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Prologue

Bone survives.

Like the bricks and mortar of an old house, it outlasts the life that once animated it. Long after the rest of the body – skin, flesh and organs, cartilage and tendon – has succumbed to time, bone persists. The scaffold on which the soft tissues are built, it can outlast them by hundreds of years. Longer, in the right conditions. Acidic soil is more likely to preserve soft tissue but dissolve bone more quickly, for instance, while alkali soil has the opposite effect, slowing the degradation of bone almost indefinitely.

But nothing lasts forever. Bone will eventually disintegrate, returning to the lifeless minerals from which it was formed. Dust will, inevitably, return to dust. Until then, left to its own slow devices, the skeleton remains, a fossilised remnant of a life long ended.

Bone survives.

He felt the twig give under his boot as he started to put his weight onto it. Stopping dead, he eased off that leg, rocking back onto his other foot. The forest was full of natural snares at this time of year, the winter’s freezing winds and rains stripping the trees bare. But the season had been unusually wet, turning the ground to mud under the carpet of spruce needles and giving the fallen twigs and branches a damp elasticity.

The twig creaked but didn’t snap as his foot lifted clear.

Even so, it was a close thing. He chastised himself silently, dropping his gaze to examine the ground in front. The infra-red goggles turned the night-time forest into a monochrome green landscape, alien and strange. He held his breath as he scanned through the straight tree trunks up ahead. The rain had stopped, but icy water still dripped from the branches, pattering onto his hood and jacket. Don’t have heard. Still be there.

She was.

Partly obscured by the trunk of a spruce, his quarry stood on the bank of a stream, relaxed and oblivious. He let his breath out again, silently. The air was cold, rich with a smell of loam and the resinous scent of the trees. More carefully this time, he took another slow step, planting his foot as though he was walking on ice. A few more metres and he’d be within range. Careful now. Careful.

In his dark jacket and overtrousers he was all but invisible. They would have made him hard enough to see in daylight: on a moonless night like this he was just another shadow.

Providing he didn’t give himself away.

He was almost in range now. Keeping his breathing slow and steady, he eased forward another few paces, pausing to check where he was putting his feet. The ground was uneven, broken with rocks and snaking tree roots beneath the carpet of fallen needles. One misstep wouldn’t only ruin everything he’d done so far, it could leave him out here with a broken ankle.

After a few more slow-motion steps he stopped. The cold wind chapped his face as he stood motionless, ignoring the silver drips of water as he watched the slender form through the trees. The distance was about thirty yards, just clear of the leaning tree’s trunk. Not an easy shot, but as close as he dared.

It was up to him now.

Slowly, he nocked an arrow and raised the hunting bow. Steadily pulling against the bow’s resistance, he could feel the thump of his heart as he drew. His concentration shrank until nothing existed except for his prey, and the tension in the bow. This was what he loved, the final moments of potential. Easy, now. Easy does it.

Her head came up. Looked right at him.

He released.

There was a thrum, more felt than heard, as the arrow sped away. A cry shattered the quiet, followed by the scrambling crash of a falling body. Then he was hurrying forwards, following the path his arrow had taken moments before. It had hit home, he knew that even before he reached her. The doe had taken a few steps and was lying on her side in the stream, brown eyes wide with pain and confusion, rasping breath misting the air. The arrow protruded from her chest, buried deep and quivering. He dropped down the bank by the leaning spruce, the triumph souring as it always did. He took out his knife – wickedly sharp and serrated – to finish the job. The doe took one more spasming breath and then lay still.

Not a thing of life and beauty anymore. Just cooling meat.

His night-vision goggles turned the blood a livid green as he washed his knife in the fast-flowing stream. Behind him, the muddy bank below the leaning spruce had been eroded over time by the stream, exposing its roots. They were thick and sinuous, like a nest of snakes. Or old bones.

The thought unsettled him. But then he always felt flat after a hunt. First the high, then the low. Suddenly weary of the whole business, he straightened and made to push up the goggles to rub his tired eyes. Before he could, a sliver of moon broke through a gap in the clouds, throwing the spruce’s naked roots into sharper relief.

As the shadows changed, he saw a face staring down from them.

‘Fuck!’

He stumbled backwards, tripping over the doe’s carcass. Icy water seized hold of him as he landed in the stream. Splashing to his feet, he looked at the tree roots again in a panic.

The face had gone. There was only the tangle of exposed roots in the muddy bank. Soaking wet and freezing cold, he was already doubting that he’d seen anything at all.

Then, like a picture coming into focus, he made out the face again.

‘Jesus Christ …’

Tearing his eyes away, he dragged the doe’s still-steaming carcass from the stream. Moving quickly now, he took a sling harness from his pouch and trussed the small deer in it. With effort he hoisted it on his shoulders, stumbling in his rush to get away. Even so, he couldn’t help but pause to take a last look behind him.

Then, stooping under the deer’s weight, he hurried back the way he came.



Chapter 1

The sheep didn’t have any legs.

That was my first impression, though lack of sleep and the sleeting rain might have had something to do with it. Caught in the beam of my headlights, the animal’s eyes shone eerily in the darkness of the winter storm. I stared at it through the sweep of the windscreen wipers, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. Although its body was level with the ground the animal wasn’t lying down, and I could see its legs weren’t folded under it. But it was still alive and, apparently, unconcerned.

Blocking the narrow road.

The journey had been bad enough even before this. It had been late afternoon when I’d left London and set out for Carlisle to advise on a missing person search in Cumbria. I’d been a police forensic consultant for long enough to be used to travelling across the country at short notice, but this time the fault was all mine. The briefing for the search operation wasn’t due to start until later the following day, so there had been no need for me to rush up there. I could have waited till first thing in the morning, made the drive in full daylight and better weather. Not start out on a three-hundred-odd-mile drive on a darkening winter afternoon, with an amber storm warning looming.

But I’d opted to set off straight away. Allow plenty of time for the unfamiliar route, check into my hotel a night early so I’d be well rested for what promised to be a gruelling few days’ work. At least, that’s what I’d told myself. The truth was the call about the police search had come at a bad time. I’d been upset and restless even before then, knocked off-kilter by the other news I’d received that day. When I answered the phone I’d grabbed at the excuse to get away.

It was possible I hadn’t thought it through as well as I might.

The weather quickly deteriorated as the grey winter daylight died. According to the calendar we weren’t far away from spring, but nature was working to its own schedule. Rain beat down, shattering on the road surface and throwing up a spray that turned the outside world into a collage of blurred headlights. Towards the top end of the Lake District National Park, traffic on the motorway slowed to a near-standstill. Through the smeared glass I saw flashing blue lights announcing an accident up ahead. Dragged from my thoughts by the prospect of tragedy and twisted metal, I’d waited until the crawling traffic allowed and then taken the first available exit.

It didn’t take long to realise I’d made a mistake. I’d intended to rejoin the motorway after a few miles. Instead, after following the satnav, I found myself funnelled onto a series of narrow rural roads that seemed to grow steeper and more winding with every mile. Outside the car, blackness was unbroken by any lights. The satnav’s screen had dimmed to the night-time view, showing the road as a meandering line. There were no landmarks, although judging by how the road climbed and dipped I was probably somewhere in the Cumbrian Mountains. But the mountainous landscape I was driving through was hidden by darkness and the storm.

By then the rain was coming down in earnest. It looked like silver wires in my headlights, thrumming on the car roof and smearing the windscreen like oil despite the efforts of the wipers. Even worse was the wind, buffeting the car like a toy and threating to tear the wheel from my hands. I sat hunched forward in my seat, straining to see through the downpour as the road twisted and turned. My world shrank to the headlights’ tunnel, gusts of horizonal rain turning the night to static in their beam. Staring into it was dangerously hypnotic. It was easy to let your concentration wander, to give in to the illusion of falling …

I jerked my eyes open. Snap out of it. I sat up straighter, willing myself awake, but the strain of driving in those conditions was beginning to tell. Reluctantly, I was forced to accept what had been obvious for some time: there was no way I was going to make it to Carlisle that night. Not in a storm like this.

I needed to take a break but there was nowhere to pull over. The road was hemmed in by steep banks and wind-twisted trees. Resolving to stop at the first village or pub I came to, I glanced at the car’s inbuilt satnav.

The display was blank.

No, don’t do this … Trying to keep my eyes on the road, I stabbed one-handed at the satnav controls. Nothing happened. The screen was illuminated but apart from the arrow-shaped cursor of my car there was nothing on it. Not even the road. There was nothing to indicate where I might be.

I’d heard of a phenomenon called ‘rain-fade’, where atmospheric conditions were so bad they blocked satellite signals. Including the GPS used by navigation systems. But I’d never actually experienced it before.

Congratulations. Now you have.

My phone was in a handsfree cradle on the dashboard, but I knew before I looked that it wouldn’t be any use. I was in a remote area celebrated for its mountains and wildness. It would be a miracle if there was mobile coverage, and a quick look at the screen confirmed the lack of signal bars. I felt an acid burn of frustration. I’d been meaning to upgrade my phone for a new model with a satellite capability for weeks, but not got around to it. Too late now. Even the road atlas I kept in the car boot wasn’t much good until I had some idea of where I was. As I fought against another gust of wind, I couldn’t deny it any longer.

I was lost.

The road had been climbing for some time, snaking along the side of either a steep hill or a mountain. Now it began to level out. In the rain-splintered beam of my headlights, I could see how the ground sloped above me to one side and fell vertiginously away on the other. There was nowhere to pull over, and the road was too narrow to stop without blocking it. I couldn’t imagine anyone else being stupid enough to be out in this, but with visibility down to a few yards I daren’t risk something driving into me. Not with a steep drop at one side.

The road had begun to descend, falling away in the headlights’ beam. I’d slowed as they showed a torrent of muddy water running across the tarmac. It was coming down a gorge in the mountainside above, turning a broad stretch of road into a stream before tumbling off the other side. It looked as though a culvert under the road had either blocked or been overwhelmed by the sheer volume of water. I’d slowed even more. I’d got my car stuck in running water once before and was in no rush to repeat the experience.

But although the run-off covered a wide swathe of road, it didn’t look very deep. Offering up a silent prayer, I’d rolled the car into it. There was a sideways shove as the water pushed against the wheels, and the car jolted as it bumped across stones and debris washed down from the hillside.

Then I was through. With a sigh of relief, I’d begun to relax. Dead ahead was a blind bend, where the road disappeared behind a rain-darkened shoulder of rock. I’d rounded it, and immediately stamped on the brakes as my headlights picked out something large and pale in the road. There was a weightless moment as the tyres aquaplaned, sliding frictionlessly towards the drop on one side. For a heart-stopping moment I thought I was going over, then the brakes bit and the car jerked to a halt.

I sat there, heart thumping, my hands still clenched on the steering wheel as the rain beat down on the car roof.

The legless sheep stared back at me.

It took me a second or two to realise what I was looking at. A laugh burst from me, part incredulous, part relief. Oh, you’re joking … The sheep wasn’t legless.

It was stuck in a cattle grid.

I knuckled my eyes, knowing what I was going to have to do. The sheep couldn’t free itself, and I couldn’t just leave it there. Even if I’d wanted to, there wasn’t enough space to drive around. With another sigh, I unbuckled my seatbelt and reached for my waterproof coat from the back seat. As I did something slipped from the inside pocket into the footwell. I felt a gut-punch when I saw the pale rectangle of the envelope, my name neatly formed in familiar handwriting.

Retrieving it, I put it back in my pocket and climbed out of the car.

A frigid blast of rain hammered at me, threatening to pull the door from my grip. Slamming it shut, I pulled up my hood and hurried over to the cattle grid. In the headlights’ twin beams, I saw that all four of the sheep’s legs had slotted neatly through the gaps between the metal bars. I couldn’t see any blood and the sheep didn’t appear to be injured. Or especially bothered by its predicament, come to that.

Blinking against the rain, I looked around, hoping to see the lights of a nearby farm.

But the night remained dark and empty. Rain pounded against my back as I bent over the sheep, trying to ignore the smell as I wrapped my arms around it. Its fleece was matted and waterlogged, making the animal even heavier as I started to lift. Who knew sheep were so heavy, I thought. Or pungent.

The animal didn’t help itself or me, bucking and kicking as its legs came free. Staggering under its weight, I carried it clear of the grid before setting it down. The sheep shook itself, spraying water over me, then trotted off without a backwards glance. Massaging the muscles in the small of my back, I watched as it vanished into the blackness beyond the car’s headlights.

You’re welcome.

I was turning back to my car when suddenly the entire sky lit up, as though there’d been a soundless explosion beyond the horizon. As the sheet lightning flickered in eerie silence, I had my first glimpse of the sweeping, mountainous panorama I’d become lost in. The road was on the side of a steep hillside, or fell, part of a valley hemmed in by a range of blunt, hulking peaks. Snow-tipped and barren, they loomed over the skyline, their lower slopes covered with dense forest. The sight of them was startling, like a flashbulb revealing figures in a dark room.

Then the lightning died, and as though a curtain had dropped darkness fell again.

I hurried back to my car, grateful for its warmth as I shucked out of my wet coat. Almost straight away the moisture caused the windows to steam up, turning the cabin into a cocoon and making it even harder to see out. I turned up the aircon to clear it, the roar competing with the drumming of rain on the roof as the road continued to wind downhill. At first my headlights showed only barren, rocky slopes, but after a few minutes the landscape changed as the road entered a forest. Tall, straight conifers – probably fir or spruce, it was hard to tell in the dark – rose up on both sides like giant Christmas trees. They looked near identical, crammed so close together it was like driving through a tunnel. It was obviously a plantation rather than natural woodland, and a little further along I came to what looked like a lumber yard. The trees at one side were replaced by a high metal fence, behind which were shadowy portacabins and industrial-looking vehicles. Then I was past it and the forest closed in once more.

Still, the sight had raised my hopes. It was the first building I’d seen in miles, and where there was one there might be more. As though to confirm it, the forest abruptly ended and through the windscreen I saw a sprinkling of fireflies in the darkness ahead.

A village.

Thank you, God … The fireflies resolved into streetlights. Now there were stone-built cottages and bungalows as well, the glows from their curtained windows warm and reassuring. A little further along I came to a tiny village square. At one end was a lone, unlit shop, and at the other a larger, stone building with a sign swinging above its doorway.

A pub.

Pulling up outside, I switched off the engine and sat there, letting the tension ebb from my muscles as rain beat against the car. An overhead light shone on the pub sign, casting crazed shadows as it swung wildly in the wind. Its weathered paintwork showed a crossed lump hammer and chisel above stylised lettering.

The Perseverance.

The pub’s doors were shut but light leaked out around the drawn curtains in the frosted glass windows, engraved with the names of long-forgotten beers. It looked open, so at the very least I could find out where I was. Even if the pub didn’t have rooms, a village would be better to spend the night in my car than a mountain road. Finally, I thought, reaching for my coat and laptop from the back seat and hurrying from the car, finally my luck had changed.



Chapter 2

The pub sign squealed above me as it see-sawed back and forth on its chains. The heavy wooden door resisted when I tried to open it, then yielded. I half-stumbled inside, chased by a frigid blast of rain. After the cold night outside, the pub was almost cloying warm. A smell of stale beer overlaid the smoke of an open fire. As I forced the door shut against the wind, I was also aware of something else.

The silence.

Dripping water onto the stone-flagged floor, I put my hood back and turned around. Faces were turned towards me from the half-a-dozen occupied tables in the low-ceilinged room. A small group of teenagers sat at one, barely old enough to be legally in there by the look of them, while at another a pair of domino players had broken off their game. A big, heavily built man was playing a solo game of darts, gut straining his work shirt as he stood with one arm raised ready to throw. An open fire burnt in a hearth, crackling and giving off a resinous scent. On the wall above hung a pair of cracked leather boxing gloves and framed black-and-white boxing photographs.

Next to the fire, a gaunt old man sat at a large table with an elfin, sharp-faced woman and fraught-looking man in their forties who had the indefinable air of a married couple. A straight-stemmed pipe was clamped in the old man’s mouth in defiance of no-smoking laws, and a handful of birthday cards cheerily proclaiming ‘90’ were stood up on the table. He looked every day of it, the worn tweed jacket hanging loose on what must once have been an impressively large frame, and the harsh bones of his face jutting through the parchment-like skin. But despite his frailty, the lantern-jaw clenched on the pipe was uncompromising, and the eyes that glowered at me from under the bristling grey eyebrows were hard and unforgiving.

At the old man’s feet, two large, bristly dogs lifted their heads to stare at me.

A comfortably blousy woman was serving behind the bar. She gave me a friendly enough smile, but there was a wariness about her as she took in the mud stains on my coat left by the sheep.

‘You looked soaked, love. What can I get you?’

The big man playing darts smirked. ‘A clean coat for a start.’

He looked somewhere in his fifties, unkempt and unshaven with a big, bulky frame running to fat. Conscious of the smell from my coat, I answered the woman.

‘Coffee, please, if you have it.’

‘Sorry, we don’t do hot drinks.’

‘Just an orange juice, then.’ I’d have liked something stronger, but I didn’t know yet how much further I’d be driving. ‘Do you serve food?’

‘Only snacks. Crisps, nuts or pork scratchings.’ She took a carton of orange juice from a cooler and reached for a glass. ‘You don’t sound local. Come far?’

‘London. I’m on my way to Carlisle.’

‘Carlisle?’ She stopped to stare at me. ‘You’re miles out of your way. Get lost, did you? You must have to end up here.’

‘My satnav stopped working.’ I hesitated. ‘At the risk of sounding like an idiot, can you tell me whereabouts this is?’

The thump of a dart striking the board was followed by a barking laugh from the big darts player. ‘Fuck me. They must have let him out for the day.’

‘You’re in Edendale,’ the woman behind the bar told me, as though the interruption hadn’t happened. ‘We’re at the top end of the Cumbrian Mountains, and I can tell you now you won’t find us on your satnav. Stupid things, if you ask me.’

I’d strayed even further off course than I’d thought. ‘How far is it to Carlisle?’

‘Oh, thirty miles or so, back the way you came. But on a night like this—’

She broke off as the lights dimmed, then went out. A groan went up, becoming a muted, ironic cheer as they flickered back on.

‘Bloody storms,’ the woman muttered, then remembered herself and smiled. ‘Don’t worry, you get used to it out here. What was I saying?’

‘Getting to Carlisle.’

‘Right. Well, it’s a bit of a palaver at the best of times. The road goes through the mountains, and it can be tricky if you don’t know it. I wouldn’t want to chance it in this weather, not unless I had to.’

Fantastic. ‘Where does the road go to after this?’

‘It doesn’t.’

‘Sorry?’

‘It doesn’t go anywhere. Carries on for a couple of miles and then stops.’ She folded her arms. ‘There’s only one way in or out, and you’ve just come in on it.’

As that sank in, someone else came to the bar. It was the fraught-looking man who’d been sitting with the woman and old man.

‘Another round, please, Stella. When you’re ready,’ he added with an apologetic smile.

Up close he looked older than I’d first thought, probably fifties rather than forties. He had a round, pleasant face, smooth and unlined except for a deeply corrugated forehead that gave him an anxious, harassed expression even when he was smiling.

‘It’s OK, I’m not in a rush,’ I said. I’d still got to decide what I was going to do now.

‘Thanks, that’s very …’ He managed to make eye contact for a second or two before ducking his head and turning back to the woman. ‘Uh, pint of stout for Wynn, tonic for Evie and I’ll have … oh, just a half, please. Thanks, Stella.’

A pint glass thumped down onto the bar as the big darts player came and joined us. He had a brash, domineering presence, with a barrel-like gut and grey-stubbled jowls. He gave off a sharp tang of oil and old sweat.

‘Another pint, Stella.’

‘Wait your turn, I’m serving.’

He draped a beefy arm around the smaller man on his other side. ‘That’s all right, Eddie’s buying. Aren’t you Eddie?’

The smaller man managed a smile, but it seemed more like a defensive reflex. ‘Oh … yeah, course. Pint for Vic as well, please.’

‘Good lad.’ The big darts player tightened the arm around his neck, almost pulling him off his feet before letting go. ‘I’ll have a bag of cheese and onion, as well, Stell.’

‘Course you will,’ she muttered, turning away. Across the room, the woman I took to be the smaller man’s wife stared across at the bigger man, her mouth set in a hard line.

‘Is there a hotel or something nearby? A B&B, anything?’ I asked as the barmaid began to pull stout into a pint glass.

She turned down the corners of her mouth. ‘Not round here. There used to be, but we’re not exactly geared up for tourists anymore.’

‘Stella’s not married. She’ll put you up if you ask nicely, won’t you, Stell?’ the big darts player leered. ‘There’s only one bed, though, so you’ll have to share.’

He guffawed at his own joke. No one else laughed, except one of the teenagers sitting nearby.

‘You watch your lip, Vic, or the next pint’s going on your head.’ The barmaid gave him a glare before turning to me. ‘I’m not supposed to, but if you like I can rustle up a sandwich and pop the kettle on. You look as though you need it.’

‘I wouldn’t mind a sandwich myself,’ the big man said, one hand rubbing his ponderous gut.

‘I didn’t ask you. And you’re fat enough.’ Setting the glass of stout down, she raised an eyebrow at me. ‘Cheese all right? I hope so, because it’s all we’ve got.’

‘Thanks, that would be great,’ I said. I indicated the stains on my coat. ‘Do you have something I can wipe myself down with? I, uh, had to help a sheep out of a cattle grid.’

The big darts player smirked. ‘That’s your excuse is it?’

He elbowed the smaller man, whose smile now resembled a grimace. The barmaid sighed wearily.

‘Oh, give it a rest, Vic.’ She handed me a holed dishcloth from a sink behind the bar. ‘There are paper towels in the gents. You can throw the cloth in the bin when you’re done.’

The toilet was unheated and spartan, but scrupulously clean. I sponged off as much of the muck from my coat as I could, then dried myself on paper towels before going back out. Muted conversations had started up again, but the crackle of the fire was still the loudest sound in the room. The big man was back at the dartboard, front foot well over the line marked on the floor as he sighted for his throw. The sharp-faced woman who’d been sitting with the old man had gone over to the table of teenagers. She cut a slight, diminutive figure as she stood over the youth who’d laughed at the big man’s joke. He wasn’t laughing now. He sat hunched and resentful, his friends looking on uncomfortably as the woman berated him in a low but scathing voice.

‘…with your granddad on his birthday, not sat over here with your mates—’

‘But Aunt Evie—’

‘Don’t argue or I’ll—’

She broke off as I went past. The teenager gave me a sullen stare. He shared the same sharp features as the woman, although by some trick of genetics what looked elfin on her seemed sly and feral on him. The woman waited until I’d gone past before continuing, dropping her voice so I couldn’t hear what was being said. But it must have worked. The teenager’s chair scraped back as he truculently stood up and went to the old man’s table, flopping down into a chair with bad grace.

Going to an unoccupied table, I draped my wet coat over a chair to dry, then took my laptop from its case and opened it. I was intending to take another look at the file I’d been sent containing information about the police search operation in Carlisle, but I didn’t get the chance. The laptop had barely started up when the big darts player swaggered over and pulled out the chair opposite me.

My heart sank as he thumped down onto it, meaty legs splayed and beer gut thrust out in front of him. The pint glass looked small in his calloused hand.

‘What’s this for? Bit of secretarial work?’ he asked, nodding down at the laptop with a wolfish grin. ‘You won’t get Wi-Fi in here, pal. No phone signal either.’

‘That’s OK.’

I wasn’t planning on going online anyway. The work I did was too sensitive to trust to an open network. I waited with my laptop open, hoping the big man would take the hint. He settled further back in his seat.

‘I was just kidding about the sheep. Got to have a laugh, haven’t you?’ His grin didn’t reach the small eyes. ‘I heard you say you’re from London. Ever met the King?’

‘Once or twice.’ I felt a petty satisfaction as the smirk fell from his face. ‘Just kidding.’

‘Good one.’ His smile was back but meaner now, and I regretted my jibe. He hitched his chair closer to me, so our legs were almost touching. ‘So why’re you going to Carlisle?’

Trying not to sigh, I closed my laptop. ‘Work.’

‘What d’you do? Let me guess. You’re a poet. No, a vet. That’s why you like sheep.’

‘I’m a doctor.’

It was true, as far as it went. I’d originally trained as a medic and, during a dark period of my life, even worked as a GP. My new friend took another drink as he regarded me, rolling the beer around his mouth before swallowing noisily.

‘A doctor.’ He sounded disappointed, as though he’d hoped for better material. ‘Bet you need a lot of qualifications for that.’

‘A few.’

‘Didn’t stop you getting lost, though, did they?’ His grin put me in mind of a dog wagging its tail while baring its teeth. ‘Only qualification I’ve got is a driving licence. You see the spruce plantation when you came in? All them big pointy fucking trees? That’s where I work. Used to cut the bastards down, but now I get to drive them. Fucking tree taxi driver, that’s me.’

He threw his head back and gave a laugh, spraying me with spittle and beer breath. The pub had fallen silent again. At the table by the fire, I saw the old man staring across at us stonily, the hard bones of his face as implacable as an Easter Island carving. Other people cast nervous glances at him, but the big man was too preoccupied to notice.

‘You like trees?’ he asked, leaning forwards. His face was flushed with alcohol, and there was a look about him that made me think it wouldn’t matter what answer I gave.

‘I suppose so.’

‘You’ll love it here, then. It might be the arse end of nowhere, but if there’s one thing we’ve got plenty of, it’s fucking trees. Want to hear a joke? You know why the road stops here? Because when God made Eden he—’

‘Don’t blaspheme!’

The old man’s voice thundered out, a gravelly bellow that belied his frailty. It was as though an electric shock ran through the room. The big man’s eyes widened, his mouth working as though he’d been slapped.

‘Sorry, Wynn, I wasn’t—’

‘I’ll not have God’s name taken in vain! Not in my pub!’

Beside him, the elfin woman rested a hand on his arm. ‘It’s all right, Dad, don’t get—’

‘Don’t tell me what to do!’ he snarled, twitching his arm free.

His daughter’s mouth compressed, but she moved her hand away. Beside her, the small man called Eddie, who I guessed was her husband, looked as though he were trying to make himself even smaller. No one said a word as the old man glared across at the big man.

‘This is God’s own country!’ He levelled the pipestem, stabbing with it for emphasis. ‘You hear me? God’s own country!’

‘I know, I wasn’t …’ The big man’s jowls wobbled as he nodded. ‘You’re right, Wynn. God’s own country.’

The room had fallen silent when I’d arrived, but there was a new tension to it now. Only the teenager who’d been summoned to their table seemed immune. He sat, eyes glinting with manic glee as he tried to hide a smirk behind his glass.

Then the door behind the bar opened and the spell was broken.

A tall, shaven-headed man came out, wiping his hands on a dirty towel. Although he must have been in his late fifties he had the look of a boxer about him, with a raw, powerful build and a nose that had been broken and badly reset at some point, giving his face an asymmetrical tilt. The resemblance to the old man was unmistakable. They could have been cast from the same mould, wide-shouldered and strong-boned, with features that seemed naturally disposed to a dour scowl. They had to be father and son, yet despite the newcomer’s imposing physical presence, he still lacked the older man’s aura of authority. It was like looking at two renditions of the same person, one the original, the other an imperfect copy.

‘I’ve stopped the worst of the leak, but water’s still getting in through the grate,’ he said, casting the towel down behind the bar. Even his voice was a less harsh version of the older man’s growl. ‘I’ll have another look tomorrow, but …’

He broke off, picking up on the atmosphere. He looked around, his gaze resting on me for a moment, passing over Eddie as though he wasn’t there before moving on.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Vic was just telling us all a joke,’ the old man’s daughter told him. ‘Weren’t you, Vic?’

The big man’s face was heavily flushed, though I didn’t think it was just from alcohol anymore. ‘Just messing about, Alun. You know me.’

The look the shaven-headed man gave him suggested he did. He turned to the barmaid, who was watching uneasily from behind the counter.

‘Do you want me to take over?’

She gave him a smile. ‘No, there’s no need. You go and sit with your family.’

‘You sure?’ He didn’t sound too thrilled at the prospect.

‘Yeah, I was just about to make a sandwich for this gentleman.’ She nodded towards me. ‘I can make more if your dad fancies a snack.’

‘Don’t bother,’ the old man rasped, clamping the pipe in his mouth again. ‘I’m going up.’

Reaching for two walking sticks that were leaning against the table, he painfully began to lever himself from the chair. His daughter made as though to help him. ‘Here, let me—’

‘I can manage. I’m not an invalid.’

‘I was only—’

‘I said I can manage!’

Mouth tightening, she sat back, making no further attempt to help as the old man struggled to his feet. The two dogs got up as well, yawning and stretching. They were lurchers, hunting dogs that resembled bristly greyhounds. Their claws clicked on the stone slabs as they followed the old man out. There was a murmured chorus of respectful goodnights from the room as he left.

As the door closed behind him, his teenage grandson began to sing under his breath.

‘Happy birthday to you, Happy birthday to—’

‘Don’t start,’ the shaven-headed man snapped.

‘Come on, Dad, I was only—’

‘I won’t tell you again.’

The teenager subsided but a sly grin remained on his face. As conversations resumed, the big man scraped back his chair and stood up. Giving me a last filthy look he went to a table where a group of men were playing dominoes. I thought about trying to work on my laptop but decided against it. Instead, I put it back in its case, ready to leave quickly if I needed to. No one else bothered me, but I was still relieved when the barmaid re-emerged, carrying a steaming mug of coffee and a plate of neatly cut sandwiches.

‘Hope you like ploughman’s pickle,’ she said, setting them down.

The storm had grown worse by the time I went back outside. The rain had turned to sleet, while above me the pub sign was swinging so violently on its chains it threatened to tear loose. A flicker of sheet lightning brightened the sky above the streetlights as I ran to my car. I felt better for the sandwich and hot drink, but I wanted to put a little distance between myself and the pub before I found a place to park overnight. The big darts player had a mean look about him that wouldn’t be helped by more beer. I’d sleep better once I’d found somewhere less public.

As I pressed the key fob to unlock the car, a shout came from behind me.

‘Hold up!’

My stomach knotted when I recognised the burly figure hurrying towards me from the pub. The big man had pulled on a yellow high-vis jacket, his flushed face beaded with rain inside its hood.

‘Pisser of a night, eh?’ Wiping water from his face, he gave me an ingratiating grin. ‘I was thinking about you needing somewhere to stay. There’s a place not far away.’

I didn’t trust his sudden concern. ‘I didn’t think there was anywhere round here?’

‘Yeah, well, between you and me Stella’s not a fan of the owners. That’s probably why she didn’t mention it. She can be a bit funny sometimes, you know how women get at that age. Probably going through the change.’

As though that were explanation enough, he turned to point down the road.

‘Carry on out of the village, go straight on at the crossroads and then follow the road up the fell. It gets a bit narrow but after half-mile or so you’ll come to a turn-off for a hotel. You can’t miss it.’

I looked where he’d pointed. Beyond the last of the village lights there was only darkness. ‘I thought the road didn’t go anywhere?’

‘It doesn’t, except the hotel. That’s as far as you can go. End of the line.’ Water dripped from his stubble as he gave a wolfish smile. ‘Be sure to tell them Vic sent you.’

He could barely keep a straight face as he hurried back to the pub. I watched him go, trying to decide if he really was as bad a liar as he seemed. It was obviously a trick of some sort. I didn’t believe for a moment there was a hotel where he’d said, but I’d been planning to find somewhere to park up anyway. Even if he was sending me on a wild goose chase, a quiet, dead-end road was as good a place to spend the night as any.

My wipers worked to clear the sleet from the windscreen as I drove through the village. There didn’t seem much more to it. The streetlights ended a little further along, and after that I was driving through darkness again. I passed the warmly lit windows of a handful more houses, then I’d left the village behind. I came to a small crossroads and carried straight on as the road began to climb. Before long it had narrowed to an overgrown single track, twigs and dead stems of undergrowth whispering along the side of the car. I winced as something scraped along the paintwork with a noise like nails on a chalkboard. I got the joke now. I hadn’t expected there to be any hotel up here, but the punchline was there wasn’t anywhere to turn around either. And the single track road was much too narrow to reverse down in the dark, not without getting stuck.

I’d no choice but to keep going.

Angry with myself for falling for such a childish prank, I leant forward to peer into the driving sleet, expecting the overgrown road to end or become so choked I couldn’t go any further. I was beginning to wonder if I should just stop and wait for daylight when my headlights fell on something up ahead.

Half-hidden by trees were two leaning stone gateposts. They stood either side of an unlit driveway that gaped between them like a dark mouth. Fixed to one of them was an old sign.

Hillside House Hotel & Spa.

I slowed the car to a stop. The big man hadn’t been lying, not exactly. There was a hotel out here.

It just wasn’t open.

Very funny. Hilarious. I swore softly, adding this to the long list of bad decisions I’d made that day. Still, it might provide a better place to park overnight than out on the road. If nothing else I might be able to turn the car around.

Edging the car forwards, I drove through the gates and onto the driveway. The headlights showed tall, dripping bushes with fat leathery leaves, either laurels or rhododendrons. They crowded on either side, restricting my view as I drove down the steep driveway. It seemed to go on forever, winding through the bushes until they suddenly fell away, and my headlights showed a large building up ahead. No lights burnt in its windows and the huge timber door, set in an ornately carved portico, looked as though it had forgotten how to open. Turned black by the sleeting rain, the high stone walls were turreted and topped with spires, giving it the look of an imitation Scottish castle.

An empty one.

My tyres crunched on the broken tarmac as I pulled up outside. I’d been hoping for hot food and a warm bed. Instead, I was going to spend a cold night outside an abandoned hotel in the middle of nowhere. Not an ideal way to prepare for what promised to be a demanding day tomorrow. Switching off the engine, I sat in the dark after my headlights went out, trying to summon enough energy to reach into the back for my laptop.

Suddenly, a dazzling light shattered the darkness outside.

My first thought was that it was lightning, but it didn’t flicker or die. It remained steady, bleaching out the shadows from the front of the hotel. Not lightning I realised.

Floodlights.

Something banged on the car window, and I jumped as I saw someone standing outside. It was a man, his approach masked by the storm. His face was hidden by the hood of a parka, but that wasn’t why I froze.

Pointing at me through the car window was a shotgun.



Chapter 3

Water ran down the barrels and dripped from the twin black holes. The shotgun wasn’t pointing directly at me, but it was being held in such a way that it soon could be. I looked from the barrels to the man holding it. Hidden by the hood of his black parka, all I could see of his face was a firm mouth set in a thick beard. He made a winding gesture for me to lower the car window. The sleet-smeared glass was scant protection from a shotgun, but I was still loath to open it.

I didn’t have much choice, though. The window slid down with a whine, letting a shock of cold wind and rain into the warm cabin. I stopped it partway, still looking at the man standing outside. A pair of hostile eyes regarded me from inside the hood. They were strikingly pale above the dark beard, like a husky’s.

‘What are you doing here?’

I tried to sound as though this was a normal conversation. ‘Looking for somewhere to stay. I was told there was a hotel here.’

‘Bullshit. Who told you that?’

‘Someone at the pub. Obviously their idea of a joke, so I’m sorry for disturbing you.’

I started to close the window, but he took a step forward.

‘Hold on, I’m not done.’

The movement brought up the shotgun. It might have been unintentional but I stopped closing the window. I gave myself a moment, then looked from the gun barrels back to him.

‘You need to point that somewhere else.’

I was surprised how calm my voice sounded. He glanced down at the shotgun as though he hadn’t realised what he was doing. After a beat he lowered it.

‘You still haven’t told me—’

‘Jon?’

A woman was hurrying across the broken tarmac towards us. She wore a parka as well, holding it closed in front of her against the driving sleet.

‘What’s going on?’ she demanded.

Her voice had the flattened vowels of Lancashire. She was tall and dark skinned, her face set in hard, unforgiving planes as she confronted him.

‘I’m trying to find out what he’s doing here.’ The man tried to sound assertive but there was a defensive undertone.

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Jon!’ She gestured angrily at the shotgun. ‘And what are you doing with that bloody thing?’

‘It’s not loaded,’ he muttered, pointing it at the floor.

‘He doesn’t know that, does he?’ She turned back to me. ‘I am so sorry. You’ll have to excuse my husband. We’ve been having trouble with poachers so we’re a bit … security conscious.’

A bit? Whatever trouble they’d been having, I just wanted to end the conversation and get out of there.

‘I’m sorry for disturbing you. I didn’t realise the hotel was closed,’ I told her. ‘Someone at the pub said I could find a room for the night here.’

‘Bullshit,’ the man repeated.

‘He was called Vic,’ I went on, talking to his wife. ‘A big man in his fifties. He said to tell you he’d sent me.’

The two of them exchanged a look.

‘Fucking Hooley,’ the man said. ‘Jesus, one of these days—’

‘Jon!’

His wife’s tone silenced him, but his expression was still murderous. OK … I drew a breath as sleet peppered my face through the open window.

‘Well, I better go. Sorry again for disturbing you.’

‘No, wait,’ the woman said quickly as I reached for the window control. Water dripped from her hood like a beaded curtain. ‘Where are you heading?’

‘Carlisle.’

‘That’s too far to be driving tonight.’ She paused to push back a strand of black hair that the sleet had plastered to her cheek. ‘Look, this isn’t a hotel anymore, but there’s plenty of spare rooms—’

‘Whoa, hang on!’ her husband interrupted.

‘We can put you up for the night,’ she went on, as though he hadn’t spoken. ‘It’s no trouble.’

‘Thanks, but I’ll be OK.’

She frowned out at the sleet. ‘I’d feel better if you did. It’s really not safe to be driving in this.’

‘You heard the man, he doesn’t want to stay,’ her husband said.

‘Can you blame him?’ she shot back, then turned to me again. ‘Please. It’s the least we can do.’

I started to decline. Her husband was right: storm or not, I’d rather take my chances on the road. But before I could get the words out lightning bloomed in the sky above us. It was forked rather than sheet, bright enough to cut through the floodlights. They dimmed and flickered as an ear-splitting crack split the night, loud enough to feel even in my car.

‘That’ll have woken Kiran,’ the woman said anxiously, looking back towards the dark hotel. She turned to me again. ‘Sorry, but we’ve got a baby asleep inside. If he wakes up and we’re not there it’ll be a horror show. Tell him he needs to stay, Jon.’

‘What? Nisha, wait …’

But she was already running back towards the hotel, disappearing into the blackness beyond the floodlights. He stared after her, the shotgun dangling like a forgotten prop, then sighed.

‘Look …’ He seemed to struggle for words, then gave up. ‘She’s right, you should stay. It’s not a fit night to drive.’

‘Thanks, but it’s OK.’

‘Up to you.’ He’d started walking away now himself. Hunched against the sleet, he shouted back over his shoulder. ‘If you change your mind, just follow the path round the back.’

I wound the window up as he vanished into the darkness after his wife. Well, that was different. But whatever relief I felt was already dissipating, replaced by uncertainty. And a degree of incredulity, I admitted. If I’d heard about anyone else even considering the offer of a room from a stranger who’d just threatened them with a shotgun, I’d have thought they were mad. I’d witnessed first-hand what could happen when someone thought death and violence only happened to other people.

Yet oddly I didn’t feel any threat. The shock of staring into the barrels of a shotgun seemed remote now, defused by a single sentence.

We’ve got a baby inside.

Irrationally or not, I found that reassuring. If the couple had wanted to do me harm they’d had ample opportunity. And when it came down to it, which was the most reckless? Accepting hospitality from strangers, or driving any further in these conditions, tired and lost?

The floodlights abruptly went out, plunging everything outside the car into blackness. The couple had either given up on me or else the lights were on a timer. Whichever it was, I couldn’t sit there all night. As though to help me decide, the sky flashed again with lightning, followed a second later by another bellow of thunder. Sitting there, I thought about the crumpled letter that had fallen from my pocket, and suddenly the decision was made.

Grabbing my laptop case and coat from the passenger seat, I hurried out into the storm.

My office chair creaked as I leaned back, regarding the photographs on my laptop. A cooling mug of coffee stood on my desk, not so much forgotten as unwanted. The images on the screen were graphic. They showed decomposed human remains lying in a ditch, taken from different angles. The victim’s identity was unknown, as was their age, gender and ancestry. The body was in a state of putrefaction, bloated by gases produced as bacteria and digestive fluids broke down its cells and tissues. The skin was darkened to a caramel colour that didn’t necessarily signify its pigment when alive. It had begun to slough off like discarded wrapping paper, while blowfly pupae – maggots – seethed over openings both natural and unnatural like spilt rice.

I’d been sent the photographs, along with post-mortem and other results, by a former colleague. The physical evidence of the body’s condition appeared to contradict the lab tests, leading to a dispute over how long the victim had been dead. Knowing I’d been involved in similar cases, I’d been approached for a second opinion.

It was the sort of problem that normally engaged my interest. As a forensic anthropologist, my main field of expertise was skeletal human remains. But early in my career that had broadened to trying to understand the larger metamorphoses that comes when life ends; the physical processes by which a once-breathing individual, capable of love and imagination, becomes a calcified relic. Ordinarily I’d have welcomed an opportunity to untangle such a convoluted case.

Not today.

The news I’d received the day before was still too fresh. It had been waiting for me when I’d arrived home from the university, lying among the junk mail and circulars on the tiled floor of my Camden flat. I’d smiled when I recognised the handwriting, even though I was puzzled why she’d send a letter rather than an email or phone call.

I’d understood when I’d read it.

I’d hardly slept that night. When I’d gone into the forensic department that morning I’d tried to put thoughts of the letter aside. But my mind kept pulling towards it, even as I tried to focus on the grisly images on my laptop screen.

When the phone rang the caller’s number wasn’t one I knew. Still, I was glad of the distraction as I snatched it up to answer.

‘David Hunter.’

The voice at the other end was a woman’s. ‘Apologies for calling out of the blue, Dr Hunter. I’m Detective Sergeant Chaudry, Cumbria Police. This a good time for a chat?’

I said it was.

‘We’re carrying out a search for the body of a missing teenager,’ Chaudry told me. ‘Sixteen-year-old lad from Carlisle, been missing for six months. Run off a few times before so no one was unduly worried. But we’ve received a tip-off that he died from an overdose, and the dealer buried the body on an abandoned industrial estate on the outskirts of Carlisle. We need a forensic anthropologist to assist with the op, and you came highly recommended.’

I almost said yes there and then, but practicality won. Cumbria was a long way from London. ‘Isn’t there someone nearer your neck of the woods who can do it?’

When I’d started out forensic anthropologists had still been something of a rarity. I’d been asked to work on enquiries from across the UK, but in recent years the influx of newcomers into my profession meant it was generally the nearest who got the call. Although reputation still helped.

‘Not at this short notice,’ Chaudry said. ‘And DCI Perry, the SIO, has worked on an enquiry with you before. In the Grampian Mountains, before she transferred down here? She was only a DC back then, so she says you won’t remember.’

I didn’t. I could recall taking part in a search operation in the cold central mountains of Scotland, but not anyone called Perry. In fairness, though, it was a long time ago. A very long time if Chaudry’s Senior Investigating Officer had risen from detective constable to a lofty detective chief inspector.

‘When do you need me up there?’ I asked, trying not to feel old.

‘The SIO’s briefing isn’t till tomorrow afternoon, so you should have enough time. If you don’t want to drive there are direct trains from London.’

It was a long journey, and one I hadn’t done in years. Then I thought about sitting in a train carriage for hours, trapped with my thoughts.

‘It’s OK, I’ll drive …’

My eyes jerked open. For a moment I’d no idea where I was. I was sitting upright, in an unfamiliar room instead of my office at the university. A kitchen, but not one I recognised. Then memory clicked into place, and I remembered.

I was at the hotel. Hillside House.

I massaged a crick in my neck as memory came back. The lamplit kitchen was head-swimmingly warm, filled with a rich scent of home-cooked casserole. It was a large room, doubling as a dining and living area. A well-worn sofa and armchairs were arranged around a silent TV in one half, with the kitchen and old dining table where I sat in the other. Around me was a mishmash of dated appliances, Formica cabinets from the 1970s and a woodburning Aga range that looked even older. In one corner, jarringly out of place in that setting, were two large computer monitors on what looked to be an old school desk repurposed as a home office. A straight-backed kitchen chair stood in front of them, an oversized cushion on its seat a token attempt at comfort.

Except for me, the kitchen was empty.

I’d made my way from my car in darkness. The floodlights didn’t come back on, so shouldering the holdall packed for my stay in Carlisle, I’d used my phone’s flashlight to guide me through the driving sleet. A muddy gravel path ran around to the back of the hotel. I had to squeeze past the shadowy bulk of a car parked at the side, but with the looming stone walls on one side and thrashing bushes on the other I couldn’t see much of my surroundings. At the rear, the flashlight’s beam showed part of what looked like a bedraggled kitchen garden, where the bare branches of fruit trees shook in the wind like skeletal arms. Beyond them was only a yawning blackness.

The path led to a single-storey extension. The glow from its curtained windows was a beacon in the darkness, but I hesitated when I reached the door. The wind tugged at my coat, sleet pattering on its hood as I stood by the frosted glass panel.

Are you sure you want to do this?

The answer was no, but none of the alternatives seemed any better. I knocked and after a few seconds the door opened. The man motioned with his head as he stood back.

‘Come on in.’

He sounded as pleased to see me as he looked. But as I stepped inside and he closed the door behind me, his wife’s smile seemed genuine enough.

‘Hi, glad you decided to stay! I was just wondering where you were.’

She had a baby, not quite a toddler, in her arms, swaying with him gently from side to side. The child was awake, regarding me querulously with bleary, tearstained dark eyes. His mother soothed him, her thick black hair tied loosely back.

‘It’s all right, the nice gentleman’s a guest.’

He buried his face against his mother, unimpressed.

‘I hope I didn’t wake him,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry, it was the thunder, not you.’ She smiled, again softening the severe lines of her face. ‘I’m Nisha, by the way. And this is Kiran.’

‘David. David Hunter.’

‘Say hello to David, Kiran.’ Nisha tried to coax her son into raising his head, but he was having none of it. ‘He’s a little grouchy when he doesn’t get his sleep.’

‘Aren’t we all,’ her husband muttered as he walked past.

‘Have you introduced yourself yet, or were you too busy?’ his wife asked, tartly.

He gave her a sour look before grudgingly lifting his chin at me in acknowledgement. ‘Jon Reese.’

Without the parka he looked younger, perhaps mid- or late thirties. His skin was sallow, with the sort of pale complexion that always looked wind-burnt, while the cropped hair and unkempt beard were tinged with auburn. He had a muscular, raw-boned build, and a breadth of shoulder that made me think he wouldn’t have needed a shotgun if he’d meant me any harm.

‘Thanks for letting me stay,’ I said, setting my bag down. ‘I wasn’t looking forward to sleeping in the car, so I’m more than happy to pay for a room.’

‘No way! It’s the least we can do after …’ Nisha looked uncomfortable. ‘Well. You know.’

After threatening me with a shotgun, she meant. She saw me looking at where it was propped against the wall by the door.

‘Jon was just about to put it away,’ she said quickly. ‘Weren’t you, Jon?’

‘It needs drying first.’

‘You can do that later.’

Silently, Jon put his coat and boots back on and picked up the gun. ‘Happy now?’ he asked, before heading out the door.

The door banged shut behind him.

His wife’s smile failed to paper over the tension as she turned back to me, hitching her son into a better position.

‘You’ll have to wait while I make up a room, so you might as well sit down. Can I get you a tea or coffee, or something to eat? There’s butter bean and root veg casserole, if you’re hungry.’

‘Thanks, but I had a sandwich and hot drink in the pub.’

I went to sit at the kitchen table, trying not to look at the two computer monitors in the corner. But I’d already seen that the same image was on both, a young man with a bare, chiselled torso working out on a gym machine. Rows of complicated graphics and text overlay both images.

‘That’s just work stuff, not anything dodgy,’ Nisha said, going over and putting the monitors to sleep. ‘I’m designing a new website for a health club. I said I’d get it to them tomorrow.’

‘Don’t let me interrupt …’

‘It’s fine, it’s time I stopped working anyway. I can finish the rest in the morning.’ She smiled as her son began patting a pudgy hand against her face. He gave an infectious chuckle as she pretended to bite it. ‘I better put this little monster back to bed and then I’ll make up your room. Make yourself comfortable.’

I had, more so than I’d intended. The huge old Aga was kicking out a serious amount of heat, and I’d lost the fight to stay awake in its soporific warmth. Sitting up, I checked my watch and saw I’d been asleep for over ten minutes. I rubbed my face, glad that at least no one had been there to see. Jon still hadn’t reappeared from wherever he’d gone to put the gun away, but as I was wondering where he might have got to a door opened and Nisha came back into the kitchen.

‘Jon not back yet?’ she asked, looking around.

‘I haven’t seen him.’

Something that could have been worry or annoyance crossed her face, but she quickly covered it. ‘He’ll have found something to keep him busy in his workshop.’

She tried to sound relaxed, but there was still a tension about her. I wondered if she was having second thoughts herself about letting a stranger into their home. But her smile seemed warm enough as she held open the door she’d just come through.

‘I’ll show you to your room, shall I?’



Chapter 4

Nisha led me along a short hallway to a door at the far end. She went through first, leaving it open for me to follow. The extension’s hallway had been cooler than the overheated kitchen, but the sudden drop in temperature now was like stepping into the chill of a mortuary. We’d emerged into the foyer of the old hotel. It had the dank, musty smell of somewhere long shuttered. Above us, a faux chandelier with plastic candles gave out a sickly yellow glow that barely lit the corners of the large, high-ceilinged space. The floor was a worn parquet, while the walls were panelled with dark, heavily varnished wood, creating the impression of being in a giant box. There were rectangular, discoloured marks on it where what looked like signs and cabinets had once been, and the scuffed reception desk bore the scars of drill holes that had been badly filled. Behind it were numbered pigeonholes, each with its own brass key hanging from a small hook.

It was like stepping back in time to an earlier age, preserved in aspic from decades ago. That wasn’t what made me stare, though.

The foyer was full of dead animals.

Stuffed birds – owls and hawks down to robins and goldfinches – rubbed shoulders with badgers, foxes and even a deer. A stag’s head complete with antlers was mounted above a granite fireplace, and next to it a bear reared up on hind legs, teeth bared in a snarl
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