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For Margaret, my dear Mum



Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Flyte

Chapter Three

Flyte

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Flyte

Chapter Six

Flyte

Chapter Seven

Flyte

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Flyte

Chapter Ten

Flyte

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Flyte

Chapter Thirteen

Flyte

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Flyte

Chapter Sixteen

Flyte

Flyte

Chapter Seventeen

Flyte

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Flyte

Chapter Twenty

Flyte

Chapter Twenty-One

Flyte

Chapter Twenty-Two

Flyte

Chapter Twenty-Three

Flyte

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Flyte

Flyte

Chapter Twenty-Six

Flyte

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Flyte

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Flyte

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Flyte

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Flyte

Chapter Thirty-Two

Flyte

Chapter Thirty-Three

Flyte

Chapter Thirty-Four

Flyte

Chapter Thirty-Five

Flyte

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Flyte

Flyte

Flyte

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Flyte

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Flyte

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

 

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Copyright



Chapter One

Cassie woke to the rhythmic shhh-upp of water against the timber hull, a comforting sound which, along with the gentle rocking, had been both her lullaby and morning alarm call for the last few months. But today the lazy slap of each wave against the side of the narrowboat was accompanied by an intermittent knocking sound – almost as if someone was tentatively rapping their knuckles on the hull, right beside her ear.

As she drifted up towards consciousness, her brain strained to identify the sound. It wasn’t like that caused by the usual flotsam and jetsam which found its way into the canal overnight – bags of rubbish, discarded trainers, once even a plastic cold box which had ended up beating a tattoo against her bows. Judging by the light level it was still before 6 a.m. – three hours till Cassie’s shift at the mortuary – so she turned over, trying to stay in the sleep zone and blot out the extraneous noise. But after ten minutes of lying there, just waiting for the next knock . . . knock-knock . . . she sat up in her bunk cursing, and pulled a hoodie on over her pyjamas. In her flat she’d always slept naked but after five months living on the boat, with summer fading and the night-time damp starting to penetrate even her fifteen-tog duvet, she’d given in and ordered M&S’s hottest flannelette jim-jams and bedsocks.

As she emerged in the tiny cockpit in the aft (she’d learned not to call it ‘the back’) the chill of a September morning struck her like the flat of a cold hand. She’d always loved the canal in autumn but now as she shivered, peering through the blanket of mist lurking above the black-green water, she felt a stab of nostalgia for summer, even with Camden Town’s tourists and trippers who treated her boat like some kind of visitor attraction.

Taking the boathook from the deck, she headed up to the bows of the narrowboat: ten metres long and moored pointing upstream.

Reaching the foredeck on the canal side, she lowered herself down and, keeping one hand firmly around the deck rail, peered down through the shifting skeins of fog that veiled the surface. At that moment a patch cleared in the mist and a wavelet washed something rounded, dark and slick against the hull. A split second later it had retreated out of view, but she didn’t need a second look to realise the source of the knocking.

It hadn’t been made by a discarded trainer but by the sodden head of a man, face down in the water.

*

Cassie Raven might only be twenty-six but having spent the last six years working as an advanced pathology technologist – an APT – in Camden Mortuary she’d seen thousands of dead bodies up close. She had sliced through their skin, cracked open their ribs, and extracted their organs ready for post-mortem examination. She’d taken samples of their bodily fluids and could identify the distinctive reek of a decomposed body at twenty paces. But seeing a dead guy floating there, his head inches from where hers had been just moments ago – cheek to cheek – gave her the heebie-jeebies. A dead body here, in the real world, was just so . . . out of context.

As she bent to pick up the boathook, which she’d dropped in her shock, she felt her heart beating double-time, pumping oxygen-rich blood to her major muscles, priming them for fight or flight. After taking a couple of steadying breaths, she guided the business end of the boathook into the neck of the guy’s puffer jacket, taking her time, knowing how a careless post-mortem injury could make the pathologist’s job harder when it came to determining cause of death.

With one hand on the deck rail, she started pulling the body towards the stern. The canal was flat calm today with barely any current and he came through the water easily, as though eager to help. She manoeuvred him around the stern and into the gap between the boat and the canal-side. Even if he sank it was less than a metre deep here and the starboard fender would stop him getting crushed against the black bricks of the side.

As she extracted the hook from his jacket, the guy’s body started to turn. He rolled over lazily in the water as if making himself more comfortable in bed, his face breaking the surface. He was in his late twenties, at a guess, broad-shouldered and good-looking in spite of a flurry of acne across his cheekbones. His eyes – a distinctive shade of golden-green – appeared to be gazing up at the sky with a questioning look.

Squatting down, Cassie leaned towards him. ‘How did you end up in the canal, then?’ she asked gently. Held her breath in the hope of picking up what she had sometimes got from the dead bodies she looked after at work – some clue to their last thoughts, to what had happened to them. But deep down she knew she was just going through the motions.

Green-Eyes remained stony silent: further confirmation that the special bond she had felt all her years working with the dead – the sacred vocation that had given her life meaning – had deserted her.



Chapter Two

After Cassie reported her dawn visitor to Camden nick, a young uniformed female cop was the first to turn up, later followed by two divers wearing dry suits and carrying recovery equipment. Ducking under the police tape strung across the towpath, they approached the boat and peered down at the body.

The older of the two, a bearded guy of about fifty, gave Cassie the once-over, followed by the look she was wearyingly used to getting from older guys. Put into words it would say something like If you didn’t have that weird punk haircut and facial piercings I might have done you the honour of fancying you. Holding his gaze she widened her eyes briefly, sending him a message of her own – You should be so lucky, dickhead.

They didn’t bother putting on their breathing apparatus, simply stepped backwards over the canal-side into the metre-deep water. Within minutes they had the body strapped onto an inflatable stretcher and were manoeuvring it out onto the towpath. Cassie crouched to take a last look at Green-Eyes before they covered him up.

Water had started to foam from his nose and mouth and the shoulders of his jacket were festooned with duckweed. She couldn’t see any obvious external injuries and from the absence of any decomp smell he’d probably only gone in the previous day. Most likely an accidental drowning.

She got back to her feet to find the older diver staring at her. ‘Dead bodies don’t bother you then?’ – clearly disapproving that she hadn’t fainted and needed reviving with smelling salts.

She shrugged. ‘Not really. I see about twenty or thirty of them a week’ – enjoying his confused expression for a moment before adding, ‘I’m a mortuary technician. I’ll probably be eviscerating this guy later.’ Turning to climb back on the boat she heard him mutter to his mate.

‘Weirdo.’

Well, she couldn’t argue with that.

*

Later, not long after they’d left, she was finally getting ready for work when she heard a jaunty knocking on the deck followed by a familiar voice. ‘Permission to come aboard, Captain?’

It was her dad, Callum, clutching two takeaway coffees. She greeted him with a kiss, feeling again the conflicting emotions he stirred in her. Love and affection, yes, but exasperation, and even . . . anger. Like today, he’d obviously forgotten she was due at work at 9 a.m. – half an hour’s time – so she’d have to neck this coffee uncomfortably fast. Meanwhile his expression showed only uncomplicated happiness at seeing her. So why did she feel like this?

OK, it hadn’t exactly been your straightforward father–daughter relationship. From the age of four Cassie had been raised by her grandmother to believe that her mum and dad had been killed in a car crash. It was only recently she had learned the true story – that her father was alive, but had spent seventeen years in jail for murdering her mum Kath. Now it was clear that Callum had been wrongfully convicted and his official exoneration was working its way through the legal system.

They drank their coffees in the cockpit: the sun had broken through and was burning the layer of mist off the canal.

‘You should have got yourself a bacon roll,’ she said, eyeing him. He was good-looking – in an ageing rock star kind of way – but far too skinny for his height and frame. ‘It’s not good to be underweight at your age, you know.’ Callum was only forty-nine but his long stretch, part of it spent sharing a cell with a heavy smoker, had left him prematurely aged and suffering from emphysema.

She handed him a paper bag she’d brought up with her.

‘More pills?’ he asked with a doleful look.

‘Just some zinc for your immune system. Are you taking the other supplements?’ She heard the nagging note in her voice but Callum’s diet was a horror story, consisting almost entirely of beans on toast interspersed with takeaway junk food.

He gave her a mock salute and pulled his lopsided grin. ‘Yes, Captain. I even ate an apple the other day.’

They watched a mother moorhen bustle by, her chicks peeping frantically in her wake. Sensing that he was about to mention her mum, Cassie headed him off. ‘How’s the hostel working out? Have they found any work for you yet?’ Callum had relocated from his family’s hometown in Northern Ireland to start a new life closer to his daughter.

‘Oh, you know, the usual, there’s a FTSE 100 company looking for a CEO, Arsenal need a striker, but I think I’m leaning towards the record deal with Sony . . .’ He laughed, revealing a gap where a pre-molar should be, and she made a mental note to find him a dentist.

‘I’m still not keen on your living here on your own,’ said Callum, shaking his head. ‘You know there was a stabbing up by the lock last week? I mean anyone could just waltz on board at night.’

Cassie was glad she hadn’t mentioned her floating visitor. ‘Look, I was lucky to get it,’ she told him. ‘The average rent in Camden is two grand a month. And all the council could offer me was a place in Enfield.’ Just as her council block further east had been due to fall to the developers’ wrecking ball, an old mate from her squatting days had gone off to live in Goa for the foreseeable and lent her his narrowboat, Dreamcatcher.

‘Camden used to be for ordinary folk,’ said Callum, shaking his head. ‘But now . . . The tourists! And all these coffee shops and trendy takeaways. I nearly ordered a vegan kebab by mistake the other day!’ – looking genuinely shocked that such a thing could exist.

Out of the corner of her eye, she took in his stooped frame and grey-sprinkled hair, once near black like hers. She still found it tough, having to swap the big strong daddy of her early childhood memory for the reality. Maybe twenty-six was too old to be acquiring an unforeseen parent – a thought which made her gut twist with guilt.

She reached out and took his bony hand, feeling the grateful returning pressure. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she just be happy that after more than two decades believing she was an orphan she had a father again?



FLYTE

The grainy black and white CCTV footage projected on the screen of the conference room showed a young man making his way down a deserted night-time alleyway with the exaggerated care of the seriously inebriated. From the rain-wet cobbles illuminated by the streetlight, Detective Sergeant Phyllida Flyte knew the guy was in the labyrinth of alleys and Victorian warehouses around Camden Lock, which housed the area’s hipster bars and music venues. He paused and turned, unsteady on his feet, as an older man, tall and heavy-set, hove into view, holding out what must be a cigarette, clearly asking for a light. They appeared to chat amicably as the first guy groped drunkenly in his pocket for a lighter before handing it to the bigger man.

Then, a sudden blur of bodies. When the image came back into focus the big man had the drunk in a headlock, his forearm wrapped around his throat, half lifting him off the ground. The victim’s mouth gaped, just a black hole at this distance. He made a few pathetic attempts to bat at the restraining arm, but after thirty seconds his knees buckled and his attacker lowered him to the ground. The big guy scoped the street, left, right, before bending to rifle through his pockets. Seconds later, he strolled off, without a backward glance at his victim left crumpled on the cobbles like a pile of dirty washing.

DCI Mike Steadman reached out to his laptop and rewound the CCTV footage to the moment of the attack.

‘This lad, Harry Poppleton, got unlucky,’ he told the members of Camden’s Major Crimes Unit gathered around the long table. ‘The compression of his neck did some serious damage. He wasn’t found for another ten minutes and he’s been in a coma in Camden General for the past week. Dean, what’s the latest?’

DS Dean Willets said, ‘Yeah, guv. According to the MRI scan, the headlock fractured a bone in his throat . . . the er . . .’

‘Hyoid.’ Flyte didn’t realise she’d spoken out loud until she got a death stare from Willets. Her cheeks flamed and she heard her mother’s scolding voice ‘I think we’ve heard enough from you, Clever Clogs.’ As the new girl on the team she had to remember to watch her step.

‘As I was about to say,’ Willets went on, ‘the hyoid bone. According to the medics, the fracture caused swelling that closed his airway, starving him of oxygen. His brain scans show barely any activity and the family have been told not to expect recovery. So it’s already attempted murder and once they’ve’ – he flicked an imaginary switch upwards – ‘it’ll be murder one.’

Flyte resisted the urge to roll her eyes: Dean Willets watched too many American crime dramas.

‘Thanks, Dean.’ Steadman sent a searching gaze around the table, pausing to meet everyone’s eyes individually. ‘This Hugger Mugger, as the press are inevitably calling him, is a menace. Has he used this tactic before? The CCTV only gives us a partial facial to work with but he looks to be about my size.’ Steadman glanced down at his own frame with a wry smile. Standing over six foot tall and wide-shouldered, he was big all over without being fat. ‘Dean, come here a minute. You’re what five eight?’

‘Five nine, boss,’ said Willets in a mock-aggrieved voice, going over to him.

‘It’s the extra inch that counts,’ said DC Nathan Cassidy – Willets’ most loyal sidekick – to general sniggering.

‘OK, enough of that.’ Steadman frowned, getting to his feet. ‘Anyway, you’re more or less the same height as the victim.’

Willets turned his back to Steadman, allowing him to put his beefy forearm loosely around his neck and make as if to lift him off the floor. ‘So the guy we’re looking for is someone around my height – six foot two,’ said Steadman, releasing Willets and nodding towards the CCTV image. ‘His build makes him fairly distinctive. Phyllida, could you handle the press on this? Give the Gazette the best image of this guy, see if we can raise any witnesses.’

Willets was made the investigating officer on the case which was officially dubbed Operation Palmerston – Steadman liked to name ops after former prime ministers.

After everyone stood to head back to their desks, Steadman caught Flyte at the doorway.

‘Phyllida, I’m sorry I’ve been so busy lately. I’ve been meaning to ask how you’re settling in?’ He held the door into the corridor open for her – an old-fashioned gesture that might make some women bridle, but one of which she approved.

‘Oh fine, thanks,’ she said, thinking this a more politic response than the truth. She was the lone female detective on the team that comprised four fellow DSs and three DCs; the only other female being a civilian officer. The atmosphere she’d encountered in her first few weeks here had been mostly polite suspicion with a dash of borderline hostility.

He sent her a perceptive look. ‘It can’t be easy joining a team who’ve been working together as long as these guys have. You do know that was a big factor in favour of hiring you? I wanted to break up the boys’ club . . . not that you weren’t eminently qualified regardless. Two murder cases sewn up in less than a year over at CID!’ He sent her an admiring look. ‘That’s quite a record.’

‘Thanks, boss’ – feeling a warmth climbing her cheeks at the praise. Steadman was in his fifties but unlike some male cops of that vintage he managed to be friendly without ever behaving unprofessionally. He had never asked whether she had a boyfriend, gone on about her ‘looking nice today’, or ever directed his conversation at her chest.

He paused outside the door to the main office before lowering his voice. ‘Listen, Phyllida, I’m well aware they can be a somewhat . . . unreconstructed bunch, but it’s ninety-five per cent bravado. You’ll soon find out they’re all good coppers.’ He paused. ‘Anyway, I need you to pop over to Camden Mortuary, take a look at an unidentified floater pulled out of the canal this morning. I got a call from your old boss over at CID. He’s two detectives down since you left so he had no one available to attend the scene. There are no suspicious circs – probably an unlucky drunk who fell in – but I said we’d help out, so that he can say a detective attended.’

‘Of course.’ She pulled a can-do smile to hide her irritation: she hadn’t joined Major Crimes to cover CID’s back on a routine non-sus death.

‘It’ll only take you half an hour and you can hand it straight back to them afterwards,’ he said kindly before turning to go. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get your own murder case soon enough.’

She realised she’d probably be seeing Cassie Raven again, for the first time in months. And her new job would doubtless present many more opportunities to attend the mortuary. The thought stirred up a muddle of emotions. And although muddle was something that Flyte abhorred, she had to admit that the prospect of seeing the tattooed morgue girl prompted a buzz of anticipation.



Chapter Three

At work, after changing into scrubs, Cassie headed into the autopsy suite where her fellow APT Jason was already prepping one of their guests for the post-mortem list. That meant the pathologist had already done his external examination of the body and would be on the clean side checking his emails. Was Archie doing the list today? She couldn’t ask Jason – for the last few months she and Archie Cuff had been occasional lovers/boyfriend–girlfriend/friends with benefits . . . ? – she wasn’t really sure what to call it, but they had agreed to keep work colleagues in the dark about their affair.

Going over to Jason’s autopsy station she saw the body of a middle-aged woman, who was already open from the suprasternal notch at the base of the throat to the pubis, her ribs butterflied to expose her heart and lungs. From the central line still taped in place under her right collarbone – all catheters and cannulas were left in situ for the PM – she’d clearly died in the hospital, to which the mortuary was linked by an underground walkway.

‘You don’t get many of them to the pound,’ said Jason, with a nod and a sly grin.

There was no mistaking his meaning: either side of the midline incision the woman’s breasts stood unnaturally upright, like upended flowerpots. Cassie could see the tell-tale silvery scars, several years old, under each breast where she’d had silicone implants inserted. As the senior technician she could tear Jason off a strip, remind him of their duty to treat their guests with respect, but he was fifty-one, and she knew it couldn’t be easy for him, taking orders from someone half his age.

In any case, since Cassie’s bond with the dead had deserted her, she had to admit to feeling less emotionally invested in her work. Her old conviction that she’d been able to pick up the last thoughts of her ‘guests’ hanging in the air like unspent electrical activity seemed like a child’s fairy tale. It was obvious to her now that her occasional insights into why someone had died had just been a matter of clues she’d picked up either from the bodies or from her dealings with their loved ones.

She watched Jason fitting a new scalpel blade, whistling along to a cheesy track on the radio. He had once summed up their job for her in three brutal words: ‘cut and shut’. Maybe she would end up a cynical old lag like him, treating the bodies like cars on an assembly line.

‘Have you made a note of the augmentation?’ she asked. Although vanishingly unlikely to have contributed to her death, the lady’s breast implant surgery should still be recorded.

Jason nodded towards the body chart on his bench. It was pre-printed with two basic outlines of a body – front and back view – which the technicians marked up to alert the pathologist to anything out of the ordinary. Usually, the location of the implants would have been marked with a simple cross in the chest area but instead Jason had added comically outsized breasts.

Twat.

‘Do it again, Jason. Minus the hilarious artwork,’ she snapped, unable to conceal her irritation this time. ‘So, what is this lady’s story?’

‘Came into A&E with a bad headache, kicked the bucket a couple of hours later.’

Shrugging, he leaned against the body and started filleting out the neck structures, blood frothing out of the severed jugular vein. ‘I’d put a tenner on a stroke.’

Although Cassie no longer got the same buzz she once had from looking after the dead, she still felt a duty to those left behind to find answers.

‘Can I see her notes?’ she asked.

Jason heaved the viscera into a waiting pail. ‘Do what you like, I’m going for a smoke.’

The hospital notes said that forty-seven-year-old Becka Bennett had been brought in by her husband Dan at 11.30 the previous night with a severe headache which she had reported as a nine on the pain scale. The red flag was muscular weakness down her left side – a classic sign of stroke. Becka had contrast medium injected prior to an MRI scan of her head – which explained the line in her subclavian vein – but before they’d even got her into the scanner her heart had stopped. With no detectable rhythm there was no point in defibrillating her, and repeated 1 ml doses of adrenaline hadn’t brought her back. Ten minutes later, Becka Bennett was declared dead. Since she’d previously been in good health and her death was unexplained, the coroner’s office had ordered a routine – i.e. a non-forensic – post-mortem.

The death left Dan Bennett a widower and their two teenage daughters motherless. What must it be like to bring your wife in with a bad headache and an hour later watch her flatline and die despite the frantic efforts of a team of medics?

Cassie noticed the little dancing dolphin tattooed on her left hip. ‘Hi, Becka,’ she murmured. ‘I’m going to get you ready for the doctor so that we can find out what happened to you.’

Nowadays, speaking to the guests was just habit, a reflex: it had been months since she’d experienced the slide into dreaminess, the hyper-heightened senses, the fizz of static in the air that used to foreshadow her moments of communion with the dead.

Putting her hand on Becka’s fridge-cold arm, Cassie closed her eyes, straining to feel something.

Nada.

She turned away. Each failure to connect left her feeling a little more hollow inside.

A loud rapping made her jump, pitching her back to the sound of Green-Eyes’ skull knocking against her hull. Looking up, she saw the wide cheekbones of DS Phyllida Flyte through the wired glass of the door to the clean side, wearing her default look of borderline impatience.

Great. That was all she needed.

They exchanged greetings, not quite making eye contact. They’d spent a lot of time together during two murder investigations – including the two-decades-old killing of Cassie’s own mum, which had found the real perpetrator and absolved her dad of the crime. Yet still there was this awkward vibe between them: the air of something . . . unresolved.

‘How’s it going with your dad’s appeal?’ asked Flyte. Cassie always forgot how extraordinary her eyes were: ice blue with a darker limbal ring. Like an Arctic fox. She had ditched her go-to pale-pink lipstick in favour a nude matt tone that offset her pale Scandi colouring and wheat-blonde hair, which these days she wore in a choppy bob.

‘The hearing should be pretty soon.’ Cassie managed a smile. ‘The brief says it’s a formality – the conviction will be set aside.’

‘I’m pleased for you.’ Another pause and then her tone returned to its usual brisk, no-nonsense setting. ‘Right. I’m here to see the unidentified male pulled out of the canal, to get some photographs for the local paper and mispers database. I hear you were the one to find him?’

‘Yeah. Like I don’t get enough bodies in the day job.’

Cassie led the way to the body store, struggling with the emotions that Flyte could stir in her. The uptight cop was her polar opposite, but whenever they met Cassie felt the buzz of something intriguing – unfathomable – about her that she had to confess she found appealing. And now and again during their encounters she’d felt that the attraction, although unspoken, might be mutual.

Anyway, it was all academic. Cassie couldn’t imagine dating a cop, and Phyllida Flyte was clearly so deep in the closet she could see Narnia.

Cassie pulled out drawer number six of the giant fridge that occupied the whole of one wall. It took more effort than it should do, sticking on its rollers, but then the whole unit was past its sell-by date. Her manager Doug knew about it, but his application for a new refrigeration system had twice been rejected. Budget cuts.

The ID tag on the side of the white body bag said simply ‘Unknown male’, a reference number, and the date and location on the Regent’s Canal where he’d been found.

Cassie unzipped the bag down to his chest and Flyte pulled out her phone. ‘The officers who attended reported no signs of injury, but said he had no wallet or phone on him?’ she said, taking a close-up of his face.

‘They’re probably at the bottom of the canal.’ Cassie shrugged. ‘The button fly on his jeans was partly undone, so he probably had a skinful, went to take a leak in the canal and lost his balance. We get a few of these a year. The water’s cold at night and if he was drunk . . .’

They fell silent for a moment. The last time they’d stood together over a body recovered from the canal had been the previous winter – and the victim had been the closest Cassie had to a best friend. No hard evidence of foul play had ever been found but Cassie knew he’d been killed in the course of helping her investigate her mother’s murder. After his funeral she’d buried the whole episode in a lead-lined mental box, so it was a relief when Flyte didn’t drag it all up.

‘What was he wearing?’ Flyte asked. ‘It might help identify him.’

Cassie read from the property inventory. ‘Massimo Dutti puffer jacket, Reiss top, Diesel jeans, Nike Air trainers.’

Flyte raised her eyebrows. ‘Upmarket labels.’

Cassie shrugged. ‘I suppose so.’

Flyte was staring intently at the guy’s face. ‘What colour are his eyes? For the description.’

Cassie pictured the guy’s perplexed stare after he was pulled out of the canal. ‘A kind of goldish-green.’

‘Any tattoos or birthmarks?’

‘Nope.’ Cassie glanced at the clock; she didn’t have time for this. ‘Look are we done here? I’ve got two customers to eviscerate next door.’

Flyte ignored her, still staring at the guy’s face. ‘How long do you think he’s been dead?’

‘I don’t know!’ Cassie burst out. ‘I’m not a pathologist.’

Flyte glared at her. ‘Don’t you care about finding out who this poor chap was? Letting his family know as soon as possible?’

Cassie felt a jolt of guilt. ‘Sure I do,’ she snapped. ‘But I forgot to bring my Ouija board in today. If you’re that interested I suggest you come back for the PM on Monday.’ Knowing that a detective would rarely – if ever – attend the post-mortem on a non-suspicious death.

‘I might just do that,’ retorted Flyte.



FLYTE

Flyte didn’t know what to make of that morning’s encounter with Cassie Raven.

When they’d first met about a year earlier Flyte had taken an instant, visceral dislike to the girl which she recognised now had largely been a reaction to her challenging look – albeit a commonplace in ‘alternative’ Camden Town. Flyte still couldn’t understand why such a pretty girl would go out of her way to make herself look so unfeminine: that half-shaved black-dyed hair, the tattoos, the cruel-looking bolts and rings piercing the soft skin of her lip and eyebrow. All topped off with the regulation black nail varnish and workman’s boots – and the bolshy attitude to match.

But as she had got to know her, Flyte had discovered that beneath the ‘screw you’ facade was someone who not only possessed unusually acute observational skills but also looked after the dead with profound care and respect – almost as if they were still alive. Her knee-jerk impression had finally evaporated with the discovery that Cassie had once slept on the mortuary floor alongside a dead child because his mum said he was afraid of the dark.

That had struck home because three years earlier Flyte had suffered her own loss when her baby girl had arrived stillborn. The cause was a rare syndrome in which the umbilical cord didn’t properly attach to the placenta during Flyte’s only pregnancy. The rupture of the umbilical vessels during labour caused Poppy, as she had unofficially named her, to bleed out her tiny volume of blood within minutes.

When Flyte had finally felt able to face reading the medical report it had been Cassie who’d helped her to understand the jargon and to explain why her ultrasound scans hadn’t picked up the condition, prompting a C-section that might have averted tragedy. The explanation had helped her to accept that no one was to blame for Poppy’s death – including herself.

Now and again she had wondered whether the two of them might become friends. Or more . . . A rogue thought she was quick to stifle.

So it had come as a shock seeing her again. Flyte had always viewed her as a troubled soul who drank too much, smoked cannabis – and doubtless worse – but she’d been expecting to find her happier, more settled, now that her father was back in her life. The old Cassie would have been far more engaged with the guy pulled from the canal and driven to find out who he was. Today, she’d come across as detached and impatient.

Picturing his face, with its heartbreaking scatter of acne, she imagined his parents, girlfriend . . . surely someone would be starting to worry that they couldn’t raise him?

She’d been weaving her way through the human traffic jam along Camden High Street but now she ducked out of the throng into a shop doorway. She pulled out her phone and clicked on the photos she’d taken of the dead guy. There was something about his face that had been niggling at her – almost as if he looked familiar? But after flicking through all the images, she gave up, unable to say who he reminded her of.

Whoever he was, the thought of having to hand him back to CID made her feel guilty but she reassured herself: it could only be a matter of time before someone called the police to report him missing.



Chapter Four

Returning to the autopsy suite, Cassie found Archie stood at the dissection bench snapping on his nitrile gloves. It was a good sign that the sight of his broad back and rugby player’s shoulders still gave her a buzz. His gingery hair was curling over the neck of his scrubs she noticed; time for a bit of gentle nagging. He took stuff like that with good humour.

Jason was back at his station and had just fired up the electric bone saw in readiness to take off Becka Bennett’s calvarium – the top of the skull.

‘Morning, Cassie,’ said Archie, with a casual glance over his shoulder.

She was about to retrieve the next guest out of the body store but instead something made her go over to his bench where he was just severing the respiratory block from the trachea in order to dissect Becka’s heart and lungs.

‘Stop,’ she said, but Archie didn’t hear her over the insolent whine of Jason’s bone saw.

‘Stop!’

Archie paused, his scalpel poised in mid-air.

‘Look,’ she said, speaking more quietly now that Jason had stilled the saw, and fully aware he might be earwigging. ‘It’s probably nothing but maybe you should consider an air embolism?’

He raised a questioning eyebrow.

‘I’m serious.’ She showed him Becka’s notes. ‘Look, she had a central line inserted to inject contrast medium ahead of an MRI scan. If something went wrong when they were inserting it, can’t that cause air to get into the vein?’ She recalled hearing about such a case a few years back.

Archie read over her shoulder, frowning. ‘The scan didn’t happen.’

Cassie pointed out the times recorded by the medical team. ‘Because she went into cardiac arrest right after the line was inserted.’

‘A fatal air embo is pretty rare,’ Archie mused. ‘But her heart rhythm did look normal up till then.’

They both knew that if a large enough bolus of air had entered Becka’s vein it would have reached the right ventricle in half a second. The heart muscles would be unable to pump the resulting froth of blood and air, resulting in cardiac arrest.

‘Ideally, I’d request a scan of the heart,’ said Archie, frowning.

‘Good luck with getting the coroner to stump up for that,’ said Cassie. If it had been Professor Arculus demanding a non-standard procedure then maybe, but Archie was still a new boy.

‘True,’ he said. ‘Right then. I guess we’ll have to go old-school.’ He rubbed his hands in anticipation. ‘Get me your biggest bowl would you?’

Archie used the flexible hose at his bench to half fill the bowl with water. He fully submerged the still-intact heart and lungs and then, taking a pair of scissors, carefully opened the thin white pericardial sac to expose the smooth red curve of the heart. Cassie was gripped: she’d read about this in autopsy handbooks but never seen it in real life.

Archie picked up a scalpel with a magician’s flourish. ‘Here goes!’

Holding the submerged heart in his left hand he used his right to make a cut in the tissue above the right ventricle. A string of silvery air bubbles rose to the surface. Air that shouldn’t be inside the heart.

‘Geronimo!’ he cried, planting a swift kiss on Cassie’s forehead.

Jason had just brought the brain over in a plastic bowl and dumped it on Archie’s dissection bench. His gaze flitted between the two of them. Then his eyes met Cassie’s and his raised eyebrow and smirk told her that he knew that she and Archie were more than work colleagues.

Bollocks.



Chapter Five

‘It was bound to happen eventually.’ Archie looked unconcerned as he raised a spoon loaded with noodles and fragrant broth from his bowl of pho. They’d met for lunch in a little cafe off the beaten track, having left the mortuary five minutes apart. ‘I mean there’s no rule against it, is there.’

‘I know. It’s just . . . embarrassing. He already hates having a twenty-six-year-old female as a boss and now he’s going to be giving me his “sex face” all the time . . .’ She mimicked a speculative leer.

‘Well played today.’ He beamed at her. ‘If I’d gone ahead and dissected the heart as normal the air would simply have dissipated and we’d have no evidence of the embolism. Shame we didn’t film it.’

‘What, to put on TikTok?’

‘On what?’ Archie looked genuinely puzzled. ‘I mean I could’ve used it when I get onto the lecture circuit.’ Since he was only a couple of years out of med school this was clearly a decade or more in the future but he looked so artlessly pleased with himself it was impossible to dislike him. Where did the posh get their confidence? Cassie wondered. Was it dished out at Harrow along with the breakfast porridge? It certainly hadn’t been on the menu at her school – or she might have ended up studying harder, might even have tried for med school herself.

‘Thank Christ it wasn’t Curzon doing the list today,’ said Cassie. ‘He’d have slapped me down, or complained to Doug about the uppity minion at it again.’ It wasn’t long since Cassie had narrowly escaped a disciplinary for daring to go looking for a deep vein thrombosis in a body without Dr Curzon’s express permission.

An alert sounded on Archie’s phone and he frowned down at the screen. ‘Aha! The radiographer got back to me, and he confirms that Becka Bennett sat up suddenly, feeling sick, just as the doctor was putting in the line.’ He dispatched another mouthful of broth. ‘If the patient is sitting up, it lowers their venous pressure, which is why we’re taught to have them supine during insertion.’

‘So if the pressure in the vein is lower than the outside pressure, it sucks air in around the needle?’

He nodded.

Cassie pushed her bowl away. Becka might have gone on to live another forty or fifty years, but the laws of physics had sealed her fate in less than a second. Lately, she’d started to wonder what the point of life was when it could end so randomly.

‘Are you OK?’ Archie asked, his eyes clouded.

‘I’m fine.’ She faked a smile. ‘Will the doctor get into trouble?’

‘I doubt it,’ he said. ‘It was a busy night and apparently he was an A & E newbie. The coroner will probably call it a tragic accident, nobody to blame.’

Becka’s cause of death would go down as air embolism, but as for what had caused the symptoms that had brought her into hospital – the severe headache and muscular weakness – that was likely to remain a mystery. Archie hadn’t found any signs of stroke in her brain and the rest of her organs appeared healthy too. Cassie imagined what it would be like for Becka’s husband to discover that his wife’s death had stemmed from a misdiagnosis followed by a terrible accident.

Iatrogenic death. Iatro- from the Ancient Greek for ‘doctor’. Death caused by medical treatment.

Maybe it would have been better to leave Becka’s family in ignorance of what had killed her.

‘What made you think of air embolism anyway?’ Archie sent her a cheeky look. ‘Should I mention your sixth sense in my report?’

‘I just saw some froth in a severed vein,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘No psychic powers involved.’ The spurt of satisfaction she’d got from her hunch being proved right had been short-lived. The frothy blood she’d glimpsed while Jason was eviscerating Becka was just further proof that her occasional insights were down not to some ‘special bond’ with the dead but the result of straightforward observation.

Watching him scarf down the last of his noodles before lifting the bowl to drain the last of the soup, Cassie felt a wave of affection. Archie was one of the good guys, he was uncomplicated, amusing company – and the sex worked. So why couldn’t she see them getting to the next stage, i.e. living together? On the other hand, why did that have to be the inevitable next step? The only person she’d ever lived with was Rachel, a trainee psychotherapist who had packed her bags and her umbrella palm into an Uber after five months, blaming the break-up on Cassie’s inability to ‘express herself emotionally’. . . At least she never got any of that sort of chat with Archie.

Uncomplicated. What could possibly be wrong with that?



FLYTE

That afternoon, as those not on lates were packing up for the day, DCI Steadman swung by the office, wearing his coat, to ask Dean Willets for the latest on what everyone was calling the Hugger Mugger case.

Willets jumped to his feet, his stance mirroring Steadman’s body language, feet planted apart. ‘We’re putting together a file of all recent muggers per your suggestion, see if anyone has used the tactic before, and cross-checking descriptions against our suspect.’ It made Flyte want to gag, the way Willets sucked up to him. Apparently, they’d worked together for years, with Willets following his old boss to Major Crimes. Still, at least Steadman played a straight bat – always at pains to treat all the DSs the same.

After updating Steadman, Willets said, ‘A few of us are going for payday drinks down the BrewShack. Fancy joining us, guv? We could toast your promotion.’

Steadman looked embarrassed. ‘Well, I’m only acting up while the DCI chair is empty.’ The regular DCI of Major Crimes was on a placement with the National Crime Agency and Steadman had been bumped up to run the unit in his absence. He looked at his watch. ‘Maybe just a swift pint.’ He smiled over at Flyte. ‘Are you joining these reprobates?’

Willets flashed her a look tinged with anxiety; she’d overheard him arranging drinks earlier with his little cabal but she hadn’t been invited.

Flyte hesitated, about to cover for Willets. But Steadman had clocked it immediately – he was perceptive like that. His gaze went back to Flyte. ‘Will you join us?’

Although she wasn’t keen, she appreciated his efforts. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Just a quick one.’

*

The pub – an old backstreet boozer that had been made over into a craft beer place – was Flyte’s idea of hell on earth. A football match commentary was blasting out from a giant screen that kept catching her unwilling eye. Despite there being free tables, Willets and co chose to stand, and as she clutched a glass of sub-standard Sauvignon – the only acceptable option on the stunted wine list – she felt her blood pressure surge every time someone pushed past her to the bar.

‘Thank you, Sebastian,’ she said, with a smile at DS Coles, who’d just bought her a drink. He was the friendliest of her colleagues, probably a few years younger than her, in his early thirties. At around forty-five, Dean Willets was the oldest of the group, Steadman aside, which might help explain why all the others seemed to defer to him. He was standing nearby in a group with the boss, and from what she could hear above the din the chat was all Arsenal this, West Ham that.

‘You’re welcome, but call me Seb, would you?’ He crinkled his eyes at her. ‘The only person who calls me “Sebastian” is my mum, when she’s telling me off.’ His gaze lingered on her and she wondered if he was just being friendly or something more. Having been in the Job what, fifteen years, she was accustomed to being viewed by male officers as a sexual challenge or someone to be mistrusted by virtue of her sex – or both. Still, he was good-looking.

Her gaze fell on Dean Willets in the midst of the neighbouring group, telling some story, although it was clear the only audience he cared about was Steadman.

‘How long have Dean and the boss worked together?’ she asked.

‘More than ten years,’ said Sebastian – Seb. ‘Dean’s always going on about the good old days at Hackney nick when he was a uniform in a squad car and the boss was patrol sergeant. This was back in the Jurassic era.’

Recognising that he’d made a joke, Flyte smiled obligingly.

‘I hear Dean even dragged him along on one of his shooting expeditions a couple of times,’ Seb went on.

‘Shooting?!’

Seb laughed at her expression. ‘It’s all above board. Dean likes going out to Essex to shoot bunnies at weekends – vermin control for the farmers. He’s always on at me to go with.’

‘And have you? Gone shooting?’ She widened her eyes.

He shook his head. ‘Slaying innocent wildlife isn’t really my cuppa, to be honest.’ He leaned in, and she got a sour gust of his beery breath. ‘I hear Dean goes a bit Rambo, you know, camo jacket and all.’

‘But Steadman doesn’t go anymore?’

‘No, not for years. He hasn’t socialised outside work since he became a DI – except occasionally this kind of thing.’ He tipped his beer bottle towards the group. ‘Apparently, he could have retired on full pension six years ago but he stayed on.’

‘Why?’ The biggest perk of the job for someone in their fifties like Steadman was the right to retire on a full pension after thirty years’ service.

‘His daughter is doing a four-year degree at uni.’ Seb rubbed his fingers together to indicate how much that would be costing. ‘In any case, I think he genuinely loves the Job.’

Steadman was making his way over to them, carrying his coat. ‘I have to be off. My daughter Emily has been up in Cambridge today checking out her new digs and the wife is cooking some fancy meal.’ He chuckled. ‘More than my life’s worth to be late for those two.’

‘What’s your daughter studying?’ Flyte asked.

‘Anthropology, at Trinity College. Nothing that will get her a proper job, in other words.’ Steadman rolled his eyes, failing entirely to disguise the pride on his face. ‘How did it go at the mortuary today, Phyllida?’

‘Oh fine, boss. I’ve sorted the paperwork and taken some photographs.’

‘Sorry to lump you with CID’s housekeeping. But you can punt it back into their in-tray now.’ He checked his watch. ‘I’ll leave you youngsters to enjoy yourselves.’

Flyte had been thinking of leaving herself but she knew the protocol was to buy a round, getting a mineral water for herself this time. Seb had joined the rest of the group and she got there just in time to hear Dean Willets telling the end of an anecdote which she gathered was about two gay men he’d caught having sex in public. ‘. . . So, I said to him, “Didn’t your mother teach you not to talk with your mouth full?”’

Hell’s bells.

Nathan Cassidy, Willets’ chief acolyte, spat some beer; the two other DSs laughed; only Seb looked embarrassed. Most uncomfortable of all was the way Willets and the rest of them all looked to Flyte for her reaction. She felt a blush flood her face – a reaction she never could control.

‘Of course, this was all back in the Stone Age,’ said Willets in a pseudo-disapproving tone. ‘Nowadays we positively celebrate al fresco gay love.’ A pause. ‘Personally, I’ve got no problem with it – I’d just rather it was girl-on-girl action.’ Earning another noisy snort from Nathan. ‘Don’t you agree, Phyllida?’

The implication was clear: that she was a lesbian.
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