured Sullivan’s conviction while working with Scotland Yard’s Murder Investigation Team – and because previous to that he’d spent time with the National Crime Agency, where he and his team caused serious disruption to Sullivan’s illicit activities – Sullivan had made it known upon his release that he intended to seek revenge.

He blamed James for putting him away and for the fact that whilst he was in prison his wife of five years had left him and took their four-year-old son with her, moving abroad to make sure he wouldn’t find her.

In a phone call a year ago, he’d told James, ‘You and me have some unfinished business. So sooner or later we’ll be meeting up. And it’ll be at a time and place of my choosing.’

During the past year James had come to believe that Sullivan now posed less of a threat because he hadn’t been in touch again and his movements in London were being monitored by the Met. Even Annie had stopped worrying about him and he was rarely mentioned these days.

But the fact that he had now vanished from the Met’s radar made James wonder if he would seek to settle old scores before the net closed in on him once again.

‘Here’s your coffee, guv. Milk, no sugar.’

DC Abbott’s voice broke into his thoughts and he was glad because he didn’t want to spend any more time fretting over Andrew Sullivan. He told himself that there was probably no need, anyway.

‘That’s kind of you,’ he said, taking the Styrofoam cup that she held out for him. ‘Did you have a good Christmas?’

She shrugged. ‘It was no different to any other year, guv. My boyfriend and I gave each other presents neither of us really wanted and we drank far too much gin and wine, which meant we were nursing hangovers for much of the time.’

James cracked a smile. ‘Sounds like your Christmas was no different to most other people’s.’

She blew the fringe out of her eyes and smiled back at him. 

‘That’s exactly what my mum told me,’ she said, before moving on to hand out more drinks.

James had a lot of time for DC Abbott. She was in her early thirties and one of the youngest members of the team. She was also sharper than a syringe and easy to get on with.

He turned back to the emails and was relieved that they didn’t reveal any further nasty surprises.

After that, he convened the morning meeting.

There were eleven people present, including three civilian staff, and they all listened attentively as the list of cases that were being dealt with from the last couple of days were read out, including two burglaries, a public order offence, three acts of vandalism and an attack on a pensioner. The group learned that there were also officers currently attending a domestic dispute in town and a suspected hit and run in Burnside. 

Once everyone had been updated on all the active investigations, James handed out various tasks.

‘So, it seems we haven’t got too much on our plate right now,’ he told the group. ‘I think it’s safe to say that we can look forward to an easy day. It’ll give us time to get—’

He was interrupted by one of the civilian staff who thrust his arm in the air and said in a loud, shaky voice, ‘You might have spoken too soon there, sir. I’ve just heard from control. Uniform are responding to a three-nine and it sounds serious.’

‘Any details?’ James asked.

‘The call came from a woman who’s at a farm a few miles south of Kirkby Abbey. She claims there are three dead bodies in the farmhouse. And she’s described it as a bloodbath.’




CHAPTER THREE

The word bloodbath sent a shudder down the length of James’s spine, and for several seconds he was too shocked to react. 

And he wasn’t the only one. A heavy, palpable silence descended on the room.

The first person to break it was the civilian staff member who had relayed the news from control.

‘A scene of crime team is already on its way there,’ he said. ‘And the pathologist’s office has been informed.’

More details quickly followed. The three bodies had been found at Oaktree Farm, which was about nine miles from Kirkby Abbey. It was the home of Robert and Mary Bateman, a couple who had lived there for many years. They had a daughter named Charlotte who was in her early twenties. The person who called the emergency number had identified herself as Laura Sheldon, a solicitor based in Kendal, but it wasn’t yet known what she’d been doing at the farm or what her relation – if any – to the victims was.

The name Bateman rang a bell with James and he was sure he had been introduced to Mr Bateman, probably in one of the village pubs or at a local event. Or perhaps the man had been mentioned in conversation.

As James began to bark orders, the office buzzed with activity and tension. Those detectives who’d been instructed to go with James to the scene were pulling on their coats, while others were bashing phones and tapping frantically at keyboards.

Even though everyone was moving, it was taking time for what they’d been told to sink in. At this stage they weren’t sure what to make of it, but the emergency call certainly didn’t sound like a hoax. Clearly something awful had happened at Oaktree Farm – something as horrifying as what had taken place in Kirkby Abbey a year ago.

James travelled to the farm in a pool car with DS Stevens and DC Abbott – Stevens driving – and just after they left the station, they were informed that a patrol car was already at the scene and the officers on site had confirmed that there were indeed three bodies in the farmhouse along with a great deal of blood.

It appeared that two of the victims had suffered shotgun wounds. The third had been stabbed. That was all the information they had though as the officers had retreated as soon as they’d determined that there was no sign of life – as was protocol. Gone were the days when first responders trampled over a crime scene and compromised vital evidence.

‘And there was me thinking that my first day back was going to be a breeze,’ Stevens said. ‘This is unbelievable.’

James felt his body stiffen as a thousand questions raced through his head.

Did the corpses belong to the Bateman family? Were they the victims of a gruesome home invasion or a burglary gone wrong?

The more James thought about it, the harder his heart banged in his chest. 

Neither Stevens nor Abbott lived near to Kirkby Abbey, so they were curious to know if James was familiar with Oaktree Farm.

‘I’ve never been there, but I’ve driven past it a few times,’ he said. ‘It’s close to the road, and I’m sure it’s been up for sale for a couple of months.’

‘What about the Batemans?’ Abbott asked. ‘Do you know them?’

‘I have a feeling I’ve met Mr Bateman,’ James replied. ‘But that’s about all. Kirkby Abbey is a small village and sooner or later you get to bump into everyone.’

‘I really feel for you and all the other villagers, guv,’ Stevens said. ‘It beggars belief that for the second Christmas running something like this should happen. I wonder how long it’ll be before some tabloid hack starts to describe Kirkby Abbey as that village in Cumbria where killers strike whenever it snows.’

It was a bad taste remark, but James let it pass. His mind was already leaping ahead to what horrors awaited them at Oaktree Farm.

Their destination was set in a remote location surrounded by snow-shrouded hills and moors.

A For Sale sign greeted them as they approached the turn off. The stone-built farmhouse and a couple of small outbuildings were set back only about a hundred yards from the road and dread swelled inside James as they drew close enough to see a collection of vehicles parked in the spacious yard in front of the house. 

There was a police patrol car, an ambulance, a forensic van, a mud-splattered Land Rover and a smart looking Citroen C3. James hazarded a guess that the Land Rover belonged to the Batemans and the Citroen to the solicitor who had raised the alarm.

One of the uniformed officers who’d been first on the scene saw them arriving and got Stevens to park in a spot alongside a large, wooden barn. As they climbed out, DC Abbott held up her phone, and said, ‘Well at least there’s a strong mobile signal here. I wasn’t sure there would be.’

James had quickly learned that mobile reception was patchy across Cumbria, and it often proved frustrating, but things had thankfully improved since he’d moved up here.

The uniformed officer – Mike Winslow – had been doing the job a long time and James had never seen him looking so rattled. His face was ashen, drained of colour.

‘I take it you’ve been inside, Mike?’ he said.

PC Winslow nodded. ‘And it shook me up, guv, I can tell you. You probably already know that there are three bodies. My partner and I came straight back out after making sure none of them was alive and we were careful not to touch anything. But it’s a real mess in there.’

‘Any thoughts on when they might have died?’

‘I’d say they’ve been dead at least a couple of days. The smell is pretty bad and the blood has dried.’

‘Do we know who they are?’

‘According to the woman who called it in, a Miss Laura Sheldon, they’re the couple who lived here, Robert and Mary Bateman, and their daughter Charlotte.’

‘And where is Miss Sheldon now?’

Winslow pointed. ‘She’s sitting in the patrol car talking to my partner. She says she’s the family solicitor and came here this morning for a pre-planned meeting with Mr and Mrs Bateman. When she rang the bell and there was no answer, she looked through a window and saw a body on the floor in the kitchen. Instinct prompted her to check the front door and it was unlocked so she stepped inside and got the shock of her life.’

‘I’ll talk to her in a bit so keep her here,’ James said. ‘And you need to station yourself at the entrance to the lane. I noticed there’s a gap in the wall on one side that gives access to a field. Direct all other vehicles that arrive to park there. Some more of the team are travelling over from Kendal and will be here any minute.’

‘Will do, guv.’

As the detectives headed across the yard towards the house, James noticed that the place was pretty rundown and there were no farm animals in the surrounding fields or buildings. Off to the left there was an empty paddock and the barn door stood open, revealing nothing but a small mound of hay inside.

The scene of crime officers had wasted no time slipping on their pale blue protective overalls and two of them were unloading metal boxes from the forensic van. Others were no doubt already inside the house.

Just to the right of the front door was a box with the protective overalls, along with their accompanying shoe covers, masks and gloves, ready for anyone who entered the house.

‘I’ll go in by myself to begin with,’ James said, turning to Stevens and Abbott. ‘You two get suited up and go and check the rest of the farm.’

He gave his name to the officer with the crime scene log and as he stepped into the doorway a SOCO appeared and warned him to tread carefully. 

‘We’ve only been here a short while ourselves,’ he said. ‘So, more needs to be done to protect the integrity of the scene.’

‘Not to worry, I know what I’m doing.’

He steeled himself and stepped over the threshold into a short hallway, the baggy forensic overalls rustling with each step.

The rank and pungent smell of death hit him immediately and his stomach rolled. A second later he entered the large open plan living room and kitchen and the sight that greeted him took his breath away and made his insides go cold.




CHAPTER FOUR

James could see all three bodies from where he stood. They were lying close to each other on the grey flagstone floor between a large brown leather sofa and a stand-alone breakfast bar.

Bile rose in his throat as he took tentative steps further into the room. He was aware that two SOCOs had stopped what they were doing to acknowledge his presence, and he nodded in response.

He focused on the older woman first, presumably Mrs Mary Bateman, and the sight of her made him wince. She was thin and grey-haired, and he was sure he had never seen her before. She was stretched out on her back and had a gaping wound in her chest where the shotgun shell had ripped into her. Dried blood covered her white blouse and long, pale green skirt. Her wrinkled grey features were frozen in a grimace, and her dead eyes stared up at the ceiling.

A few feet away from her lay a young woman who James assumed to be the daughter, Charlotte. She was slumped against the side of the breakfast bar with a large kitchen knife lodged in her stomach. Her eyes were closed, her mouth hung open, and her swollen tongue was poking out between thin, blue lips. The blood from the wound had spread across her ripped jeans and beige T-shirt. Despite her current appearance, she struck James as someone who had been pretty in life. She also looked a bit younger than he knew her to be, and the fact that her life had been cut short so brutally made his throat feel tight.

He then turned to the man – Robert Bateman. He too was lying on his back, but James was unable to tell if his face was familiar because there wasn’t much left of it. It seemed obvious that it had been blasted with a shotgun from very close range, and the ghastly wound exposed lumps of shapeless, raw flesh and bone. There was a garish spray of blood on the wall behind him and bits of his skull were scattered about the floor.

James felt a sense of unreality consume him and he had to fight down the urge to vomit.

He noticed the shotgun lying across the bottom half of the body, Mr Bateman’s right hand resting on the wooden grip and his thumb poking through the trigger guard.

A wretched scenario leapt into James’s mind – was this a murder-suicide? Did Bateman, for a reason that might never be established, shoot his wife in the chest before placing the shotgun under his own chin and pulling the trigger? James could see that it was a pump-action weapon and therefore capable of firing off multiple shots before having to be reloaded. 

But that left the question of who had stabbed Charlotte. Instinct and experience told him that her stomach wound was not self-inflicted.

He lifted his head and cast his eyes around the room, seeking answers, and what he registered for the first time was that the design of the room was in stark contrast to the bloody mess on the floor.

It was a large but cosy room with exposed stone and brick walls, except beneath the stairs where the plasterboard wall was covered with dark paper that looked like a window covered with shiny raindrops. The kitchen was well-equipped and the granite worktops were cluttered with jars, cereal boxes, tea towels and a plate of mince pies. On the breakfast bar stood a half-empty bottle of wine, along with two glasses and a bowl of crisps.

James could see that the family had been embracing the festive spirit before death descended upon the farmhouse. It would surely have been sudden and unexpected, and he couldn’t even imagine what might have triggered it.

He also spotted an acrylic knife block with six slots, one of which was empty. The black handles matched the one jutting out of Charlotte’s body.

James turned then to the living room, which was typical of other farmhouses he’d been in. There was an open fireplace, two long, deep sofas with wooden armrests, a glass coffee table, and in the far corner a Christmas tree that almost touched the ceiling. The lights on it were glowing and the decorations matched those that were positioned around the room. 

It didn’t look as though the room had been ransacked. There were unopened presents on the floor in front of the tree and nothing seemed out of place except for the fragments of glass that were spread over the floor between the bodies.

A key question that would need to be answered by the pathologist was when the deaths occurred. It was obviously before the family got around to opening their presents on Christmas Day, and from the state of the victims and the awful smell, James wouldn’t rule out Christmas Eve as a likely time of death.

‘My heart goes out to the woman who stumbled on this,’ a familiar voice said behind him. ‘It’ll haunt her for the rest of her life.’

James turned and immediately recognised Tony Coppell, the chief forensic officer, even though he was wearing a mask and hood.

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ James said. ‘I’ve seen plenty of gory crime scenes over the years, but this one ranks among the worst of them.’

‘I haven’t seen so much blood since our regular visits to Kirkby Abbey a year ago,’ Coppell said. ‘We’ve certainly got our work cut out for us.’

‘Have you been upstairs yet?’

Coppell nodded. ‘All nice and tidy. Beds are made and some of the lights are switched on, just as they are down here. That suggests the killings took place after dark.’

‘Care to estimate how long the bodies have been here?’ James asked him.

‘You need the pathologist to provide an accurate time of death, but based on their condition I’d say two or three days.’

‘That sounds about right to me,’ James said, pointing to the shotgun. ‘I don’t normally draw conclusions this early on, but I reckon this has all the hallmarks of a murder-suicide. This man, who we believe to be Robert Bateman, appears to have tried to blow his own head off. And I’m guessing that was after he killed his wife.’

‘That’s what I initially thought,’ Coppell said. ‘And it’s a fact that most murder-suicides take place in domestic settings and involve a man and his spouse. But this isn’t so straightforward.’

James nodded. ‘I agree. For starters who stabbed the girl?’

‘Well I think I can help you there, Inspector,’ Coppell said. ‘You see, there’s strong evidence to indicate that there was someone else here.’

James felt a rush of heat burn through his chest. ‘What are you talking about?’ he asked.

Coppell gestured towards a hallway entrance to the right of the kitchen.

‘That leads to a back door which was open when we got here. Now, if you look at the floor there are bloody shoeprints leading from here all along the hallway and out of the house.’

James saw the distinctive markings on the light-coloured tiles and swore to himself.

‘Are you sure they weren’t left by one of our victims?’ he said.

Coppell gave an emphatic nod. ‘I’m positive. None of them are wearing shoes.’




CHAPTER FIVE

By the time the bloody shoeprints reached the back door they were barely visible. But the impressions nearer to the kitchen were clear, and revealed a distinctive, rigid sole pattern.

‘They look to be a size nine or ten to me,’ Coppell said. ‘And I’ve seen enough in my time to be confident that it was a bloke who left them and not a woman.’

James knew that the prints would be a key piece of forensic evidence. The pattern would hopefully reveal a specific shoe type and manufacturer. And the size and make might well help them to build a physical profile of the person they would now be looking for.

‘This raises the possibility that the scene back in there was staged,’ James said. ‘Whoever these prints belong to could have put the shotgun in Mr Bateman’s hand to make it look like suicide.’

‘If that was the case then wouldn’t the perp have taken more care when making off?’ Coppell responded. ‘Hard to believe he didn’t realise he’d left a messy trail of blood.’

‘We both know how careless killers can be, Tony. It’s why we get to catch so many of them.’

Coppell nodded. ‘Good point, Inspector. Let’s hope we’ll be able to shed more light on what might have happened after we’ve processed the scene.’

James quickly checked to see what was beyond the back door. There was a small yard containing a weather-beaten shed, an old rusty tractor and several dustbins. It was enclosed by a dry-stone wall with a gate that provided access to a field beyond the lane they’d driven down. Freshly fallen snow covered the ground and obliterated any potential clues that might otherwise have been visible.

James stepped back inside the house where Coppell was waiting to draw his attention to four framed photographs displayed on a sideboard next to the stairs.

‘These will probably be of use to you, Inspector,’ he said.

James picked up each photo with a gloved hand. The first showed Robert and Mary Bateman on their wedding day. They were standing outside St John’s Church in Kirkby Abbey. She was slim and pretty in her white dress, her long brown hair hanging loose about her shoulders. He was a good six inches taller and wearing a smart, grey suit, his dark hair slicked neatly back from his forehead.

The second photo showed Mary sitting up in a hospital bed shortly after giving birth. She looked radiant and happy as she smiled down at their new baby, Charlotte.

The third photo looked as though it had been taken only a few years ago. All three of them were posed together in front of the farmhouse. By then Mary’s hair had turned grey and the dress she was wearing looked far too tight for her. Charlotte had blossomed into an attractive young girl with a face that was sharp and thin, and a figure that fit snugly into tight jeans and a skimpy top. Robert was the only one not smiling. He was wearing jeans and a loose-fitting shirt, and holding a hand above his eyes to shield them from the sunlight, the shadow his hand cast making it difficult for James to distinguish his features.

In the fourth photograph Robert Bateman was standing alone in a field wearing a tweed shooting jacket, matching cap and high leather boots – his features clear this time. In one hand he was holding a dead pheasant and in the other a shotgun that appeared to be identical to the one that now lay across his body. 

James recognised him immediately and recalled that he had indeed met the man. It was many months ago in one of the village pubs. The topic of conversation between the gathered group was how many Cumbrian farmers were struggling to survive, and how some were being pushed to the emotional and financial brink. A few were even becoming suicidal because of the pressures they faced from plummeting prices, the increasing costs of housing livestock and the damage caused by years of extreme weather. Mr Bateman had made it known that he was among those who might not be able to keep his business afloat for much longer.

James took out his phone and snapped pictures of all four photographs. Then he told the chief forensic officer about his meeting with Bateman.

‘That’s obviously why the farm is up for sale,’ Coppell said. ‘The past few years have been really tough for farmers across the north. I know of at least two who’ve been forced to throw in the towel and do something else.’

‘So maybe that was a factor in what led to this,’ James said. 

‘It could well be.’

By now a few more SOCOs were in the house and setting about their tasks with the usual professional detachment.

‘I’d better go and talk to the woman who called it in,’ James said to Coppell. ‘Meanwhile, can you confirm for me that the knife used on Charlotte is from the set on the worktop and also see if you can find any mobile phones?’

‘Consider it done, Inspector.’

It was busier in the front yard now, and colder. James felt a stiff breeze pull at his face as he took off his mask and pushed back the hood of his forensic suit.

Two other detectives had arrived from Kendal along with more uniforms and they were all in a group being briefed by DS Stevens and DC Abbott.

Before he approached them, James took a moment to organise his thoughts and take in his surroundings. He tried to picture what the farm would have looked like when it was thriving. He guessed there would have been cattle, chickens, horses and sheep around the place and grazing out on the surrounding moors.

Robert Bateman and his wife would doubtless have been kept busy feeding, shearing and tending to their livestock, while they battled against the extreme elements that were always a challenge for farmers in this part of the country.

James quickly filled the team in on what he had seen inside the house – the bodies, the wounds, the weapons used to kill the family and the bloody shoeprints on the floor.

‘This crime scene presents us with a real challenge,’ he said. ‘Right now, it’s impossible to determine who killed who. It could be that Robert Bateman shot himself after shooting his wife. Or maybe that’s what we’re supposed to believe, and what really happened is that someone else was here and committed three murders. Someone who then left in such a hurry that he made the mistake of leaving his shoeprints behind.’

‘What makes you so certain of the gender, guv?’ Abbott asked.

‘Coppell is confident it was a man based on the impressions left by the soles of the shoes. We’ll follow it up though as soon as the SOCOs give us something solid to work with,’ he said. ‘Let’s send photos to the footwear database asap. We also need to get any mobile phones and computers off to the lab and start the process of finding out what all the victims were up to over Christmas. We’ll be able to narrow that down once we have a more accurate time of death. And, of course, we need to trace next of kin. I want to inform close relatives before the media gets wind of this.’

‘Abbott and I explored the farm like you asked, but nothing struck us as unusual except the absence of animals,’ Stevens said. ‘There’s not much in the barn or the outbuildings. And nothing in the Land Rover to point to what might have happened here.’

‘Do we know if the Citroen belongs to the lawyer?’ James asked.

‘Yes, Laura Sheldon,’ Stevens confirmed, and James took this as his cue to go and question her.

The solicitor was standing next to the patrol car smoking a cigarette as James approached. Her hair was covered by a woollen hat, the same dark shade of brown as the overcoat she was wearing, and he judged her to be in her mid-forties.

He introduced himself, and said, ‘I’m sorry you’ve had to hang around, Miss Sheldon. I know you’ve had an awful shock.’

‘You’ve got that right,’ she said, her voice low and hoarse. ‘I still can’t believe what I saw in there.’

The woman’s mouth was pinched and drawn tight, and her eyes were glazed and haunted. James could tell that she was doing her best to suppress her emotions.

‘I’ll be as quick as I can, Miss Sheldon,’ he said. ‘And please bear with me because I’ll be asking some questions that you’ve likely already been asked.’

‘That’s all right. Please just get on with it so that I can go home.’

‘Well, firstly I’d like you to tell me what your relationship was to the Batemans.’

‘I’m a lawyer and I represent them through my company. I came here this morning because I’d arranged to meet with them both.’

‘And when you got no answer you looked through the window and saw one of the bodies. Is that right?’

She nodded. ‘I could only see Mrs Bateman’s legs and it occurred to me that she might have had an accident. I went to the door to ring the bell again and tried the handle and was surprised to discover that the door wasn’t locked. So, I went inside and saw … well, you know what I saw.’

‘And you didn’t touch anything?’

‘Absolutely not. I came back out as quickly as I could.’

‘I see. Could you tell me what you know about the family?’

She dragged heavily on her cigarette before replying.

‘I’ve known the couple and their daughter for a number of years, but have usually just dealt with Robert. Mary didn’t have much to do with the business and always stayed in the background. We’ve met up more frequently in recent months because the farm was racking up big losses and they were being forced to wind down the business and put the place up for sale. That’s why there’s no longer any livestock. What they had was sold to pay bills, including two much-loved sheepdogs. Robert was about to declare bankruptcy and I was helping him to deal with all the legal ramifications.’

‘So how much debt were they in?’ James asked.

‘It ran into many thousands of pounds. And it didn’t help that Robert had developed a gambling habit that only served to add to their financial woes.’

‘Did it affect him mentally, or perhaps cause friction between him and his wife?’

‘Oh, most definitely. I saw over time that it put a severe strain on their relationship. I came here about three weeks ago and they were having a huge row. I heard Mary accuse Robert of selling something without telling her in order to pay off some of his gambling debts. He was denying it. They were both really embarrassed when they realised I’d overheard them.’

‘Do you know if they had any enemies?’

‘I very much doubt it. They were a normal couple and they were facing the same problems as several of my other farming clients.’

‘What about the daughter, Charlotte? Do you know her well?’

Her swollen eyes were shiny now with unshed tears and her breathing faltered.

‘I gathered from what Robert told me that she was a bit of a handful. She mixed with the wrong crowd and there was talk of her getting involved with drugs. She didn’t live here with them, though. About six months ago she moved into her boyfriend’s flat in Kendal.’

‘Do you know who he is?’

‘Only that his name is Neil Savage. I’ve never met him.’

‘And do you know if this Neil – or anyone else – spent Christmas here at the farm?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t. I never got to have that conversation with Robert and Mary.’

James finished off by asking if she had contact details for the family’s next of kin.

‘They’ll be at the office. I know that Robert’s parents are both dead, but he has a brother living in Ireland. Mary’s father died some years ago and her mother is in a care home suffering from dementia, but she does have a sister who lives in France.’

‘We’ll need those addresses and phone numbers as soon as possible,’ James said. ‘And one other thing I need to know is whether the Batemans had wills.’

She nodded. ‘They did. It was a very simple document and they left everything to Charlotte.’

He left it there because it was clear that the poor woman was finding it hard to get the words out. He gave her his card and took down her contact details.

‘We’ll be asking you to make a formal statement for us, Miss Sheldon, and I will almost certainly need to talk to you again,’ he told her.

He then arranged for her to be taken home in a patrol car while an officer followed behind in her Citroen.

James spent the next few minutes relaying information back to control and alerting the Constabulary press office that
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KEEP READING …

If you’ve enjoyed The Killer in the Snow, then why not head back to DI James Walker’s first case?
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A serial killer is on the loose in Kirkby Abbey. And as the snow falls, the body count climbs …

Click here to find out more.




And the third book in the series is no less eventful …
Christmas has arrived in Cumbria, and wedding bells are ringing.
But an ice-cold killer is waiting in the fells …
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One guest is a killer. The question is: who?

Click here to find out more.




This Christmas, the hunters become the hunted…
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As a snowstorm descends, three lives hang in the balance. But can the killer be caught before the trail goes cold?

Click here to find out more.




Chilling truths are buried in this snow…
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Time is ticking as James races to uncover the killer’s next victim, before they strike again. But can James find them before the snow washes away the evidence?

Click here to find out more.




Snow is falling. Murder is calling.
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With no witnesses and scant evidence, James races against time to uncover the truth. Can he uncover the mystery before the killer slips away?

Click here to find out more.
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