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For Conor and Aurora





‘Any action of an individual, and obviously, the violent actions of a crime, cannot occur without leaving a trace.’

DR. EDMOND LOCARD, La police et les méthodes scientifiques








Atherstone, Warwickshire, 7 December, 5.55pm

He doesn’t turn to check that he’s not alone. He doesn’t cross the street to where there are more houses, more lights. He doesn’t even pretend to ring someone or hold his umbrella like a truncheon. He just walks through the night: through the absence of fear.

He doesn’t see me watching.

He stops at his front door, fumbling for the key he hasn’t gripped all the way home. He enters the hallway, not even glancing over his shoulder as he kicks the door shut.

Imagine feeling that safe.

Imagine being that stupid.

A dull yellow light splashes from his bay window, staining the frost-white drive. That’s him in the front room now, not caring to close the blinds against the dark of night and threat of snow. He stands in front of a pale-grey settee and points a remote at a large screen above the fireplace. Flickering pictures fill the room.

I bunch my frozen fists, and through the wooden shutters I spy the sleek, luxurious furniture, the high Georgian ceilings and framed paintings lining the walls. How did someone like him end up in a lovely home like that? I force out a breath so long and hard that for a moment I imagine disappearing in a puff of ice-white smoke.

It clears in seconds. And yet still I am here: alone in the cold, dark street.

The dead chill of night presses through my trainers, draining the heat from my body. I shift my weight from one freezing foot to the other. It’s not too late to walk away.

I almost do.

But then snow begins to fall, ghostly white in the dark of night.

Memories flash through me: my face distorted in a glittered bauble, the thud of distant music; snow against snow.

Blood beats fast through what’s left of my heart as I lift my face to the sky. A snowflake lands in my eye and I embrace its icy sting. I will no longer be haunted by the Ghosts of Christmas Past. I am here to reclaim my future.

I turn back towards the window, where he sucks at a bottle of beer, legs spread as he stares at the TV, oblivious to the darkness beyond.

I tuck my thumbs under my shoulder straps, feeling the weight of my rucksack and all that it contains.

Tonight, he will learn about fear.





CHAPTER ONE


DCS Kat Frank’s home, Coleshill, Warwickshire, 8 December, 5.44am

‘I’m going to count to ten,’ DCS Kat Frank warned. ‘And then I’m coming up.’ She pointed her torch at the wooden hatch above her, highlighting the broken wisps of cobwebs swaying in the chill morning air.

Silence.

Kat started counting in a clear, no-nonsense voice that she hoped didn’t betray her fear. When she reached ten, she took a deep breath and placed a hand upon the cold metal stepladder. ‘I’m coming up,’ she said, climbing higher and higher until the hatch to the attic was within reach.

Moving the torch to her left hand, she used her right to push against the wooden door and slide it across the opening. She flinched, bracing herself against something unspeakable. But there was nothing save the cold, musty smell of forgotten places and abandoned things. Kat pointed her torch into the gaping darkness and climbed the final two steps until her head and shoulders were in the attic.

She rapidly scanned the low-ceilinged room, hyper-alert to signs of attack. She swept the floor for scuttling spiders and the beams for any bats, shivering at the horror of the dark, shadowy corners in between. ‘So, the deal is, you keep the fuck out of my way,’ she shouted. ‘This is hard enough as it is, so I don’t need any of your spider shit right now.’ She swung the torch rapidly across the roof, wishing she’d worn a hat. If a spider fell on her head, she would seriously lose it.

But the attic was still and quiet.

Breathing a little easier, Kat focused her torch on the piles and piles of boxes and bags that littered the attic floor. Christ, what a mess. When they’d first moved in, she’d helped pass all the old stuff from their last house up to John on the ladder, directing him to put things where they could easily find them again. But as their growing son and expanding careers took up more and more of their time, it had been quicker for John to just throw up a bin bag of Cam’s old clothes or pop a box of discarded toys or books near the entrance, with a promise to sort it all out later.

But for John, there was no ‘later’. And if there had once been a system to this chaos, then it was lost to her now. Kat sighed. How the hell was she supposed to find the Christmas decorations among all of this? She pointed the torch into the far right-hand corner, where things still looked relatively organised. There was something lemon-and-pine-coloured, wrapped carefully in clear sheets of plastic.

Oh my God. Cam’s Moses basket!

Instinctively she turned, but of course, there was no one else to share the recognition with. In fact, there was not a single other person alive who’d remember how she and John had agonised over which basket to buy, spending much more than they could afford, only for Cam to refuse to sleep anywhere but in their arms.

She blinked away the shot of self-pity and firmly moved the torch away from Cam’s baby bath, his cot bed and the bag of his first clothes. She couldn’t deal with them now. She was just here for the Christmas decorations. Logic told her that they shouldn’t be too far from the entrance, but then logic hadn’t been John’s strong point. ‘Where would you have put them?’ she muttered.

She spotted a large plastic box on her left that looked familiar and leaned over to drag it closer. The box moved, and a sudden flutter of tiny black wings exploded in her face.

Kat screamed. She leapt back, nearly losing her footing as she half-scrambled, half-fell down the stepladder, dropping the torch as she beat at her clothes and hair to get them off.

Panting, she stared at the landing floor, littered with tiny black things. She leaned closer. Poked one with her finger. Plastic. The ‘wings’ were just tiny pieces of shredded black plastic. Kat frowned. All those bin bags they’d thrown up there over the years must have disintegrated and fallen apart. She slid to the floor, her movement causing the scattered pieces to float up around her like confetti. With her elbows on her knees, she plunged her hands into her hair. Jesus, what had she become? A perimenopausal insomniac who decides to get the Christmas decorations out of the attic at the crack of dawn; someone who talks to spiders and is terrified by a bloody bin bag.

She cursed her husband. Why hadn’t John sorted the attic out? Why had he put things into black bin bags, for God’s sake? Why hadn’t he ever got round to putting a proper frigging light in the attic?

Kat buried her face in her hands, on the verge of sobbing. Why did he have to die?

She jumped as her phone alarm went off: 6.15am. Time to get ready for work and pretend she was a completely normal, functioning human being. She clicked on her calendar, to remind herself what time she was due in. Shit. It was her quarterly review with her boss McLeish today. Kat scrubbed her face with her hands. She knew she was on the edge. She could feel the sinkhole beside her, the pulling gravity of grief. And with Cam away at university, there was so little left to hold on to.

She rose to her feet, brushing off the last bits of plastic that still clung to her pyjamas, mind sharpening with every second. She had to convince McLeish to give her a live case today.

She needed something solid to grasp on to or she would sink without trace.






CHAPTER TWO


Leek Wootton Police Headquarters, Warwickshire, 8 December, 10.09am

DCS Kat Frank knew better than to produce a written report or – God forbid – a PowerPoint presentation for the first quarterly review of the Future Policing Unit that she led. Instead, she sat at the table in Chief Constable McLeish’s office and talked him through the cold cases they’d solved since the pilot in the summer, holding his limited attention with the human stories behind the stats: the 26-year-old secretary they’d found under her boss’s holiday-home patio; the 35-year-old dad they’d recovered from the bottom of a canal; and – most upsetting of all – the 15-year-old girl they’d finally found among the rubble and debris of an abandoned squat.

McLeish prodded her with questions, and Kat answered without hesitation or the need to check her notes. Each depressing detail was seared upon her brain. Especially the girl. She was there every time she failed to get to sleep.

Eventually her boss leaned back in his chair and folded his hands across his large stomach. ‘Three out of three. Not a bad success rate, I’ll give you that.’

‘You appear to have miscalculated,’ said AIDE Lock, her AI partner.

McLeish frowned at the 3D holographic image of a young Black man occupying the seat between Kat and its creator, Professor Okonedo. Lock was disturbingly lifelike, but Kat knew it wasn’t the realistic creases in the grey suit that made it so unsettling, nor the perfectly manicured moustache, the short, groomed beard or Hollywood-level good looks. Although it was nothing more than an intersection of light and matter, with skilful coding to represent the AI Deep Learning programme, there was something about the fluid, graceful way it moved: the way those dark eyes sometimes seemed to look at you with the innocence of a child.

And, like a child, it hadn’t yet learned that when someone like McLeish said, ‘I beg your pardon?’ this was not an invitation to repeat the offending comment.

Despite her warning cough, Lock continued to speak. ‘I said you miscalculated. Three out of three is a hundred per cent, which means that DCS Frank’s success rate is, in fact, excellent, considering the average number of cold cases solved in England is now less than fifty per cent.’

Kat stifled a groan. Which bit of ‘leave the talking to me’ did Lock not understand? Despite agreeing to host the FPU and encouraging her to lead it, McLeish was still hostile to Artificially Intelligent Detecting Entities, afraid they’d become a Trojan horse for yet more cuts to police numbers. At first, Kat had shared his scepticism – her late husband’s cancer had been misdiagnosed by AI, so she knew more than most about the dangers of machine-led decision-making. But when she feared that her own son had become a victim in the case they were investigating over the summer, not one single other person had believed her: they’d assumed her emotions were clouding her judgement. Lock was the only one who’d agreed that the facts supported her hypothesis and had overridden its own protocols to help save her son. Kat still had reservations about the role of AI in policing, but although Lock’s algorithm-led approach could often be exasperating, she would never, ever forget how Lock alone had stood by her when she’d needed help the most.

‘Anyway,’ Kat said, drawing McLeish’s face back to her. ‘The fact is that in cold cases “success” just means we can close the files, improve our clear-up rate and provide the families with answers. What we can’t do is change the actual outcome.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning I think it’s time we worked a live case.’

‘Oh, you think so, do you?’ McLeish’s voice was soft, but his eyes held a warning.

‘Yes, I do.’ Twenty years ago, she might have wavered under his unblinking glare, but since her husband died last year, the worst thing she could possibly imagine had already happened. She’d always been brave (or reckless depending upon your point of view), but now she feared nothing and no one. ‘DI Hassan and DS Browne have really honed their policing skills, and for all its flaws,’ she said, raising a hand to acknowledge the myriad ways in which the AI was flawed, ‘the speed and depth with which Lock can analyse CCTV, social media and other data makes us one of the fastest and most effective teams I’ve ever worked with. It seems a waste not to deploy a team of our calibre on actual live cases where we’d still have a chance of saving someone.’

‘Or risk losing them because of Robocop here.’

Lock raised a pyramid of both hands to its chin and sighed in a way that suggested disappointment. ‘That comment is based upon your own irrational fears and misunderstanding of AI rather than a risk-based assessment of the facts.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I said—’

‘I heard what you said.’

‘Lock has no filter, sir,’ Kat reminded him as her boss’s face started to flush a deep red. Honestly, she’d kick Lock under the table if it wasn’t for the fact that her foot would go right through it. She glanced at its creator, Professor Okonedo, for back-up. She was a professor at the National institute for AI Research – NiAIR – and despite (or rather because of) her distrust in traditional policing had agreed to pilot the use of AIDE Lock as a member of Kat’s team.

‘Yes,’ the young professor agreed. ‘Lock is not trying to be rude. It has been programmed not to defer to power. It is just speaking the truth as it sees it.’

‘And my wife’s new puppy thinks the front room is a toilet, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to put up with it shitting on my carpet.’ McLeish jerked his head towards the door. ‘That thing is supposed to be capable of Deep Learning, so come back once it’s learned some manners.’

Professor Okonedo quietly closed her laptop and rose to her feet, but Kat remained seated. To not give a team as effective as hers a live case wasn’t just irrational – it was immoral. The thought of having to tell yet another parent that their worst fears had been confirmed made her feel like she was trapped beneath one of those weighted blankets people kept banging on about. But they hadn’t seen the things she’d seen. It would take more than a bloody blanket to help her sleep at night.

She decided to give it one more shot. ‘The whole point of the FPU is to develop a new model of policing for the future. We can’t do that unless we work on some live cases, sir.’

McLeish looked between Kat and the image of Lock sitting at his table. ‘It’s too risky.’

‘All science involves risks,’ said Professor Okonedo, a neat little frown marking her otherwise smooth forehead. ‘It’s how we make progress.’

‘This isn’t a bloody science project. And there’s more than a few Bunsen burners at stake here. Apart from the cases themselves, there’s the matter of public confidence and trust in the police force.’

The professor raised her eyebrows. ‘Which is currently at an all-time low. The whole point of AI detectives is to rebuild public trust and confidence in policing, which, as you know, I believe is too important to be left to humans. Lock has built-in anti-corruption software, is incapable of lying and will bring greater transparency and evidence-based decision-making to the policing process. Lock is the solution, Chief Constable McLeish, not the problem.’

Kat winced as her boss turned a worrying shade of purple. The young scientist might as well have accused his family of being corrupt.

‘Sir,’ she said, in the most appeasing tone she could muster – which, as a 46-year-old woman, wasn’t much. ‘I’m a sceptic like you, you know that. But maybe it’s time to see if Lock can keep up with a real case in real time, when the facts are few and far between and we have to rely on instinct, judgement and experience?’

McLeish narrowed his eyes as he studied the DCS who he’d once praised as being ‘practically fucking psychic’. But before he could speak, his phone rang. He picked it up, listened for a minute, then gestured for Kat and Professor Okonedo to leave the room.



‘Well done, Lock,’ said Kat as soon as they were the other side of McLeish’s door. ‘Have you been reading How to Win Friends and Influence People again?’

‘No. Should I?’ Lock studied her face and then glanced at Professor Okonedo. ‘Oh. Is that a joke?’

Kat shook her head. ‘The aim of that meeting was to persuade McLeish to give us some live cases. You just made it ten times harder.’

‘I just stated the objective truth.’

‘I know, it’s just that sometimes you have to…’

‘Lie?’ suggested Lock.

‘No, not lie, just…’

‘Not tell the truth?’

‘Well, not the complete truth.’

Lock spread out its hands with a gracefulness that Kat always found slightly disconcerting. ‘I thought the police had to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth?’

‘In court, yes.’

Professor Okonedo let out a snort.

‘The point is… the point is,’ Kat continued, choosing her words carefully. ‘You haven’t yet learned the nuances of human language and behaviour, so until you do, it’s probably best that you keep quiet unless asked a question.’

Lock stared at her.

‘Well? Is that clear?’

‘Now that you have asked me a question, yes.’

Was it taking the piss? Sometimes Lock reminded her of those old ladies who acted like they didn’t know what time of day it was when you questioned them, but the minute you left, they were shopping online with their iPhones and laughing about the old Bill with their mates on Zoom. But a machine couldn’t take the piss, could it? She stared at it for a few seconds, before deciding she didn’t have time for this. ‘I’m going back to work,’ she said, turning towards her own office.

‘Don’t you have a GP appointment, DCS Frank?’ said Lock.

Shit. She’d completely forgotten her 11am appointment. Kat glanced at her phone. The meeting with McLeish had run over, and it was already nearly half past ten. ‘I’ll have to cancel,’ she muttered.

‘Again? That’ll be the third time you’ve cancelled.’

‘So?’

Lock shook its head, as if she were a naughty child rather than its boss. ‘Considering how knee pain can limit the function and activity of humans, and the high rates of osteoarthritis in women of your age, it is completely irrational for you to keep missing your appointments.’

Women of her age? Cheeky bugger. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, Lock, I’m busy.’ Apart from setting up and running the FPU, she’d had to make endless shopping trips with Cam before moving him into his new university accommodation, not to mention the random, hour-long Zoom calls (how do you make friends/lasagne/a bed?). Followed by worryingly long silences (sorry, had a hangover/phone out of charge) and frantic, late-night emails (ESSAY DUE TOMORROW PLEASE CHECK GRAMMAR!!!). Kat held up her hands, trying – and failing – to give shape to all the bizarre but necessary tasks that consumed her life. ‘I don’t have time to go to the GP.’

‘Human beings have many flaws, DCS Frank, but perhaps the greatest flaw of all is that you only have one body. If my hardware malfunctions, I can get an upgrade or download myself to the cloud.’ It made a dismissive gesture towards her body. ‘Unfortunately, you do not have that benefit.’

Kat looked the hologram up and down. Its image suggested it was a healthy, annoyingly handsome male in his mid-thirties. But that’s all it was – a suggestion. If she wanted to, she could put her hand right through it and touch the wall behind. It might look like a man, but it was less than a ghost. She sighed.

‘Human bodies aren’t perfect,’ she said softly. ‘But without one, you’ll never feel the warmth of the sun on your face, or the touch of a lover’s hand.’

Something seemed to flicker in Lock’s eyes. It took a step closer, so that the image of its face was only inches from hers. ‘You might feel these transient things, but eventually the sun goes down. And all people die, DCS Frank. Even you.’

Kat started. As if she, of all people, needed reminding that everyone dies. ‘That’s true,’ she acknowledged. ‘But meanwhile, I have the benefit of mortal fingers, which means I can also do this,’ Kat said, firmly pressing the off button on the steel wristband that hosted the AI, making Lock disappear.

Professor Okonedo frowned at her.

‘Well?’ Kat said rather defensively. ‘Isn’t that why you created an off button?’

‘To close down legitimate challenge? No, it really wasn’t.’

The door to McLeish’s office opened before she could reply. ‘DCS Frank,’ he said. ‘The body of a dead male has just been found crucified on top of Mount Judd, bollock-naked with his ears sliced off. You still up for a live case?’






CHAPTER THREE


Nuneaton Waste and Recycling Centre, 11.10am

Mount Judd, as Lock insisted on informing her as they drove towards it, is a famous landmark near Nuneaton created from a former spoil tip near the former quarry. It had once been a rite of passage for local youths to climb to the top of the 158-metre summit, but the disused quarry is now a recycling and waste disposal centre. ‘Although in the UK it is generally agreed that a mountain is a summit of 610 metres or higher, so it may not be accurate to call it “Mount” Judd,’ observed Lock.

‘Actually, everyone just calls it Nuneaton’s Nipple,’ said Kat, remembering the tongue-in-cheek pride people had felt when the former spoil tip was voted the UK’s best landmark in a poll by the Daily Mirror. But despite its fame, Kat had never actually visited the site. So it was with genuine curiosity that she turned into the car park of Brine’s Household Waste and Recycling Centre.

She stepped out of the car, cursing the sudden slap of wind flecked with icy sleet. Wrestling into her coat, Kat did a quick 360 of her surroundings. It was like a hundred other quarries or landfills she’d driven past on some motorway to somewhere: a ragged collection of rust-coloured hills surrounded by tarmac and wire fencing, with signposts carrying various threats to a person’s safety, liberty or both littered the area. Hard to think that this bedraggled landscape was once the idyllic setting for George Eliot’s pastoral novels.

Kat raised her head, and there in the distance, rising above the abandoned quarry and mud-coloured council houses, was Mount Judd. It was surprisingly singular – so tall and conical it was almost like a pyramid. In fact, it reminded her a bit of Glastonbury Tor. Although the sky was grey and clotted with cloud, she imagined that on a clear day or when the sun was setting, it must be quite a sight. Her eyes travelled up the steep, snow-covered slope, before stopping at the artificially flattened pinnacle. She squinted, until she could just about make out a slim, dark shape on top of the hill. McLeish said that a man had been crucified – surely he didn’t mean upon an actual cross? How on earth would someone get a cross up that hill, and, more importantly, why?

Lock followed her gaze – or at least appeared to. The LiDAR sensors wrapped around her steel bracelet fed Lock with a constant supply of geospatial data so that it could locate and position itself appropriately within any environment. But although it saw through the sensors, it had been programmed to mimic the actions of humans by ‘looking’ towards objects or individuals, allowing it to interact with humans in an immersive way.

‘I do not see how it resembles a nipple,’ Lock said, tilting its head. ‘If one had to liken it to a body part, a breast would be more accurate.’

‘But then there would be no alliteration.’ Lock looked like it was going to respond, but Kat cut it off. ‘It doesn’t matter what it’s called. The point is it’s the scene of a crime, so this whole area needs cordoning off. The killer – or killers – could have arrived this way. Where’s the attending officer? The SOCOs?’ Honestly, if this were a TV show she’d be in pristine white PPE and have nothing more to do than gracefully duck beneath a cordon to question a fully manned and perfectly functioning crime scene team. But this was Nuneaton, not Netflix, and because Warwickshire was a relatively small police force, they had to ‘share’ some key functions like forensics with the much larger West Midlands force – which in reality meant playing second fiddle to the big boys (and they were almost always boys). McLeish was probably still arguing on the phone with his counterpart to make sure they didn’t get fobbed off with some retired pathologist looking to top up their pension. She turned at the sight of a tall, burly man hurrying towards them: overalls, red-faced, unlikely to be one of theirs.

‘Can I—’ she began.

The man ignored her and fixed his narrow eyes on Lock. ‘This is private property. You can’t park here.’

Lock raised its eyebrows. ‘How can a recycling centre be private property? Isn’t it open to everyone?’

‘It’s only open to residents of Nuneaton,’ the balding man continued, blinking against the sleet.

‘And how do you know I am not a resident of Nuneaton?’

‘Because you’re…’ The man gestured towards Lock. He squinted and leaned forward, as if noticing for the first time the strange quality of light that Lock projected; the slight flickering around the edges of his tall, dark frame. ‘Hang on a minute. What the hell are you?’

Shit. The wristband that hosted Lock’s extensive hardware and software features had various audio and visual options, but Kat had been in such a rush to get to the crime scene, she’d forgotten to switch the hologram off. She normally explained what it was (and wasn’t) before introducing it to members of the public, but it was too late for that now. She bristled at the open hostility on the white man’s face. ‘This is Artificially Intelligent Detecting Entity Lock,’ said Kat, in her most imperious voice. ‘And I am its boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Kat Frank. And you are?’

‘Oh, sorry, no offence, ma’am—’

‘DCS Frank.’

‘DCS Frank. I run this place. Phil Brine.’ He held out his hand.

Kat ignored it, and instead asked Lock to use a combination of its LiDAR sensors and online data to scan and map the area, as well as locate all CCTV and ANPR cameras. ‘And get me a time estimate on DS Browne and DI Hassan. I need them here an hour ago with full PPE.’

‘An hour ago? It is not currently possible to manipulate matter and the geometry of space-time in such a way as to allow people to travel back in time.’

Kat sighed. ‘Just tell them to get here as soon as possible, Lock.’ She turned back to Phil Brine. ‘Any idea where the attending officer is?’

‘He’s just on his way back down. Said he had to guard the body or something till you lot arrived.’ He nodded towards a grey portacabin behind him. ‘I promised him a cup of tea if you want one?’



Barely older than her own son, Constable Nicholls gripped his mug of tea in both hands, letting the steam float over his face as if it might erase what he’d seen.

‘This your first dead body?’

He nodded and took a huge gulp of his tea.

‘You’re doing great,’ she assured him. ‘Before I head up there, I just need you to tell me briefly how and why you found the body, and crucially whether anyone else was with you. Do you think you can do that?’

‘Yes. Of course,’ he said, the colour slowly coming back to his thin, pale cheeks. ‘I was on patrol, and this is part of my beat. We sometimes get kids breaking in and climbing the hill for a dare, so I always do a circuit of the quarry just in case – there’s some nasty two-hundred-foot drops up there. Although it’s not really a problem in the winter. You’d have to be mad to go up there in this weather. Especially with the snow last night. Anyway, I got a call from HQ saying there’d been a report of a dead body on Mount Judd—’

‘A report?’ interrupted Kat. ‘So someone else found him first?’

‘Yeah, that was me,’ said Phil Brine, who was still hovering in the cabin.

‘And what were you doing up there, Mr Brine?’

‘Well, there’s this bloke who likes to practise fell-running or whatever, and because he’s a mate of a mate I turn a blind eye whenever he’s daft enough to go up there. Anyway, he runs in this morning just as I’m unlocking the office to say that there’s a dead body up there, so—’

‘So you didn’t discover the body?’

‘Well, no, I didn’t, but I did go up to take a look.’

‘You did what?’

He flushed under Kat’s glare. ‘Well, I wasn’t going to ring the police just on the say-so of some twat in Lycra.’

‘This is a potential murder investigation, Mr Brine. Time is of the essence.’

‘And this is my business. I wasn’t about to lose a day’s work without being sure.’

Kat ran a hand over her face. ‘So at least three people have contaminated the crime scene already.’

‘Er… probably more than that now, to be fair,’ said Constable Nicholls. ‘I asked for back-up as soon as the paramedics confirmed there was a dead body, and I protected the scene until my supervising sergeant and CID arrived.’

‘What?’

‘I said—’

‘I heard what you said. But I need you to get on your radio and order them to come down right now. This is a matter for Scene of Crime Officers, it’s not a fucking tourist attraction.’

‘Sorry, I just thought because it looked like a murder, I needed supervision and—’

‘Now.’

The door opened and DI Rayan Hassan and DS Debbie Browne blew in on a blast of fresh, cold air.

‘All right, boss?’ said Rayan, his lean frame and dark eyes bursting with the energy of a hungry teenager.

‘Better now you’re here,’ she said, taking the opportunity to leave the cabin. It was freezing outside, but she didn’t trust herself not to shout at the idiots inside. ‘We’ve got a heavily contaminated crime scene, so I need you to focus on cordoning off the area,’ she said. ‘I want three rings: one around this carpark, so we can control who comes in and out, one at the foot of the hill, so that we can control the route up, and one around the summit, so we can secure the actual site of the crime.’ She glanced up at the sky, wincing at the tiny spikes of sleet. ‘And we need some tarpaulin up there over the body as soon as possible.’

‘I’ve mapped the area and indicated where the cordons would be most effective taking into account all points of entry and exit, and highlighted the most probable routes up Mount Judd,’ said Lock, as it projected a 3D map of the area on the ground. ‘I’ve also identified and located all CCTV and ANPR road traffic cameras within a five-mile radius and emailed the map to you.’

‘Good. Debbie, follow Lock’s plan. And once the cordons are in place, I need you to take the details of the three men who’ve already been up there, and make sure forensics collect and record all relevant info: shoe size, sole tread, clothing, hair, DNA, the works. Anything that they could have contaminated the scene with so that we can exclude it from our investigation.’

Kat watched her DS as she carefully wrote down every word she uttered. People like Debbie rarely got the notice or promotion they deserved, but with the right support (which Kat was determined to give her) she could have a bright future. She was a good head smaller than Rayan, and, at nearly eight months pregnant, was now nearly twice as wide. With her short brown hair and zipped up navy-blue puffer coat, apart from her bump, she could have been a schoolgirl. What she lacked in confidence, she more than made up for in diligence, and while you could build the former, it was hard – if not impossible – to make a ‘big picture’ person pay attention to the detail. And good police work, as Kat kept reminding her officers, depended upon the detail.

She turned to her DI. ‘Did you bring the PPE?’

‘It’s in the car.’

‘Good. Start getting changed.’ She turned back to Debbie. ‘Once the forensics are underway, I want you to stay down here and take statements from everyone who’s trampled their big boots all over that hill. And we need the name and contact details of the runner who found the body. I want him interviewed asap.’

Debbie placed a small hand over her increasingly large bump, face flushing as she said, ‘I’m still okay to climb hills, boss.’

Kat sighed. About a hundred years ago when she was pregnant with Cam, she’d also been desperate to prove that she was as good as – if not better than – anyone else, taking maternity leave too late (I’m fine), returning too early (really, I’m fine) and sinking pints with the lads when she’d rather have been at home with her young family. Back in the day, it was the only way to get accepted, never mind promoted. But now she was in charge, and Kat was determined to support and nurture other women, rather than add to the pressure they were already under. Debbie was just weeks away from becoming a first-time single mum, and while there was nothing she could say or do to prepare her for how much her life was about to change, Kat could at least ensure she didn’t exhaust herself before the baby was even born.

‘You’ve got nothing to prove, Debbie – least of all to me,’ Kat said, briefly touching her shoulder. ‘The biggest risk to this investigation right now is the fact that we’ve failed to secure the crime scene. I need someone I can trust in charge down here to restrict the number of people who go up the hill while the cordons are being set up. Remember Locard’s principle of exchange – anyone who enters a scene takes something away with them and leaves something behind. Apart from me and Rayan, you can let forensics up. Maybe the pathologist and the photographer when they get here. But that’s it. And make sure they use the same common approach path as us. Sorry, I know it’s not very exciting, but this is the first live case for the FPU, so it’s too important to treat as a training event.’

‘Locard’s principle of exchange does not apply to me,’ said Lock. ‘Unencumbered by a body, I cannot leave a trace nor take one with me.’

‘Good point. Okay. In fact, if you take the photos and other recordings, that’s one less person we need up there.’ She winced at her own words. Was this how it began? A convenience here, a saving there, more and more tasks carried out by AI until suddenly you’ve hollowed out another job and made a real person redundant?

Rayan handed her a bag of PPE and she unzipped it, struggling to control the thin, white plastic as it flapped and flew in the wind. Her phone buzzed, and for a minute she couldn’t think which pocket she’d buried it in beneath all this plastic. She pulled it out, frowning as she saw it was a message from her son, Cam. Ever since he’d been kidnapped in the summer, she couldn’t help feeling a flutter of panic if he texted or called.

Can you fill in this form saying you’ll be my guarantor pls?

Later, she typed.

I rly need it today so we can secure a flat for next year. The landlord won’t give it to us otherwise.

I can’t do it now. I’m out investigating a dead body, she typed, just about managing not to add ‘FFS’.

Well, I can’t compete with that can I?

Kat groaned. She knew Cam and his flatmates were under pressure from the Bristol landlords to secure a flat for next year, and the need to make such a big decision so soon was making him anxious, but she’d have to deal with it later.

I’ll do it tonight when I get home, she typed. Promise. Don’t worry. I love you xxx

She put her phone away and started climbing the hill. Right now, she had to focus on work.

She had a live case, a dead body and a killer on the loose.






CHAPTER FOUR

Kat didn’t know which hurt most: her lungs from the effort of climbing a 158-metre hill, her knees from pounding the icy gravel path or her face from the wind and sleet that attacked it. She’d had to remove her coat to make sure the PPE fitted, and although the plastic covering kept her dry, it did nothing to keep out the biting cold, nor the wind that roared about them.

‘You all right, boss?’ asked DI Hassan, turning around to check on her, his lanky legs dark against the bright, white sky.

Kat nodded, gesturing in a way that implied she was fine, when actually her heart was about to trampoline out of her chest. At least Rayan had the good grace to sound a bit breathless. Unlike Lock, who strolled on ahead, oblivious to their struggle and not remotely affected by the elements.

She placed her hands on her hips and did a slow 360, pretending to reassess where they were while she caught her breath. Below, a range of dirt paths and tarmac roads weaved their way through snow-covered hills and the remains of the disused quarry, the juxtaposition of the natural and industrial making it both ugly and beautiful. From here, she could see the disgraced Local Response Team making a hurried exit down a completely different route. The sight made her groan. They were going to have to do an inch-by-inch search of the whole area, which by now would be heavily contaminated.

Kat turned back into the wind and pushed herself towards the summit. Unlike a real mountain, there were no false peaks or twisty paths before reaching their destination: the mound just suddenly flattened out into a small plateau, like a boiled egg with its top chopped off. At its centre was a large wooden cross, bearing the body of a lone, naked man.

The sight was both shockingly unreal and weirdly familiar. She couldn’t help but think of the statues of Jesus she’d stared at as a child. They had been made out of brass, no bigger than her hand, but the cross before her now was made of thick, solid wood, at least seven feet high and six feet wide.

And the man. Oh, the poor, poor man.

Kat blinked away water from wind-stung eyes as she studied the human wreckage before her. Completely naked, his body was covered with a dusting of snow, but in the patches that the wind had blown off, his skin had a mottled purple hue. Both arms had been stretched out along the crossbar, tied at the wrists with thick curls of rope, the weight of his body dragging his arms down into a painfully deep ‘V’. But it was his head that made her eyesight blur again: the pitiful way it sank upon his chest, his blond hair falling over his frozen grey face.

Kat glanced at Rayan and Lock either side of her, suddenly aware of how surreal it all seemed. It was like a scene from a weird, steampunk version of the Bible: two cops and an AI hologram standing in the shadow of a crucified man, the crude wooden cross towering over the industrial wasteland below. She took a step closer, noticing that in the space where the victim’s ears should have been, there were just two bloodied knots of flesh. Kat turned her attention to the ground beneath them: an unholy mess of footprints and torn, frosted grass. ‘Looks like our friend in Lycra was wearing spiked trainers,’ she muttered. She carefully circled the cross, and there, just behind the vertical post, were two lumps of bloodied flesh – presumably the victim’s ears. Kat held out her wrist and asked Lock to use its photogrammetry software to take extensive photographs of the scene from every possible angle. It took just a matter of seconds to complete the task, but most importantly, it was achieved without disturbing or contaminating the scene of the crime. She took a few careful steps back to where Rayan stood, staring up at the body before them.

‘How do you think he died?’ her DI asked.

‘We’ll need to wait till the pathologist gets here, but I can’t see any obvious wounds apart from the ears, and there doesn’t seem to be enough blood loss for him to have died from that alone.’

‘No obvious cuts or bruises, either.’ He looked back down the hill they’d just climbed. ‘How on earth did someone get him to walk up here and strip off, then tie him to that cross without a struggle? He looks relatively young and strong. That is, I mean… apart from being dead.’ He gave an apologetic cough and looked back down at the car park. ‘In fact, how did they get the cross up here in the first place without being seen?’

Kat kept her eyes upon the lifeless victim. ‘More importantly, why? There are easier ways to kill a person.’

Lock nodded in agreement. ‘According to the latest ONS figures, the most common form of homicide in England and Wales is death by a sharp instrument – this accounted for forty per cent of all murders last year, followed by death by hitting or kicking, which accounted for eighteen per cent, and six per cent by shooting. I can find no statistics for crucifixions. The last known case in England occurred in the fourth century, as they were abolished by the Roman Emperor Constantine in AD 337, who ordered it to be replaced with the less cruel method of hanging.’

Kat stared up at the cross, a dark silhouette against the greying sky. What could have driven someone to carry out the first crucifixion in over sixteen hundred years – in Nuneaton, of all places? She asked Rayan if anyone had found the victim’s clothes or anything to identify him by, cursing when he replied that they hadn’t. No wallet, no keys, no bank cards, nothing. Not even a pair of pants. That meant they’d have to wait for a match on their dental records to find out who they were. And until they had an ID on the victim, establishing the identity of the killer would be next to impossible.

‘Do you want me to cross-check the victim’s facial characteristics, height and weight with all social media posts matching white men between twenty-five and forty in the Nuneaton area?’ suggested Lock.

Kat turned to face the hologram. It was hardly the correct procedure, but she couldn’t afford to lose time waiting for a dental match. And even she had to concede that, for all its flaws, Lock was brilliant at analysing thousands of social media images within seconds. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Go ahead.’

‘According to my image recognition software, there is an eighty-two per cent chance that this is Gary Jones, a 29-year-old male from Atherstone.’ Lock stretched out a hand, and a screenshot from Facebook appeared in the air before them of a young man wearing a black tracksuit. His skin was very tanned, and with his blond hair, blue eyes and straight white teeth, he had the looks and energy of a professional footballer. Lock made a dragging motion with its forefinger, so that the picture from Facebook lay directly above the corpse on the cross, before draping it over the frozen flesh.

Kat couldn’t help letting out a little gasp. The image fitted the broken body like a brand-new set of clothes. ‘Are you sure this is him?’

‘ “Sure” is a relative concept, but there is a car registered to the same Gary Jones in the waste disposal car park below, which increases the probability of this being him to 98.9 per cent.’

‘Okay,’ said Kat. ‘Tell me what you know about Gary Jones.’

Lock stood before the crucified man and with a movement of its right hand raised the 3D outline of the living Gary Jones up and away from the dead body. Once more, the image floated in front of the corpse, turning in the air.

‘Gary Jones was five-foot-eleven and, based upon his BMI score – twenty-three – and muscle-to-fat ratio, he worked out several times a week, compensating for his sedentary job at Coventry City Council. He had no criminal convictions and no known connections with anyone who did, which is an anomaly considering the damage done to both ears. According to the literature, this type of mutilation is known as “cropping”, a common form of torture for criminals that originated in the sixteenth century.’

‘Are you suggesting that the victim was tortured?’ said a Welsh voice behind them.

‘Yes,’ replied Lock.

Kat turned to see the trademark silver hair and red lipstick of Dr Judith Edwards, one of the most experienced and respected pathologists within the patch. She’d moved to the Warwickshire and West Midlands region from Wales a couple of years ago, and although Kat had never worked with her on a case, she knew that she was everyone’s first choice – which meant the Warwickshire police force were usually at the back of the queue. McLeish must have called in a few favours from the coroner to get her allocated to this case.

‘Dr Edwards,’ said Kat, warmly. ‘I’m DCS Kat Frank.’

The pathologist smiled and held out a gloved hand. ‘I’ve heard good things about you.’

‘Likewise. Thanks so much for coming. Did McLeish contact you?’ She gestured towards Lock. ‘This is—’

‘Oh, I know all about Lock. I work a couple of sessions a week at NiAIR for Professor Okonedo, so I agreed to take this case as a favour to her.’

Kat couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice. ‘You work for Professor Okonedo?’

‘All the best people do.’ Dr Edwards stood before Lock, a good foot smaller than its holographic image. ‘You’re quite remarkable, Lock, but you’re quite wrong.’ The pathologist pointed towards the victim and the snow-stained grass beneath it. ‘The human body pumps a hundred millilitres of blood through the heart, which beats about seventy times every minute. Yet look how little blood there is on the floor. Those wounds aren’t the result of torture, they were created post-mortem.’

Lock looked at where she pointed. ‘You are right.’

‘Of course I am.’ Dr Edwards reached up to the body and very gently placed a gloved hand on the fleshy part of the victim’s upper arm, and the other under his wrist, before trying to move it slightly away from the wooden cross to assess the extent of rigor mortis.

‘I know you have more tests to do,’ said Kat after several minutes. ‘But what’s your best guess for the time and cause of death at this stage?’

‘Unfortunately for you, I’m paid to carry out scientific tests, not guess.’

Kat grimaced.

‘But I also like to gamble,’ she added with a smile. ‘And subject to those pesky tests, I’d bet hypothermia was a key factor.’

‘Thanks, that’s useful to know. How long would it take to die of hypothermia?’

Before Dr Edwards could answer, Lock replied. ‘I have just read 38,219 articles on that very question, and there is widespread consensus that in addition to the temperature and wind-chill factor, key variables include age, BMI, clothing, degree of exhaustion and any illnesses or medications. The average daytime temperature in Nuneaton this week was four degrees, with a night-time low of minus two. Given the wind-chill factor on a raised and exposed spot such as this, and assuming our victim was otherwise fit and healthy, I would estimate death taking somewhere between one and two hours for a 29-year-old naked male with a BMI score of twenty-three, subject to the post mortem report.’

Dr Edwards raised her eyebrows. ‘So, you’re not just a pretty face.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘I agree with his assessment,’ said Judith.

‘ “It,” Kat said matter-of-factly. ‘Lock is an “it”.’

‘And I’m they/them if we’re swapping pronouns. Not that anyone ever bloody remembers.’ They squatted down on the ground, studying the victim’s ankles and feet. ‘The wrists were tied but the feet weren’t,’ they said, frowning. ‘Was there any evidence of a stool or anything to support the victim’s weight?’

‘We’ve not finished interviewing the people who found the body, but nothing’s been reported so far,’ said Kat.

‘My survey of the ground suggests indentations in the soil consistent with the use of a small chair or four-legged footstool both beneath and behind where the body now hangs,’ said Lock.

Dr Edwards leaned forward to examine the victim’s chest. ‘Interesting.’

‘What is?’ asked Kat. Experienced pathologists like Dr Edwards usually said ‘interesting’ when they had a new theory.

‘It’s a crucifixion,’ the pathologist said, shrugging their shoulders. ‘Everything about this case is interesting.’

‘How soon can you do the PM?’

Dr Edwards frowned. ‘I’d like to use our specialist Digital Forensic Unit, so it’ll probably be the day after tomorrow.’

‘What?’ Kat couldn’t keep the alarm out of her voice, but she respected Dr Edwards, so she chose her next words carefully. ‘I realise you’ve got capacity issues, but the nature of this killing is bound to attract national attention, which means we’ll both come under a lot of pressure for a quick result.’

‘I know. That’s why I want to do it at our specialist centre. It’ll take me the rest of the day to secure the right facilities, but trust me – it’ll be quicker and more accurate in the long run.’ The pathologist gestured towards the crucifix. ‘Meanwhile, I can carry out some basic external assessments and ensure that this is dismantled as carefully as possible and sent for forensic tests.’

Kat looked into the dark-brown eyes of the pathologist. Her gut told her that she could trust them, so she nodded her agreement.

‘Good. I’ll send you an invite for 8.00am. And don’t be late,’ they said to Lock, with what looked suspiciously like a wink. ‘I’ve got big plans for you.’ Dr Edwards turned, sheltering their mobile from the wind as they reeled off a set of instructions to whoever was being charged with transporting and receiving the body.

While they were talking, four guys in full protective clothing approached up the hill, panting heavily. Kat signalled to them to wait.

‘I’m not done yet,’ she explained. ‘I need to get a better feel for the place the killer chose to take their victim before the SOCOs pull the scene apart and bag everything up for forensics.’

‘So you’re still prioritising your “feelings” over facts?’ Lock asked.

‘Yes, Lock, I am.’ Resisting the urge to remind it of how many times her ‘gut feelings’ had been right compared to Lock’s fact-based algorithms, she circled the body, trying to take a helicopter view of the situation. To find their killer, they needed to understand why they had killed this person, in this place, in this way.

She stood back, taking in not just the cross and the body it bore, but the summit they stood upon and the landscape below. If the killer had wanted their victim to die from the cold, they could have tied him up naked anywhere that was exposed and got the same result. Why go to the bother of crucifying him? She stared again at the cross, noting the length and width and weight of it. ‘I want forensics all over this. There must be at least another foot buried in the ground to stabilise it enough to carry the weight of a man. That would have taken real effort – especially in the frozen ground – so there might be hairs or fibres caught on the wood somewhere. And where did they source it from? How did they get it up here and when? I want as much attention paid to the cross as the body, please.’

‘And why didn’t they gag him to stop him from screaming?’ asked Rayan.

‘They didn’t need to,’ said Kat, screwing her eyes against the wind as she scanned the barren landscape. ‘No one would have heard him. In fact, maybe that was the point.’ She was wearing thermal underwear, a suit and waterproof PPE, yet still she was freezing. What would it be like to be tied to a cross on this deserted summit, naked and exposed, knowing that no one could hear you scream save the silent stars above? Apart from deathly cold, the victim would have felt utterly exposed, powerless and alone. Was that what his killer or killers wanted? And if so, why?

Kat took a deep breath of the freezing-cold air. ‘This is the highest and most famous landmark for miles around. The killer – or killers – brought their victim here not just to die, but to be found. This summit has been used like a platform for a highly stylised form of execution. And I think the butchering of the ears after death is a message.’

‘A message? Wouldn’t it have been easier to leave a note?’ said Lock.

Rayan let out a belt of laughter, but Kat knew Lock wasn’t trying to be funny. Its logical mind was genuinely confused by the idea of slicing off a dead man’s ears as a means of communication.

‘What do you think the message is?’ Rayan asked.

‘I don’t know. But I do know this is a highly ritualistic killing. Which means unless we catch him, our killer is likely to strike again.’





CHAPTER FIVE

By the time Kat reached the bottom of the hill, her teeth were chattering from the cold. Relieved to see all three cordons now in place, she asked Rayan to secure Gary Jones’s car for forensics and then headed towards the foreman’s cabin. She needed to hold a hot cup of tea in her hands before even attempting to remove her PPE and drive back to HQ.

She didn’t bother to knock as she entered the cabin, followed by Lock. Inside, there was no sign of Constable Nicholls or any other officers, but the owner of the waste and recycling centre, Phil Brine, was sitting with his feet up on the desk, talking to a young woman with short black hair.

The woman turned as the door opened, and Kat was struck by how white and gaunt her young face looked against the blackness of her hair and coat. Back in the day, she’d have described her as a Goth, but according to Cam no one used that term anymore. People who dressed like this were ‘Emos’ or ‘edgy’. (‘But you really shouldn’t categorise people just because of how they dress, Mum.’)

‘Any chance of a cup of tea?’ said Kat.

Phil Brine jumped to his feet. ‘Course, ma’am. It’s cold enough to freeze your boll—I mean, it’s freezing up there. Cup of tea will soon sort you out.’ Kat watched as he grabbed a couple of mugs that looked like
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