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Chapter 1

A Deathly Dawn

Snow.

Snow fell.


Snow fell softly on Salisbury Plain.



At first a dusting on frosted grass, then snowflakes like ashes swirling in air. Throughout the night a blizzard swept in from the east, driving sheep to shelter in banks and hedges.

This was the midwinter solstice – a hiatus in time in which the earth seemed suspended in its orbit. When darkness grappled with light. When our ancient ancestors gathered to imbibe their heathen brews. A time of sacrifice and death.

After the snowstorm had passed, only the wind remained. Only the wailing wind and the crows, which circled like ragged witches above a world as white as an unwritten story.

In the oyster-grey light before dawn, a procession set out from the visitor centre towards Stonehenge. Two thousand or more, huddled against the biting wind, led by chanting Druids and assorted New Age revellers. At their rear, tourists in bright cagoules, photographers, and neon-clad officials from English Heritage.

Amongst the multitude was a girl of nineteen named Jojo Bloom, who had arrived in a steam-breathing taxi from Salisbury station dressed in a silver puffer jacket and waist-length braids beneath her fur-trimmed hood. Jojo was here for a mystical experience, but what she did not know was that the solstice would change her life forever.

In their robes, antlers and folkloric costume, the millipede of visitors wound their way through the security barriers, where good-natured guards in balaclavas patted down a few in a search for bottles, knives or spray paint. They were not expecting trouble, and the only arrest was a man with a horse’s head and a pocket full of Ecstasy.

As they approached the roofless temple, the air was filled with the Kra! Kraa! Kraaa! of the beady-eyed lookouts – the rooks, jackdaws and crows who for centuries had built their tattered nests in the interstices between the upright sarsens and the horizontal lintels.

The temptation was to rush inside the stone circle, but a sense of reverence restrained the visitors. Slowly they formed a girdle around the stones, gazing inward at the virgin quilt of the floor, pockmarked only by the devil’s tridents of avian footprints.

When the last stragglers had assembled, the chief Druid raised a hand, red with cold. Broad-bellied. A cumulus of beard about his face. A writhing dragon emblazoned on his white gown. The man was an apiarist in his working life. Now he held aloft a sprig of holly dense with berries, his voice boomed and his words were vapour in the air.

‘After the darkness of the longest night, we bid farewell to the Holly King!’

The sprig was offered to his companion on his left – a part-time witch from Aylesbury – and onwards from hand to hand, past the bluestones, past the sarsen trilithons, past the Slaughter Stone and the Altar, returning finally to the Druid himself.

All eyes were drawn to the robed one as he dropped the holly into a cauldron at his feet and bent to retrieve a twig of oak.

‘The Oak King of light is reborn,’ he thundered above the moaning wind. ‘Once more our god and goddess rule together. And light returneth to our lands … BLESSED BE!’

‘BLESSED BE!’ echoed the devotees.

Amongst the crowd, Jojo Bloom could barely contain her excitement, for the Druid had timed his ceremony to perfection. At 8.09 precisely, the tip of the sun emerged in the eastern sky. Four thousand hands were joined. And then, to their utter astonishment, a laser beam of sunlight fell like a sword blade along the stone corridor.

There were gasps and sighs, followed by cheers, whoops and ululations, as the moment was recorded on a thousand iPhones.

So many times the dawn had been obscured by a bank of cloud, but today it was naked, and flaming, and red, and glorious.

Now they moved blinking into the embrace of the monument, rejoicing in their proximity to the sacred stones. Hands reached to hug and caress the rough lichen coats of the sarsens.

Some kissed the stones. Some sat in meditation. Spliffs were sparked and mead was supped from horned cups. Flutes were played and guitars strummed in a wild, discordant cacophony. In the heart of the monument, a wild woman beat out a rhythm, her hennaed hands pounding the skin of a tribal drum.

Beneath a mighty trilithon, Jojo Bloom shook free her feathered braids and danced a wild dance of the future. Her body swayed. Eyes closed. Fingers traced animalistic shapes in the glittering morning. Lost in communion with the solstice and the stones.

Down by the Portaloos, police officers relaxed; paramedics shared a flask of tea; security guards petted their dogs. Once more, it seemed, the gods had smiled on these helpless mortals.

At first Jojo ignored the warm drop that landed on her cheek. When it came again, she assumed it was melting snow. But when it traced a path to her lips, she tasted something sweet and metallic. Opening her eyes, she touched the wetness. There was blood on her fingertips, and now her cheeks were smeared with savage streaks. She felt a surge of panic. Had she somehow cut her face?

Staring up at the lintel high above her head, she saw a hand dangling from beneath a mound of snow. A hand unlike any she had seen.

A crowd formed around her, clutching each other in awe. The hand was large. The hand was green. The hand dripped with beads of blood, like berries on winter holly.

And Jojo screamed.




Chapter 2

The Shout

DI Shantala Joyce was balanced on a chair on top of a desk at Yeovil Police HQ. She took careful aim and was about to squeeze the trigger when her phone vibrated in her jeans pocket.

‘Jesus, this had better be important, Benno.’

Sergeant Bennett’s baritone voice sounded uneasy.

‘Busy, boss?’

‘I am literally suspended in mid-air.’

‘Well this will bring you down to earth. Bit of a shocker for you.’

‘Give me a moment, will you?’

Once again Shanti took careful aim, and fired a staple through the paper chain into the polystyrene ceiling tiles. When she was satisfied, she descended carefully.

‘Go on, Benno.’

‘Right, you know where I live, don’t you? Outskirts of Salisbury. Not far from Stonehenge.’

‘I’m sure it’s lovely. You and Mrs B must be very happy.’

‘There’s been an incident at the stones,’ he said. ‘A peculiar one.’

Shanti retrieved her coffee from the top of a bamboo-coloured filing cabinet. She put the phone on speaker.

‘What’s all that moaning, Benno? I’m having trouble hearing you.’

‘That’s the wind, boss.’

Although the offices were adequately heated, Shanti felt a chill permeate her body.

‘Stonehenge isn’t really our ground, is it?’ she said hopefully.

‘Not as such. But the Wiltshire squad have specifically asked for you and DI Vince Caine. They used that expression again – the one you hate.’

Shanti sighed. ‘What expression?’

‘Since you cracked the Havfruen and Flynn cases, it seems you’re the “go-to team for weird shit in the West Country”.’

The coffee was powdery at the bottom. Both bitter and sweet. Not unlike that accolade.

‘I’m deeply touched, Benno. But unfortunately they’ll have to find someone else – preferably not a single mum in the week leading up to Christmas.’

‘I hear you, boss. But I’ve been on this job all my working life, like my dad and my grandfather before him, and I’ve never come across one like this. I’m on site now, and I’m telling you there’s something ominous afoot. The only team who can handle it are you and Vince.’

She gazed around at the office. Strands of tinsel draped forlornly over desk dividers and monitors. A handful of Christmas cards from local businesses pinned to the noticeboard. From the staff kitchen, the raucous laughter of Dunster and Spalding in manic demob mood. Even the lights of the erratically blinking Christmas tree had been wired to annoy. As Shanti watched, twenty metres of paper chain unrolled majestically from the ceiling and came to rest on the carpet tiles.

‘You won’t convince Caine, you know that? He’s halfway through a midwinter retreat. He doesn’t do Christmas. He’s a Buddhist, remember?’

‘I think you may be wrong,’ said Benno.

‘Why? Has he converted?’

‘I mean he’s already in a cab. He’ll be with you in ten minutes.’

‘Wait. What? How did you speak to him? There’s no signal at Caine’s cabin. He likes it that way.’

‘I got lucky. He was walking to Lyme for provisions. I was as surprised as you, but he seemed pretty excited when I told him the details. Seems Vince is a bit of a Stonehead. That’s someone who’s mad about Stonehenge.’

‘Of course he is,’ said Shanti. A picture came to her of her long-haired colleague in full Druidic robes with arms outspread. ‘I suppose you’d better fill me in. But I’m not making any promises.’

‘Right. You know what day it is?’

‘I do indeed. Tuesday the twenty-first of December is Christmas Party Day, and for long-established and deeply sexist reasons, preparations fall on the nearest available female. That’s me, Benno.’

‘Honestly, boss, I fully intended—’

‘Last Christmas – which if you remember was my first in this dismal place – I bought, and even hand-made, Secret Santa presents for the entire team. That’s twenty-seven people. Guess what I got in return?’

‘Deodorant, boss. You told me.’

‘Nicely wrapped, I’ll admit. But it was indeed a stick of deodorant. Lynx, to be precise. I carry it everywhere. I take it out and marvel—’

‘With respect, this is a lot more important than the office party. Today is the midwinter solstice, commonly known as Yule. Despite the conditions, there was a fair crowd for the ceremony, and at eight twenty-three, a little after dawn, a young lady by the name of Jojo Bloom was dancing beneath one of the trilithons—’

‘What’s a trili …?’

‘A stone archway like giant cricket stumps. A drop of blood fell on her face. When she looked up, there was a hand – a large green hand – dangling several metres above the ground. I’m looking at it now; I can see the form of a large male lying horizontal beneath a mound of snow. The only visible part is the hand, which is swaying in the wind.’

‘What’s with the green thing?’ she asked.

‘Could be a pagan. There’s all sorts here, as you will see – Druids, shamans … As we speak, the local team are processing a gent with a horse’s head.’

‘Hang on … you’re telling me we have public on site?’

‘Around two thousand, at a guess. Normally there would be five thousand, but numbers are down due to the weather.’

‘Jesus. Well, is there somewhere to process them?’

‘English Heritage have put the entire visitor centre at our disposal. It’s a mile or two from the stones, and you’ll find the facilities very agreeable. Nice and warm, with a lovely canteen. Free coffee and mince pies if you want them.’

‘Sounds like my kind of crime. And we’re certain he’s dead, are we?’

‘He’s dead, boss. It was minus nine last night. Though how the hell he got up there is more of a mystery than the stones themselves. I’m not a superstitious man, but it sends shivers down my spine. Why today of all days?’

‘There’s always a spike at this time of year. Christmas Crime, they call it. Mind you, in my Camden days, it was a festive stabbing, or a nice burglary.’

‘I mean the solstice, boss. Round here they believe …’

‘Go on.’

‘The old ones believe that primal forces rise from the funeral mounds on the plains.’

‘Yes, but fortunately we’re police officers, Benno, so we don’t believe in bollocks. Has anyone been up there yet?’

‘Dawn Knightly and her SOCO crew have just arrived. Trouble is, Dawn won’t allow the climbers to ascend in these conditions.’

‘What’s she going to do? Wait till spring?’

‘She’s ordered scaffolding around the trilithon. She wants it tented, too. With a generator and lights. As we speak, there are scaffold poles swinging about like a Buster Keaton movie.’

‘Good for Dawn. You can’t overrate safety and comfort. How long will that take?’

‘Everything should be in place by the time you arrive.’

‘Hang on, I haven’t said …’

She carried the phone to the window, wiped a circle in the condensation and scanned the grey streets for a taxi.

‘Can’t hear you, boss.’

‘I’m thinking.’

What she was thinking about was Paul. The love she had for the boy was a kind of sweet agony, and every day for a month she had ramped up extravagant promises about this most glittering of all Christmases. A murder could be solved, but the conundrum of modern motherhood could not.

‘I won’t be Mr Popular either,’ said Benno, as if reading her thoughts. ‘The timing’s unfortunate for sure, but there are four days till Christmas. If we make a decent start, we might be able to freeze the investigation for a couple of days.’

‘Leave the wordplay to me, Benno.’

Three storeys below, a taxi pulled up by the white-piled kerb. As she watched, a tall man climbed out of the passenger seat, shaking hands with the driver as if they were lifelong friends. He was dressed in a greatcoat, with a battered bag over one shoulder, gloves, hiking boots, a grey scarf and a bomber hat with long flaps like dangling ears, which fluttered in the tail of last night’s blizzard.

‘Caine’s here,’ she said. ‘We’ll be with you in an hour.’

‘Appreciate it, boss.’

‘In the meantime, you know the drill. Establish a double cordon around the site. I want the contact details of every man, woman and child on the premises, and if anyone witnessed so much as a snowball fight, we’ll need a detailed statement. With the exception of SOCO, I don’t want a living soul near that jolly green giant.’

‘Got it. And by the way …’

‘Yes, Benno?’

‘You’ll need to wrap up warm. Hat, thermals, the lot.’

‘Jesus, is it that cold?’

‘As a penguin’s penis, boss.’

She knew he would not come inside – the beige corridors and holding cells were anathema to a man like Caine. She knew he would wait patiently on the steps, as incongruous as an Arctic fox that had strayed from the forest into the concrete edifices of Yeovil.

Perhaps he sensed that she was watching him, because he looked up and raised a hand in greeting. Even from here, she could make out the beguiling smile on his olive-skinned face.

Shanti turned and began stuffing a few essentials into her bag – torch, pepper spray, handcuffs, chocolate. Grabbing her leather jacket, she hurried to the staff kitchen, where half a dozen uniforms were sharing cracker jokes.

‘Sorry to spoil the fun, but the party’s off.’

‘Aw, boss!’

‘Suspected homicide at Stonehenge. I’m heading over with DI Caine.’

‘You’re not going to cancel leave?’

‘Possibly. Probably. We’ll see how it goes. You need to stand by. So stay sober, Spalding.’

‘Why me, boss?’

‘’Cos you’re the one concealing a bottle of Skol up your sphincter.’
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