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      Elsa Flanagan cursed under her breath and slapped the side of the torch against the palm of her hand.

      The beam wavered before it flickered back to life and she exhaled, releasing some of the tension from her shoulders.

      She’d told Dennis to change the batteries the previous evening when he’d returned from the pub, the dog carrying a faint scent of cigarette smoke from where his owner had passed the time with his friends in the small undercover shelter to the side of the fourteenth-century tavern.

      He’d obviously forgotten all about the batteries after several pints of real ale, and now she was traipsing across the pitch black field with Smokey, praying the beam held out long enough for her to let the dog have a quick trot around before she headed home for the evening.

      Early spring, and the air was laden with a freshness, the countryside beginning to waken from its winter slumber.

      She’d spent the afternoon in the garden, pulling out all the old and rotten vegetation, the roses receiving a vicious pruning, and the flowerbeds prepped and ready for the first burst of daffodils.

      Dennis had phoned half an hour ago and said he’d be late home from the golf course. There had been a crash on the M20 where the new merging lanes, implemented the previous year, still caused grief for unsuspecting drivers.

      Elsa had huffed, but knew it wasn’t his fault. They enjoyed their evening walks with the dog together, but he’d urged her to go on without him this time.

      ‘Goodness knows how long I’ll be,’ he’d said.

      Reluctantly, she’d agreed with him, as Smokey was already pacing the hallway in anticipation.

      ‘Come on, then,’ she’d said, grabbing his lead from its position on the newel post, and headed out, locking the front door behind her.

      There was a time when she’d have simply let the dog wait until the morning for a long walk and let him out into the garden instead, but with his advancing years she knew if she didn’t take him now he’d be unsettled all night, and she wouldn’t get any sleep.

      Dennis would be too busy snoring to notice.

      She’d smiled and waved at a neighbour returning from walking her Yorkshire Terrier, and then turned and followed an overgrown footpath that led to a small field.

      As far as she was aware, only the neighbour used the route regularly. She and Dennis normally walked along a different path that took them past the village pub. Their suburb was far enough out of the main town to be uncrowded, and for the most part was populated by people who were retired, or whose children had left the nest long ago. She’d let the dog off his lead the moment she reached the barren field, safe in the knowledge the area was well-fenced. She trusted him to come back when called, but it was reassuring to know he couldn’t stray onto the railway line that cut through the end of the field while he was chasing rabbits.

      Conscious of the darkening sky, she’d rummaged in her pocket and pulled out the small torch, and it was then she realised Dennis had forgotten to change the batteries.

      Now, she wished she had taken the time to check before leaving the house.

      An excited bark from Smokey jerked her back to the present. His silhouette bounded across the field beyond where she stood with the lead in her hand, a flash of white near the hedgerow beyond reflecting off the torch’s beam as a rabbit made a lucky escape.

      In the distance, and still several miles away, the sound of the horn of the 5.55 from London Victoria carried on the wind. There was a time, not so long ago, when the sound acted as an alarm clock for her, a signal to switch on the oven and start preparing dinner ready for when Dennis walked through the front door, having driven from the railway station.

      Now, she emitted a two-note whistle to the dog and jangled the metal clasp of his lead.

      The rabbit out of reach, the dog scampered back towards her.

      Tutting under her breath at the sight of his mud-covered paws, she clipped the lead to his collar and ruffled the fur between his ears.

      ‘Good boy.’

      He strained at the lead as she straightened, his head swivelling towards the railway line, and pricked his ears.

      A breeze tugged at her hair, and she frowned.

      ‘Come on, all the rabbits are gone.’

      She turned to go but the lead grew taut.

      Glancing down, she saw the Border Collie staring at the tracks, his body rigid. His ears twitched, and he lifted his nose into the air before he whined and strained at the lead once more.

      ‘What is it?’

      She felt a pang of fear. Dennis was always telling her not to walk the dog over the field by herself. “You’re too trusting”, he said. “It’s not like the old days”, he said. “Take him around the block instead”.

      She waved the torch in a wide circle, the faint beam falling on a pair of rabbits that turned and fled as the light fell upon them.

      ‘It’s only rabbits, Smokey,’ she scolded, while trying to ignore the tremor in her voice. ‘Come—’

      The wind brushed her cheek, and she heard it then.

      A faint voice, male.

      Smokey whined again before he growled, a rumble that started in his throat and ended in a low bark.

      ‘Who’s there?’

      She heard the tremble in her voice, and patted the pockets of her jacket, her heart racing.

      Dammit.

      She’d left her mobile phone on the kitchen counter in her haste to walk the dog before it grew too dark to navigate the field.

      She took a step back and tugged on the lead.

      ‘Smokey. Come on.’

      He whined again, and instead of following her, pulled forward.

      She stumbled, managed to regain her balance at the last moment, and inhaled sharply.

      ‘Help me.’

      Elsa craned her neck, trying to see beyond the farthest reaches of the torch beam.

      The voice appeared to be coming from the direction of the railway line.

      She took a few steps forward and, emboldened, the dog took up the slack and pulled once more.

      ‘Hello?’

      A moment’s pause, then—

      ‘Help! Please – somebody help me!’

      Her heart hammering, Elsa began to hurry across the uneven ground, and cried out as her ankle turned. She kept her balance, ignored the painful twinge from her arthritic hip, and made her way down the gentle slope towards the tracks.

      A tangle of vines covered a wire mesh fence that had been erected between the field and the railway, and she paced beside it until she found an area that was less densely covered in vegetation.

      She couldn’t climb the fence, not with her hip, and with her short stature, the top of it reached a half head above her.

      ‘Please, help me – I can’t move!’

      She waved her torch in the direction of the voice, her breath escaping her lips in short bursts, until the beam fell upon a length of material that lay across the tracks.

      She blinked, and then the material moved.

      ‘The train’s coming! Help me!’

      Elsa cried out, and covered her mouth with her hand, before dropping the torch. Close up, she could still make out the wriggling form.

      A rumble in the ground sent a small shockwave up her legs, and her head jerked to the right.

      Smokey began to bark, excited by the roar of the approaching train, and the man’s terrified screams.

      ‘Oh God, oh God.’

      Elsa wrapped her fingers around the mesh of the metal fencing and tried to prise it from the post, but it wouldn’t yield. Her breath escaped in short, panicked gasps as she rattled the wire mesh in an attempt to find a weak point, a way through.

      The man continued to squirm, his body against the nearest rail, and his head furthest away from her.

      ‘Get up, get up!’ she urged. ‘The train’s coming!’

      Why isn’t he moving?

      Only metres away from where she stood, the rails began their familiar song as the weight of the train’s wheels bore down, coming closer.

      The horn sounded once more.

      The man began to scream, begging her to hurry, to stop the train, to help him, but the wire refused to yield under her touch.

      The train rounded the corner, its light bearing down on her, and she lifted her gaze to the rails.

      The man had managed to raise his head, and was staring at her, terrified.

      The train’s brakes squealed as the headlights picked out the form in its path, but it wasn’t going to stop in time. It was simply too heavy and going too fast.

      Elsa screwed up her eyes in a vain attempt to shut out the vision before her, a moment too late.

      The man’s screams were drowned out by a sickening crunch, blood exploding across the front of the locomotive.

      The wheels screeched against the rails as the train shuddered to a halt, the ensuing silence only broken by the hiss of air brakes.

      The dog whined once before pushing its trembling body against her legs, and then Elsa turned and vomited into the undergrowth.
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      Detective Sergeant Kay Hunter pulled the car in behind a white four-wheel drive vehicle emblazoned with the British Transport Police logos across its paintwork, and swallowed.

      A death on a railway was never easy to deal with, and she’d only had to attend a scene such as this once before in her career – a long time ago, when she was still a police constable.

      It was something she’d hoped she wouldn’t have to repeat.

      The phone call had come in as the team were starting to leave for the day, with a request from those at the scene to have two detectives attend. Details were scant, but the transport police had been at the scene for the past forty minutes, and the railway owners were keen to reopen the line as soon as possible.

      ‘Rush hour. Inconsiderate bastard,’ one of the older detectives had muttered. ‘Glad it’s you, not me.’

      Now, Kay turned to the woman in the passenger seat next to her.

      Detective Constable Carys Miles stared wide-eyed through the windscreen, her usually pale face a deathly shade of white.

      ‘Think yourself lucky – you’re not the one who has to clear this up.’

      ‘That doesn’t help.’

      ‘Come on. Let’s go.’

      A motley collection of ambulances, buses and police vehicles were parked either side of the narrow country road. A uniformed officer stood at an open gate set within a hedgerow, directing attending services towards an unpaved track that led away from the lane and across a field. Floodlights created a pool of light the length of it, and as Kay followed the path with her eyes, she saw the train and its eight carriages of trapped commuters on the railway beyond.

      ‘Evening, Graham,’ said Kay, as she approached.

      ‘Hello, Sarge.’

      ‘Who’s in charge of the scene?’

      The constable pointed across to the small crowd gathered at the bottom of the field. ‘Dave Walker, British Transport Police. He’s the one who requested we attend.’

      ‘Okay. Let’s go see what he’s got.’

      Kay led the way along the track, careful to avoid the muddier parts of the field.

      ‘This bloody railway,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘The fencing was supposed to stop this sort of thing happening.’

      ‘Is it common here?’ asked Carys, as she hurried to keep up.

      ‘Put it this way, the locals called it the “Suicide Mile” for years. It calmed down for a bit once the fencing went up eighteen months ago, but I guess if someone’s determined to end their life—’

      ‘There has to be a better way to go.’

      ‘You’d think so, right?’

      A man broke away from the group of police officers as they approached, his face shadowed by the angle of the floodlights.

      ‘Detective Sergeant Kay Hunter?’

      ‘That’s me.’

      He held out his hand. ‘Sergeant Dave Walker.’

      Kay introduced Carys, and then gestured towards the track. ‘Another suicide?’

      ‘We’re not sure, and that’s why you’re here. According to an eyewitness, the victim tried to change his mind at the last minute.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘She’s with one of your constables at the moment, giving a statement.’ He jabbed his thumb over his shoulder. ‘Pretty shaken up, as you can imagine. Apparently, she was out walking her dog when she heard a man’s voice. She wandered down here to investigate, and said he was calling out to her for help. She couldn’t get over the fence to reach him in time.’

      Kay glanced over her shoulder as one of the attending ambulances started to drive away across the field, bumping and jerking over the uneven ground towards a gate that had been opened on the far side.

      ‘They didn’t hang around to declare life extinct?’

      ‘No need.’ He pointed to a small, white tent that had been erected the other side of the fence amongst the undergrowth some metres away from the front of the train. ‘His head’s over there.’

      Carys emitted a groan and turned away.

      ‘Current status?’

      ‘We’re waiting for confirmation from the control centre that the line’s safe and no locomotives are shunting between stations, and then we’ll start to get these people off the train and onto the buses. All other passenger trains have been stopped at stations either side of our location, so there are buses running between Maidstone and Tonbridge. It’s a mess.’

      ‘How long do you think it’ll be before you get your confirmation we’re good to go?’

      ‘Should be within the next fifteen minutes.’

      ‘Okay, thanks. We’ll go have a chat with the witness ourselves in the meantime.’

      Kay walked side by side with Carys as they approached one of the patrol vehicles, the back door open. Inside, the figure of a diminutive, older woman sat huddled on the back seat, her eyes wide as she spoke to the police officer standing beside the vehicle, notebook in hand.

      A Border Collie sat at her feet, his ears attentive as she spoke, but sensed the two detectives approaching and twisted round to meet them, straining at his lead.

      Kay bent down to pat the dog on the head, then straightened and waited while the uniformed officer introduced them to Elsa Flanagan.

      ‘I’ve finished taking Mrs Flanagan’s initial statement,’ she said. ‘I’ll have it on your desk by the morning. Mrs Flanagan’s husband is on his way to collect her. He should be here soon.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Kay, as she turned her attention to the older woman and crouched down. ‘Mrs Flanagan, I realise that you’ve spent time with my colleague here going over the events of this evening, but would you mind telling me what happened?’

      The woman exhaled, a shaking breath that spoke volumes, and pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders.

      ‘It was terrible,’ she said. ‘I had no idea there was someone down here. I was walking Smokey, and he was busy chasing rabbits, and then when I called him, he came running. It wasn’t until I’d put his lead on that he heard something. I thought he was being difficult, but then I heard a voice. Down here.’

      ‘Where were you when you first heard the voice?’

      ‘There. About halfway up the field, where that dip in the landscape is. See it?’

      Kay shielded her eyes from the bright floodlights, and picked out the area the woman indicated on the fringes of the taped-off area. ‘Yes.’

      ‘There’s a footpath just beyond. Leads back to the road where we live. There’s only us and another woman who use it to walk our dogs.’

      ‘You didn’t see anyone else when you set out?’

      ‘Only the woman who was out walking before me. She’s got a Yorkshire Terrier.’

      Kay glanced at the police officer, who nodded. ‘We’ve got a note of the neighbour’s details,’ she said. ‘PC West left twenty minutes ago to go and speak to her.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Kay turned her attention back to Elsa. ‘What happened, after you first heard the man’s voice?’

      ‘I thought it was a mugger or someone. Dennis is always telling me not to come down here on my own. Prefers me to walk Smokey around the block if he’s not back to walk with me.’ She leaned forward and ruffled the dog’s ears. ‘But Smokey likes it down here.’

      Kay waited. The witness was processing her memories of the accident, and she had no wish to rush her. The poor woman was traumatised enough as it was.

      Elsa sighed and sat back on the passenger seat, her eyes downcast. ‘Smokey wouldn’t budge. Kept pulling on the lead, as if he knew something was wrong. Then I heard it. He called out. “Help me”, he said. At first, I didn’t know where the voice was coming from, but then he called out again and I realised the voice was coming from down here, near the railway line.’ She brought a shaking hand to her mouth. ‘I heard the train horn, then. You can hear it as it leaves East Malling station if the wind’s in the right direction. I ran, well as fast as I could, to the bottom of the field, where the fence is. I couldn’t see anything at first, and kept shining the torch around, but then he moved.’

      ‘Where was he, exactly?’

      ‘Across the tracks, at an angle. His feet were nearest to me, and his head was on the other side.’

      ‘Okay. Go on.’

      ‘I couldn’t get over the fence. I have arthritis in my hip, and the fence was too high. I tried to pull the mesh, to loosen it, but I couldn’t. The train was getting closer, and all the time, he’s crying out for help. Then the train came round the corner. I don’t know – I suppose by then the driver could see him because the headlight nearly blinded me, but he couldn’t stop. He didn’t stop—’

      Kay placed her hand on the woman’s knee. ‘Thank you, Elsa.’

      ‘Sarge? Looks like Mr Flanagan is here.’

      Kay straightened at Carys’s voice, and came face to face with a man in his seventies, his face ashen.

      ‘Elsa?’

      The woman thrust the blanket aside as the dog spun round and launched himself at the man. The woman fell into the man’s arms, and his eyes met Kay’s.

      ‘Can I take her home now?’

      ‘Yes.’ Kay handed one of her business cards to the couple. ‘Thank you, Mrs Flanagan. We’ll be in touch over the next day or so, but please – if you need to talk to someone, please seek help. You’ve witnessed a very traumatic event, and these things take time.’

      ‘Thank you, Detective.’

      Kay watched as the older couple moved towards the floodlit track and then turned as Sergeant Walker approached.

      ‘We’ve got the all clear,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you what we’ve got.’

      Kay and Carys followed him as he led the way towards a gap that had been severed in the fence line to allow the emergency services and investigating teams to access the railway tracks.

      A steady stream of disgruntled passengers was being discharged from the carriage at the far end, away from the carnage at the front of the train.

      ‘Where’s the driver?’ she asked as she pulled on the coveralls and plastic booties that were handed to her.

      ‘Giving his statement to one of my colleagues,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a copy of that over to you as soon as possible.’

      ‘Ta.’

      ‘Jesus.’

      Kay acknowledged Carys’s murmured comment as they approached the front of the train.

      Blood spatter covered the front wheels, a tangled mess of clothing and limbs strewn underneath.

      Kay checked over her shoulder.

      The first responders had erected shields at the start of the carriages, so none of the passengers would be able to see what was going on at the business end of the investigation.

      ‘Harriet’s here,’ said Carys.

      Kay greeted the head of the Crime Scene Investigation team and explained the known facts while the woman pulled a set of protective coveralls over her own clothes and tied her hair back.

      An astute and respected CSI, Harriet Baker had studied at Oxford before taking up residence in the Kent county town with her sales manager husband and had worked with Kay on a number of cases.

      Her face grim, she gestured to the photographer that joined her.

      ‘If we’re all ready, let’s take a quick look, and then I’m locking down this crime scene for processing. I’d prefer it if only one of you accompanied us,’ she said to Kay.

      Kay took one look at Carys’s pale face and wide eyes and knew she’d have to go.

      ‘Makes sense. Carys – if you could wait here, and then liaise with Harriet’s team for the rest of this evening?’

      ‘Yes, Sarge,’ said the detective constable, the relief in her voice palpable before she scurried away.

      ‘Someone changing their mind about committing suicide isn’t unusual,’ said Kay. ‘So, what do you need us for?’

      Walker beckoned to her and the CSI and then made his way to the rear of the locomotive via a demarcated path that had been erected above the troughing route caused by the ballast, the photographer trailing in their wake. He crouched beside the wheels and shone his torch onto the tracks. ‘It wasn’t suicide.’

      Kay gulped at the mess, but tried to focus on the task at hand. ‘What am I looking for?’

      In reply, Walker wiggled the torch beam across the far rail.

      ‘There. What’s left of his ankles is tied to the tracks.’
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      Kay elbowed the door to the incident room open, balancing a pile of manilla folders she’d brought from her usual work desk, and trying not to let the strap of her handbag slip down her arm.

      ‘Here. I’ve got it.’

      She glanced up at the familiar voice. ‘Hi, Gavin – thanks.’

      She stuck her foot against the door so the young police officer could follow, his arms laden with stationery supplies and an assortment of textbooks, and then made her way over to a desk on one side of the room.

      Screens and computer hard drives had already been laid out at each desk by the IT team, and as PC Gavin Piper moved around the room plugging in keyboards and switching each of the machines on, the rest of the immediate team began to arrive.

      The door swung open and Ian Barnes appeared, a detective constable that Kay had known for years. After a brief sabbatical, he’d phoned Kay a few weeks ago to say he’d be returning to the station, and she looked forward to working with him once more. He could be abrupt, but Kay enjoyed his dry sense of humour.

      He grinned as he approached her desk. ‘Long time, no see, Hunter.’

      ‘Good to have you back, Ian.’

      ‘Ah, you say that now.’

      She shook her head and smiled. ‘I bagged you this one,’ she said, pointing to the desk abutting hers. ‘That okay?’

      ‘Yeah – I can steal your stuff more easily.’

      ‘Great.’

      He threw his jacket over the back of his chair and stretched. ‘Where’s Sharp?’

      ‘In with Larch and the chief super. Should be here any minute.’

      Kay took the steaming takeout cup of coffee he held out to her, and leaned back in her chair. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Figured you’d need it. What time did you get home last night?’

      ‘About eleven.’

      ‘Adam around?’

      ‘Already asleep. He was still snoring his head off when I left this morning.’

      ‘Lucky bastard,’ said the older detective. ‘If I’d known I was going to be called in today, I wouldn’t have offered to pick Emma up from that bloody boy band gig in London at one o’clock in the morning.’

      Kay grinned and pulled out a chair from under the desk next to him. ‘You love it really.’

      He smiled and popped open the top of the Styrofoam cup. ‘Yeah,’ he conceded, and stifled a yawn before taking a sip.

      ‘Could be worse, Ian – she could’ve asked you to go to the concert with her.’

      He choked and punched his fist against his chest before speaking. ‘That’s not funny.’

      Kay laughed, reached across the desk and wiggled the mouse to bring the two computer monitors to life. ‘Have you seen Carys?’

      ‘Yes, she was in before you. On to her third coffee, I think.’

      ‘I’ve asked her to liaise with Harriet on this one. Thought it’d do her good.’

      ‘Good call. Much left?’

      Kay wrinkled her nose and put down her coffee. ‘I don’t envy Lucas and his colleagues at the best of times, let alone with one like this. As for the ambulance and fire service lads that had to clean up afterwards—’

      ‘I heard he was decapitated.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘At least it was quick.’

      ‘Apart from the fact he knew it was going to happen.’

      Kay turned her attention back to the files, sorting them into the trays next to her computer. No matter if she now had a murder case to solve, she would still have to try to stay on top of the myriad of crimes that needed to be followed up and processed. Nobody else was available.

      She didn’t look up when Detective Inspector Sharp entered the room, his pace business-like as he strode towards the whiteboard that Piper had set up ready for the investigation to begin.

      Instead, she finished arranging her desk the way she wanted it as a way to ready herself for the adrenalin and frustration that she knew the investigation would bring.

      ‘Right, gather round,’ said Sharp.

      Kay turned her seat to face the whiteboard, then swallowed.

      Detective Chief Inspector Angus Larch stood next to Sharp, his eyes boring into hers.
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      Kay had managed to avoid Larch since the last murder investigation when they’d crossed paths. Upon solving the case and ensuring two nasty individuals were put behind bars for producing and distributing snuff films, Larch had grudgingly congratulated her for her efforts but since then, he’d continued to block and delay any attempt of hers to be promoted to detective inspector, citing a Professional Standards investigation she’d been subjected to the previous year.

      Common sense had won through in the end though, and the investigation had confirmed her innocence, something that she’d maintained all along.

      It had wreaked havoc on her health, though and she kept the secret of a subsequent miscarriage from her colleagues. Instead she and her other half, Adam, had kept to themselves, battled through, and carried on.

      Yet Larch continued to question her professional abilities at every opportunity.

      It appeared as though his role had taken a toll on him recently, however. Bags protruded under bloodshot eyes, and the broken veins that cast a spidery pattern over the bridge of his nose appeared more pronounced. Despite this, she had little sympathy for him.

      Two men stood by the whiteboard next to them, and Kay recognised one from the previous night. The other, she didn’t know.

      She dropped her gaze, twisted round to pick up her notebook, and concentrated on taking notes as Sharp began the briefing.

      ‘Let’s make a start.’ He waited while the assembled team drew closer. ‘Before we begin, I’d like to introduce Sergeants Dave Walker and Robert Moss from British Transport Police. Given the nature of this death, and their combined knowledge of the location, we’ll be sharing resources on this one. Introduce yourselves after the briefing, make them welcome.’

      His comments were met with a chorus of mumbles of agreement while the two BTP officers found seats and faced the whiteboard.

      ‘Right, Hunter – bring us up to speed with the events of last night.’

      Kay stood and wandered over to the front of the room, and provided an overview of the known facts before concluding. ‘We’re treating this death as suspicious, as our eyewitness says the victim called out for help, and he was unable to move from the railway line before the train hit him. When attending the scene, Sergeant Walker and his colleagues noticed that the victim’s ankles had been tied to the tracks.’

      A shocked silence filled the room.

      ‘DCI Larch and I met with the Chief Superintendent prior to this meeting to discuss the media strategy,’ said Sharp. ‘At the present time, we’ll be reporting it to the public as a possible suicide, and inform them that police enquiries are continuing. Until further notice, we won’t be alerting them to the fact we are investigating a murder. We don’t want to let the perpetrator or anyone else involved know we’re on to them.’

      ‘You’ve got to admit, it’s the perfect disguise for a killer,’ said Kay. ‘Any victim of this type of murder would be considered another suicide statistic.’

      ‘We’re not saying all of the suicides on that stretch of track are murder victims, Hunter,’ said Larch.

      Kay bit her lip. The man’s voice appeared raspy as if he was coming down with a cold or had been talking too much. She took a deep breath. ‘I realise that, sir, but I do think it’s worth bearing in mind.’

      ‘I think it’s a good idea.’

      Kay twisted around in her chair to see Carys staring at Larch, her chin jutting out, then turned back.

      ‘This was too well thought out,’ she said. ‘It gives me the impression whoever the killer is, he’s done it before.’

      ‘I’m inclined to agree with Hunter,’ said Sharp. ‘The last thing we want to contemplate is a killer having gone unnoticed for so long, but we can’t rule it out. Not at this stage.’

      Larch glowered at Kay, but she refused to look away. Finally, he sighed. ‘Well, it’s your reputation on the line, Sharp. I’ll let you get on with it.’

      He stalked from the room.

      Sharp waited until the door slammed shut behind the detective chief inspector, then gestured to Carys. ‘Initial findings from Harriet?’

      The detective constable opened her notebook and cleared her throat. ‘The victim was decapitated. The force of the train hitting him severed his head, which was found in the undergrowth next to the locomotive.’

      A collective groan filled the room, and Kay noted a few mutters of thanks from those who were spared from having to attend the scene.

      ‘There’s not much left of the victim’s body. We have the remains of the legs – the parts Sergeant Walker’s team found tied to the track. His other limbs are badly damaged.’

      Sharp nodded. ‘To be expected. Hunter – when does Lucas think he’ll be able to let us have his initial findings?’

      ‘This morning,’ said Kay. ‘He knows we’re counting on him to help us identify the victim, so he’s trying to accelerate the post mortem. Lucky for us, it’s been a quiet couple of days elsewhere.’

      ‘What about the surrounding area – vehicles, reported sightings of suspicious activity?’ Sharp aimed his question at the BTP officers.

      ‘None yet,’ said Walker. ‘Your CSI team cordoned off the area opposite where Mrs Flanagan says she was standing. They’ve found partial footprints in the dirt below the level of the railway tracks, and the undergrowth has been trampled, so they’ll take samples from there as well.’

      ‘We’ve drawn up a schedule of nearby residents and pubs, that sort of thing. We’ll work with uniform to gather as many statements as possible over the next few days,’ said Kay.

      Sharp checked his watch. ‘Okay, well as we’re in limbo until Harriet gives us something to work with, let’s get on with what we’ve got. We’ll get admin to work with BTP and pull out the records of all other suicides along that stretch. Given the nature of this one, we’re going to have to check whether this is a one-off or not. Barnes, head over to the Flanagans’ house and speak with Elsa. See if she can recall anything new from last night. After that, go and speak to the other dog walker – the one with the Yorkshire Terrier. It was lighter when she was walking her dog, she might have seen someone near the tracks.’

      ‘Guv.’

      ‘Carys, head over to Harriet’s lab. Find out if they’ve got anything from the victim’s clothing, anything at all that might give us a head start or help us identify him before her report comes in. Kay, you’re on the post mortem – if Lucas says he’s going to do it this morning given the circumstances, let’s not keep him waiting. Debbie – liaise with uniform and go through the other statements from last night from local residents and coordinate the schedule Kay mentioned. Identify the gaps, see if anyone noticed anything unusual, and find out who we need to talk to again. Establish a pattern for enquiries and liaise with me early afternoon to update me.’

      ‘Yes, guv.’ The young police officer lowered her head and wrote in her notebook, her brow furrowed in concentration.

      Kay smiled. Debbie West was another rising star, and an asset to the investigation.

      Sharp checked his watch. ‘Afternoon debrief at four o’clock, people. Don’t be late.’

      Kay waited until the team dispersed, then made her way over to where Carys sat.

      ‘Hey.’

      ‘Hi, Kay.’

      She pulled out a spare chair and scooted it closer to the detective constable’s before lowering her voice.

      ‘Listen, I know you want to make a good impression, but trust me – taking on Larch in my defence isn’t a good idea.’

      The other woman’s smile wavered. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I appreciate the gesture but, please – don’t do it again.’

      She managed a smile of her own to soften her words, and moved away.

      It was better for everyone if she fought her own battles.
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      ‘Sarge?’

      She aimed the key fob at the car and then caught up with Gavin. ‘What?’

      ‘I’ve never been to a post mortem.’

      Kay led the way across the car park to a side door to the building. She held the door open, then put up her hand to stop him. ‘Shallow breaths. Think about the investigation, not what you’re about to see.’

      He swallowed. ‘Sarge.’

      She headed towards a reception desk and signed them both in. Taking the coveralls that were handed to her, she handed one set to Gavin and walked towards a set of double doors.

      ‘You can use the male locker room to pop these on,’ she said. ‘Leave all your personal belongings in one of the lockers, there should be plenty free.’ Kay pointed over his shoulder. ‘Toilets are there, if you need them.’

      ‘Thanks. I think.’

      Moments later, he joined her at the double doors, and she gave a thin smile.

      ‘Let’s get this over with.’

      ‘Morning, Hunter,’ said Lucas, as they entered the room. ‘Sharp said you’d be on your way.’

      ‘And he said to convey his thanks for getting this one done so quickly.’

      ‘Well, there’s not much left of him, so it made sense to get him out of the way first. We’ve made a start, as we needed some specialist help that was only available first thing this morning.’

      Kay introduced Gavin and moved around the examination table. ‘Found much?’

      Lucas gestured to the limbs that had been set out on the table. ‘Not much from these, unfortunately. No tattoos, no scars – and no sign of surgery, so we can rule out finding anything like steel plates to trace him.’ He moved the mangled hand to one side.

      ‘You’ll email photos of his face to us, so we can get a couple of admins to start going through the missing persons database?’

      ‘I’ll arrange to have them sent over as soon as we’re finished here.’

      ‘It’s not much to go on, is it? Feels like this case is going to be a long slog.’

      ‘Not necessarily. We had a bit more luck with the skull, look,’ said Lucas. He rolled the severed head over so the mouth faced them.

      Kay concentrated on what he was showing her, refusing to look at the victim’s eyes.

      Lucas used his thumbs to prise open the mouth, while his assistant tilted the overhead light to shine into the cavity. ‘When a person is decapitated, the loss of blood is so sudden, rigor mortis doesn’t set in. We wouldn’t be able to do this for a few days otherwise. Here, you can see he’s had some significant dental work done over the years. His back molars are extremely worn down, as if he’s grinding his teeth. Evidence of stress, that sort of thing. But it’s recent wear and tear. Also, he’s had two teeth removed at some point
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