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Introducing DCI Walker and his team

This is the sixth book in the DCI James Walker series. For those who haven’t read The Christmas Killer, The Killer in the Snow, The Winter Killer, The Night Before Christmas and The Killer in the Cold, here is a brief introduction to the man himself and the key members of his team.

DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR JAMES WALKER, AGED 44 
An officer with the Cumbria Constabulary based in Kendal. He spent twenty years with the Met in London before moving to the quiet village of Kirkby Abbey just over five years ago. He’s married to Annie, aged forty, who was born in the village and worked as a teacher. The couple have a daughter, Bella, aged three, and a son, Theo, who is just over eighteen months old.

SUPERINTENDENT JEFF TANNER, AGED 50 
Now based at Cumbria Police HQ in Penrith. James took over from him as DCI. He’s married with a son.

DETECTIVE INSPECTOR PHIL STEVENS, AGED 42 
A no-nonsense detective who moved up the ladder to replace James as DI. He’s married with two children.

DETECTIVE SERGEANT JESSICA ABBOTT, AGED 37 
A highly respected member of the team and of Irish and East African descent. She’s as sharp as a razor, and not afraid to speak her mind. She, too, was promoted to her current position as part of the department shake up. She’s married to Sean, a paramedic.

DETECTIVE CONSTABLE CAROLINE FOLEY, AGED 31 
The youngest member of the team, she lives with her widowed mother in Kendal. Her three-year relationship with another woman broke down a year ago.



CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Introducing DCI Walker and his team

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Chapter Sixty-Eight

Chapter Sixty-Nine

Chapter Seventy

Chapter Seventy-One

Chapter Seventy-Two

Chapter Seventy-Three

Chapter Seventy-Four

Chapter Seventy-Five

Chapter Seventy-Six

Chapter Seventy-Seven

Chapter Seventy-Eight

Chapter Seventy-Nine

Chapter Eighty

Chapter Eighty-One

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Keep Reading…

About the Author

By the same author

About the Publisher



PROLOGUE

It was just after 9 p.m. on Christmas Eve when Gordon Carver stepped out of the pub and onto the wind-lashed street. Snow was still falling, but thankfully not as hard as it had been earlier. 

His heart was beating rapidly, and his first instinct was to look around to see if he was being watched. But it was impossible to tell because there were so many people out enjoying the festive atmosphere that had at last consumed the market town of Kendal.

Couples, groups and individuals were making the most of the occasion despite the bad weather that had battered Cumbria for days. The mood was buoyant, but after what he’d just been told, he wasn’t able to embrace it. Instead, his body was tight with tension and a ball of anxiety was growing inside him.

This wasn’t how he had expected the day to end. Up until now he had been on a high.

This morning he’d had breakfast with his parents at their home in Burneside and they’d given him a £50 Amazon gift voucher as a Christmas present. And then this afternoon he’d managed to spend two hours with the woman who had captured his heart.

But after that came the phone call followed by the revelation that had badly shaken him and left him fearing for his life.

As he headed towards home, he started to give thought to how he should react. He’d faced numerous threats and intimidation during his long journalistic career, but nothing like this. He was therefore convinced that he had no choice but to take it seriously. Doing nothing was not an option. He had to do what was necessary to protect himself.

It was going to take him less than ten minutes to get home, but the further he walked, the more anxious he became. He kept looking over his shoulder to see if he was being followed, gripped by the rising sense of panic.

Only a couple of hundred yards from his house and walking along a path that took him through a small patch of woodland, a rush of blood to his head prompted him to act straight away.

He tugged his mobile from his pocket, and after opening up his contacts, he scrolled down to the last name on the list – Detective Chief Inspector James Walker. He was the Cumbria Constabulary officer with whom Gordon had the closest working relationship. Detective Walker was also the only copper he had ever really trusted, and he was sure that James would offer sound advice on how best to deal with the threat he faced. 

He tapped the number, but as it started ringing, he heard the clump of footsteps on the rough gravel behind him. 

He started to turn at the same time a hard blow struck the back of his head, sending him tumbling forward onto the ground and into the deep, dark depths of oblivion.




CHAPTER ONE

The kids were at last in bed and fast asleep. It meant that James and Annie could have some quiet time together before turning in themselves.

It was coming up to ten o’clock and they had planned to put the little munchkins down much earlier. But there had been a lot to do in preparation for the big day and so they’d let them stay up and burn off some of their energy. 

Three-year-old Bella had been hyperactive because she now knew about Santa and that he would soon be dropping by to deliver her Christmas presents. And her brother Theo, who was almost two, had been loud and lively throughout the day since a howling wind woke everyone at 6 a.m. and brought another lashing of snow to Kirkby Abbey and other parts of Cumbria.

Thankfully the weather had calmed by the time James drove the twenty-five miles from the village to police headquarters in Kendal, where he’d been based for the past five years. He spent the best part of seven hours in the office while Annie took the kids to see the Santa Claus parade in the village square before going to a children’s party in the school.

James was pretty sure that his day had been less stressful than his wife’s given that, for a change, he’d spent most of it at his desk attending to paperwork and assigning tasks to his team of detectives. 

The tasks dealt with three serious incidents: the non-fatal stabbing of a teenage boy in Windermere, an arson attack on a house in Ambleside, and a drunken brawl at a pub in Staveley. They were all straightforward cases and at least no one had been murdered.

As Detective Chief Inspector, James was responsible for overseeing all investigations, formulating strategies, and making the high-level decisions. It was something he was well equipped to do, having served as a copper for over twenty-five years, twenty of them with the Met in London before he and Annie had moved to Cumbria.

Tomorrow, he intended to stay at home with the family, provided that no major crimes were committed on his patch that he’d have to take the lead on.

‘I’ve poured you a whisky and me a gin,’ Annie said when James walked into the living room carrying the two sacks of Christmas presents that had been hidden in the wardrobe. ‘Come and sit down. We both deserve a break before we sort that lot out,’ she said, gesturing to the bags of gifts.

As he perched himself on the sofa next to his wife, she handed him a glass of his favourite whisky. 

‘Cheers, my love,’ she said. ‘Here’s to a very merry Christmas.’

As they clinked their glasses, James felt a ball of emotion well up inside him. At moments like this it always struck him how lucky he was to have met and married this woman. She was kind and committed, as well as gorgeous, with soft features, bright blue eyes, and long black hair. 

‘The same to you, sweetheart,’ he said before downing a mouthful of whisky that warmed the back of his throat.

The TV was on, but they paid no attention to it as they talked about the following day. The morning was going to be all about ensuring that the kids enjoyed themselves. Then it was the traditional turkey lunch, to which they’d invited Annie’s best friend, Janet Dyer. She would otherwise be by herself as her twin sons were spending the festive period with her ex-husband. In the evening, they were hoping to chill out and stream a Christmas movie. 

‘Are you still glad that we didn’t move back to London this year, despite what happened last Christmas?’ Annie asked him. 

James responded with a smile and a nod. ‘Of course I am. And not just because the longer I’m here the more I love the place. It’s meant that we’ve also been able to play a part in helping the village to recover. And it’s not as if going back to the Smoke will make us feel any safer.’

Kirkby Abbey had been shaken to the core twelve months ago by the murders of two of its residents, both former police officers. They were killed on Christmas Eve and their bodies were found on Boxing Day within walking distance of James and Annie’s four-bedroom cottage.

But it wasn’t just those heinous crimes that had made the couple seriously consider upping sticks and returning to London. It was the fact that, since they’d settled in Cumbria five years ago, the county had been blighted by bursts of bloodshed during each successive festive period. It meant that James had been forced to abandon his family at Christmas to investigate no fewer than thirteen murders, and the cases had been among the most disturbing of his career. He’d almost come to accept the rising death toll as a gruesome Christmas tradition.

‘We can only hope and pray that this year will be different,’ he said, and Annie responded by raising her glass again.

‘I’ll drink to that,’ she replied before leaning over to peck him on the lips. ‘And just so you know, I’m also pleased that we stayed here. Sure, we’ve had more than our fair share of dark days, but I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else.’

They enjoyed another drink together before deciding that it was time to wrap the presents and spread them across the floor around the glittering Christmas tree. 

But before they got started, they heard the distinctive ringing of James’s phone coming from the kitchen. It was where he’d left it when they went upstairs to bathe the kids.

He felt a sharp stab of alarm and instinctively turned to Annie, who rolled her eyes and said, ‘Let’s just hope that there hasn’t been a murder.’

He huffed out a breath before rushing into the kitchen. His phone was on the worktop and as he picked it up, he saw that the name on the screen was that of his boss, Superintendent Jeff Tanner.

‘Hello, guv,’ he said, his tone sharp. ‘I didn’t expect to hear from you tonight. What’s up?’

‘I’m just ringing to wish you a merry Christmas and to let you know that my wife and I have cancelled our trip to Scotland because of the appalling weather there. So, we’ll be staying at home.’

James heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Thanks for letting me know and a merry Christmas to you, too. I was worried you had some bad news for me.’

Tanner chuckled. ‘Thankfully no. It’s all quiet on the northern front. And I gather that today was reasonably quiet in the office?’

‘That’s right. We detained a guy in connection with the stabbing and arrested two men after the pub brawl. Whoever set fire to the house in Ambleside remains a mystery, but thankfully very little damage was done before it was put out.’

‘And who will be on duty tomorrow?’

‘Detectives Stevens and Abbott. Hopefully they won’t be kept busy.’

‘Fingers crossed. I’ll be back at my desk on Boxing Day now that I’m not going away. What about you?’

‘I’m supposed to be off until after the weekend, but we’ll see how it goes.’

‘Well, I’m due a visit to Kendal so I might pop down on Monday. If I do, we can have a catch-up.’

Tanner had been based at Cumbria HQ in Penrith for three years after moving from Kendal, where he’d been DCI. James was promoted to fill his shoes, and the pair had a good working relationship. 

Before hanging up, Tanner added, ‘Enjoy your break then, James, and pass on my best wishes to your good wife.’ 

As he disconnected, James noticed a missed call notification on his home screen. It had come in just under an hour ago, when he was upstairs with the kids, so he hadn’t heard it.

The caller was journalist Gordon Carver, who worked for the Cumbria Gazette and was one of the very few hacks whom James trusted.

Curiosity compelled him to return the call as he walked back into the living room, but there was no answer.

‘Who was it then?’ Annie asked him. ‘Have you got to go out?’

He shook his head and told her it was Tanner. ‘He just wanted me to know that he’s not taking his usual Christmas break because of the crap weather in Scotland. And he passed on his best wishes to you.’

‘That was nice of him.’

‘I missed a call from Gordon Carver,’ James noted.

‘I’m not surprised we didn’t hear it,’ she said. ‘The noise the kids were making in the bathroom at the time was off the scale.’

James frowned. ‘If it was urgent I’m sure he would have called me back by now.’

Annie nodded. ‘He probably wanted to pump you for information. That’s usually why he calls you.’

She was right, and James saw no point in overthinking it. Instead, he made a mental note to check in with the journalist at some point tomorrow, and decided to spend the rest of the evening relaxing with his wife before chaos once again descended on the Walker household.




CHAPTER TWO 
CHRISTMAS DAY

Christmas morning came all too soon for James and Annie. At 6 a.m. Bella wandered into their room and woke them up to ask if Santa had been.

Annie tried to persuade her to go back to bed, but it proved to be a waste of time. She was wide awake, excited, and bursting with energy. It was left to her dad to tell her that they wouldn’t know if Santa had been until they ventured downstairs.

‘Even if he has, you’ll have to wait until your brother is up so that you can go down together,’ he said.

As if on cue a sharp cry came from Theo’s room, which prompted Annie to roll over and get out of bed.

‘I’ll bring him in here and he can join me and Bella on the bed,’ she said to James. ‘You go down and see if Santa’s been. If he has, then turn on the fire and kettle, and come and get us.’ 

James got up and blinked away the tiredness in his eyes. After slipping on his dressing gown, he ruffled his fingers through his daughter’s hair, told her to climb onto the bed, and stepped out of the room. 

The house was still cold, so once downstairs he upped the temperature on the central heating and turned on the electric fire in the living room, along with the lights. 

Next stop was the kitchen where he filled the kettle and switched it on. Then it was into the downstairs bathroom to empty his bladder and rinse his face. 

Seeing himself in the mirror made him flinch. He was forty-four, but looked at least five years older. His face was a pale, washed-out colour, and his thick brown hair was now peppered with grey. Not that it bothered him that much. He’d long ago accepted that the stress of the job was bound to leave its mark physically as well as mentally.

He returned to the living room and opened the curtains to check on the weather. It was dark outside, but he could see that more snow had fallen overnight or earlier this morning. It covered the front garden and his car but only by a couple of inches. 

After pouring two mugs of tea and preparing drinks for the kids, he went back upstairs to announce that Santa Claus had been and gone.

Bella’s face lit up. ‘Did he leave some toys for us? Did he, Daddy?’ The words spluttered out of her mouth.

James laughed. ‘Yes, he did, my darling. So, are you ready to find out what there is?’

The next two hours were fun, chaotic, and memorable, and James made sure to take plenty of photos.

Bella and Theo were delighted with their gifts, which included books, colouring sets, building blocks and a range of other toys. After everything was unwrapped the pair went into manic mode – jumping, clapping, squealing, and flapping their hands.

James and Annie waited until things had quietened down before exchanging their own gifts. She gave him, among other things, an expensive bottle of single malt whisky. And he gave her a bag containing all the items she’d hinted at, including a pair of slippers, a cashmere scarf, and a set of scented candles.

As far as James was concerned, the day had got off to a perfect start and he felt quite emotional.

They tucked into pancakes for breakfast and afterwards he sent goodwill text messages to his parents, who still lived in London, as well as his brother and two sisters. 

By nine o’clock, he and Annie were showered and dressed. They were about to share the task of getting the kids ready when James’s phone rang. He wasn’t expecting anyone to call this early, and so his breath caught, and a hard knot tightened in his throat.

‘Don’t go into panic mode,’ Annie said when he looked at her and pulled a face. ‘It’s probably just an early rising well-wisher.’

But the caller was Detective Inspector Stevens, and as soon as he started speaking all the festive cheer that had built up inside James evaporated in an instant. 

‘I’m really sorry to bother you, guv, but something has happened that you need to know about,’ he said.

‘What is it, Phil?’ James asked him with a tremor in his voice. 

‘There’s been a murder here in Kendal. A couple out walking stumbled across a body a short time ago. DC Abbott and I just arrived at the scene, and it turns out the victim is someone we all knew. Gordon Carver, the journalist at the Gazette.’

James felt a cold shiver run through him. ‘Are you fucking serious?’

‘I’m afraid so, guv. It seems he was attacked on a pathway close to his home at some point last night. He received what appears to be a fatal blow to the back of his head.’

James closed his eyes as a heavy weight settled in his stomach.

‘There’s something you need to know, Phil,’ he said after a beat. ‘Gordon called me last night just after nine o’clock, but I didn’t hear the phone ring. About an hour later I saw I had a missed call and rang him straight back, but he didn’t pick up. I suspect that could be because he was already dead by then.’

‘Holy shit. Do you know why he wanted to speak to you?’

James blew out a loud breath. ‘Not a clue. He usually rang me for info when we were working a big case, but I haven’t heard from him in weeks.’

‘How do you want to handle it then? Shall we crack on or do you—’

‘I’ll need to head this one up, so text me the location,’ James interrupted. ‘You and Jessica stay at the scene and wait for me to get there. I’ll be as quick as I can. Have you told anyone else who the victim is?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Then keep it to yourselves for now. I’ll put a call in to the Super. The murder of a high-profile journalist will attract a lot of attention.’




CHAPTER THREE

When James came off the phone his heart was pounding, the beat booming in his ears. He immediately turned to Annie and saw the concern on her face.

‘It’s bad news, isn’t it?’ she said, her voice thin and stretched.

He scrunched his brow and nodded. ‘I’m sorry, love, but I have to go straight out. Come into the kitchen and I’ll explain what’s happened.’

They left the kids playing on the floor, oblivious to the fact that it was no longer going to be a merry Christmas for their parents.

When James passed on the news to Annie she gasped as if a punch had taken her breath away. 

‘I c-can’t believe it,’ she stammered. ‘The poor man.’

Gordon Carver had lived in Kirkby Abbey before moving to Kendal a few years ago, so Annie had met him several times. And his name had frequently cropped up in conversation because he’d reported on every case that James had worked on since joining the Cumbria Constabulary.

James was suddenly reminded of last Boxing Day, when he’d had to break the news to Annie that someone else who she knew had been murdered. Now, once again, he was the bearer of bad news, and was going to have to spend yet another festive occasion away from his family. 

‘I have to wonder why he phoned me,’ he said. ‘Could it have been that he knew – or feared – that something was about to happen to him?’

Annie shook her head. ‘I very much doubt it. Surely he would have called the three nines rather than you if he’d felt in any way threatened.’

James knew she was probably right, but he still experienced a frisson of guilt for not taking his phone upstairs when they’d bathed the kids. Would Gordon still be alive if he had answered the call and spoken to him? It was a question he would never know the answer to.

‘I’d better get going,’ he said, glancing at his watch. ‘I’m really sorry.’

‘Don’t be,’ Annie told him as she stepped closer to give him a hug. ‘You need to do your job. We’ll be fine. And I’ll make sure that Bella and Theo still have a great day.’

James thanked her, grateful as always that she was so understanding.

A quick change of clothes and James was ready to set off. By then a dark unease had pushed its way into his mind.

‘Let me know when to expect you back home,’ Annie said as he gave her and the kids farewell kisses.

‘You can count on it,’ he told her before stepping outside into a bitterly cold Christmas morning.

He felt a strong mixture of emotions as he settled behind the wheel of his Audi. Before starting her up, he placed his mobile on the phone mount and tapped on Superintendent Tanner’s number. The boss answered as soon as James pulled off the driveway onto the road.

‘Good morning, James,’ he said. ‘Would I be right in assuming that you’re calling to tell me that it looks like we have a murder on our hands?’

‘Then you already know,’ James replied.

‘Control informed me a few minutes ago that a man’s body has been found in a woodland on the edge of Kendal. And foul play is suspected.’

‘Yes, I just received a call from DI Stevens who’s at the scene and it’s not good.’

‘What more can you tell me then?’

‘It looks like the victim received a fatal blow to the back of the head while walking near to his home yesterday evening.’

‘Has he been identified?’

‘He has, which is why I’m heading there now. It’s Gazette journalist Gordon Carver.’

Tanner drew a sharp, audible breath. ‘Jesus Christ. This is bad. I’ll have to alert the Chief Constable.’

‘Then you need to tell him that Gordon tried to contact me before he was killed.’

‘What do you mean?’

James told him about the missed call. 

‘It’s pretty disturbing because I doubt that he would have wanted to speak to me on Christmas Eve if it wasn’t something important, or urgent even. And we don’t know if he phoned me seconds or minutes before the attack took place. What we do know is that when I did call him back, he didn’t pick up. And the thought that he might already have been dead by then is making me feel more than a little uncomfortable.’

‘Update me as soon as you can,’ Tanner said. ‘I’ll speak to the Chief Constable and the press office. It won’t be long before Gordon’s colleagues in the media get wind of what’s happened. Once they do, they’ll make sure that everyone knows it’s going to be yet another not-so-merry Christmas in Cumbria.’




CHAPTER FOUR

James was familiar with the location of the crime scene, so he didn’t need to put it into his satnav.

Being Christmas morning, traffic was light and the roads were clear despite the earlier snowfall. But the sky was an ominous grey and held the promise of more snow to come.

As he drove north towards Kendal, his heartbeat started to ramp up and questions flooded his mind. Among those that would need to be answered quickly was whether Gordon Carver had been the victim of a random or targeted attack.

As a journalist he had no doubt made enemies, so was it possible that one of them had sought revenge against him?

Carver had been a sharp operator and a formidable journalist. He’d had lots of contacts in the Constabulary and was one of the few hacks who had won the trust of the team of detectives.

James first met him five years ago when a serial killer went on the rampage in Kirkby Abbey. It was James’s first major case in Cumbria and Carver had approached him outside the village hall to ask him a bunch of questions. Back then the man was in his late twenties, with pointed features and short, reddish hair.

He’d looked much the same when James last had a conversation with him several weeks ago. He was pulling together a feature on the extent of drug trafficking across Cumbria and wanted input from the police.

James knew very little about the man’s personal circumstances, except that he wasn’t married, had no children, and his parents lived just over two miles from Kendal in the village of Burneside.

They would have to be informed as soon as possible, and James knew that the unenviable task of passing on the devastating news on Christmas Day would fall on him.

The drive to Kendal was fast and uneventful. James arrived just before ten and made his way to the small patch of woodland on the western fringe of the town. Gordon’s body had been found on the footpath that ran through it, halfway between a car park and a quiet residential road.

But this morning the road was far from quiet. Several patrol cars were parked on it, along with a forensic van, and officers in reflective yellow jackets were milling about while ensuring that curious residents kept their distance. 

A taut ribbon of police tape stretched across the entrance to the gravel path, and just beyond it stood Detective Sergeant Jessica Abbott, who was conversing with a scene of crime officer in a white forensic suit. When she spotted James, she abruptly ended the conversation and signalled for him to step under the tape.

‘You got here quickly, guv,’ she said. 

Abbott was one of his most highly rated officers, and had attended countless crime scenes. She was already a member of the team when James joined.

‘The pathway stretches for roughly three hundred yards,’ she went on, ‘and Gordon’s body is about halfway along it. Phil is there now briefing Tony Coppell, who just got here.’

‘Has anything new come to light since Phil called me?’

She shook her head. ‘Unfortunately, the snow that’s been hitting the area severely contaminated the scene. Footprints were wiped out and it’s made searching the immediate vicinity more difficult. No likely murder weapon has been found so far.’

‘I’m guessing it would have been pitch black here around nine o’clock last night,’ James said. 

‘That’s right. But the couple who found the body told me that, even without lighting, the path still gets used after dark as it serves as a shortcut from the town centre to the road. And up until now it’s been considered a perfectly safe route.’

‘I’ll also need to speak to them. Where are they?’

Abbott pointed to a small, detached house directly across the road, in front of which stood a uniformed officer.

‘That’s where they live. They’re both badly shaken and so far we’ve only spoken to them about how and when they stumbled across the body. Gordon lived two houses along on the left,’ she said, pointing to the building, ‘and they knew him well. I was on my way to speak to them again just before you pulled up.’

‘We’ll go together in a minute then. What about Gordon’s place? Have you been inside?’

‘Not yet, but a couple of uniforms popped in after we found the front-door key in Gordon’s pocket. We know he lived alone, but we needed to make sure that the house was empty.’

‘And is it?’

‘Yes. And nothing is out of place, apparently.’

‘Do we know if he was on his way out or going home when he was attacked?’ James asked, in the hope that they had come upon at least one important fact.

But to his disappointment, Abbott shrugged. ‘That’s yet to be established, guv.’

She then motioned for him to walk with her along the path. It was about twelve feet wide with high trees and bushes on either side. After a hundred yards or so it curved to the right, revealing the crime scene up ahead. The sight of it sent a blast of heat through James’s body. And the closer he got to it the faster his heart began to beat in his chest.

‘Brace yourself, guv,’ Abbott said, as though reading the change in his demeanour. ‘This is a tough one to take in.’




CHAPTER FIVE

James and Abbott had to slip on forensic gloves and shoe covers before they approached the crime scene.

SOCOs were busy taking photos and searching for evidence on the path and in the wood. A tent hadn’t yet been erected so the victim was clearly visible.

Standing a few yards beyond him were the familiar figures of Detective Inspector Phil Stevens and Chief Forensic Officer Tony Coppell. They both acknowledged James, but said nothing as he stepped up to Gordon Carver’s body and stared down at it as dispassionately as he could. 

The man was lying on his back and a patch of gravel several inches to the left of his head was heavily stained with blood, suggesting he’d been moved.

His pale features appeared to be frozen – the eyes closed, the mouth open – but he was still easily recognisable as the journalist who James had known and liked.

Carver wore a heavy winter coat over a bright red crew-neck sweater emblazoned with Christmas trees and snowmen, which suggested he’d been embracing the festive spirit before his life was so brutally cut short.

James felt a shudder of unease run through him as he recalled the moment last Boxing Day when he’d stood over the body of another man he had known. Someone who’d been stabbed to death while dressed as Santa Claus. 

‘I knew you would want to take the lead on this one, guv, bearing in mind who the victim is.’

It was the gravelly voice of DI Stevens that wrenched James out of his thoughts. And as he looked up, he saw that his second-in-command was wearing a mournful expression.

‘It was enough of a shock to be told that a body had been found a short walk from police HQ,’ Stevens went on. ‘I really couldn’t believe it when I got here and saw who it was.’

‘It’s knocked me for six as well,’ James replied. ‘Especially knowing that Gordon tried to contact me last night. And it could well have been just before the attack took place.’

Stevens nodded. ‘That seems highly likely since he didn’t pick up when you phoned him back.’

It was Tony Coppell’s turn then to step forward and speak. The Chief Forensic Officer had been doing the job for over twenty years and his presence at a crime scene always reassured James.

‘It’s my considered opinion that he was attacked sometime between nine and midnight,’ he said. ‘Pam is on her way here and will give us a more accurate assessment.’

Dr Pam Flint was the Forensic Pathologist and had worked alongside James on most of the murder cases he’d run since coming to Cumbria.

‘What conclusions have you drawn so far?’ James asked.

‘Only that he was attacked from behind with a single, fierce blow to the head,’ Coppell answered. ‘It penetrated the skull and no doubt impacted on his brain. I’m sure he would have died either instantly or within minutes. And no other wounds are visible.’ 

James took some consolation from the fact that Gordon almost certainly didn’t suffer a slow, painful death.

‘Any idea what kind of weapon was used?’ he asked.

Coppell shrugged. ‘It’s too soon to say for sure. It could have been anything from a rock to a hammer. It doesn’t appear as though the attacker dropped it here at the scene, but the search of the immediate area has only just got underway.’

‘I take it the body has been moved?’ James said.

‘It has. When the couple found him, he was face down. The husband turned him over and wiped the snow from his face.’

James blew out through clenched teeth. ‘Then you’d better move him again so that I can see the damage for myself.’

Coppell knelt down and gently turned the body over so that the wound was visible. James knelt down beside Coppell to get a closer look, and as he did so the breath left him with a gasp.

The wound was large and deep, and blood had coagulated inside. 

‘The snow and low temperatures have slowed down decomposition, which is helpful to us,’ Coppell said. 

James’s thoughts were now burning like a fuse, and his face was tight with tension. It was clear that the journalist had been hit with extreme force, and the extent of the wound raised more questions. Did the attacker mean to kill him? Or was the intention to render him unconscious? And did the attacker leap out of the bushes to surprise him or were they walking together along the path when something sparked a violent confrontation?

As James stood up, he raked a hand through his hair and released a shaky breath.

‘What else can you tell me, guys?’ he said.

It was Stevens who responded. ‘Well, we found his wallet in his jeans pocket, complete with a sum of cash and several bank cards. So, it’s an indication that the motive might not have been robbery. However, there’s no sign of his mobile phone, which means that it could have been taken, or that we’ll eventually find it somewhere around here.’

‘Any clue as to which direction the killer fled in?’

Stevens shook his head. ‘They could have exited the path at either end or made off through the wood. The only CCTV camera nearby is in the car park and I’ve asked for it to be checked. I’ve also requested more uniform backup so we can carry out a door-to-door to see if anyone saw something last night.’

James was thinking fast now, mental gears whirring as he gnawed on his bottom lip.

Turning to DS Abbott, who was standing behind him, he said, ‘I’d now like to speak to the couple who found him. After that, you and I will check out Gordon’s house.’ Turning back to Stevens, he added, ‘You continue to oversee things here, Phil. And while you’re at it, can you get an address for Gordon’s parents in Burneside? They need to be given the bad news before it gets out there.’




CHAPTER SIX

As James followed Abbott along the path, he could feel the pressure forming behind his eyes.

Instinct told him that this case was going to present them with a real challenge. The lack of witnesses and forensic evidence. The contamination of the crime scene. The missed call from the victim. It was surely going to be anything but straightforward.

‘What were your plans for today before Phil called you, guv?’ Abbott asked him as they approached the road.

He shrugged. ‘To stay at home with the kids. I suppose I should be grateful that I at least got to see them open their presents.’

‘So will it just be them and Annie for the rest of the day?’

‘Her best friend is coming over for lunch and I’m hoping she’ll hang around into the evening.’

Abbott gave a thoughtful nod. ‘I can appreciate how hard it’s been for your wife. Every Christmas since you moved here you’ve had to leave your family to deal with one or more murders.’

‘I know. When was the last time you enjoyed a Christmas break with Sean?’ he asked her.

‘I can’t actually remember. Given Sean’s a paramedic we try to make a point of being on duty at the same time, and I’m usually given the Christmas Day shift as we don’t have any kids.’

‘I’m sure it won’t be long before you do,’ he responded.

She pushed out a sigh and it made James regret making the comment. ‘That’s what we keep telling ourselves, guv,’ she said. ‘I just wish I was still in my twenties instead of my thirties.’

James was well aware that children were a sore subject with his DS. She’d married Sean two years ago, but still hadn’t managed to fall pregnant.

Thankfully, the conversation ended abruptly as they exited the path onto the road. Two more patrol cars had arrived and the air was filled with the harsh sounds of police radios and loud voices.

They removed their shoe covers and gloves before crossing over to the house belonging to the couple who found Gordon’s body.

‘Their names are Erika and Vincent Lynch,’ Abbott said. ‘They’re both retired and in their early seventies.’

The uniformed officer outside the door rang the bell for them and moments later it was opened by a short, bearded man with craggy features.

‘Hello again, Mr Lynch,’ Abbott said. ‘I’m here with my superior officer. Would it be okay to come in so that you can tell him what you told me?’

James quickly introduced himself and Vincent Lynch waved them inside. It was a small, cosy interior and the radiators were blasting out a fierce heat. 

They were led into the living room where Mrs Lynch was sitting on the sofa next to a large, highly decorated Christmas tree.

Her husband introduced James and invited the detectives to sit on the two empty armchairs, before joining his wife on the sofa.

Erika was a small, thin woman with tousled grey hair and eyes that were glazed and haunted. James could tell that she was having a hard time dealing with what she had seen.

‘I realise that this is very difficult for you both,’ he said, ‘but I have to ask you some questions about Mr Carver. Before I do, could you please talk me through what happened earlier, when you found the body?’

The couple glanced at each other and Vincent took his wife’s hand before he dragged in a sharp breath and said, ‘We make a point of going for a walk most mornings. Today we decided to go along the path towards the town centre. It was snowing, but only lightly by then, and it was no longer dark. There was no one else around and it felt good to get out, but within minutes of leaving the house we saw the snow-covered body in the middle of the path. Naturally it was a horrible shock.

‘We didn’t realise it was Gordon until I rolled him over. I saw straight away who it was and that he was dead.’

Vincent suddenly squeezed his eyes shut and drew in another lungful of air. His wife picked up where he’d left off.

‘I took out my mobile phone and called the emergency services,’ she said, her voice unsteady. ‘Vincent then told me to come back to the house while he waited for the police to arrive.’

Vincent opened his eyes again and scrunched up his face as though in pain. ‘I knew I wouldn’t have to wait long because the station is so close, but it was still a terrible experience standing there looking down on the corpse of a man who had been a friend and neighbour.’ 

‘Did you move anything other than the body?’ James asked him. ‘And did you see anything that might offer up a clue as to what happened?’

A shake of the head. ‘I’ve already explained to your colleague that I didn’t touch anything after first moving him. I just stood there shaking and feeling sick.’

‘And did anyone else come along the path before the police arrived?’

‘No. That didn’t surprise me though. Very few people use the path at that time of the morning.’

‘And have either of you told friends or neighbours that it’s Gordon’s body on the path?’

They both shook their heads. ‘We thought it best not to,’ Vincent said. 

James clamped his top lip between his teeth as he considered what they’d been told. Finally, he said, ‘We believe that Mr Carver was attacked last night between about nine and twelve, but we don’t know if he had just left his house or was returning to it. Can you shed any light on that?’

‘I can’t. Erika and I went to bed at about seven and watched a film together
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