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Chapter 1

Conrad Walker left his house in Watermillock, to head off for his morning swim across Lake Ullswater: an activity he’d been doing for fifty-three years. He’d only missed the ritual on a handful of occasions that he could recollect. One was because of the biggest storm in living memory. The wind and rain had battered the steamers and caused thousands of pounds worth of damage. Conrad had been fifteen years old. His mother hadn’t allowed him near the Lake on that day, but he’d climbed out of his bedroom window anyway, to walk down to the shore and watch the fierce anger of the tempestuous water.

Nugget padded on ahead of him. She was his third Collie, and all three of them had swum the lake with him every day until, one by one, they could no longer manage it. He didn’t go as far as he used to, but it was far enough for him and Nugget. The July sun shone in a clear, piercing sky, and Conrad figured the lake might be twenty degrees today, on its surface at least. The road was quiet, as it always was at this hour. He’d parked in one of the bays scattered along the lake’s shore, and he opened the back to throw in his towel and pull on a pair of loose trousers and a jumper. Nugget waited faithfully by his side, knowing that her turn would come; she’d get a rub and a treat, and she looked up expectantly. When that was done, she jumped in to the passenger seat. Conrad could have walked but that wasn’t the point. It was a daily ritual, and for the last nine years, after his swim, his next stop was to visit his wife and bid her good morning. He’d take his flask with him and have a cup of tea.

Driving up the hill, the small village was quiet, with the farmers having left for the day, and the tourists still in bed. Nugget let her tongue soak up the rushing air from the Land Rover’s open windows for the short journey to the church.

He parked opposite the Victorian version of the consecrated site, built of red sandstone and slate, to replace the dilapidated Tudor structure. The church stood proudly watching over the lake beyond, and Conrad came here often to absorb the stillness of her grounds. In the summer, there were huge, shady canopies under which to sit; in the winter, there were sheltered benches to spend time upon, contemplating anything that took his fancy. He rarely saw anyone else, except the reverend, if he was up at this hour.

Nugget jumped out of the Land Rover, and ran straight over the road to the gate.

Conrad paused. In all her eleven years, she’d never done that. Every morning, she jumped out of the passenger seat and waited at his heel until he signalled for her to cross the road. Conrad looked at the seat, wondering if she was losing her ability to hold on. He looked for a stain but there was none.

He shrugged and closed the door; he never locked it. He was perplexed and tutted; he liked routine. He looked both ways up and down the lane, then crossed to where Nugget was sitting. She stood up and began to bark, turning round and round as if she’d sniffed a trail.

‘You seen a squirrel, Nugget?’ he asked. He opened the gate and the dog shot off into the churchyard, with Conrad following, shaking his head. She must be chasing something, he thought. The barking got louder and Conrad chuckled; those damned cheeky rodents, they tease her so. He spotted a fat grey sat at the top of a branch, goading the canine, as it devoured nuts and cared nothing for the chaos it was causing to Conrad’s morning. He followed the barking; it was in the same direction as Ada’s gravestone anyhow. He had commissioned a bench to be placed in front of her, so he could stay as long as he wished without stiffening up. In colder months, he brought a blanket and a flask of tea.

He continued around the church to where he thought the barking was coming from and he thought that it might be under the massive old oak that stood majestically to the east of the church entrance, guarding the graveyard. It had been just as big when he was a young lad, singing in the choir, and his father had said that it was more than five hundred years old. Conrad half expected Reverend Neil to come out, asking what all the fuss was about, but then he remembered that Neil was away in Whitehaven on some Diocesan conference. He wasn’t a bad egg, the reverend; they’d had worse. He was a decent chap who always had time for his flock; not that Conrad counted himself as one of the flock, not since Ada had died.

He shielded his eyes against the sun, which rose quickly at this time of year. It shone a deep orange and made him squint. It was going to be another belter of a day. He shouted the dog’s name over again; he’d never known Nugget to be so disobedient. Her barks grew louder, and Conrad was sure now that it was coming from the oak tree.

He took two more steps but then stopped. Nugget’s barking rang in his ears and Conrad swayed slightly. He rubbed his eyes and took another step, and then he was sure. He held onto the dry stone wall, and his eyes continued around the churchyard to see if anyone else was about. He was alone. Well, sort of. The flask slipped from his grasp and he covered his mouth.

Nugget was standing over the body of a lady, but the lady wasn’t moving. She was still. Conrad started to panic and his first thought was to go back to his car for a coat to put over the poor woman, who was completely naked. He tried not to look at her and he thought how awful it would be if she realised that a stranger had seen her that way.

But all the way back to the car, he knew.

He knew because of Ada. He knew because of the flies.

But he got the coat anyway.

Half way back to the church with his coat, with Nugget still going crazy, he tutted and went back to the car for his mobile phone, which he never used but his daughter had bought for him. He had no idea if it had any juice in it, as he rarely charged the bloody thing.

He dialled 999.

When he got back to the body, he threw the coat over her, and pulled Nugget away. He made a decision, and turned back towards her and knelt down. He touched her skin and pulled away.

He knew she was dead.

Conrad said a prayer, not because he was religious, or because he believed in God, but more to give the woman some dignity, and to allow her soul to rest in peace.

When the ambulance arrived, he was sat on Ada’s bench, under an apple tree, holding a hot cup of tea from his flask. Nugget sat faithfully at his side, and the only sound was of insects buzzing, and distant twittering birds feeding their young.




Chapter 2

Kelly Porter was chewing a piece of cold toast when she got the call. Her jacket was half on, and she struggled to manoeuvre it, as well as her handbag and briefcase. Watermillock would be a mere ten minute drive at this time of the morning, and she decided to go straight there rather than to Eden House. She threw her belongings onto the passenger seat of her car, decided against the jacket, put on her sunglasses, and started the engine. It sounded like she’d need her trainers for this one, and she threw them in as well.

As she pulled away, a familiar knot formed under her ribcage, and she concentrated on the road. At a red light, anticipation made her toes tap the floor of the car. Blues weren’t necessary. The woman was dead. The forensic team was already there, and the area secured by uniformed police officers.

She gripped the steering wheel tightly and willed the lights to change. She drove east and traced the north shore of Ullswater, wondering how long the body had lain in this weather, but trying not to speculate too much; she had no idea what she was about to find. All she knew was that there was a body, it was female, a paramedic had confirmed life extinct, and it probably hadn’t been a natural death. Her job was to assess the scene to aid the coroner.

For the first time in a long time, she found herself thinking about London. A body. No-one expected it round here. A thousand questions raced through her head, and she tried not to get ahead of herself. As she turned off the main road and followed the lane, up the hill, away from the lake, which led to the tiny hamlet of Watermillock, she’d already worked through the next few hours in her head: what she’d need, how she’d allocate jobs, how she’d sketch the scene, and how to handle the press.

She parked at the church, where a small group of tourists had gathered. She popped her sunglasses on the top of her head and looked towards the lake, which sat in serenity, blissfully unaware of what was unfolding a mere mile away. She quickly bent over and slipped on a pair of ankle socks and her trainers, taking a deep breath before heading out in front of the audience. Police tape sealed the church entrance, but the onlookers were still craning their necks to see what was going on. News travels fast on holiday. Kelly remembered swimming across the lake as a kid, and cycling up here afterwards, just so they could race back down again. Apparently, the old man who’d made the discovery had just been for his morning swim before coming to pay his respects to his wife, like he did every day. Poor bastard, Kelly thought. She checked her ponytail and moved it over her left shoulder, over her back pack that she carried when out of the office. It meant she could leave her handbag and briefcase in the car where they couldn’t get in the way.

A white tent had been erected, and Kelly flashed her badge to two uniforms manning the immediate area. It was a place of unique quietness, but, Kelly noted, it was also very public. The church was the centre of the village, if it could be called a village; it was more a collection of residences, hotels and self-catering holiday homes scattered between the lake and Little Mell Fell. The man who’d found the body was giving a statement to a third uniform. They were sat on a bench under a tree, and it swayed in the breeze. The old man was perhaps in his sixties and he was shaking his head, his face looked pained. Kelly waited to introduce herself and put away her sunglasses.

The man stood up and took Kelly’s hand. He looked into her eyes and Kelly realised that he was in shock. Nonetheless, he stood erect, and his demeanour smacked of old fashioned propriety and pride. The woman had been found naked, and Kelly could tell that it’d had a dreadful impact on him.

‘I put my coat over her,’ Conrad said.

Oh fuck, thought Kelly. Forensics will be made up with that nice bit of contamination. Now they’d have to rule him out as a suspect because he’d put his fingerprints and DNA right on top of her. Poor bloke. Unless he’d done it. She eyed him for a fleeting second as she would a suspect, but immediately dismissed the thought; his eyes were too kind.

A collie sat obediently at the man’s legs and Kelly bent to stroke her. Its tongue lolled out and she looked as though she were smiling. ‘She likes you,’ the old man said. Kelly smiled.

‘Are you local to Watermillock, sir?’ she asked. He nodded. It was a shame that he’d probably never walk past the church again without remembering today, and for all the wrong reasons.

‘Yes. I’ve lived here all my life,’ he said.

Damn, Kelly thought. At least if he was a tourist, he could go home and put some distance between him and what he’d seen. But he’d be reminded of his grim find every day, as long as he lived in the village. It wasn’t something that would be forgotten in a hurry, in a place like this.

‘And you swim every day, at the same time, and then come and visit your wife’s grave?’

‘Yes, I do. Every day. She’s over there, by that bench.’

‘I’m sorry that she’s been disturbed,’ Kelly said. Conrad looked at her and his face lifted a little. He nodded.

‘Thank you so much.’

Kelly looked towards the tent, said farewell to Mr Walker, giving him the usual line of getting in touch after handing him her card, and walked towards the giant oak. By the way the man described the body, insect activity had already begun. And sure enough, she could hear the familiar hum of thick-bodied flies, looking for a good place to land.

The uniform had a full statement, and the old man signed it and gave his address. He was then told that he could leave. Kelly felt a pang of sorrow for him; people who came across bodies weren’t customarily kept informed of how an investigation panned out; they were usually forgotten, but something told her that Conrad Walker might have trouble sticking to his routine from now on. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and held it to the corner of his eye as he walked away, with the dog following obediently.

A forensic officer was bent over just outside the entrance to the tent. As Kelly approached, she saw that he was making a cast of a print in the small patch of mud by the path. The cast was dry and was being pulled back as Kelly got closer. It was the print of a shoe.

‘Fresh?’ she asked the officer. He removed his mask.

‘Fresher than anything else around here, and it didn’t rain last night,’ he said. She nodded and approached the tent.

Kelly smelled the odour of the dead before she saw the body. It was sweet and fresh. She reached into her bag and pulled out a bottle of perfume and sprayed it onto her fingers, rubbing underneath her nose.

With sheep numbering around three million in these parts, and outnumbering humans by six to one, the blow fly, with its distinct hairy, blue bottle back, thrives year on year. The first of nature’s hungry scavengers to arrive on a scene of death, the animal soon leaves its tell-tale mark: writhing masses of pure white maggots that get fatter and fatter until they can eat no more. In summer conditions, flies could be on a corpse within an hour. Within twelve hours, the maggots have begun to hatch and eat their meal, found so lovingly by their mother. There, they feed happily for six weeks until pupation and adulthood. And it was this cycle that would help estimate the body’s time of expiry; basic forensic entomology that every detective studies. The smell wasn’t too bad, yet, so maybe the body was fresh, thought Kelly. It made sense that in such a public place, a body would attract attention straight away, and Conrad Walker had confirmed that he walked Nugget here daily. The church itself was a tourist attraction, with visitors coming to view its bold architecture and pretty interior, as well as of course the view to the lake, and beyond.

She went inside the tent.

Another forensic officer greeted her and gave her some covers for her shoes. She had gloves in her pocket.

‘Homicide,’ the officer said. Kelly looked at the body. A photographer clicked her camera.

Kelly reckoned the body hadn’t laid there long, but they wouldn’t know for sure until after the autopsy, and the entomologist’s report. She walked around the victim, looking for small burrows in the soil, where satiated fully grown maggots might have buried themselves to pupate. There were none.

The woman’s nakedness struck Kelly, and again, she noted the sense of public humiliation. But more so, now that Kelly saw the woman in the flesh: she’d not only had her life taken, but, perhaps more importantly, her dignity.

Someone wanted her found. Quickly.

Kelly went closer inside the tent and held her breath momentarily. The aromatic, pungent cocktail of dead, congealed blood penetrated her perfume and caught her off guard.

The woman’s white flesh, against the earth, looked like a fat juicy mushroom, ready for picking. She was face down, head to the side, and Kelly took in the details.

‘We’re not turning her over. I want her bagged and off to the mortuary as soon as we’re done. But I can tell by her skin that she’s less than twenty-four hours old. It’s just starting to slip, but the weather doesn’t help. Her mouth, ears and nose have been stuffed with soil, but it’s not from here – well, it doesn’t look like it is. The soil here is dark and dense: great for fruit trees. Her fingertips have been removed.’

‘What?’ asked Kelly.

‘The tops of her fingers are missing,’ he repeated.

‘To prevent prints?’ asked Kelly.

‘Perhaps. Might be something else to it. Anyway, please take a look,’ he said. Damn, she thought, the stuff found under fingernails often produced golden nuggets of forensic information. And they’d have no prints for ID.

‘Sexual assault?’ Kelly asked.

‘It’ll have to be confirmed by the rape kit, but I’d say yes, and pretty brutal. Look for yourself,’ he said.

Kelly approached the victim and the smell became more arresting. It was nothing compared to a rotting body that had laid abandoned for weeks, but it was bad enough. Kelly looked at the victim’s face, or as much as she could see, and she got an idea of what the woman looked like in life. She also noticed bruising around the woman’s neck. Kelly guessed that the victim was in her fifties, and she took care of herself: her skin was good and she had nicely coloured hair; just a millimetre of grey could be seen at the root.

The crime hadn’t been motivated by robbery. The woman wore a nice looking, gold Tag watch, and she had some rather large diamonds in a ring on her right hand. She also wore a large gold band on her wedding finger. Murders were usually motivated by one of three things: possession, passion or pleasure, and Kelly got the distinct feeling that the latter was looking possible.

She walked to the rear of the victim and crouched down. She shook her head when she saw what was in between the woman’s legs. Kelly covered her nose and peered more closely, not completely believing what she was seeing. She beckoned the forensic officer over and he simply said, ‘I know. Bank notes.’

It was a disturbing MO. Not just the implied manner of death, but the brazen dumping ground, and Kelly couldn’t help but conclude that the perpetrator was bragging. Like an excited child showing off his painting, the perp was actually showing off his work; and sending them a message.

A series of events was taking shape in Kelly’s mind, as well as dozens of questions. Investigations always threw up more questions than they answered, but that’s where they started; and that’s all they had, for now. She strongly suspected that the killer knew this woman, and his work was methodical and organised. Apart from the soil, she was clean, and oddly taken care of.

But one word kept coming back to her as she walked around the victim: punishment.

This woman had suffered horribly, and the killer had wanted her to. Kelly hoped that she was dead when he sliced off the tops of her fingers. She remembered a similar case from ten years ago. It was equally brutal and brazen. A serial rapist and murderer had terrorised Leytonstone in 2006, until he was apprehended on some traffic misdemeanour, and willingly offered his DNA. The guy was about as brain dead as anyone could be, and the depths of his psychopathy stunned anyone who interviewed him. He stared ahead with dead eyes, and said his victims deserved what they got, because they teased him. He was a great lumbering man who the local press had dubbed ‘The Hammer’, due to the fact that he smashed his victims’ skulls in as he abused them. The Hammer was impenetrable as a human being, and for the first time in her career, he’d convinced Kelly that evil did exist.

Before that, she’d met bad people and good people. Bad people did bad things, and good people did good things and, sometimes, they overlapped. But The Hammer wasn’t human, he was an animal, and Kelly had nightmares about what he put women through, in the hours before they were allowed to die. Now, as she stood inside a tent at a popular tourist destination, which was about to get extremely busy, she wondered how long it had taken for this poor woman to meet her end.

For now, Kelly had a nameless body, which had been tortured and mutilated. The first thing she needed was a name, and that would be down to dentals, given the absence of fingerprints. Today, she could start questioning in the local area and keep badgering the coroner. She hoped it was still Ted Wallis. They hadn’t spoken in months.

She heard plastic wrapping and watched as the woman’s head, hands and feet were secured for her journey. As the body was lifted into a black bag, and the zip closed, Kelly looked around. She was standing in the spot where a sadist had said goodbye to his kill. She was certain that the woman hadn’t been killed here. The scene was too tidy. They’d have to check the dirt to see if that threw them a lead. The woman’s position made her look like she was sleeping and, if disturbed, or in a rush, the killer wouldn’t have been able to achieve this.

Plus, the money had stayed where it was put. If she’d been dropped, kicked out of a car, or dumped in haste, some of it would have dislodged. Sick bastard. Kelly shivered, despite the day heating up. Maybe now she’d put on her cardigan that she’d tucked into her bag. She needed to keep the details out of the press. She was sure that they could count on Mr Walker to respect their wishes.

Kelly left the tent and removed her gloves and shoe covers. She smelled of death.

The church was closed.




Chapter 3

Brandy Carter swaggered into the children’s play area, and made her way over to a group of kids, who were playing on the swings.

‘Got some pocket money for me, then?’ Brandy said. Her chin jutted out and her eyes were menacing. The younger kids stopped playing, and several of them dug their hands into pockets. There were no adults around; Brandy was the oldest there. She half smiled, revealing stained teeth, and she coughed, forcing her hand out of her pocket to catch whatever landed on it; she wiped it on her jeans. She wore a hoody and this only served to make her look more sinister to her innocent victims. One boy, of perhaps nine years old, moved towards the front of the group and stood up to her.

‘We don’t have to give you anything,’ he said.

For a moment, the other children stopped digging around for something with which to pay off their tormentor, and watched to see what would happen. They didn’t have to wait long.

Brandy shot a hand out and grabbed the boy’s hair. He didn’t resist and his eyes filled with terror. He’d tried to stand up for his mates, but had only succeeded in making an idiot of himself. He wished his mam was here.

‘Anyone else want a piece of me?’ Brandy growled.

The children shook their heads and Brandy let the nine-year-old go. The boy rubbed his head and handed Brandy a pound coin. The older girl smiled again and the other children followed suit.

‘What’s this shit?’ Brandy held up a packet of sweets.

‘I haven’t got any money,’ a small girl said.

‘Well, fucking make sure you bring some next time, you little bitch.’ Brandy swiped her hand across the girl’s ear, making the girl wince and tears come to her eyes.

The language shocked the children and made them compliant. They heard stuff like it on You Tube, but this was right in front of them, here in Arogan Park, Penrith, and they froze in fear. Several of them started to cry, and Brandy made baby noises in response. Nobody moved as Brandy counted her booty, she’d stolen the best part of seven pounds and she lumbered off, pleased with herself.

After leaving the park, she made her way across the recreation field, towards a block of flats that was a home of sorts. She rarely went back to her mam’s. Brandy’s mother, when sober, was a violent creature and liked to throw fag ends at her daughter. The new man in her mother’s life liked to go a little further with his girlfriend’s daughter, and threatened her with his fists. At first, Brandy had been grateful for the notes he gave her for quick blow jobs, but the money had stopped and he’d begun to expect it for free.

So she’d kind of moved in with Bick. His flat was grubby, but it was warm, and he gave her free drugs in kind. He was rough, but he always said sorry afterwards. For now, she had enough to buy a packet of fags, and she was happy. She scratched at the angry red spots under her nose, and her eyes went watery when she lit up a cigarette.

When she opened the door to Bick’s place, three of his mates were playing Xbox. Brandy didn’t understand what attracted them to the games, but at least it kept them off her case.

‘Give us a fag, Brands,’ one of them asked. She flicked one over to him; another ploy to keep them away. The boys played the same games over and over again, and Brandy wondered why none of them ever got bored. Boys: they’re so dumb, she thought. The TV rocked with gunshots and cars screeching, as well as the odd scream of a woman being brutalised.

Nice. No wonder they all turned out dickheads, she thought.

Bick came in and tutted when he saw her. She knew that she wasn’t the best looking girl in his life, but she helped around the flat, keeping it as clean as she could with dirty men coming and going through it. She watched him as he took off his jacket, which he wore every day, regardless of the temperature. It was a Golddigga parka, and Bick thought he looked like a You Tuber who posted videos out of Compton, LA.

Idiot.

Bick kept his cap on, but turned it the wrong way round. His jeans slipped past his butt and he walked with an arrogant swagger. He went over to the other lads and picked up a fourth controller, and began to play.

Brandy sat and smoked for a while, but was soon bored, so she asked Bick if she could have a wrap.

‘Jesus, girl, you fucking eat that stuff! Your brain gonna fry, Brands,’ Bick said, and he went back to the console. Over the years she’d known him, he’d perfected a kind of Jamaican street slang that he heard on the games he played, his friends did the same.

‘Please, Bick, I’ll pay you back,’ Brandy said.

She could see that he was thinking about it. He was so engrossed in the game with Monk and Tinny, that he ignored her for a few minutes until he remembered that she was still there.

‘Fine, go take a shower.’ He reached into his pocket and threw her a wrap. It was worth a tenner, and he was giving it to her for free, but nothing from Bick was ever free. She looked at him and slowly, a smirk began to spread across his face. She didn’t like it, and she felt vulnerable suddenly. Monk and Tinny could take things a little too far, and she had no other place to go, besides; she needed a hit. Her tummy turned over. She hoped they wouldn’t hurt her.

Outside, across the street from the block of flats where Bick, Monk and Tinny waited for Brandy to have her shower, a figure turned and walked away. Brandy Carter had just become a candidate.




Chapter 4

Clifton Hall, usually a quiet and plodding place, was awash with activity as Kelly strode in to meet with DCI Cane. It was a dull but necessary task. Usually, she avoided her boss, but she needed him onside to secure a team for this case, and she wanted to get started as soon as possible. Cumbria might be the biggest constabulary geographically, but it was woefully underfunded. She’d have to beg for extra officers. On the outskirts of Penrith, the old pile exuded an air of importance slightly elevated to that of Eden House in the centre of town.

It was larger, quieter and more serious. Kelly didn’t care for it at all. She knew that if she ever made DCI, she wouldn’t be able stand the static containment of HQ. She’d go mad. She was an operational officer.

She felt slightly anxious, and her biggest worry was that Cane would want the case for himself. It could be argued that a crime such as this shouldn’t be investigated by one DI alone, and Kelly wondered if she’d be paired with someone, or if she’d lose it to a senior member of the force. Technically, it should be hers, and that’s what she was playing for. She was the DI in charge of the Serious Crime Unit for North Lakes, and intended on staying so. However, Cane might want to court the press, and play the big cheese. She was ready for a fight. She’d already proved her team’s mettle last year in one of the biggest police investigations outside London. Old colleagues had even called her to congratulate her, and she’d gained back some respect. Matt had even called, but she hadn’t acted upon his request to call back. He was still a twat.

She still hadn’t briefed her team, and her aim was to be made Senior Investigating Officer of the dead woman’s case, and allocate jobs this afternoon. She poked her head around Cane’s open door. He looked perplexed, but not hostile. Kelly suspected that the older officer had grown lazy, cossetted by his desk, and he looked too comfortable in his huge office chair. She wondered when he’d last been on an active case. Years ago, by the look of it. But operational work wasn’t for everyone, she reminded herself.

She steeled herself, and took a deep breath.

‘Kelly, come in.’ He managed a smile, but it was difficult to read. ‘Nasty murder. Really nasty. Name your team. We need this one caught ASAP.’

Kelly was relieved, and surprised.

‘Sir. There was a shoe print at the scene, as well as several items inserted into the victim. My priority is processing them, so I’ll need more uniforms on the ground, asking questions in the local area. We’ve got three working the houses already. I haven’t got a name for the victim yet, but I’ve been on the phone to dentals, and I’m hoping to have an ID by tomorrow. The autopsy will be carried out tomorrow, first thing, by Ted Wallis, in Carlisle.’ Kelly spoke like rapid fire bouncing off the walls of a farmhouse, under siege in an old cowboy movie. She expected everybody’s brain to work as fast as her own. Her face was tanned from running on the fells, and she stood waiting, like a fresh reporter, eager for a lead.

‘Ah, yes. The chief coroner. I wonder if he’s seen anything like this one before.’

Kelly thought of ten-year-old Lottie Davis and guessed that, after that, not much shocked Ted Wallis anymore.

‘I’ll give you free rein, Kelly. That’s one screwed-up bastard out there,’ Cane said, finally. Kelly calmed a little; the expected tussle hadn’t happened, and she found herself a little deflated. It meant that her visit to Clifton Hall would be delightfully quick, and she wondered why Cane hadn’t told her all this over the damn phone. Perhaps there was a catch.

‘Sit down, Kelly. You’re too energetic. Tell me what you know. I need the distraction. I haven’t asked you all the way over here for you to disappear after a minute. Tell me some good news, brighten my day. You happy with your immediate team? We could always pull some more officers from Carlisle or even here at HQ.’

Kelly did as she was told and sat down. So she was expected to provide a diversion to his lacklustre day? She could play the game for a little while, if that’s what it took. She looked at her watch.

‘My team is excellent, sir. It’ll be a baptism for the new kid on the block. DS Umshaw is superb and the safest pair of hands outside the Sale Sharks. DC Phillips and DC Hide are quality; I wouldn’t change the dream team, sir.’

‘Right, then. Let me know as your needs might change. Who’s the new kid?’

‘DC Shawcross. Rookie, straight out of exams. Good listener.’

Cane nodded.

Kelly shivered. It was colder in here than it was outside and Kelly wished she had more on.

‘Let me make you a coffee, walk with me.’ Cane left the room and Kelly rolled her eyes; he’d just told her to sit down. She got up and followed him.

‘Sir, I’ve been thinking about the MO, and it smacks of serial psychopathy: no remorse, judgement, superiority, God complex etcetera,’ said Kelly. She was getting ahead of herself entirely, but her mind was racing, as it had been all morning.

‘I know, Kelly, but I hope you’re wrong. Be careful using the word “serial”. It’s inflammatory and plain incorrect. Don’t throw words like that around your team. However, between me and you, I agree, this type of sophistication isn’t usually displayed on a primary murder. They’ve usually been at it for years.’ They were thinking the same thing, but Kelly didn’t like being told to rein herself in. It reminded her of her mother and the way she’d been treated as a wayward rebel all her life. She was passionate, that was all. If that was seen as a nuisance, then tough.

‘I’m thinking of flagging up missing persons, sir,’ she said.

‘Go ahead. Just keep me updated,’ Cane said. He placed a cup under the nozzle and pressed the Cappuccino button. It smelled good. She tapped her leg against a unit. Cane watched with interest.

‘How many murders did you work in London, Kelly?’ he asked. She was taken aback by the question.

‘Erm, I’m not sure, sir. Probably in the twenties,’ she said.

‘Go with your instinct.’ He smiled at her. ‘Trust yourself. I do.’ He handed her the coffee and she took it. ‘You have my complete faith. I hear your mother is ill,’ he said.

She winced.

‘Yes, sir, but that won’t impact my ability to…’ she said. Cane held up his hand.

‘That’s not what I meant. I just wanted to offer my thoughts that’s all,’ he said.

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Put your requirements in an email and get it to me as soon as you can so I can make the necessary arrangements. Let’s hope we get a name soon,’ he said.

‘Yes, sir,’ she said.

‘Have you distributed work load yet? I’m being asked almost hourly for updates, and at least one senior officer has pointed out to me that this is work for a DCI. I told them to tell you that themselves, and they shut up.’

‘Thanks, sir.’ The corners of Kelly’s mouth curled up.

‘Not at all. Now, call me as soon as you get a name.’

She finished her coffee and walked with him back to his office. They said goodbye and she went back out into the sunshine.

She’d a missed call from her sister, Nikki, which she ignored, and two from the estate agent.

Shit! She’d missed another viewing. She called him to grovel and promised to rearrange.

She drove back to Eden House in a brooding mood and thought about the case. Her new Audi drove well, and she felt less conspicuous than she had in her convertible BMW. It was more practical but also had a lot more space to clutter. Her phone rang again and she answered it, hands free. It was the hospital: her mother was being discharged tonight.

That was good news at least. Wendy Porter had spent three days being tested for irregular heart rhythms, and now she’d stabilised. It would give Kelly some breathing space while she threw herself into this new investigation. Nikki would no doubt accuse her of putting her work first, but she’d gone beyond trying to defend herself. Dad had come under the same heavy fire for his commitment to the force. She was damned either way.

Kelly’s thoughts turned back to Ted Wallis. Perhaps he’d find something on their victim’s body to link her with where she’d taken her last breath, because Kelly was convinced that it hadn’t been Watermillock. It was impossible to remove every trace of contact. Locard’s Exchange Principal rang true every time; that the perp always brought something to a crime scene and always left with something too, but the difficult bit was finding someone to match the evidence to. If they had no crime scene, then they had no suspects.

So she’d just have to find some.

The lack of a classic crime scene would make the investigation harder. She knew that hunches were dangerous but she couldn’t help feeling that, wherever it was, it would be used again. When she thought of the time and consideration taken to punish and extinguish the life of the woman found at Watermillock, Kelly came back to the same conclusion: the killer had enjoyed it. They’d have to concentrate on the dump site instead.

Kelly sat back in her car seat and thought about what she would tell her team. She imagined a man kneeling in the dirt, in the half light, arranging the body of a middle-aged woman with expensive jewellery. The man was strong and deliberate, he was also a huge risk taker, and possessor of an arrogance only reserved for the insane.

But there she stopped herself, and had to remember the one thing she’d never been able to understand about psychology: that psychopaths aren’t crazy.

They know exactly what they’re doing.




Chapter 5

Kelly was exhausted, and the last thing she felt like was a fight with her sister. She parked at The Penrith and Lakes Hospital, and took a chip coin. She always found the experience of hospitals sapping, and it had already been a long day. Her feet ached in her heeled sandals, and she could do with a freshen-up.

She needed a run, but that probably wouldn’t happen now.

They’d worked with what they had all day, and had made a promising start, but they still didn’t have a name. She had three officers working Watermillock and taking statements, but nothing interesting had been flagged up so far. Not one resident, tourist or passer-by had reported anything unusual: there was no car sighting, nothing out of place, and no mention of anything that marked the last twenty-four hours as out of the ordinary. There wasn’t a sniff of a car parked too long, a noise in the night, anything where it shouldn’t be, something missing from where it should be, or any hint that a body had been dumped there. Of course, any one of those statements could come from a liar. Either that, or Kelly’s murderer was dauntingly slick. She phoned forensic dentistry again, and still there was no result.

The cardiac ward at The Penrith and Lakes Hospital was utterly depressing. Old people, smokers for years, hacked their lives out of their chests, and others wheezed and rattled around the corridors. The ward wrapped around a courtyard, and each patient had their own room. Wendy Porter was dozing. Kelly looked at her mother and felt regret. They were close in some ways but not in others. Kelly knew from DS Umshaw that being a mother was a tough job and children often believed that you were taking sides. The moment offered Kelly room to breathe and she watched as her mother’s chest rose and fell gently. She looked peaceful in sleep. An urge to take her hand gripped Kelly, but it passed when she heard the carping voice of her sister. She rolled her eyes.

Kelly knew that she had to move out of her childhood home, and she made a note to herself to try to squeeze in a viewing tomorrow. But even as the thought came and went, she knew she wouldn’t have time. Already the case was taking over. Damn it, she had to make time.

There had been a time when Kelly had worried about why she always seemed to disappoint her mother – to the satisfaction of her sister – but now she had more important things to consider, such as finding a house of her own, so she didn’t need to listen to it. As well as needing her own space, Nikki had a key to her mother’s house and barged in unannounced, whenever it pleased her, and Kelly felt suffocated. And now Kelly was public enemy number one. She’d not only put Dave Crawley away for fifteen years, but his father had been found guilty and sent down, only to spend the last pathetic days of his existence in the prison infirmary, being tended to by palliative care nurses. He’d died merely two months into his sentence. Of course it was all her fault, rather than the fact that they were both fucking toe rags. It still pained her that she’d shared a bed with Dave. She still felt unclean.

Nikki had lived in Penrith all her life; she’d never left. She finished college here, married a boy from here, and now she was raising kids here. Maybe that was the problem. Kelly had known for years, all the way through college and university, that she’d leave The Lakes one day. It wasn’t that she didn’t love the place, not at all – it was more that it made her feel trapped somehow. Before London, all she’d ever known was lakes and mountains; the same boys, marrying the same girls, and the same conversations around the same bars and the same nightclubs. Kelly wanted more, that was all, but Nikki called her arrogant and selfish. London did its job: Kelly found the life she’d craved, the freedom, the spontaneity, the vastness and the anonymity; they all intoxicated her, and when she came back, her sister was exactly the same. But with a vicious edge. Kelly hadn’t known what to make of it, and had tried to comfort her sister, thinking the cause of her annoyance to be grief over their father.

She was wrong.

And now she’d rocked the boat on a monumental scale. Nikki’s best friend was Dave’s wife, and was finding life on the knuckles of her arse, without the trappings of Dave’s extra-curricular activities, challenging.

Now, Nikki made it clear that she blamed her sibling, not only for not being there when their father passed away, but for the fate of one of Penrith’s greatest families. The irony was lost on her, and when the sisters clashed, it was never pretty.

Kelly followed the noise and found Nikki berating a male nurse with a clipboard.

‘Nikki, Mum wants you,’ Kelly lied.

Nikki spun round and the nurse slipped away. Kelly turned to go back to the room, ignoring anything her sister might have had to say. Nikki turned back to where the nurse had been standing and, realising they’d gone, tutted indignantly. Kelly couldn’t help smile as Nikki clacked towards their mother’s room in her impossible heels. It must be exhausting being that pissed off all the time, Kelly thought.

Their mother was now awake, and having her vitals checked by the young male nurse who’d been debriefed by Nikki, just a moment ago. Nikki glared at him. Kelly wondered what on earth he might have done wrong. Offence; everyone is so easily offended, she thought. Kelly found the nurse polite and efficient, but then Nikki wouldn’t be happy unless there was a problem. Kelly folded her arms, accepting that she’d have to share space with her sister for a while, and examined her. She wore black leggings, high white boots, and a baggy sweatshirt with some logo on it, several bangles around her wrists – which jangled infuriatingly – plenty of makeup, and a sullen expression. Her dyed hair was piled high on her head and she chewed gum. She stood in a strop, arms folded, glaring at the nurse.

‘How are you feeling, Mrs Porter?’ the nurse asked.

‘Better now. You’re very handsome,’ Wendy said.

Kelly found her mother’s blunt honesty (a result of the drugs she was taking) hugely amusing: it left her with no filters, and stuff simply fell out of her mouth. The nurse laughed, used to the effects of the drugs. But Nikki was appalled.

‘Mum!’ Nikki said. The nurse left.

‘It’s true,’ Wendy said.

‘Right, are you all ready, Mum?’ Kelly asked.

‘No, she’s not,’ said Nikki curtly. ‘That’s why I was raising the issue with that idiot,’ she added, indicating the departing nurse. Kelly was puzzled.

‘The consultant is busy, Kelly. I think I might have to stay another night,’ Wendy Porter said.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Mum. These things happen,’ Kelly said.

Nikki glared at her. ‘It’s disgusting! Who do these consultants think they are?’ she spat.

‘Calm down! You’re not exactly helping. If there’s no-one to discharge her, then we just have to accept that. At least she’s got a bed,’ Kelly said.

‘Are you saying she’s not entitled to a bed?’ Nikki asked, head cocked to one side, looking for a fight. Kelly held her sister’s gaze, and weighed up the pros and cons of bothering to answer. There was no point.

‘Can you two stop it?’ Wendy said.

Kelly looked at her watch. She had time for a run if she went now. She went to her mother and kissed her forehead.

‘I’ll come back tomorrow, I’m sorry, Mum, I’m not staying here to listen to this shit,’ Kelly said, and walked out, past a nurse bringing tea. They shuffled past one another, and Kelly headed in to the relative peace in the corridor. Should she stay another minute in Nikki’s company, she’d get under her skin, and it wasn’t worth it. Her thoughts turned to her desperate need to move out of the house. Nikki was the main reason, she admitted, and it irked her – well, that along with the fact that she was a thirty-seven-year-old woman unable to bring a man back to the house anytime she wanted. They’d set up a hospital bed in the front room for Mum, and there was nowhere to breathe. She’d outgrown her girlhood home. The move was only ever supposed to be temporary, but then Mum got ill. Kelly walked quickly and made a lift that was just about to leave. Waiting for one could be interminable in this place.

Once back to her car, she felt no guilt as she pulled out of the multi-storey car park; just an all too familiar annoyance. She’d neither the time nor the inclination for petty squabbles, and the body of a naked woman with missing fingertips filled her mind. Soon, she’d be in her running kit and free of the ambient noise that crowded her head.

She reached the house in under five minutes, parked on the street and let herself in, running straight upstairs to change. As always, when she went back to the house where she grew up, she felt foolish and something of a failure. Her life had become a transitory existence between office, hospital and a spare room, and out of all three, she was saddened to admit that she preferred her office. That’s where she fitted best, at least.

It felt good to be out of her office kit, and she drove to Pooley Bridge, where it was quieter and more peaceful than a town run. The drive only took ten minutes and she parked by The Crown. The centre was busy with tourists but once she got out on to the hills, she’d be able to forget them. She made sure she had her phone, and strapped it to her arm. The headphones were connected wirelessly and she selected a hard-core playlist that would help release the pent up tension in her body and her mind.

There was no doubt the village was lovely, nestled on the eastern shore of Ullswater. It would be a pleasant place to live, and this is where the planned viewing had been today; the one she’d missed. Penrith wasn’t unpleasant, it was just sprawling and depressing at times, because that’s where she worked. Last year had made her an unwilling minor celebrity, and she hated it. Here, lodged between the lake and fells, could be her escape. If it hadn’t already gone. The property had a terrace overlooking the River Eamont, which fed the lake, and it was private. More importantly, it was within budget.

She ran over the bridge to the lake.

The last steamers were pulling in, and she ran against the tide of tourists, flocking four deep, all looking for an evening meal before they headed back to their hotels. Faces were tanned from a day on the fells and Kelly watched tired toddlers scream and wriggle in prams, as well as stroppy teenagers walking behind uncool parents, and she smiled. A few tourists glanced her way as she headed to the fells behind Pooley Bridge, on the north shore of Ullswater. If she lived here, she could do this every day, and then jump in the lake to cool off. The idea became more and more appealing, the further she got.

Kelly’s body was strong, and she’d been a runner for twenty years, but it had to be outside. In London, Victoria Park had been her preferred running track, but nothing came close to the fells and lakes that were now her private gym. As she passed the jetty, she received a lone wolf whistle from a young guy-probably a student working the summer season – but Kelly didn’t hear it. She ran up the hill away from the steamer, and found emptiness.

Ullswater tapered off in the distance like a vast blue serpent, and the fells drew her eyes. Mountains framed the lake on each side and the sky sat in-between. No wonder so many artists painted here. Her only companions were the beat of the music and the rhythm of her breath. There wasn’t a hint of technology or man’s footprint anywhere: not a plane, not a car, not a mast, not a building, and not a sound of an iPhone.

Kelly thought of Johnny.

She wondered if he still lived in Pooley Bridge, and if that would even be a problem. They were both adults. It hadn’t worked out, but it was a free country. She could live wherever she wanted to, she told herself. A stab of guilt disturbed her rhythm; she’d liked him, a lot. He was strong, independent and, most of all, he made her laugh. But it hadn’t gone at all well when she’d finally been introduced to his daughter, Josie. They’d argued, and eventually realised that they were too similar. Neither would back down; Kelly thought he was wrapped around his daughter’s finger, and giving the girl her own credit card was irresponsible; on the other hand, Johnny believed that it was his job to look after his only child. In the end, there was only one choice, and Josie was going nowhere. The girl won.

Pushing thoughts of him aside, her mind turned to the woman who was probably laid in a morgue fridge right now, ready to be sliced open and prodded by Ted Wallis tomorrow morning. A fleeting thought distracted her, and it was a nagging doubt that she should be running by herself, when a woman had been murdered and dumped just seven miles from here. She could be running past the farmhouse, shack, hotel or caravan where the crime had been committed. Goosebumps formed on her honey coloured skin.

‘Stop it, Kelly!’ she told herself in admonishment. It was easy to become dramatic and paranoid when in charge of a murder case, and she pushed the thoughts from her mind, as she reached a steep incline. She dug in, on her toes, and used her arms to pump, with small powerful thrusts from her hamstring muscles aiding her climb. When she reached the top, she jogged on the spot to catch her breath and turned back towards Ullswater. The lake reflected the dark orange sun of early evening, and she felt better.

By the time she’d reached the car again, the sun had waned behind the fells, and shadows made her shiver. She threw on a sweater and jumped into the driving seat to make the short journey home. But first she phoned the estate agent and asked what time they opened in the morning, and if the property overlooking the river was still available.

It was.
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