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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Harry heaved himself out of his vehicle and into the chill Wednesday night air, pulling the darkness around him like a thick blanket against the cold. Hunching his shoulders, he glanced briefly up at a sky that was thick with low clouds, and a creeping dampness, that told him rain was coming, and soon. He could smell and taste it, too, the tang of it just on the edge of each breath.

      It was the kind of weather, he thought, that a film director would be keen to use at just such a time as this. What he was about to do, what he was there for at all, was not an activity for bright evenings and warm nights, for stars and the moon and the promise of tomorrow. No. It was something best left to the shadows, hidden and secret, and talked of only in whispers.

      The street he had parked up on was, by its very normality, not normal at all. These houses were average family dwellings, over-priced boxes people worked hard for, used to keep their families safe, and perhaps where their occupants dreamed of moving to something bigger one day. Semi-detached houses with driveways for two cars and small front gardens of artistic gravel and a bush or two. The occasional detached property standing apart from the others as though shunned.

      And yet, up one of these drives, and behind one of these front doors, something darker sat, and Harry doubted that anyone in any of the other houses had the faintest idea about any of it, about what the occupants got up to while everyone else was running the nine to five. Which was a good thing, really, all things considered. A killer or two on a street could easily impact house values. Though with the way the world was, Harry wondered if such news would make prices go up rather than down.

      Harry locked his vehicle, an old green Toyota Rav4, which he had purchased a few weeks ago for a few hundred quid. So far, it had been very reliable and despite being not exactly the fastest thing on the road, it certainly had no problem with farm tracks and fields. All rather useful, seeing as he was still up in Wensleydale, and not back down in Bristol.

      He gave a moment’s thought to what life used to be like, chasing down criminals through the bright lights, sounds, and smells of a busy city. If someone had asked him a couple of months ago if he missed it, the answer would have been an emphatic yes. Now though, he wasn’t so sure. There was something about the dales that was getting under his skin, and no amount of scrubbing in the shower was going to shift it. Harry wasn’t even sure that he wanted to now. The green fells cut by lightning strikes of thin becks alive after a downpour, the winding lanes working like a seam on a quilt of patchwork fields, it was all starting to feel rather like home.

      Stepping away from the Toyota and getting his mind back into what he was actually there for, Harry recalled something he’d read or heard somewhere about never being more than six feet away from a rat. Well, here he was, in a quiet street somewhere in England, and the same, he decided, could be said of the people he spent his professional life dealing with. The criminals of this world. The members of humanity who liked to help themselves to the stuff everyone else worked hard for, who considered themselves beyond the law, who just didn’t see the world like everyone else. Thieves. Drug dealers. People traffickers. Killers. Rats . . .

      Walking up the street, Harry double-checked the address he’d scrawled on a piece of paper in his pocket, the blue ink smudging as the promised rain made its entrance. It was just a few metres further, and although he was in no real hurry, Harry upped his pace just enough to show the rain that he wasn’t going to just stand around in it and wait to get soaked, thank you very much.

      A sharp left and Harry was heading up a driveway between two black BMWs. Which, if he were honest, was enough of a giveaway that if he’d known, he wouldn’t have even bothered checking the address. What was it, he thought, with people buying into an image? After all, any car would, he was sure, be adequate. A bright red Honda, perhaps, or a sun yellow Toyota.

      Instead, the people he was about to speak to, they’d clearly fully bought into the whole criminal image and gone for something fast and badass. Fair enough, Harry thought, because they were nice motors, and he was pretty sure he’d enjoy having one himself if he could afford it. But whatever the owners believed about the wheels giving them status, Harry was about to do his absolute best to destroy it. Cars, he was pretty damned sure, did not maketh the man. And they certainly didn’t improve one’s ability to take a punch. Not that he was going to be punching anyone. Well, not unless he really had to.

      Standing outside the house, the front door stared down at Harry through a single-glazed window, a cyclops’s eye glowing with a sickly warm yellow light from the hallway behind it. To his right, a curtained window, to what he assumed was the lounge, seemed to almost vibrate with changing colours, flickering out from a television he could just make out at the edge of his hearing.

      Harry took a long, deep breath and forced himself to relax. There was no point going into this wired to the moon, worried about what might happen if things went south. Fear was different though, he could use it, keep himself alert. He’d learnt that in the Paras. He couldn’t recall a single firefight where he hadn’t been absolutely bricking it, but in each and every case, that fear had given him an edge, made the soldier in him come alive, and helped him stay alive.

      Harry’s left hand toyed in his jacket pocket with something he’d made before setting off. His hand reached around it and his strong fingers clenched it, feeling cotton material brush against his skin. He smirked.

      Reaching out with his right hand, the black leather glove which encased it squeaking a little, Harry pressed the doorbell. Deep inside the house, the faint sound of an electric bell chimed.

      Nothing. No movement. No sign that the occupants of the house had heard it.

      Harry reached out again, only this time he kept the doorbell pressed just long enough to let those on the other side of the door know that he wasn’t about to give up any time soon.

      Still nothing.

      Harry growled, the rumble in his throat the churning of wet gravel and broken teeth. He reached out again, only this time, he kept his finger on the doorbell, pushing it hard enough, he hoped, that the damned thing would break and stay on for the rest of the night.

      From inside the house, Harry heard movement. It was the kind of movement that reeked of annoyance, with lots of muffled swearing and slamming doors. This made Harry smile, though he knew full well that a smile wasn’t something that sat all that well on his face. The scars he bore, a mask of a face ruined by an IED, never took well to expressing happiness. Wasn’t there a phrase, something about having a resting bitch face? he wondered. His was that, only worse, the disturbing visage of a man who knew war, had seen it, tasted it, survived it, but still wore it and carried it with him everywhere he went. But then, what soldier didn’t?

      Harry heard a scuffling from behind the front door. He stepped back. The door opened.

      ‘Whoever you are, I’m going to give you five sec—’

      The owner of the voice got no further as Harry’s booted left foot hoofed the door inwards. It cracked the man hard in the face, knocking him backwards, and then Harry was inside.

      ‘What the f—?’

      Again, Harry cut the man’s voice in half, this time by grabbing him at the shoulders and hurling him through the door immediately to his right, and into the lounge. The door, unable to withstand the force of the impact, crashed open, and the man tumbled forwards, did his best to stop himself from falling on his face, only to end up doing the worst roly-poly Harry had ever seen. He laughed. This was already proving to be more fun than he’d expected.

      Harry followed the man through the door, at the same time pulling from his left pocket the thing he’d made and stowed in there before setting off on the journey earlier that evening. The air filled with swearing, all directed at Harry, but he wasn’t listening, he was taking aim.

      With a roar that could wake the dead, Harry hurled the thing from his pocket at the other man in the room, who was dressed much the same as the one on the floor, Harry noted, in a shiny black leather jacket, white shirt, and jeans. He was doing his best to clamber out of a black leather La-Z-Boy armchair as the thing from Harry’s pocket flew through the air to hammer into his face with a nose-crunching thud.

      The man, having made it to his feet, dropped like liquid, and Harry grabbed the first man from the floor, pulled him to his feet, then flung him once again, this time directly onto his companion, with the ease of a farmer lobbing bales of hay.

      As the two men struggled to deal with what had just happened, Harry walked over, relieved them of the very obvious pistols they were both sporting, grabbed the thing he had thrown at the second man, stowing it in his pocket, then sat himself down in a very comfortable armchair. He reached for the remote control for the television and switched it off.

      ‘Evening.’

      The two men pulled themselves apart and made to stand up.

      ‘I’d be staying on the floor if I were you,’ Harry said. ‘Make yourselves nice and comfortable.’

      ‘You’re dead,’ one of the men spat at Harry. It was the one who’d come to the door, and for the first time, Harry was able to take in the truly epic facial hair the man was sporting. It wasn’t a beard so much as a work of art—long and so neatly trimmed that Harry wondered if it could be classed as a topiary.

      ‘You can’t just walk in here,’ said the other man, whose head was shaved cue-ball smooth. ‘You any idea who we are, who we work for, you ugly b—?’

      Harry pulled something from his pocket and the bald man fell silent. It was the twin of the thing which had knocked the other man to the floor.

      ‘You don’t scare us,’ the bearded man said.

      ‘I’m the one armed with a sock full of birdseed,’ Harry said, lobbing it from hand to hand as though warming up for some impromptu juggling. ‘So, unless you want twatting on that fancily bearded bonce of yours, hows about you shush and just listen?’

      The bald man reached to where he, only a few moments ago, had a pistol stowed.

      Harry stuffed the sock back in his pocket then raised one of the two pistols in front of him.

      ‘Looking for this?’

      ‘That’s mine!’

      ‘Give the man a coconut,’ Harry said, then stripped the thing in seconds and dropped the components on the floor. He did the same with the other.

      ‘A coconut?’ the bald man said. ‘What are you on about?’

      Harry decided to not explain. It was pretty clear from the look on the man’s face that it would only serve to confuse him more.

      The men were now both sitting on the floor and facing Harry like two naughty schoolboys.

      ‘Right, then,’ Harry said, leaning back, ‘to business! First things first. You both know me, obviously, and I know you, which I’m guessing is quite the surprise. And everyone loves a surprise, don't they? So, we have no need for introductions. Best we just crack on with the reason for my visit then, agreed?’

      ‘What the hell happened to your face, anyway?’

      The question was from the one with the beard.

      ‘Something wrong with it?’ Harry asked, staring down at him.

      ‘Everything’s wrong with it,’ the man replied. ‘It’s a mess.’

      ‘That’s brave talk from someone who just had his arse kicked.’

      ‘You got lucky,’ the beard said, and Harry heard a faint hint of bravado bubble to the surface of his words. ‘Anyway, we don’t know what you’re talking about or why you’re here.’

      ‘Oh, I think you do,’ Harry said. ‘You visited my flat a few weeks ago, remember? Hung around for a while but got spooked by one of my officers. Left something for me. A little gift.’

      ‘We don’t know nothing,’ baldy said.

      ‘That’s a double negative,’ Harry said. ‘By telling me you don’t know nothing, what you’re actually saying is that you very much know something. But, judging by that gormless look on your face, I’m guessing even that simple explanation just went over your shiny head, am I right?’

      The bald man opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out.

      ‘Do you polish it?’ Harry asked. ‘That head of yours? Spray it with Mr Sheen?’ He turned to the beard. ‘And you, with that ridiculous facial hedge on your mush. You must spend hours keeping it like that, am I right? And why’s it so shiny?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Your beard,’ Harry said, pointing at the man. ‘It’s shiny. What have you done to it?’

      ‘I’ve not done anything to it.’

      ‘I can smell a lie a mile off,’ Harry said, ‘but right now I can see one. It’s shiny. Beards aren’t shiny, are they? So, what have you done to it?’

      The man was quiet.

      ‘Cat got your tongue?’

      ‘Oil,’ the man said. ‘I use beard oil, to condition it.’

      Harry roared.

      ‘You what? You oil your beard? Seriously? Does it squeak, is that the problem?’

      The men looked at each other, clearly baffled.

      ‘Anyway,’ Harry said, ‘I digress. Back to business.’

      Harry slipped his hand inside his jacket and pulled out an envelope. From inside it, he removed several photographs.

      ‘You delivered these,’ Harry said. ‘Photographs of my brother in prison. And the person who hired you to deliver them to me, I want his address.’

      The men stayed silent.

      ‘So, still not speaking then, is that it?’ Harry said. ‘I know he sent you. I know his phone call to me was bullshit. The whole thing just another way to try and get me to back off. Well, I’m not. So, you’re going to tell me where he is, aren’t you?’

      Silence sat in the room for a second or two, as the three men stared at each other.

      ‘He said you’d say that,’ the beard said.

      ‘Did he, now?’ Harry replied. ‘So, this is all part of his cunning plan, is it? You daft sods on your arses, and me up here?’

      The bald man smirked. ‘You don’t know who you’re dealing with. We know who you are, we can find you.’

      ‘Who do you think you are, Liam bloody Neeson?’ Harry asked.

      ‘We can find you, find your brother, anywhere,’ the bald man continued. ‘That’s what all this was about.’

      Harry leaned forward. ‘You fully expected me to turn up at your door and have you on your arses, is that right?’

      Neither man looked too sure of that, Harry thought.

      ‘That’s not what we’re saying,’ the beard said.

      ‘So, what are you saying?’

      ‘That he wants a truce,’ the bald one said. ‘He wants to meet you. Face to face.’

      ‘Bollocks he does,’ Harry said.

      ‘No, it isn’t,’ the beard answered. ‘He knew that you’d find us. Not like this, obviously, because if we’d known this was going to happen, we wouldn’t have agreed to it, would we?’

      ‘So, what happens now?’ Harry asked. ‘Because my plan was to tie you together, call the police, and let them roll in here to pick up two armed idiots. That’s you by the way, in case you were wondering.’

      ‘He’ll call you,’ the beard said. ‘He has your number. But you need to do exactly as he says.’

      ‘Or what?’

      ‘Or this just gets worse,’ the bald man said.

      Harry rose to his feet, his shadow casting darkness over the men that Hell itself would be proud of.

      ‘It’s already worse,’ Harry said. ‘For you. For him.’ Harry jabbed a finger at the beard. ‘You, stand up.’

      The man climbed to his feet. Harry spun him around and snapped his wrists together with a plastic cable tie, then toppled him onto the leather sofa. He used another plastic tie on the man’s ankles.

      ‘Now you,’ Harry said.

      The bald man hesitated, so Harry grabbed him, flipped him over onto his chest, and tied his wrists and ankles together just the same.

      ‘You’re dead! Both of you!’ the beard cried out, trying to sit back up on the sofa. ‘You and your brother!’

      ‘You know, I don’t think we are,’ Harry said. ‘Now, why don’t you make yourself comfortable, and I’ll just give the old plod a call.’

      As Harry made to leave the room, the bald man shouted, ‘You can’t do this!’

      ‘And yet, here we are,’ Harry said, then left the room and wandered back outside.

      On the way back to his vehicle, Harry punched in a call. Detective Superintendent Alice Firbank answered.

      ‘Can I assume that no one was injured terribly?’

      ‘Yes, you can, Ma’am,’ Harry replied. ‘We just had a little talk, that’s all.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Send a car to the address. They’re not going anywhere. And whoever does turn up, let them know that there are weapons on the premises. Not that they’re much use, seeing as I dismantled them, but worth knowing anyway.’

      ‘So, were you right? That your father’s supposed olive branch was anything but?’

      ‘I’m afraid so, yes,’ Harry replied. ‘Apparently, he wants to meet up. Face to face.’

      ‘This is not an excuse for you to go all Lone Ranger on me,’ Firbank said.

      Harry laughed. ‘The Lone Ranger? Aren’t you a bit young for that reference?’

      ‘You know full well what I mean,’ Firbank said. ‘If you go ahead with this–’

      ‘I will, of course, only do so with backup,’ Harry said.

      ‘Is that a promise, Grimm?’

      ‘Cross my heart.’

      ‘Hope to die?’

      ‘Not yet, Ma’am,’ Harry said. ‘Not yet. And things are sorted with Ben, as discussed?’

      ‘They are,’ Firbank said. ‘If you’re still happy with the arrangement.’

      ‘I am,’ Harry said. ‘Very.’

      Phone call over, Harry climbed back into his vehicle, then watched as blue lights filled the night sky and two patrol cars came to a quick stop outside the house containing the two men. Then he flicked the engine into life, pulled out onto the road, and turned around to head back to Wensleydale.
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      Charlie Baker was having the best time of his life, thank you very much, so he turned up the music, dropped a gear, and accelerated hard, zipping past a grey-haired couple in a non-descript car the colour of a fading bruise. His own transport, a Porsche 911, which he’d had sprayed the same colour as his favourite ski boots—sort of a light metallic blue with a hint of fluffy cloud—gobbled up the road ahead like a hungry teenager in front of a burger and chips.

      As Thursdays went, this one was rather special, not least because he was spending it trying to get over another mid-week bender at Groucho’s, still his favourite club in London. At his age, he was pretty sure he should know better. But he didn’t. And anyway, after that awful review in the press of his new book, The Hunt, which wasn’t even out till tomorrow, he’d needed a few drinks, so what did it matter?

      Charlie had been on the road now for a good four hours, but that had included a very necessary stop at a motorway service to stock up on Red Bull and chocolate, essential supplies for any journey. London was a long way away now, and he was no longer on motorways or dual carriageways. Instead, he was on country lanes and very much enjoying the chance to really see what the car could do. He’d had it for six months now, but London wasn’t the best place to see how a car could perform. It impressed people, yes, but that was about it. These Yorkshire roads, though, Charlie thought, were absolutely fantastic!

      This trip hadn’t been his idea, but he wasn’t complaining. It had actually made complete sense, not just because he needed to get away for a while anyway, but also because as book launches went, this was a doozy! A week in the dales at an exclusive pheasant shoot, all because the first few chapters of his new book, The Hunt, were set there? Marvellous! Throw in a few events with some fans and the press, plus the chance to actually use a shotgun on some of those round clay things that flew through the air, and the whole thing became quite a delight.

      Bless Adam, his editor and go-to for pretty much everything when it came to his books, for sorting it all out. Whatever would he do without him? His personal assistant, Chris Eghart, had helped Adam as well, but she was still learning the ropes, so probably best to not give her too much credit. She needed to earn that and she hadn’t yet.

      Ahead, and having just checked his reflection in the mirror and adjusted his Baker Boy hat so that it was sufficiently jaunty, Charlie saw a sign for Constable Burton. As he drove through it, he thought how it was not so much a village, as a small collection of traditional dales houses clearly shoved together for the singular purpose of looking very nice on postcards. And that name, he thought, wouldn’t it make a wonderful character in a book? Perhaps his next . . . Constable Burton, his body found in the river, drowned! No, drowned and shot! Yes, that would be fun, wouldn’t it? Drowned and shot! Ha! Perhaps he died twice? Perhaps there were two killers? He’d have to talk to Adam though, see what he thought of it. He always knew best. Only then would he discuss an idea with his literary agent, Anna James.

      Driving on, Charlie came upon a rather more bustling place called Leyburn. So far, his journey through the dales had been pretty, yes, but as yet he’d not seen any of the famous promised hills and vales. Leyburn looked like a nice place to stroll around and find somewhere to enjoy a coffee and a nice pastry or perhaps a chocolate brownie, but he could come back another day. For now, he kept on, through the large marketplace, took a left at the junction, then headed down a hill and onwards, deeper into Wensleydale.

      It was at this point that Charlie started to see the promise of the dales starting to deliver as, a couple of miles later, and having passed over the wide and calm River Ure at Wensley, he witnessed the gradual revealing of hills in the distance. Proper ones! They were a fair way off yet, true, but that was easy enough to sort. Charlie grinned and put the Porsche to good use once again, the thrum of the engine as he accelerated making him grin like an excited boy.

      As another dales village sped past, its stone and slate houses the pale grey of a chill winter’s sky, the road became ever more interesting, weaving itself under trees and up and down hills, twisting and turning through shadows and sudden puddles of sunlight, and passing on his right at one point, something that looked rather like an old temple. It peered eerily out at the world from behind a high wall, its dark dome barely visible under a canopy of black branches, thin claws reaching out from the trunks of ancient trees.

      Dear God, it is beautiful here, Charlie thought, leaning forwards a little over his steering wheel to look closer still at the beauty that now surrounded him. Yes, he was a London boy, always had been, from the day he’d shipped himself there for a three-year degree in film studies, widely regarded as the most useless of all subjects for seeking employment after graduation.

      He loved the city life, the way the place was never really asleep. To Charlie, it was as though he’d moved to the most exciting place on earth, a city the world looked up to with envy. It had history, it had life, it had a heartbeat so strong that when he took himself to bed, he imagined he could hear it, in the distant call of late-night traffic, or the rumble of the underground trains as they sped about beneath him in subterranean darkness, their tunnels like arteries.

      But this place, well, it was something else. He’d never known or even thought about how there could be so many different shades of green. Wherever he looked, it changed, lights and darks, and yet still green.

      Charlie found himself wondering if he was starting to get old. Yes, that’s probably it, he thought, but it was no bad thing. He was forty-seven, so not exactly ancient, but then again, hardly a party-hard student. A few years ago, the idea of spending a week in Yorkshire would have had him guffaw in derision. The mere idea of something so mundane, so rural, would not have been a thing he would have wanted to spend his time doing, or indeed, tell other people he was doing.

      Now though? Well, right now, he was rather taken with the idea of seeing if he could find an estate agent, if only to see what the market was like right now. It would be rather quaint, too, wouldn’t it, to have a little cottage in the dales to escape to? he pondered. A great little bolt-hole for intimate parties with just a few friends even. What a wonderful idea! And what a lovely thing to do tomorrow, he then thought. Yes, he was busy, but still . . .

      With this thought in mind, Charlie pulled off the road beside a gate, through which he could see actual real sheep enjoying the lush pasture they called home, pulled out his phone, and flicked through his contacts until he landed on the number for Chris, his PA. Barely a single ring after tapping on her number, she answered.

      ‘Hi, Charlie!’

      ‘Chris! How are you?’ Charlie said, his voice as friendly and convivial as it could ever be. He knew exactly how to coat his words in honey. ‘Is Anna darling with you?’

      ‘I hope so,’ Chris replied, ‘because she’s driving!’

      ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ Charlie said, pretending to have forgotten that his PA was driving up with his literary agent. He just wasn’t that good at small talk if he wasn’t in the mood. Like now. ‘Where are you?’ he asked, suddenly all business, his tone sharp, the honey wiped off in a heartbeat.

      ‘Just a minute, I’ll ask Anna . . . We’re in Leyburn. Looks quaint.’

      ‘Just a minute?’ Charlie snapped back. ‘Don’t you mean now? By which I mean immediately?’

      ‘Yes, that’s what I meant,’ Chris said.

      Charlie could hear the stress in Chris’ voice, and he liked that. ‘Well, why didn’t you say that? Now, is there an estate agent?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘An estate agent?’ Charlie asked, trying to not sound too impatient, but really, how could this be so difficult to understand? ‘You know, somewhere that sells houses? An estate agent?’

      ‘Probably,’ Chris replied. ‘I’ve not seen one, but we’ve only just arrived.’

      ‘Well, why don’t you have a quick look for me?’ Charlie suggested.

      ‘What now? I’m not sure that there’s time, really.’

      ‘Yes, now! Of course, now! Why the bloody hell would I ask you to do it if I didn’t mean now?’

      Charlie pulled himself away from his phone and swore loudly once again, then had it back to his ear.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘Well, what?’

      ‘Have you found one? An estate agent, remember? Or have you forgotten already? Dear God, Chris, you’re my PA!’

      ‘Look, we’re just parking up,’ Chris explained, and Charlie could hear the strain in her voice, but that was good, because it meant he was keeping her on her toes. ‘It’s quite busy.’

      ‘Well, when you’ve stopped faffing about,’ Charlie said, ‘could you perhaps find an estate agent or two, please, and pop in to see what kind of properties are on the market at the moment? If it’s not too much trouble?’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Chris replied. ‘It’s no trouble, not at all. Anything specific?’

      ‘Well, I’m hardly going to be looking for a farm, am I, dear?’ Charlie snapped back. ‘Use your bloody initiative!’

      There was a pause from Chris’ side of the conversation.

      ‘Hello? Is anyone there?’ Charlie prompted, before knocking his phone on the dashboard as if at the door to a house that no one was answering despite the bell being rung. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Yes, yes, we’re parked now,’ Chris said, and Charlie heard the flustering in her voice. ‘I’ll see what I can find.’

      ‘Wonderful!’ Charlie said, his voice back to its cheerful, friendly tone, sweet and accommodating. ‘Thank you so much! See you soon, yes?’

      He didn’t give Chris a chance to answer and hung up.

      Sitting back in his seat, Charlie allowed himself to dream for a moment, imagining himself picking up the keys to a delightful little cottage, perhaps lighting a fire, that kind of thing. It was certainly an exciting idea. Writers were supposed to have little retreats, weren’t they? Sheds. Except he didn’t have a garden, what with him living in a rather exclusive apartment. There was a communal garden, yes, but he was pretty sure that erecting a shed would be frowned upon. Not that he would want to anyway. Why anyone would want to spend any time at all in a small, cold, draughty shed was beyond him. A cottage, though? Now that, he could absolutely do.

      Readying himself to set off on the final few miles of his journey, Charlie was a little annoyed when his phone rang.

      ‘Yes? What is it?’ he answered, assuming it was Chris.

      ‘Hi, Charlie. How’s the journey going?’

      Charlie rubbed his eyes, weary already of this interruption.

      ‘Adam! Are you there already? At the lodge?’

      ‘I arrived a couple of hours ago,’ Adam replied, and Charlie was pretty sure he heard a hint of annoyance in his old friend’s voice. How long had they known each other now? Nearly thirty years? Was it really that long? He had a lot to thank Adam for, that was true, but not this phone call.

      ‘Is this an important call?’ Charlie asked. ‘Has something happened?’

      ‘No,’ Adam replied. ‘I was just checking everything was okay, that’s all.’

      ‘Well, everything is absolutely okay,’ Charlie replied. ‘Tickety-boo, actually. I’ve just asked Chris to pop into an estate agent for me. I think it would be rather nice to own a little place up here, don’t you? A sort of writer’s escape!’

      ‘A writer’s escape?’ Adam asked, and Charlie picked up a note of sarcasm in his friend and employee’s voice.

      ‘Yes,’ Charlie replied. ‘A writer’s escape. A retreat if you will. And what’s so amusing about that, then?’

      ‘Nothing, no nothing at all,’ Adam replied. ‘It’s a great idea.’

      ‘It’s what writers do, isn’t it? Successful ones? I’m not having a shed. What would I do with such a thing? I would never use it, assuming I had somewhere to put it, which I don’t. But a cottage would be a joy, don’t you agree? And I’d definitely use one, wouldn’t I? And you could use it, too, obviously.’

      ‘Yes, it would be nice,’ Adam said. ‘Very much so, I’m sure.’

      ‘Nice? Is that all you have to say about it? I thought you of all people would be more excited, more understanding!’

      ‘No, it’s a great idea,’ Adam said. ‘Really. I mean it. So, when will you be here?’

      ‘I’d probably be there now if people didn’t keep interrupting me with phone calls.’

      Adam said nothing.

      ‘I’m assuming you’ve arranged dinner for this evening?’ Charlie asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Adam said. ‘I’ve booked us a professional chef. Should be fun.’

      ‘Sounds a delight!’

      ‘Well, I thought it would be good to eat well before we get into the launch events tomorrow, and the clay shoot.’

      ‘Yes, about all of that,’ Charlie said, his thoughts of spending a day looking at possible property purchases now dashed. ‘Well, whatever it is we have on tomorrow. Are they sure it’s so very important?’

      ‘Yes, it is,’ Adam said. ‘It’s why we’re here at all.’

      ‘What, even the one in the bookshop?’

      ‘Vital,’ Adam said. ‘It’s a ticketed event, lots of fans. Surely, you’re not thinking of cancelling?’

      Charlie paused. It was exactly what he was thinking.

      ‘Could you do it for me?’

      ‘Absolutely not!’

      ‘But you know the books better than anyone—’

      ‘That’s not the point!’ Adam cut back. ‘You’re the author! It’s supposed to be your book! It’s why we came here in the first place! It’s you the fans want to see! I’m not employed to be your face as well as your—’

      ‘Editor,’ Charlie cut in. ‘As well as my editor, is what you were about to say.’

      ‘Yes, of course, it was,’ Adam said.

      Charlie sighed. Sometimes, life really did get in the way of him enjoying himself.

      ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘No,’ Adam said.

      Charlie hung up before Adam had a chance to say anything else disappointing. Then, after tossing his phone into the passenger footwell, he slipped the gearstick into first and kicked the accelerator hard, wheel-spinning the Porsche into the remaining miles of his journey. The sheep, startled by the sound of it and the grit spraying into the air, bolted away and up into the far end of the field. Charlie didn’t notice.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Harry, mug of tea in hand, was relaxing in the main room at the Hawes Community Centre, which was used by him and the rest of the team. He’d come to the conclusion, over the past few months, that the dales population drank more tea than any other libation, non-alcoholic or otherwise. He’d been more of a coffee drinker when he’d arrived nearly four months ago, but that had somehow given way to this new addiction. He took a gulp, sending the hot liquid down his throat, and leaned back just a bit further in his chair, a crack from his back making it even more satisfying.

      After the moderate excitement of the night before, which had included a rather long journey there and back again in his Rav4, Thursday had, so far, been delightfully uneventful. This was a quiet day in the dales, the kind of day where people happily went about their business, and no one did anything really stupid to ruin it.

      It was already three in the afternoon and so far not one single person had either called or popped in to ask Harry, or any of the others, to help tow a tractor out of a field, find a lost sheep, give a stern talking-to to wayward teenagers skipping school, or even attend a traffic incident or a break-in. It was, in every sense of the word, rather wonderful, and Harry was loving it.

      Something tickled against Harry’s legs and he looked down to see two bright, keen eyes staring up at him from a face of fur.

      ‘And what do you want?’ Harry asked, reaching down to scratch the scalp of Fly, a Border Collie pup that his PCSO, James Metcalf, was supposedly training as a sheepdog, but which seemed considerably more interested in lying around on the floor and hoovering up cake crumbs.

      ‘You’re a soft little bugger, aren’t you?’ Harry said, Fly’s tail thumping the ground hard. A second or two later the momentum of the tail became too much for the rest of the body it was attached to, and Fly flipped onto his back, tummy up, fully expecting a rub.

      ‘Aye, you are that,’ a voice said from across the room, its Highland lilt almost singing each word. ‘That wee dog has you wrapped around its paws.’

      Harry looked up to see Detective Inspector Gordanian ‘Gordy’ Haig standing in the doorway.

      ‘It does not.’

      ‘You keep telling yourself that,’ Gordy said, coming over to crouch down next to the dog and tickle its tummy. ‘But we know the truth, don’t we, Fly? Yes we do!’

      Harry laughed. Gordy had a point, but he wasn’t about to admit to it. Well, not out loud, anyway.

      ‘Where’s Jim, then?’ Gordy asked. ‘And why’s this daft creature with you and not with him?’

      ‘Up at the school,’ Harry said. ‘Doing one of those class chats with the kids. You know, tell them all about how great the police force is, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Short talk then,’ Gordy said. ‘Thought he would’ve taken Fly with him, though. The kids would love him.’

      ‘Too much of a distraction,’ Harry explained. ‘At least that’s what I told him.’ He scratched the dog’s head again.

      Gordy laughed, the sound jumping around the room, joyous and free.

      ‘So, what’s brought you over this way, then?’ Harry asked, pushing himself up onto his feet to make his way over to the kettle. He didn’t actually need another mug of tea, it just felt odd to have an empty mug in his hand. And this was a feeling which had grown over his short time in the dales. Tea had become very, very important. ‘Things quiet, down dale? Fancy a brew?’

      ‘A brew? Good grief, Harry, you’re going native.’

      ‘When in Rome, right?’

      ‘This isn’t Rome.’

      ‘Yes, but there’s a Roman road nearby,’ Harry countered, waving a knowing finger. ‘Quite a nice one, too, actually. Worth a walk. I actually went for a run along it a couple of weeks back.’

      ‘Not sure that really counts.’

      ‘I suppose,’ Harry said, then held up his mug. ‘So, do you want one, or not?’

      Gordy shook her head.

      ‘No, I’m good, thanks. Just popped in, that’s all, double-checking on the arrangements for this weekend.’

      Harry raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Arrangements?’ he said. ‘For this weekend?’

      ‘Yes,’ Gordy replied. ‘Those arrangements.’

      ‘Ah, yes, well, that’s good,’ Harry said.

      Gordy stared at Harry.

      ‘You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?’

      ‘Forgotten what?’

      ‘This weekend, what’s happening.’

      ‘No, I haven’t,’ Harry lied and dropped his eyes to Fly in the hope that staring at the dog would somehow jog his memory. It didn’t and the dog just wagged his tail, which was no help at all.

      ‘Matt’s anniversary?’ Gordy said. ‘They’ve been married twenty years, him and Joan. So, we’re all heading out for a meal and a few drinks. Should be nice.’

      ‘Oh, that!’ Harry exclaimed a little too enthusiastically, and thus ruined any chance at sounding at all convincing.

      ‘I’m also wondering,’ Gordy said, ‘if you’ve forgotten to get them a little something as well?’

      ‘What? A present? Of course I have! All in hand, actually.’

      Harry focused hard on pouring his next mug of tea. At least that way he didn’t have to look directly into the accusing face of the DI.

      ‘Is Matt around, at all?’ Gordy asked. ‘At least I know there’s no chance of him having forgotten.’

      ‘Popped out about five minutes ago,’ Harry said. ‘Won’t be long, I’m sure.’

      As if on cue, Detective Sergeant Matt Dinsdale pushed through the door and into the room.

      ‘Here we go, Boss!’ he said, pulling something from his pocket. ‘A nice bit of cake for the afternoon!’ Then he spotted Gordy. ‘There’s enough for you, too,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry.’

      ‘I won’t,’ Gordy said. ‘I’m not staying. Just checking that everything’s still good for the weekend? No change of plan or anything?’

      ‘No, none at all!’ Matt replied, his face breaking out the king of smiles. ‘Arrangements are the same.’ He gave a nod over at Harry. ‘I’m taking old Harry here down Crackpot Cave in the morning because that’s where I actually proposed to Joan.’

      ‘Wait, what?’ Harry said, looking up and over at the DS. ‘You’re taking me where?’

      ‘You’re going to film me proposing again,’ Matt said. ‘Like we said, remember?’

      Harry had a vague recollection of Matt asking if he’d help him sort something out for his wedding anniversary.

      ‘I know it’s stupidly romantic and all, but I thought it might be a nice thing to do. I’ve arranged for Joan to have the morning out with some friends, bit of pampering, like. She doesn’t know anything about it, our trip that is. It’ll be a surprise.’

      Harry forced his face to smile. ‘I can well imagine that it will.’

      ‘Whatever it is you’re doing, stop,’ Gordy said staring at Harry, a look of barely disguised horror on her face.

      ‘I’m smiling,’ Harry said.

      ‘Oh, right, so that’s what it is,’ Gordy said. ‘It doesn’t suit you.’

      Harry laughed, then with a fresh mug of tea, took a seat again. ‘So, this caving trip . . .’ he said, glancing over at Matt. ‘Remind me about it.’

      ‘We’re doing it properly,’ Matt said. ‘I’ll pick you up first thing—’

      ‘First thing? What does that mean?’

      ‘Early,’ Matt replied. ‘Eight sound good?’ He didn’t give Harry the chance to reply. ‘Then we’ll head on over, get ourselves down the cave, have a nice little explore and a bite to eat while we’re down there filming me being all romantic, then back out and into town for a full English! And nothing tastes better after a few hours underground, that I promise you.’

      Harry couldn’t fault the DS’s unbridled enthusiasm for scrabbling around in small, muddy holes, deep underground, or for the promise of an enormous breakfast.

      ‘Sounds like a plan,’ Harry said, only now remembering agreeing to accompany Matt when he’d asked him a couple of weeks ago.

      Gordy was at the door again. ‘Right then, I’ll see you both on Saturday evening. I’ve got tomorrow afternoon off, by the way, so try not to stumble on any major crimes.’

      ‘What you up to?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ Gordy said. ‘Not your kind of thing I’m sure.’

      ‘What isn’t?’ Matt asked.

      ‘There’s an author I like doing an event at a bookshop down in Leyburn,’ Gordy said.

      ‘An author?’ Harry asked. ‘Anyone we’ve heard of?’

      ‘Charlie Baker,’ said Gordy.

      Matt’s eyes widened. ‘Really? You’re having us on! Charlie Baker? The Charlie Baker?’

      ‘You’ve got absolutely no idea who it is, have you?’ Gordy sighed.

      Matt shook his head. ‘No, not really.’

      ‘What kind of books does he write?’ Harry asked. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d read a book. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy reading, just that he wasn’t in the habit of buying books. Or looking for books. Or thinking about them.

      ‘It’s not romance, is it?’ Matt said.

      ‘Would it matter if it was?’ Gordy asked. Then she said, ‘He’s a thriller writer. He’s doing his launch event up here because he’s set some of the novel in the dales.’

      ‘Really?’ Harry said. ‘Does it mention how everyone around here drinks gallons of tea and eats cheese with cake?’

      ‘Funny you should mention that,’ Matt said, and went to pull something else from his pocket.

      ‘That’s cheese, isn’t it?’ Harry said.

      ‘Could be,’ Matt replied, his hand still in his pocket.

      ‘Look, I’m still not sure about. . .’

      Matt revealed the contents of his pocket—some Wensleydale cheese wrapped in pale greaseproof paper.

      ‘Yes, but you’re at least giving it a go now, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘And that’s progress, isn’t it? Small steps, Boss, small steps.’

      ‘What did I say about you going native?’ Gordy said, an eyebrow raised.

      ‘So, this book,’ Harry said, changing the subject from the seemingly ever-present one of the eating of cheese with cake. ‘What’s it called?’

      ‘The Hunt,’ Gordy replied. ‘Basically, it’s like James Bond, just with more tweed and Wellington boots. If you want, I can lend you the first in the series? He’s written a dozen or so.’

      ‘Great, do that,’ Harry said, pretty sure that even if she did, he wouldn’t have time to read it.

      ‘I will,’ Gordy said and was then gone.

      ‘A famous author, eh?’ Matt said.

      ‘Indeed,’ said Harry, not really sure where Matt’s conversation was going.

      ‘Cake?’ Matt asked.

      Ah, so that was where. Harry smiled and accepted a freshly cut slice of Cockett’s best fruit cake. The cheese he left to sort of just sit on the side of his plate. He’d been doing his best to try it, to eat it with the cake, and he had to admit that it was starting to move from something which horrified him, to a taste he could just about describe as being okay. Mainly because, eaten together, he could almost forget that he was eating cheese at all. But he was still having problems getting past his own almost pathological hatred of cheese itself. And why anyone would just eat it on its own or on a cracker, he simply couldn’t fathom. Because, to Harry, cheese was wrong. Why anyone would ever want to push into their mouths a substance which, by its very nature, was little more than something which had gone off, gone mouldy even, he just couldn’t understand.

      ‘So, about Saturday, then,’ Harry said between bites of cake.

      ‘It’ll be grand!’ Matt said. ‘I promise you, you’ll love it. It’s a nice little cave, and you won’t get stuck, if that’s what you’re worried about.’

      ‘I will if I keep eating all this cake,’ Harry said.

      ‘Don’t leave that cheese, now.’ Matt smiled, then his face slipped a little, and a seriousness crept into the corner of his eyes. ‘Twenty years,’ he said. ‘I can hardly believe it. And Joan would so love to be going down the cave, you know? It’s just . . . well, she can’t.’

      Harry let Matt speak. He didn’t know all the details about Joan and why she was in a wheelchair, and he’d only actually met her a couple of times, but it had been pretty clear that Matt’s devotion to the love of his life was something quite extraordinary.

      ‘We used to go caving together a lot, you know,’ Matt explained. ‘Joan loved it, but then she’s got such an adventurous spirit. I think that’s probably why I fell for her in the first place. Being with her just made me feel alive.’

      ‘Hard to see what she sees in you though,’ Harry said.

      Matt laughed hard.

      ‘You’re not wrong! Anyway, I can’t be sitting round here for the rest of the day, I’ve got things to do, you know.’

      ‘Yeah, me too,’ Harry said, his mind flipping back for a moment to what he’d spent the previous evening doing. ‘See you tomorrow.’

      And with that, Matt was gone.

      Alone now, except for the company of Fly, Harry wrapped up what was left of the cake Matt had provided and placed it in the fridge, followed by the cheese, taking the bit from his plate and putting it with the rest, before washing his hands pretty thoroughly to get the stink off. Then he pulled out his phone and made a call.

      A few minutes later, when the call was over, and suddenly needing to clear his head, Harry left the office with Fly nuzzled up in his arms, and took a stroll out into the afternoon air. Hawes itself was quiet, but in the distance, Harry heard a soft, deep thrum, which took him back to his days when he wore another uniform and carried a weapon considerably more lethal than the power to carry out an arrest. Then, like some giant mutated insect, a Chinook helicopter swept overhead, its tandem rotors pulling it through the air with ease, cutting the sky into ribbons of pastel blue and grey. He watched it as it flew out and across the fells beyond Hawes, taking with it his memories of being in the back of just such a machine far too many times to mention. He’d been to war and he carried the scars still. But deep down, with the previous evening done and the phone call just made, he hoped that soon another war, one that he’d been fighting for decades now, would be brought to an end.
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      After a delicious meal and a relaxing evening at the lodge the night before, Adam Sharp was now standing in the middle of a bookshop and, eyes closed, breathing in deeply through his nose. The air was rich with the nectar of books and ink on paper, the scent of stories mingling invisibly with each other. It was intoxicating and Adam knew that right here, in this place, he was happiest.

      ‘You alright there, Adam?’

      Adam opened his eyes to see Charlie Baker staring at him, eyes cast in shadow, from under the peak of that ridiculous hat he insisted on always wearing, his look not so much one of concern, as irritation. At what, Adam had no idea, but he was pretty sure he would soon find out. It could have been any number of things, considering his various complaints the previous night.

      These had included the track to the lodge not being exactly appropriate for his car, and that any damage from the gravel and stones would have to be paid for, but by whom, no one could really say. Then there was the fact that his room was furthest from the stairs, and how deeply unfair that was because he would have to walk the furthest if, for example, he fancied a late-night snack from the kitchen. There had been other things, too, such as the worn nature of the sofas, the smell of the enormous open fire, and the rather quaint display of taxidermy which was featured throughout the building.

      To Adam, staying at the lodge was a bit like travelling back in time, but for Charlie, it was just annoying and old-fashioned. But they were there for the week and he was just going to have to put up with it. And with other friends arriving later, as a surprise and also as a distraction, he was pretty sure that Charlie’s mind would soon be otherwise occupied.

      ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine,’ Adam said, pulling himself from his thoughts and turning to face his long-time supposed-friend and boss. God, those university days seemed so long ago now. Probably because they were, though sometimes the memories were so rich he felt as though, if he tried hard enough, he could reach out and touch them. ‘I just love bookshops, as you know. Always have.’

      ‘Yes, me too,’ Charlie agreed, though Adam was unable to detect one single note of sincerity in the man’s voice. ‘But why do they always have to be so, well, you know, dusty and dull?’

      Adam shook his head, sighed. The years had changed them both.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Adam said.

      ‘No, you shook your head,’ said Charlie. ‘Why? Was there something wrong with what I said? Did you disagree with it? Do you have a point to make?’

      ‘I’m just not really sure what you’re expecting,’ Adam said with a shrug.

      ‘A little more pizzazz, for a start,’ Charlie said. ‘Where’s the excitement? What about some music? That would be good, wouldn’t it?’

      Adam wanted to argue but knew better, and bit his tongue, something he’d been doing for years, though his patience had worn very thin. ‘So, are you good for this afternoon, then?’ he asked. ‘All set to meet your adoring fans? There’s a lot of social media buzz about it, you know. Chris has been posting stuff out on Twitter and Facebook and Instagram like you wouldn’t believe.’

      Charlie turned his gaze from Adam to the shop in which they were both stood, clearly not listening.

      As independent bookshops went, it was, to Adam at least, a wonder. This was a shop where the first room was merely an introduction to what lay beyond, through little doors and passageways, up thin flights of stairs, behind curtains. Whatever you wanted to read, Adam was pretty sure that you would find it here. This was a shop curated and loved with a passion. All genres were covered, and there was even a little room of second-hand books. One room was given over to books for children and teenagers, the floor covered in beanbags, the walls pasted over with posters of best sellers. Further on, another room was crammed full of science fiction, fantasy and horror, the walls painted by visiting artists, with dragons and demons and spaceships, and a sweeping vista of galaxies and stars. How Charlie could look at any of this and think it was dusty and dull, Adam had no idea. But then, Charlie wasn’t like other authors, was he? Not like them at all, in fact.

      ‘It’s rather a small event, though, isn’t it?’ Charlie said, walking away from Adam to brush a hand across the backs of the thirty or so chairs the owners had somehow managed to squeeze into the main part of the shop. ‘I was expecting something bigger. It’s not like I’m a little local author, is it? I’m a New York Times Best Seller. And yet, look where we are!’

      ‘It’s not small, it’s exclusive,’ Adam said, doing his best to control his exasperation. ‘Very different. These are die-hard fans. They had to answer a series of questions to even have a chance of being here! We had over two thousand entries, from which these lucky few were drawn at random.’

      ‘Yes, okay,’ Charlie sighed, ‘I get your point.’

      ‘I’m not sure you do,’ Adam said. ‘It’s great for promotion. Shows you really care about your readers and want to meet them and chat with them. You don’t get that with a big event.’

      ‘Yes, but big events are so much more glamourous, aren’t they?’

      ‘Bigger doesn’t necessarily mean better.’

      Nothing from Charlie.

      Adam moved over towards two women standing at the door to the shop, who were talking with the owner. The younger of the two turned to greet him, looking over his shoulder towards Charlie, before rolling her eyes.

      ‘How is he?’

      ‘As grateful as ever,’ Adam said, pleased to see that at least Chris, Charlie’s PA, was smiling. ‘Loving every moment. How long have we got?’

      The other woman, somewhat older than Chris, answered with, ‘An hour, which means we’ll probably need to nail him to the floor to stop him just sodding off to go shopping.’

      Adam laughed. He’d liked Anna, Charlie’s literary agent, from the moment they’d met all those years ago. She had seemed rather exciting to them both back then, just a few years older than them and so full of what publishing was all about. She’d taken them both under her wing, and in Charlie’s case, quite a few years later, into her bed. Though that had all fizzled out some time ago now. At least, he thought it had, though there was still a look in Anna’s eyes whenever he saw her glance over at Charlie.

      ‘He’ll stay,’ Adam said. ‘He may complain, but he loves the attention.’

      ‘More so than the actual writing,’ Anna said, then slapped her own wrist in mock chastisement. ‘Naughty girl, what am I saying, what am I implying?’

      Adam laughed.

      Chris looked confused. ‘What do you mean? Doesn’t he enjoy writing, then?’

      Adam caught the conspiratorial glance from Anna and sent it back. ‘Nothing to worry about,’ he said to Chris. ‘It’s just that he can be a bit off about things like this, can’t he? I’m sure you’ve noticed?’

      ‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Chris nodded.

      ‘He wasn’t always like this, you know,’ said Anna. ‘Back when it all started, he was a lot more fun, more innocent I suppose.’

      ‘You mean clueless,’ Adam corrected. ‘He’s just grown more savvy, that’s all.’

      ‘And rich,’ added Chris.

      ‘Yes, there is that,’ Adam said, though he was very aware that both he and Anna had done rather well out of it all from the beginning—Anna selling the rights, him making sure the books were delivered on time and in decent shape, seeing as from the off, Charlie had refused to be edited by anyone other than his supposed best friend. But things had changed over time, as they do, and now Adam needed a bit of recognition himself.

      ‘It’s what you want to be anyway, isn’t it?’ he’d said all those years ago. ‘In publishing? Well, why not just work for me? On my books. How does that sound? It’ll be marvellous! Just you and me!’

      It had sounded very good at the time and what had started off as just a bit of freelance had soon become all-consuming. But Adam loved words, so that was okay. And Charlie had always been generous, so Adam had never really needed to move on to other employment. Hadn’t wanted to either. What could top being the personal editor for an international novelist? And the pay was idiotic, mainly because Charlie just didn’t understand money.

      ‘I’m going to get us some coffee,’ Anna said walking to the door and pulling out a packet of her ever-present cigarettes. ‘I need caffeine. Americanos all round, yes?’

      She didn’t wait for an answer, just turned and left the shop. Adam watched through the window as she strode off into the day, cigarette already lit.

      To clear his head before the event really got underway, Adam made his way over to the signing table. It was piled with beautiful hardback editions of Charlie’s new book. The cover really was something to behold. He picked one up and opened it. To Adam, the dedication read, for being there from the beginning. Well, he certainly had been, so a little bit of credit was nice, even if it was a dedication he’d put in there himself. He then flicked through to the opening chapter and read the first line.

      “In exactly fifteen minutes and thirty-two seconds, Sir Christopher Hale, millionaire businessman and philanthropist, would be relieved of his head.” He smiled. It was one of his favourites because it immediately had the reader asking why? It was also violent and a little funny. Genius, really. And the book itself was definitely up there as possibly the best in the series, regardless of that awful review that had just come out. It was no wonder that Anna was in the thick of negotiating a very lucrative deal with a certain well-known television company for a show.

      ‘Looks good, doesn’t it?’

      Charlie had wandered over to join him.

      ‘Yes, it does,’ Adam said. ‘Having your name on the cover of something like this, well, it must be an amazing feeling.’

      ‘It is,’ Charlie said. ‘It really is.’

      Adam went to say something else but was distracted by the sound of the shop door opening, as Anna stepped in carrying coffees for all. As she handed them around, Adam had to wonder why Charlie had called it all off, not just because she was attractive, but because there was something magnetic about the way she commanded herself and those around her. You just couldn’t help but follow her and listen to her and want to be with her. But what confused Adam, more than anything was what Anna had ever seen in Charlie in the first place. And how, even now, despite everything, she still seemed to have a thing for him. What he wouldn’t do to be in Charlie’s shoes, he thought, and in so many different ways, though perhaps that would soon change. Things were in motion now, weren’t they, and Anna was going to help. His own book, Adam thought, smiling to himself. He could hardly wait.
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      Charlie stared out from behind some well-stacked bookshelves at the back of the shop as the chairs in the main area started to fill up. At the door, Chris and Adam were greeting everyone as they came in, helping the shop owners hand out leaflets and guide them to their seats.

      ‘It’s exciting, isn’t it?’ a voice breathed just close enough for the heat of it to set the hairs on his neck on end.

      ‘I’ve done bigger events,’ Charlie said.

      ‘I’m not talking about that, I’m talking about this . . .’

      Charlie felt the caress of a hand as it slipped up between his shirt and his back, then moved around to his chest.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      Another breath ghosted across the back of his neck.

      ‘You used to like this, you know.’

      Charlie pulled away and turned around to stare into the eyes of his literary agent. There was a hunger in them, he could see that all too clearly, but really, when was she going to get the message and stop harassing him? And hadn’t he suspected that the hunger was not so much for him, as his money? It had been well over a year now and still, she hadn’t given up trying to rekindle something that, for him, just wasn’t there anymore. It really was very irritating.

      ‘I need to focus,’ Charlie said. ‘This is important.’

      ‘Yes, it is,’ Anna said, stepping away. ‘And it’s nice to hear that you think so, too.’

      ‘Are you implying I don’t take this seriously?’

      Anna smiled, but Charlie could see that her eyes weren’t exactly joining in. She really did do puppy-dog eyes better than most.

      ‘What I’m implying, Charlie, my love,’ Anna said, ‘is that I think you sometimes need to remember that this isn’t all about you. We’re a team.’

      ‘I do know that,’ Charlie said, recoiling a little from the barbs in the words my love. ‘Of course, I do.’

      Anna stepped up very close and leaned in as though to kiss him, and Charlie leaned away, smelling cigarettes and coffee on her breath, but instead, she just whispered, ‘We all have our secrets. And it’s best that they stay that way, for us all, wouldn’t you say?’

      Charlie pushed Anna away. ‘What on earth are you talking about now? Are you threatening me?’

      ‘And why would I do that, dear heart?’ Anna cocked her head to one side, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘I have literally no idea,’ Charlie snapped back. ‘Unless, of course, you’re still bitter about our breakup.’

      ‘It doesn’t have to be like this,’ Anna said. ‘We were great together.’

      ‘And then we weren’t and we finished it.’

      ‘You finished it,’ Anna said. ‘You. Not me.’

      Charlie sucked in a long, slow breath through his nose.

      ‘We agreed to keep this professional. If you can’t do that, then I’m very sure I can find myself another agent.’

      Charlie saw Anna’s eyes narrow. Good, he thought, he’d scored a hit.

      ‘I wouldn’t go suggesting something like that,’ Anna said. ‘You have no idea where it may lead.’

      ‘To someone who doesn’t keep trying to get me back in bed, I would hope,’ Charlie replied.

      For a moment, Charlie and Anna just stared at each other.

      ‘Don’t push me, that’s all,’ Anna said. ‘I’m not the kind of person you want to make an enemy of.’

      Charlie laughed, as a twist in his stomach became a fuse which burned hot and fast, churning a storm of rage inside him.

      ‘Are you threatening me?’ he said, leaning in over Anna, a thundercloud of threat.

      Anna’s face remained passive for a moment or two. Then the thinnest, coldest of smiles Charlie had ever seen slipped across her face. She made to walk away, but Charlie hadn’t finished. Reaching out he clamped a hand around her arm, giving it a nice hard squeeze.

      ‘I have work to do,’ Anna said, pulling away. ‘And you need to prepare for your talk.’

      ‘You don’t own me. You know that, don’t you?’ Charlie whispered as he let go of Anna’s arm. ‘Like I said, I can find another agent. Then where would you be?’

      Anna snapped around to face Charlie and in her eyes he saw a fury that told him he’d hit a nerve.

      ‘You wouldn’t dare.’

      ‘I’m Charlie Baker,’ Charlie said, very confident now in his power play. ‘In all of this, I’m the author, I’m the name, I’m the one people come to see! And just you remember that.’

      ‘I could ruin you.’

      ‘No, you couldn’t,’ Charlie said. ‘Whatever you think you have over me I haven’t the faintest idea, but none of it matters, no one cares! Now, off you go, and do whatever it is you agents do at events like this. Drink champagne usually, from what I’ve seen.’

      Anna went to say something, her face a snarl, but at just that moment Chris appeared at her side.

      ‘Is everything okay?’

      Charlie watched as Anna’s face effortlessly slipped into a professional smile.

      ‘Of course, it is,’ she said turning to Chris. ‘Charlie, dear, is just having a bout of the usual nerves, isn’t that right?’

      ‘Absolutely not!’ Charlie said.

      ‘I’m sorry if I interrupted something,’ Chris said, and Charlie could see now that she was rather concerned that she’d interrupted something that really wasn’t her business at all. And that was good, it showed she was learning.

      Anna took Chris by the arm and walked her away from Charlie, her voice now all professional excitement about the event. Charlie stayed where he was. He was hot and flustered now, and for all the wrong reasons. He didn’t even want to be here. Why couldn’t Adam have just done it? People were so frustrating!

      Charlie took a deep, calming breath. Time to put on that author smile, he thought. And with that, he left the safety and shadows of the bookshelf and made his way out to meet his adoring fans.

      

      At that same moment, Detective Inspector Gordanian Haig stepped in through the door of the bookshop, ignoring the feeling of guilt that taking an afternoon off always, and without fail, swept through her. It made her feel like perhaps she wasn’t as committed to her job as she should be. Except, of course, that she was. And anyway, today was a treat, one she’d booked with the sole purpose of cheering herself up. So that guilt could, as far as she was concerned, sod off. She needed to do something to make her feel good about herself and there was nothing wrong with that at all.

      ‘Hello!’

      The voice was from a young girl with brown hair and freckles, Gordy noticed, while at the same time trying to make sure that she wasn’t noticing it just a little too obviously.

      Too soon and too young, you old fool, she thought and smiled back. Was this the worst thing about breakups, suddenly feeling like you were on constant alert for a replacement to the one you’d just lost?

      ‘Hi,’ Gordy said. ‘This is the author event, yes? Charlie Baker?’

      ‘Yes, absolutely,’ the freckle-faced girl answered.

      She wasn’t really a girl, Gordy knew that. Probably early twenties? Fresh out of university probably. A young woman. Unlike herself, not even in soft light. At all. And nothing was ever going to disguise that fact either. Still, that didn’t stop her sucking in her stomach just a little and putting on her brightest smile. A little bit of harmless flirting wouldn’t do her any harm, she was sure.

      ‘I can’t believe I won a ticket, if I’m honest.’ Gordy smiled. ‘I don’t win things, you see. This just doesn’t happen.’

      ‘Well, you won this, didn’t you?’ The girl handed Gordy a bag. ‘Just some free goodies,’ she explained. ‘Some promotional stuff, a signed cover of the book for you to frame if you want, bookmarks. Oh, and some chocolates.’

      ‘Lovely,’ Gordy said, peeking into the bag. ‘Do we get to buy books at the end as well? And have them signed by Charlie?’

      The girl laughed, and the sound of it cheered Gordy’s heart. And it really needing cheering. Not that she would admit that to anyone. Privacy was important.

      ‘You won, remember?’ the girl said. ‘You’ll get a chance to grab a personally signed, free copy of the new book at the end. How does that sound?’

      ‘Too good to be true,’ Gordy said. ‘Free? You sure about that?’

      ‘Love the accent by the way,’ the girl said. ‘I’ll show you to your seat?’

      Working very hard to not blush, Gordy followed the girl and sat down. Alone now, she had another quick look through the goodie bag, popped one of the chocolates out of its rather posh presentation box and into her mouth, and relaxed. She needed this. A moment of calm respite. God, it felt good. Bliss, actually. And it would help heal the hurt she felt, even if only a little.

      A few minutes later and the rest of the seats had filled up. Gordy, at the end of one of the rows, found herself to be sitting next to an enormous man who smelled faintly of pipe tobacco and sandalwood. He was polite, with a kind face, and they chatted about where they were from, why they were there, and how excited they were about the new Charlie Baker book.

      Then a hush descended as a different woman approached the podium. She was some years older than the girl who’d welcomed Gordy to the event, more striking to look at, and clearly was used to taking command of any situation. Her smile was that of warm confidence, but there was something else beneath it, Gordy thought. A hint of control, perhaps?

      ‘Good afternoon everyone!’ the woman said. ‘My name is Anna James, I’m Charlie Baker’s literary agent, and welcome to the first of our launch events for Charlie’s new book, The Hunt!’

      The woman applauded then, very enthusiastically, and everyone joined in. Gordy wasn’t really sure what they were clapping for but found herself joining in with the rest and rather enjoying it because it helped her to relax just a little. What followed next was a brief history of Charlie Baker, after which Anna James introduced the man they’d all turned up to see.

      Gordy had a clear view and watched as the man strode out in front of them, emerging from the shadows with more than a little theatrical air, dressed plainly, but expensively, in jeans, a nicely tailored shirt, and leather shoes. Oh, and his hat, of course, the one he wore in every single promo shot she’d ever seen of him. He loves this, Gordy thought, the fans. And who could blame him? It wasn’t really her thing at all, but she’d always had a secret dream of writing a book herself one day. That would be quite something, she thought. Not that she’d ever have the time.

      Charlie introduced himself and told everyone how happy he was to see them all and that it really made being an author worth it, to see so many fans. Then, with the aid of the literary agent, he proceeded to answer lots of questions about the book, all put to him by her, and which he answered with professional enthusiasm and verve. He was good, Gordy thought, really very good indeed. There were lots of stories about his childhood, why he’d become a writer, his first book, and then a little bit about the new novel.

      ‘Now, what about a little extract?’ the agent asked, the interview over. ‘The first chapter, which as we all know is set in this very area!’

      Another round of applause at this, as though every person in that room had somehow suddenly become an integral part of the work of fiction they were all there to celebrate. ‘And after that, perhaps questions from the floor, yes? I’m sure some of you must have one or two things you’d like to ask our lovely little author, here?’

      At this, she turned to the sea of faces in front of her and gave a little wink. Everyone laughed.

      Charlie Baker smiled, took up a copy of his new novel, and started to read. His voice, Gordy thought, was that of a trained orator. This was someone who very much liked the sound of his own voice, and was clearly very sure that everyone else did, too. She didn’t care. It was wonderful. And she stared off into the middle distance as Charlie took them on a short journey into another new adventure.

      ‘Right then,’ the agent said, once Charlie had finished. ‘As I said earlier, I’m sure some of you have a question or two. So, if it’s okay with Charlie, I think we’ll open this to the floor. Chris?’

      The young woman from earlier walked down the centre of the chairs with a microphone.

      ‘So, who’s first?’ the agent asked.

      A flurry of hands shot into the air, jet-propelled limbs desperate to launch a question into orbit.

      Gordy didn’t really have a question she wanted to ask. Not yet, anyway. So instead she just sat back and listened. At first, there were the obvious ones, covering all the usual bases, from when he knew that he wanted to be a writer and where did he get his ideas, to how many words he wrote in a day, was he a millionaire, would there ever be a television series or a movie, and did he ever get writer’s block. Then, amongst these, were the more unusual, covering everything from believing in aliens and favourite snacks to eat while writing, to whether or not Charlie had ever thought about writing a romantic novel set during one or both of the world wars—and if not, well the owner of the question had lots of ideas that he was willing to share should Charlie ever want to, and he’d give him a contact email at the end, if that was at all possible.

      With over twenty minutes of questions done, and more hands still in the air, the agent stood up and told the sitting guests that they had time for five more, and then they would move on to the book signing. At this, the young woman with the microphone turned to the excitedly waving hand of someone Gordy couldn’t quite see.

      ‘Yes, and what question do you have?’ Charlie asked. ‘But please don’t make me work too hard for an answer! This has been like a very friendly interrogation!’

      As a faint laugh rolled through the crowd, the hand took the microphone and Gordy saw a thin woman rise to her feet.

      ‘Hello,’ she said, her voice quiet.

      ‘Hi!’ Charlie said. ‘Lovely to see you here. So, what’s this question, then? And no, you can’t have the keys to my new Porsche!’

      More laughter, though it sounded rather strained, Gordy thought. Charlie had mentioned that car a few times already. It was clear that he very much enjoyed the status which his fame had brought him.

      ‘Your books,’ the woman said, ‘you’ve made an awful lot of money from them, and you have fans all over the world.’

      ‘I do,’ Charlie replied. ‘I’m very lucky.’

      ‘And I’m sure that you know better than anyone how much you owe your fans, because without them, you would be, well, nothing, yes?’

      That was an odd phrase, Gordy thought, and she saw a flicker of confusion cross Charlie’s face.

      ‘They’re everything to me,’ Charlie replied. ‘You, everyone here, like I said, I’m so lucky.’

      ‘Then how do you think they would feel to find out that you’ve lied to them all this time and betrayed their trust in you, in the stories you tell?’

      Gordy watched Charlie’s professional confidence fall from his face like ice from a glacier.

      ‘I’m sorry, what?’

      ‘You’re a liar!’ the woman said.

      ‘I am not!’ Charlie snapped back.

      The agent was on her feet, but Charlie stepped in front of her, his eyes on this new questioner.

      ‘You’re a fake!’ the woman roared. ‘You use a ghostwriter! I’m right, aren’t I? This book—’ She held up a copy of Charlie’s new novel ‘—you didn’t write it! Not any of them! Not a single word! It’s a lie! All of it! You are a lie! You are a liar!’

      ‘I bloody well did!’ Charlie yelled back. ‘How dare you! Who are you?’

      The woman hurled the book across the room. It flew over the heads of the gathered fans, narrowly missing Charlie, and instead, glanced past him and into a stack of his new novels. They slumped pathetically across the table.

      The young woman who Gordy had met at the door seemed to suddenly come to life, springing forward to wrestle the microphone away from the questioner. Meanwhile, Charlie was raging now, spitting fire at the woman for what she’d said, threatening all manner of legal and not so legal action and, Gordy noticed, flashing looks back at his agent.

      Gordy was on her feet before she even realised and was across to the woman in a heartbeat.

      ‘Excuse me . . .’

      ‘What?’ the woman snapped, whipping round on Gordy.

      ‘I think it would be best if you stepped outside for a moment,’ Gordy suggested.

      The woman slapped Gordy across the face with another book she had in her hand, an older paperback of Charlie’s novels.

      ‘I will do no such thing! This man is a liar! He’s lied to everyone for years, you hear? Lied! All of this is a lie! All of it! Lies!’

      Gordy’s face was stinging. She wasn’t in uniform, true, but that was assault and she wasn’t about to let it be ignored.

      ‘Madam, unless you wish for me to press charges for assault, I need to ask you to leave. Now.’

      ‘Who do you think you are, the police?’

      ‘Yes,’ Gordy replied. ‘Exactly that.’

      The woman stared hard at Gordy, who saw a sudden flicker of fear behind her eyes. Then she glanced back up to where Charlie and his agent were standing before turning back to Gordy.

      ‘Please,’ Gordy said and gestured to the front of the shop.

      ‘He’s a liar!’ the woman cried, her voice loud and clear. ‘He’s lied to us all! He shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it! It’s wrong! LIAR!’

      She then pushed past Gordy to make her way to the front of the shop. As she made to leave, she stared back at Charlie. ‘How could you?’ she yelled, with the dramatic poise of a professional actor on the stage, and then she was gone.
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      From the day that Chris had decided she was going to do everything in her power to work for the great Charlie Baker, she’d known that doing so was going to be interesting, and the bookshop event had certainly been that, hadn’t it? A car crash was how Anna had described it, though not in front of Charlie because his mood had not calmed down in the least and he was still pretty much close to going critical.

      During her last year at university, she’d done her research, learned everything she could about him, every book he’d written, every place he’d been, his habits and interests, likes and dislikes, and her in-depth knowledge of his background, well, that was second to none, wasn’t it? But nothing could have prepared her for the reality, the person behind the name. And she was really rather pleased that her mum wasn’t around anymore to know just what her employer was like. She would have been livid.

      Charlie, Chris had soon realised, was an enigma, but not in a particularly good way. At the job interview, just over a year ago now, the man had been charming, delightful, and personable. And Chris’ research had paid off and she’d scored the job easily. But within the first few hours of her first day as his personal assistant, she’d quickly realised that keeping hold of the job wasn’t going to have so much to do with whether the man would think her work adequate, but more to do with whether or not she could actually stand to be around him long enough to keep it.

      Charlie Baker could be charming one moment and then in a heartbeat turn into a complete and utter bastard. Then a few hours later it would all be forgotten again. It was impossible to ever know which Charlie you were actually going to be dealing with. Yes, she had her own reasons for wanting to work for him, which was why she put up with it, but she was pretty sure that anyone else, anyone sensible and sane, would have happily told him where to shove his stupid job. Today, though? Well, she was fairly sure that no other day could even match it for sheer lunacy.

      The event at the bookshop, the launch event for Charlie’s new book, the most important date in the diary for the past six months at least, had turned quite unexpectedly into a bloodbath. From the moment that strange woman had screamed her accusations at Charlie about his books the world had gone into meltdown, and it had been all she, Anna, and Adam could do to calm everyone down and finish the event off with the promised signing. Charlie had done his best to chase after his accuser, but Anna had managed to keep him in the shop. Thankfully, there had also been that friendly off-duty police officer, with the wonderful Scottish accent, and she had helped hugely to bring a little order to things.

      Then, with the event done and the fans satisfied, but also deeply confused despite many reassurances from Anna, they’d left the bookshop and headed back to the lodge. And now, here they were, up a dirt track, in the middle of nowhere, and the evening, which should’ve been one of fun and celebration, was anything but. She really hoped the surprise guests turned up soon, because if this was how it was going to be, then unbearable didn’t even come close to describing what lay ahead for the rest of the evening. And as to the secret she held inside, the real reason she had worked so hard to get the job and stick with it? Well, she really wasn’t so sure it was worth it anymore.

      ‘Bollocks to it all!’ Charlie shouted. ‘And I mean it! I’ve had it with doing author events! Do you really think I’m going to put up with this, with that kind of nonsense?’ He jabbed a finger at the air as though the event had happened just the other side of the wall. ‘Well, I won’t! Absolutely not! And where were you all? Where? Why didn’t you stop her? Why was that woman, that insane creature, even allowed in? Dear God!’

      It was early evening and Charlie was already throwing wine down his gullet like a marathon runner would down water at the end of a race. They were all downstairs in the high-ceilinged lounge and standing at the vintage Art Deco bar situated in the far left corner of the room. The whole place reminded Chris of the kind of house she’d seen in old movies, almost as though it should all be in black and white. The furniture, the lamps, even the artwork, it was all so old, so period, that she half wished she was in fancy dress in a nice fun flapper dress.

      ‘You need to slow down with that,’ Adam said, interrupting Chris’ thoughts. He was nodding at Charlie’s wine glass while at the same time topping it up with more red liquid. ‘We’ve got the whole night ahead of us, you know. And getting upset isn’t going to change anything, is it?’

      ‘I’ll drink what I want how I want,’ Charlie snapped back, gulping another mouthful. ‘And what is this shit, anyway?’ He grabbed the bottle from Adam and stared at the label. ‘Malbec? Well, it doesn’t taste like Malbec to me! And I should know!’

      Chris sipped her own wine and did her best to look relaxed, despite feeling anything but. She checked her phone. There was a message: Be there in five! Thank God . . .

      ‘People say things,’ Adam said. ‘Part of being famous and successful is accepting that not everything they say is going to be nice.’

      ‘We need to find her and make her pay!’ Charlie spat.

      ‘No, we do not,’ said Adam. ‘That would only make it worse. It would be like pouring petrol on a fire. Right now, it’s just one person shouting. You draw attention to it, then lots of other people might decide to join in.’

      ‘I don’t care!’ Charlie said. ‘I don’t care at all!’

      His ranting continued, but Chris tuned him out. He really did do getting upset better than anyone she’d ever known.

      ‘And how are you doing?’

      Chris looked round to see Anna come to stand beside her.

      ‘Oh, you know.’ Chris shrugged, sipped, smiled, doing her best to hide what she was actually feeling and thinking.

      ‘Look, about earlier today,’ Anna said, resting a hand gently on Anna’s forearm. ‘These things do happen sometimes. It’s all part of the fun. Try to not let it bother you. You couldn’t have done anything about it.’

      ‘I could have taken the microphone out of her hand a bit quicker.’

      ‘So could we all,’ Anna replied. ‘Like I said, don’t let it bother you.’

      ‘Oh, I’m not. It’s fine, honestly,’ Chris said, though she knew that the tone of her voice said more than her words.

      ‘Fans are always a bit of an odd bunch,’ Anna continued, toying with an open packet of cigarettes. ‘Fan, being short for fanatic, pretty much says it all, don’t you think? They’re always a little bit on the completely crazy side. Well, not all of them, but definitely some.’

      She laughed then, and Chris thought how the sound of it was a little forced.

      ‘But what she said though,’ Chris said, her voice low, aware that she didn’t want Charlie to hear them discussing him, ‘about him having a ghostwriter. Where would she get something like that? Why say it at all?’

      ‘Oh, it’s quite common.’ Anna smiled, and Chris noticed there was something else behind her eyes, something knowing. Surely she didn’t think there was any truth in it? She was Charlie’s agent!

      ‘Now, are you looking forward to the week ahead?’ Anna asked, the look in her eyes quickly gone, dissolved, Chris suspected, in the large gin and tonic the woman was sipping. ‘I’ve never shot anything before, have you? I’m sure it will be a blast!’

      Anna laughed at her joke. Chris did her best to make her own laugh sound sufficiently convincing.

      ‘But Charlie doesn’t want to do any of it,’ Chris said, looking over at her employer, who was still ranting and raving about the afternoon.

      ‘Well, it’s not really up to him, is it?’ Anna replied. ‘The press will be here tomorrow, and at other events throughout the week. It’s all arranged. He’ll be fine. We just need to make sure that he doesn’t do anything stupid.’

      Chris kept her eyes on Charlie. The bottle he and Adam had been drinking from was already empty and he was now in the process of loudly opening another. She really wasn’t sure that he was the kind of person who should ever be given the chance to use a shotgun, particularly not in the state of mind he was in right now. But perhaps, by tomorrow, he would be fine.

      A buzzing in her pocket caught Chris’ attention.

      ‘I best take this,’ she said, pulling out her phone.

      ‘Well, don’t be long,’ Anna said. ‘Dinner smells divine, don’t you think? And you don’t want to miss it!’

      Chris left the group and walked outside, the trees behind the lodge making the evening seem even darker than it already was. As she raised the phone to her ear a car pulled in and before it had even stopped the doors were already opening.

      ‘Chris, darling!’ cooed a woman from the rear of the car, running over to her and smothering Chris in air kisses. ‘We made it, you see? But where the hell are we? Goodness, how quaint!’

      Chris killed the call to deal with the new arrivals. She wasn’t exactly a massive fan of Abigail Edwards, in the main because it seemed to her that the woman was a leech. Whatever she did for employment, Chris hadn’t the faintest idea, but it seemed to involve wearing expensive clothes, going to parties, and generally being on the scrounge. Which she did very well around Charlie.

      Another figure joined her, this time from the front passenger seat, a man wearing a crumpled linen suit and carrying a bottle of champagne. When it came to wearing the badge of the dishevelled aristocracy, Mark Stirling did it better than anyone. Not that Chris knew anyone else supposedly from the ruling classes with whom to draw such a comparison. He was another friend of Charlie’s, one from childhood apparently, which said a lot about her employer’s upbringing, she thought.

      ‘God, that was a drive and a half!’ he said. ‘And the music! If I didn’t like jazz before, well, let me tell you, I absolutely fucking hate it now! Right, where is the old bastard, then? Can’t drink this alone, can I?’

      Finally, the driver climbed out, locked the car, and strolled over. And of the three new faces, this one Chris actually liked.

      ‘Hello, Chris,’ he said, hugging her warmly. ‘So, you’re surviving okay, then, hanging around with this bunch of pretentious idiots? Or have you already had enough and are about to beg me to whisk you away from it all?’

      As accountants went, Eric Jones was warm, friendly, and actually interesting. He was also a few years past retiring, bald as a cue ball, and had quickly taken on a grandfatherly role with Chris. When she’d met him during her first week on the job, she’d taken to him immediately and easily. ‘I’m an accountant I’m afraid,’ he had said. ‘I’m also a lawyer, so really, I have a lot to be ashamed about. I try to keep quiet about it all, so please keep it to yourself if you can. I’m sure you understand.’

      ‘I’m still alive, so that’s something.’ Chris smiled, easing herself out of Eric’s warm embrace.

      ‘And so am I,’ said Eric. ‘Which, after sharing a journey with those two, is nothing short of a miracle.’

      ‘That bad?’

      Eric laughed. ‘All they seem to talk about is money and the people they know who have lots of it.’

      ‘Why did you drive?’ Chris asked.

      ‘Because at least then I would have something to think about,’ Eric replied. ‘And I could choose the music. Which annoyed them both enormously.’ He coughed, bringing out a handkerchief to cover it. ‘And how has today been?’

      ‘Eventful,’ Chris said. ‘I’m sure Charlie will fill you in.’

      ‘See you inside?’

      ‘Yes,’ Chris said and watched as the old man wandered off towards the lodge. Then she went back to her phone.

      ‘Hi Gran,’ she said. ‘Yes, everything’s going fine. I promise . . .’
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        * * *

      

      With the call to her gran over, Chris headed back towards the house. Most of the conversation to her only living relative had focused on reassuring her that yes, everything was fine and that yes, of course, she was being careful, though about what exactly was never truly established.

      As Chris came to the front door, she heard voices on the other side. It was Mark and Charlie, talking in hushed tones. She went to open the door but then the voices became sharp and angry so she held back a moment, not wishing to just barge through.

      ‘You’ve a cheek,’ Charlie hissed. ‘I bet that’s the only reason you’ve come here at all, isn’t it? Nothing to do with me, just my pockets, which you seem to think are bottomless.’

      ‘No, I promise,’ Mark replied. ‘It’s not like that.’

      ‘Well, it certainly seems to be.’

      ‘I paid you back the last time, remember?’ Mark said.

      ‘Only after I threatened you with legal action,’ Charlie replied.

      ‘There was no need for that,’ Mark said. ‘I still can’t believe you did.’

      Chris was about to creep away, not wishing to listen in, when she heard footsteps and, out of the darkness sitting behind the vast entrance to the house, Abigail crept. She looked at Chris and put a finger to her lips.

      ‘Shush.’ She smiled.

      ‘We can’t listen in,’ Chris whispered. ‘It’s rude.’

      ‘It’s also rather delicious,’ Abigail said. ‘I only came to get some fresh air, but this is rather more fun!’

      From the other side of the door, Chris heard the conversation start up again.

      ‘What do you do with your money anyway?’ asked Charlie. ‘And why can’t you just ask your parents? Oh, that’s right, isn’t it? They’ve cut you off. Trying to teach you a lesson. And one you’re obviously refusing to learn.’

      ‘This is the last time,’ Mark said. ‘I promise. I’m seeing a therapist now. I just need to pay a few things off.’

      ‘And if you don’t?’

      ‘You don’t know these people,’ Mark said.

      ‘No, I don’t,’ Charlie replied. ‘And this is your problem, so you deal with it.’

      ‘They’ll kill me!’

      ‘Don’t be so dramatic!’

      ‘I’m serious!’

      Chris realised she was holding her breath. She looked at Abigail who was smiling, clearly enjoying what they were overhearing.

      ‘And so am I,’ Charlie said. ‘The answer’s no.’

      ‘You heartless bastard! It’s not like you can’t afford it!’

      Chris waited for Charlie to reply, only to hear footsteps. Then the door burst open and Mark stormed out and stalked off into the darkness, phone to his ear.

      Chris watched him go.

      ‘Well, are you coming?’

      Abigail was inside, staring at her.

      ‘What about Mark?’

      ‘He’s a big boy,’ Abigail said. ‘He can look after himself.’

      ‘But it sounds like he’s in trouble,’ Chris said.

      ‘And it’s none of our business, now come on, before they run out of gin.’

      Back inside the house, Chris did her best to mingle and forget about what she’d overheard. Abigail was probably right, it was none of her business. Mark came back into the house a few minutes later, acting as though whatever he and Charlie had spoken about had never happened at all.

      Later, and with dinner over, the evening had continued along the theme established early on, Charlie getting progressively more and more drunk and most of the others following suit. With the new arrivals, however, Charlie’s mood had certainly improved, and they had managed to distract him just enough to keep him this side of absolutely unbearable.

      The meal was delicious, and though Chris had never had pheasant before in her life, she was rather impressed. It was all a lot richer than the food she usually ate, but it was fun to try something new. And the chef had been rather good-looking as well, something she hadn’t really noticed the evening before, so that had certainly added to her enjoyment. She’d even thought about getting his phone number, but what was the point? They were only here for a week and then it was back to London. Though perhaps that was the best reason ever, Chris thought. But as she now found herself rather sleepy and in need of her bed, she decided that tomorrow she would absolutely get his number, not least because she wasn’t quite sure that she could handle another six nights in the presence of her employer.

      ‘Not going to bed, are you?’ Charlie called over.

      Chris was at the door to the lounge, which led into the hallway and the rather grand oak staircase which swept upwards to the bedrooms on the floor above. Anna had disappeared upstairs a few minutes ago, to find more cigarettes, and seeing her leave had reminded Chris of the frankly enormous bed waiting for her upstairs.

      ‘I’m afraid so, yes,’ Chris said, yawning, her head spinning rather too much than she liked from the wine. Also, her stomach was uncomfortably full, and she was pretty sure that if she stayed up any longer and drank any more, then tomorrow would be utterly dreadful. She really didn’t do hangovers, and the mere idea of having one and having to deal with Charlie at the same time was just too much. ‘I need my beauty sleep.’ She laughed weakly.

      ‘Of course you bloody don’t!’ Charlie said. ‘Come here, have another drink! Come on!’

      ‘Yes, do come on, dear!’ Abigail almost sang to her from where she was leaning over by the fire, champagne glass in hand. ‘The evening’s still young!’

      ‘It really isn’t,’ Chris said. ‘But you all have fun, okay?’

      ‘Leave her alone,’ Adam said, looking over at Chris and rolling his eyes. ‘She’s being admirably sensible, unlike the rest of us. Perhaps we should all follow her example?’

      ‘Like hell, we should!’ Charlie said, and Chris noticed now that his words weren’t slurring, so much as bumping into one another like penguins rushing across the ice. ‘Come on, Adam, open another bottle!’

      Mark took the cue before Adam and reached for a bottle. ‘Where’s the bloody corkscrew thing, then?’

      ‘Here,’ Adam said and took the bottle from Mark.

      Seeing Adam open yet more wine was more than enough of a sign to Chris that she’d made the right decision about bed. And after today, she needed to sleep, because she needed to process what had happened, what she’d learned.

      ‘I’ll see you all in the morning,’ Chris said, then left the room, closing the door behind her, sweeping away the warmth of the fire and the lingering aroma of the meal, to replace it with the chill of the hall.

      She was in her room for all of two minutes when a knock came at the door. Chris didn’t want to open it, but she shuffled over and twisted the doorknob.

      ‘Ah, there you are,’ Charlie said. ‘Well, come on then, let’s have you back downstairs!’

      Chris faked a smile. ‘Honestly, I’m really tired. I’ll see you in the morning.’ She went to close the door, but Charlie pushed himself into the room, barging past her to stand facing her with eyes bloodshot from the booze.

      ‘I wasn’t asking,’ Charlie said. ‘Now, you get yourself downstairs, you hear? You work for me and this is work. That’s what this is. It’s why we are here. And you don’t get to just wander off.’

      ‘I’m tired,’ Chris said, working hard to stay calm. ‘I’d be no fun. Tomorrow perhaps.’

      ‘Then you need to try harder at it,’ Charlie said.

      Chris moved away from Charlie and went back to her door.

      ‘Look, I’ll see you in the morning, okay?’

      For a moment, Charlie did nothing. He just stood there, staring at her, then he walked over to the door and kicked it shut. He then swung back around to face Chris, his face pinched, eyes narrowed.

      ‘Now, you listen to me . . .’

      ‘I think you should go, Charlie,’ Chris said.

      ‘You don’t get to order me about,’ Charlie spat. ‘I order you about, you hear? I employ you! You work for me! You do what I tell you to do! That’s how this works!’

      Chris could feel herself losing the plot now. She was tired, a little too drunk, and right now just wanted to slap Charlie hard in the face and tell him, just tell him every damned thing about why she’d taken this godawful job in the first place and be done with it. No, it wasn’t what she’d planned, but still, right now, he was driving her to the point where she was going to explode.

      ‘You don’t own me,’ Chris said, her voice rising to a shout. ‘Now leave!’

      Charlie grabbed hold of Chris’ arm.

      ‘You’re coming downstairs because I’m telling you to!’ he yelled. ‘Now bloody well move!’

      The sharp pain caused by Charlie’s fingers on her arm, and the wrench he gave her when he pulled her over towards the door, caused something to snap inside her, something that was very fragile indeed, and which she had worked so hard to protect. If there were words to be said, she was beyond them now. A year of working with Charlie, of putting up with his rudeness, the way his temper would change like the wind, caught whatever she wanted to say in her throat and crushed it. Then, her arm swung around and she heard more than felt her hand smash into his face, whipping him hard across the cheek, the slap that of a huge fish landed in a boat.

      ‘What the hell . . .?’

      ‘Get out!’ Chris screamed. ‘Get out, right now! JUST GET THE FUCK OUT!’

      The door opened and there, standing in its place, was Eric.

      ‘You heard what she said,’ the old man whispered, his voice calm and yet filled with weight enough to smash apart a wall. ‘Go downstairs, Charlie. Leave Chris alone.’

      Charlie hesitated.

      ‘I won’t tell you again,’ Eric said. Then his soft voice became suddenly scorched at the edges with the anger Chris saw in his eyes and he roared, ‘Get out! Now!’

      Charlie huffed, then barged past Eric and back towards the stairs.

      Eric slipped into the room and closed the door behind him. Then he reached his arms around Chris and hugged her.

      ‘Well done,’ he said, giving her a little squeeze. ‘I think you’ve just done something everyone’s wanted to do for quite some time.’

      Chris’ rage was still burning.

      ‘I can’t do this anymore,’ she said. ‘I just can’t. He’s not worth it!’

      Eric stood back just a little, holding her at arm’s length. ‘Can’t do what anymore?’

      Chris shook her head, pushing Eric away a little. ‘It’s nothing, really. I’ll sleep on it.’

      Eric didn’t move.

      ‘Please,’ Chris said. ‘I just need to think.’

      ‘I know you do,’ Eric said, his voice soft and calm.

      ‘Pardon?’

      Eric went over to a couple of soft chairs on the other side of the bed and sat down. Chris followed.

      ‘Here’s what we’ll do,’ Eric said as Chris got settled. ‘I’ll say what I think is on your mind, and you just whistle if I’m wrong.’

      ‘It’s nothing,’ Chris said.

      Eric smiled.

      ‘Well, let’s just see, shall we?’
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      Anna was still trying to find her cigarettes when the shouting from Chris’ room next door caught her attention. At first, she ignored it, her need for nicotine trumping the part of her that wanted to know what all the fuss was about, but as it continued, she finally gave up and sidled up next to the wall. Pressing her ear up against the wallpaper, which was the most awful flowery pattern she’d ever seen in her life, she could hear muffled voices on the other side. Was that Charlie? Yes, it was! What the hell was that idiot doing now? Chris was far too young for him, for a start, and too smart, and it was much too early to be trying it on with anyone, particularly with everyone still downstairs.

      Anna pushed away from the wall and continued her search for her smokes. The bedside cabinet was where she was sure she’d left them, but they weren’t there. And neither were they in her suitcase. Or her jacket. It made no sense! She absolutely remembered bringing them up with her, so where the hell were they now?

      The voices from Chris’ room jumped in volume, but no, Anna still needed to find her cigarettes, so she ignored them as best as she could and continued her hunt. Well, they weren’t in the wardrobe, and they hadn’t slipped under the bed, so she was completely baffled. It made no sense! How did things just disappear? Perhaps the house is haunted, she thought, laughing a little nervously at the idea of this creepy old place having a ghost. Though, what a ghost would do with a packet of fags, she had no idea.

      Another shout, this one even louder.

      Anna dashed into the bathroom to grab a glass she’d seen there on the sink, at the same time spotting her cigarettes balancing on the edge of the bath from when she’d popped up to the toilet earlier. Cigarettes rescued, she jogged over to the wall, pressed the glass against it, and her ear against the glass. And as if by magic, the previously muffled voices were clearer! Anna almost laughed at the fact that it worked, wondering if she had picked it up from something like Murder She Wrote, one of her guilty pleasures. But then what could beat a Saturday afternoon of back-to-back Jessica Fletcher, a cosy blanket, and a glass or two of red wine? Not much, that’s what.

      They were arguing, that much was obvious, and Anna was rather impressed to hear Chris standing up to the arrogant bastard. Why she still loved the man herself she had no idea, but there was no accounting for taste. And her taste in men had always been on the wrong side of truly terrible.

      Anna heard what she was pretty sure was the sound of someone slapping someone else very hard and she nearly dropped the glass.

      ‘Get out! Get out, right now! JUST GET THE FUCK OUT!’

      You tell him, Anna smiled.

      What followed was a moment of quiet, then another voice joined in. It was muffled and Anna couldn’t make it out. So, who was it interrupting this rather delicious little argument?

      ‘Get out! Now!’

      The roar of Eric’s voice was so loud that Anna heard it, not only through the glass at her ear, but through her door. She had no idea the old man had such a pair of lungs on him!

      The shout was soon followed by retreating footsteps and Anna was tempted to stop listening, but when she heard Eric and Chris still talking, she just couldn’t resist listening in a little longer. So, she lit a cigarette and took a wonderful, deep, soothing drag on it, wondering just what they were going to talk about.

      Ten minutes later, the conversation between Eric and Chris now over, Anna stood alone in the centre of her bedroom, a freshly lit cigarette in her mouth. The argument between Charlie and his PA, well that had been rather fun to listen to, hadn’t it? Delicious even. But compared with what she’d now learned from Eric and Chris? Well, there was just no comparison. And as she left her room to make her way back downstairs to join the party, Anna couldn’t help but smile. If she thought she had something on Charlie before, thanks to Adam’s unexpected involvement three months ago, well, now she had him right where she wanted him.
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        * * *

      

      Abigail woke with a start to a room so thick with darkness that she had a moment of heart-stopping panic, convinced someone was sitting on her chest and suffocating her with a pillow. But that wasn’t the case at all. It was just this creepy old house in the middle of nowhere. And why was it so bloody cold? Was there no heating other than the huge fire downstairs? Something had woken her though, she just wasn’t sure what.

      Checking her phone for the time, and somewhat appalled to see that it was only half two in the morning, Abigail turned over in an attempt to get back to sleep and gave up almost immediately.

      Lying there for a moment, staring up into nothingness, she wondered about what had really brought her here this weekend. Yes, there was the invite, wasn’t there? It had been lovely of Anna to ask her to come along, and when she’d heard that Mark and Adam were both going to be there, too, well she’d jumped at the chance. Surely she would get lucky with one of them! But sadly no, nothing had happened, but the weekend was still young, she thought. And there was still Charlie. After all, Anna and he were no longer a thing, were they, so where was the harm?

      Oh, and there had been that little bit of extra gossip she and that sweet girl, Chris, had overheard, hadn’t there? Whatever Mark had got himself mixed up in, it was probably nothing more than one or two card games too many. And now he was in trouble again. He had sounded rather scared though, and that was a first, Abigail thought. But asking Charlie again was a bit silly really, wasn’t it? What had he been thinking? Was he really that desperate, that afraid?

      Restless now, and despite still feeling very drunk and in need of sleep, Abigail slipped out of bed to sip some water, splashing some of it on her face. Her mouth tasted pretty rough, so she stood up on numb legs and walked through to the bathroom to give them another brush.

      The sound of a door slamming rattled through the house. Abigail stopped brushing her teeth and stared out into her bedroom. What the hell was that? More to the point, who the hell was it? She wanted to investigate, but her legs refused to move, the weight of the darkness lying beyond her door enough to give her pause. Because who knew what lay beyond it, when the moon was high, she thought, but then forced herself to laugh, wondering why she was always so good at thinking the darkest of thoughts at the worst of times.

      Teeth done, Abigail walked over to her bedroom door and heard rustling coming from the hallway. She pulled her door open and stuck her head out into the chill air beyond it. At first, she couldn’t see a thing, just a thick grey gloom which seemed to seep from the very walls. Then, at the end of the hall, she saw movement. Someone was out there, walking towards the stairs, she was sure of it!

      ‘Abi?’

      Mark was standing in the doorway of his own room opposite.

      ‘Who was that?’ Abigail asked.

      ‘Who was what?’

      ‘That!’ Abigail said, jabbing a point towards the stairs, but where she had seen the figure there was now just empty space.

      Other doors opened, other faces revealed themselves.

      ‘Haven’t the faintest,’ Mark yawned, as movement caught both of their attention. It was Anna, dashing across to Charlie’s room, then Eric’s.

      ‘Eric? Charlie’s buggering off!’ she shouted. ‘Unbelievable!’

      ‘I know,’ came Eric’s reply, only from the stairs, not his room. ‘No idea where he’s gone.’

      He emerged from the gloom, out of breath.

      Abi saw Chris’ door open and she peered out into the hallway, holding her pyjamas tight about her. ‘What’s happening?’

      ‘Charlie’s buggered off,’ Anna said.

      Eric, resting himself against the wall, said, ‘He must’ve knocked against my door and woken me up. I saw him heading off down the stairs, all dressed up. I grabbed my dressing gown and went after him, but he’s gone. Just wandered off into the dark outside. Couldn’t see him anywhere.’

      ‘He can’t have just disappeared!’ Adam said.

      ‘Of course, he hasn’t,’ Eric said, a snap in his voice, which wasn’t like the old man at all. ‘He’s probably still half-drunk and in a mood about yesterday. He’ll wander off into the woods, get a bit lost, a bit scared, then come back.’

      ‘Are you sure, though?’ Mark asked. ‘How can you be?’

      ‘This is Charlie we’re talking about,’ Eric replied. ‘He’s hardly built for the outdoors, is he? He’ll get cold and realise he would be much better off back here and inside. I give him half an hour, at best.’

      Abigail thought that was a fair point.

      ‘Shouldn’t we call the police?’ Chris suggested and Abigail noticed then that she looked like she’d been crying, recently, too, considering how red her eyes were. And the way she was holding her top seemed a bit off as well, like she was afraid if she let go it would just fall undone.

      ‘Good God, no.’ Anna sighed, shaking her head. ‘He’ll be back soon enough, I’m sure. We don’t want to go bothering them. And just think what would happen if the press got hold of it! Can you imagine?’

      Abigail watched as Anna fumbled with a cigarette and lit it. She had no idea how the woman could smoke so early in the morning.

      ‘Something woke me up, though,’ Abigail said.

      ‘Oh, sorry about that,’ Eric said. ‘The wind caught my door.’

      ‘No, something else,’ Abigail said. ‘Earlier.’

      ‘What was it?’ Mark asked.

      Abigail thought back to the darkness, the cold, but had no answer, and shrugged. A dream, probably, she thought. Hers were often rather vivid, filled with voices and visions. But still, she wasn’t sure.

      ‘It was probably just the wind,’ Chris said through a weak smile.

      ‘Well, I think the best thing we can do is just head off to bed,’ Eric said. ‘Let Charlie have his hissy fit, and we’ll see him in a few hours, in a bedraggled state, I’m sure.’

      Abigail didn’t bother trying to stifle a yawn which seemed to heave itself out of her entire being and stumbled back into her room with a few mumbled goodnights.

      Some while later, having tossed and turned for a good half an hour, if not more, Abbie noticed another sound disturb the quiet of the night. She listened for a moment, realised it was a car, and crawled out of her bed and over to the window to see just who it was. Pulling back the curtains, she stared out onto the gravel drive. And there at the wheel, she saw the silhouette of Charlie, hat pulled onto his head. Then the wheels spun in the dirt, and he was gone.
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      ‘Right then,’ Matt said, sucking in a deep, purposeful breath of air. ‘Are you ready for a little bit of adventure?’

      No, I’m bloody well not, Harry thought, keeping his less than accommodating thoughts to himself.

      It was just gone eight in the morning and Harry and the Detective Sergeant were in Swaledale, standing together at the bottom of a small cliff. The drive over together in Harry’s vehicle had been one filled with much chuntering on by Matt, about how great caving was, mostly, and the tremendous views beyond, as they’d travelled over the tops, across the swathes of windswept moorland, and on down into Wensleydale’s sister valley.

      To the side of Matt’s feet was a triangular-shaped hole leading into the inky darkness, which Harry didn’t like the look of at all. The darkness it contained seemed almost too dark, Harry thought, as though it was consciously hiding something from him. Purest evil, he guessed, because what else would be down a hole, deep underground, other than something only the devil himself would be proud of?

      Some way beneath them, a waterfall sent tails of white to splash down into a small ravine below. The hole didn’t look big enough for a child, Harry thought, never mind two fully grown, and not inconsiderably sized men.

      They were both dressed in scruffy boiler suits, which for whatever reason were a sort of faded red colour, their feet in Wellington boots, and on their heads battered and scratched helmets with a lamp clipped to the front, the battery at the back. Matt was also carrying an old metal ammunition box, which apparently contained some snacks, a hot drink, and his phone. But not a first aid kit, Harry had noticed a little worryingly. The little stroll to the cave from Harry’s vehicle took them across green fields, the views of Swaledale rolled out before them so achingly beautiful that Harry would have quite happily just stood there staring at it all for a while.

      ‘And that’s where we’re going, is it?’ Harry asked, nodding at the dark hole. ‘Down there? Into that?’

      ‘That’s it, right enough,’ Matt said. ‘Crackpot Cave! A right little cracker it is, too. Perfect for a beginner like you. It’s why outdoor centres like Marrick Priory, and Low Mill over in Askrigg, use it. Proper adventure for kids it is.’

      ‘I’m not a kid,’ Harry said. ‘And you’re sure we’ll fit? I mean, that’s a small hole, isn’t it? And we’re, well, we’re us, aren’t we?’

      ‘You saying I’m fat?’

      ‘No, that’s not what I meant,’ Harry said, shaking his head.

      ‘I think you implied it,’ Matt said, then he rubbed his stomach affectionately and whispered, ‘Don’t you listen to him, you hear? He’s just jealous and scared, that’s all. Jealous and scared.’

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘Look, there’s nowt to worry about, Boss,’ Matt said. ‘Trust me, you’ll be fine. Now, best we test our lamps, okay?’

      Harry watched as Matt reached up to flick his on.

      ‘It’s working,’ Harry said, as the light nearly blinded him.

      ‘Good, now yours,’ Matt instructed. ‘We used to use old miner’s lamps,’ he explained. ‘Awkward things they were, with a hefty battery hanging off your belt. God bless modern technology, right?’

      Harry didn’t see why God would bother blessing something that had anything to do with the inconceivably insane notion of crawling around in holes underground. But he’d promised he would help Matt with what he’d planned so that’s what he was going to do. Even if it was quite clearly reserved for people more than a few sandwiches short of a picnic.

      ‘You ready, then?’

      ‘Of course I’m not bloody ready!’ Harry grumbled. ‘But let’s just get on with it.’

      Matt turned, checked his lamp once again, then sat on the ground and shuffled himself into the triangular hole.

      ‘Just follow me,’ he said. ‘There’s nowt to it. You’ll love it! It’s a hell of a lot of fun, I promise!’

      As Matt disappeared into the darkness, Harry steeled himself for what was to come, wondering what could be so pleasant about leaving the wonder and splendour of the dales above, to scurry around in its less than inviting intestines. He sat down on the cold stone and stuffed his feet into the tiny opening. Just ahead he could see the light from Matt’s lamp, so without thinking too much about what he was doing, and all the reasons as to why he shouldn’t be, he shuffled forwards.

      Underground, Harry found himself facing a grinning Matt and a dark, somewhat foreboding tunnel, which was only just high enough for them to crawl along. The floor of it was scalloped and strewn with loose rocks, puddles, and mud. Harry tried not to think about where the loose rocks had come from, because it was clearly the roof, which meant that bits probably fell off all the time. And that surely wasn’t good, was it?

      ‘See?’ Matt said, his grin wide and gleeful. ‘Easy! Now, this bit is called Knee-wrecker, because, well, it’s a bit of a bugger on the old knees. Just follow me and you’ll be fine.’

      ‘And this is fun, is it?’ Harry asked. ‘The fun you promised just a few minutes ago?’

      ‘Of course!’ Matt replied. ‘Just ahead there’s a junction. Don’t go right, as that’s a dead end. Left is where we’ll be heading, deeper into the hill.’

      Harry was given no time to respond as Matt then turned into the tunnel and headed off. He also didn’t like the phrase ‘deeper into the hill’ because that seemed like the very thing no normal, sane human should ever say, never mind do.

      Making his way after Matt, Harry spent the whole painful, uncomfortable, aptly named crawl, swearing under his breath, then not so much under it as over it and through it, turning the air blue enough to impress a working men’s club in the 70s. Caving, it was quite clear to him now, was the preserve of the mentally unstable. Nothing about it was fun. Nothing about it was enjoyable. It was just dark, cold, wet, muddy, uncomfortable, and dear God, when would it just bloody well end?

      ‘Ah, there you are!’

      Harry emerged from Knee-wrecker to find Matt waist-deep in what was clearly the main streamway, water gushing by and hiding his legs from view.

      ‘No bloody way,’ Harry said.

      ‘Come on, you’ll be fine,’ Matt said. ‘Just jump.’

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘You never said anything about deep water.’

      He wasn’t exactly nervous about getting in, just not all that keen on getting soaked and, no doubt, properly cold to boot.

      Matt splashed the surface with his hands like a child in a swimming pool.

      ‘What, this? Hardly what I’d call deep. And don’t get yourself worrying, there’s only a little swim just a bit further on, and we can avoid it if we stick to the left, and sort of hop across some boulders. You’ll be fine. It’s fun!’

      ‘You need to stop saying that,’ Harry said, staring at Matt, pretty sure that pure hatred was now coming out of his eyes.

      ‘Away then,’ Matt said, beckoning with a hand. ‘In you come!’

      ‘Bugger off,’ Harry growled. ‘I agreed to caving, yes, but not this, not swimming! You’re a bloody lunatic, Dinsdale, that’s what you are!’

      ‘Well, you’re here now,’ Matt said, ‘and you don’t exactly strike me as someone to go back on their word. I need you, remember, to film me, for Joan? That’s why we’re here!’

      ‘Yes, but the river,’ Harry said. ‘I mean, it must be bloody freezing!’

      ‘Then the quicker you get in, the sooner you’ll get used to it, won’t you?’

      Harry knew he had to follow Matt. If he backed out now, he’d never live it down.

      ‘Once this is over, we’re going to be having words,’ Harry said. ‘In fact, I’m pretty sure the words I’ll need to use haven’t even been invented yet.’

      ‘Stop your complaining and jump,’ Matt said. ‘Honestly, it’s a lot easier that way. Trust me!’

      Harry stared at the DS, briefly imagined what it would be like to lock him in the boot of a car, then send that car off a cliff, then he jumped.

      Harry landed in the water with the smallest of splashes, the water not even up to the top of his boots. There was a flash of the brightest light and then the belly roar of Matt’s laughter, which bounced around the cave and then danced off into the darkness.

      As Harry blinked away his partial blindness, he watched as Matt stood up, roaring with laughter, pulling himself out of the shallow stream that, moments earlier he’d been kneeling in. A camera was in his hands. Tears were streaming down his face and his laugh was so hard, so real, so heartfelt, that it became a strained thing as he was soon unable to breathe.

      ‘I can’t believe you fell for that! Absolutely brilliant! Wait till I tell everyone! You daft bugger!’ He waved the camera at Harry. ‘Your face was an absolute picture!’

      ‘You absolute . . .’ Harry began, his voice hissing though his clenched teeth.

      ‘Oh, come on, Boss,’ Matt said. ‘You’ve got to admit, that was properly funny! Your face when you saw me! And then, when you jumped? Classic!’

      ‘I don’t think I do,’ Harry muttered, but deep down, beneath all the gruffness and the growl, he sensed a laugh developing. He kept it under control. ‘So, is that it, then?’ he asked. ‘Do we get to go back now?’

      It was pretty clear from the grin on Matt’s face that no, they wouldn’t be going back now, and not for a good while yet. He wiped away the tears.

      ‘God, that was funny,’ he said. ‘Now, look up.’

      ‘Not a chance,’ Harry replied. ‘You’re going to throw a rock at my head, aren’t you?’

      ‘I’m serious,’ Matt said. ‘Honestly, just look!’

      Matt turned his own beam to the roof of the cave, so Harry did the same, and there he saw hanging from it, dozens of thin, perfectly straight crystals.

      ‘They’re straws,’ Matt explained. ‘Formed over hundreds of years, thousands of years in some cases with the really long ones, as water drips from the roof.’

      ‘Fascinating,’ Harry said, though he was actually rather impressed. ‘Now what?’

      ‘Well, we don’t go downstream,’ Matt explained, ‘because that chokes off and the crawls down there will just make you even more grumpy, so upstream it is, to Column Chamber. Off we go!’

      Harry was given no time to complain further as Matt waded upstream, water sloshing in his boots from his prank.

      As they walked, Harry was suddenly aware of a strange sensation. It wasn’t exactly enjoyment, as to admit such a thing right then just wasn’t going to happen, but more a sense of adventure. The water, he noticed, was clear as glass. The walls of the cave were covered in smooth calcite deposits, and he was acutely aware that here, where they were, was an alien place. It was as though they were crawling back in time, and the world above suddenly seemed very, very distant indeed. The dales, it seemed, had surprises at every turn, hidden secrets. He wondered how much more there was for him to discover.

      ‘There’s the column!’ Matt exclaimed, pointing ahead and, sure enough, stretching from the roof to the floor, was a massive calcite formation, like a pillar in a church, and as thick as one of his legs.

      ‘That’s actually quite impressive,’ Harry said, reaching out to it.

      ‘Best not to touch,’ Matt said. ‘Something like that takes thousands of years to grow, and before people came down here it would have looked bright and clean. It’s grubbier now, but it’s been cleaned up, so we’re trying to keep it that way.’

      ‘So,’ Harry asked, ‘is this where you proposed?’

      Matt shook his head. ‘Next chamber,’ he said. ‘You’ll see why when we get there.’

      Walking on again, Harry followed Matt into a place where the echoes of their movements swelled to fill the huge space they’d entered.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Harry muttered.

      ‘Quite something, isn’t it?’ Matt said.

      With the beam of his lamp, Harry explored the cavern. The floor was strewn with dumpy formations, stalagmites Matt had told him they were: ‘Stalagmites might reach the ceiling, and stalactites have to hang on tightly to the ceiling, get it?’ But above them is where the real beauty lay, for wherever he swung his light, thousands of crystal straws glinted back at him, some of them over a metre long at least.

      ‘You proposed here?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I did,’ Matt said.

      ‘If you don’t mind me asking, why was that?’

      ‘We had our first date down here,’ Matt explained. ‘I brought food and candles, bit of music. It was brilliant! We even brought sleeping bags and whatnot and stayed overnight. Lovely little adventure it was. Knew she was the one right there and then.’

      Harry couldn’t help but smile.

      ‘Well, let’s get on with it then, shall we?’

      A couple of hours later, when they emerged from the cave having done what they’d gone there to do, Harry was struck not just by the brightness of the day, but the freshness of the air. In the cave, the air almost had a metallic tang to it, rich with the smell of the wet rock and the flowing water. But now that they were outside again, he was immediately aware of just how sweet the air smelled. It was rich and danced with so many different scents that it reminded him of one of those pretentious beers hipsters are so fond of. He breathed it in deep.

      ‘Can’t beat it, can you?’ Matt said as they walked back to Harry’s Rav-4.

      ‘How do you mean?’ Harry asked.

      ‘The dales, Boss,’ Matt replied. ‘It’s just the best place on earth, I’m sure of it. Below ground and above, it never ceases to take my breath away.’

      Above them, the shallow rolling incline of moorland stretched out. Below them, the valley of Swaledale echoed with the sound of sheep, the faint drone of the occasional car or tractor, and very little else. This could be any time in the past few hundred years, Harry thought, wondering just how little it had changed, the thin grey lines of the drystone walls like the carefully placed pencil lines of an artist sketching Heaven.

      ‘It’s pretty special, I’ll give it that,’ Harry said.

      ‘Seems to suit you as well, if you don’t mind me saying so,’ Matt said. ‘The dales, I mean. You seem right at home here now.’

      ‘It’ll do for now,’ Harry replied, but as they strolled across the last bit of field before the road, he couldn’t help but wonder if for now was actually enough.

      When they arrived at the vehicle and climbed in, Harry grabbed his phone from the glovebox.

      ‘There’s a message,’ he said, as Matt clipped in his seatbelt.

      ‘It’s probably Jadyn with some daft question about something procedural that he learned at college and no one cares about,’ Matt said.

      Harry hit the voicemail button and listened.

      ‘So, what was it?’ Matt asked, as Harry, the message done, placed his phone back in the glovebox.

      ‘You’re right, it was Jadyn,’ he said. ‘But it wasn’t anything procedural.’

      ‘No?’ Matt replied. ‘So, what was it?’

      ‘You know that author Gordy went to see yesterday?’

      ‘What about him?’

      ‘He’s gone missing,’ Harry said, then kicked the engine into life, and sent them up and across the moors and back over the tops and on into the splendour of Wensleydale.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Nice to see that you dressed up for the occasion,’ said Liz Coates, as Harry and Matt walked into the room at the community centre. She was one of the two PCSOs on the team. The other, James Metcalf, was sitting on a chair with his dog, Fly, on his lap. It seemed to be very interested in trying to chew and lick his hand off at the wrist, its tail wagging so hard it could barely stay where it was sat without almost slipping off every few seconds.

      ‘You going to let her talk to you like that?’ Jim asked.

      ‘She just did,’ Harry said. ‘And she’s got a point. I mean, look at us, the worst Village People act ever.’

      ‘I’m not singing, though,’ Matt said. ‘No one should ever witness that.’

      Still in their caving gear, both men stood in front of the rest of the team, steaming just a little as they started to warm up.

      ‘And what’s that smell?’

      The question was from Detective Constable Jenny Blades.

      ‘That’ll be Fly,’ Harry said, glaring for a second at the dog on Jim’s lap.

      ‘Can’t blame the dog for that.’

      Harry turned his attention to Police Constable Jadyn Okri, who’d spoken up in defence of Fly.

      ‘And is that so, Constable?’ Harry said, narrowing his eyes just enough. ‘An expert on dog farts, are you?’

      ‘No,’ Jadyn said, a little flustered under Harry’s glare. ‘It’s just that, you know, I mean . . .’

      Harry winked. ‘Right, so what do we know about this MISPER, then? Who called it in?’

      ‘Right now, not much,’ Jenny said. ‘White male, age forty-seven, name Charlie Baker. Last seen early morning, by which I mean one-ish. Someone called Eric Jones rang. He’s staying at the same place as Baker.’

      ‘So, it really was him, then,’ Matt said, looking over at Harry. ‘That author bloke Gordy went to see yesterday.’

      ‘Yep,’ said Jenny. ‘Gordy’s actually on her way over now.’

      ‘She’s coming here?’ Harry asked.

      Jenny shook her head. ‘No, she’s heading over to have a chat with this Eric bloke, and the rest of the party. His literary agent, an Anna Jones, is there, plus his PA and a couple others.’

      While everyone was talking, Harry started to notice the smell Jenny had pointed out earlier. It wasn’t exactly pleasant. Wensleydale, he considered, seemed to enjoy a wide range of pungent aromas, both above and below its wide, green surface.

      ‘Right, we’d best get changed,’ he said. ‘Jen, have you got the address of this literary agent, then, where he was staying? I’ll head over and meet Gordy there.’

      Jenny handed Harry a Post-It Note with an address scrawled on it in blue biro.

      ‘What about the rest of us?’ Jim asked, Fly jumping off his lap to slink under a table for a nap.

      ‘The usual stuff with a missing person case,’ Harry said. ‘Jen, can you call this Anna James and let her know I’m on my way as well. Ask for any other contact details and then the rest of you can see what you can find out about Charlie Baker, friends, family, that kind of thing.’

      ‘We’ll all get on it,’ Matt said. ‘I’ll get Mr Baker on the National Crime Information Centre Missing Persons File. He’ll probably turn up in a few hours, but best to cover all the bases, see what we can find out, check if anyone knows of any reason why he might have gone walkabout, financial problems, health issues, anything.’

      ‘If we can have a nosy at his internet and social media usage, that might give us an idea or two,’ Jadyn said.

      Jenny added, ‘I’ll let the Mountain Rescue Team know about it as well, just in case.’

      ‘Jim and I can follow on behind,’ Liz said. ‘Go knock on some doors. Someone might have seen or heard something.’

      ‘And I’ll go and have a chat with the owner of the bookshop,’ Jenny said.

      Harry turned to Matt. ‘I want you to stay here, okay? Coordinate this for us, collate any data or whatever else comes in, and keep everyone up to date. Oh, and I suppose you had better let Detective Superintendent Swift know what we’re up to.’ Harry made his way over to the door. ‘I’ll see you all later. Any developments, everything goes through Matt. He can update me as and when necessary.’

      Outside the community centre, Harry jumped up into his vehicle and drove over to park near his flat. After a quick wash and a change of clothes, he was back behind the wheel and heading down the dale. A quick glance at his watch confirmed what his stomach had already told him, that lunchtime was imminent, but he’d just have to put up with a rumbling stomach.

      Driving out of Hawes, Harry didn’t exactly zip along in his Rav-4, but neither did he take it easy. Part of his mind was still down Crackpot Cave, the memory of the trip with Matt considerably more positive than he would have thought it could be before he’d headed feet first into the dark unknown. He’d seen yet another side to the dales, and once again been left a little speechless by its beauty. His thoughts turned to his brother Ben, then, wondering if a place like this could help him heal, after everything he’d been through.

      Heading up the hill and into Aysgarth, the River Ure tumbled alongside the road as if trying to race anyone driving along it. Harry kept on going, through the village and on down the hill on the other side. He passed the turn off for the famous Aysgarth Falls, which he’d still not visited, and on till he came to a right turn in West Witton—a village of grey stone houses which lined either side of the main road, silently watching lives and years drift on past their windows.

      The road soon became a single lane, the drystone walls which lined its progress soon giving way to open moorland. To Harry’s right, the hauntingly bleak flat top of Penhill rose above the valley, then the road tipped gradually downwards and for the first time since being up north, he found himself journeying into Coverdale. Harry smiled, thinking that the only Coverdale he knew about was David Coverdale, the blonde-haired frontman of the heavy rock band, Whitesnake, whose voice was, to his mind, the equivalent of a tuneful jet engine.

      The open moorland ended with a cattle grid at the village of Melmerby, and after turning right in the village, and travelling for just a few more miles along a tree-lined road, he found himself in Carlton. The village was so perfect, with its stone houses half asleep behind lush front lawns with neat little flower beds, that Harry wondered if the people who lived here realised just how lucky they truly were.

      It was just after the village that Harry found himself to be more than a little pleased that the vehicle he was driving was a four-wheel drive, as his satnav took him right, off the main road, and onto a rough gravel lane, which threaded its way neatly between walled fields. Eventually, and after a few twists and turns, the track came to an end at a spinney, underneath which sat a building that was both grand and a little ramshackle all at once. It had the air of a structure built by someone who was pretty sure that people really didn’t care what a place looked like, just so long as it kept the weather out and the warmth in.

      It looked somewhat like a cross between a village church, minus the tower, and a Victorian school. The entrance was very grand, jutting out from the house like a tiny, lost castle that had attached itself to the rest of the building for security. It was the kind of entrance and door which Harry thought would look very fine indeed on a stately home, a place with dozens of bedrooms, a few floors, massive gardens. This place was none of that, though it was clearly trying its hardest. Above the entrance and door, the windows of the upper floor stared down, each resting on the largest sills he had ever seen, as though they’d been meant for larger windows, but then during the build, money had run out, and something smaller had been put in instead.

      Harry pulled into the parking area in front of the building between two other cars, trying to ignore the eerie feeling that it was watching him, and clambered out. The air was cool and damp, bringing with it the earthy fragrance of the trees, the scent of mushrooms and leaves, dirt and bark, almost as though the darkness hiding underneath the branches was itself breathing into the world.

      As Harry made to walk over to the front door, his phone rang.

      ‘Grimm,’ he said.

      ‘It’s Swift,’ the voice on the other end of the call said.

      Harry stared up at the sky in annoyance, because he was pretty sure that whatever Detective Superintendent Swift wanted, it was bound to ruin his day.

      ‘Sir,’ he said, but left it at that, not wishing to encourage too much of a conversation.

      ‘Do you have a minute?’

      ‘No,’ Harry replied. ‘We’ve a missing person’s case just come in, so I’m just about to go and meet the person who reported it.’

      ‘I know all about that,’ Swift said. ‘DS Dinsdale already filled me in with the details. Sounds like a lot of fuss over nothing.’

      ‘Possibly,’ Harry said, ‘but we have to do our job properly and make sure.’

      ‘Yes, of course, you do,’ Swift replied. ‘Did you think I was implying that you wouldn’t?’

      Harry didn’t reply. He knew there was no point, not with Swift.

      ‘What about later?’ Swift asked. ‘Mid-afternoon? At the community centre?’

      ‘That should be fine,’ Harry said, heart sinking at the thought of actually having to meet with the man in person. ‘Can I ask what this is about?’

      ‘It’s about DCI Alderson, but I’ll explain more when I see you in Hawes, say, three-ish?’

      Harry had heard little if any mention of the previous detective chief inspector since arriving in Wensleydale himself as a temporary replacement.

      ‘I’ll see you then, sir.’

      ‘Good,’ Swift replied and hung up.

      Stuffing his phone back into a pocket, Harry walked over to the lodge as the sound of another vehicle caught his attention. He turned to see Detective Inspector Gordanian Haig pulling up in an incident response vehicle beside his own somewhat humble transport. She climbed out and walked over.

      ‘Any more news on this?’

      Harry shook his head. ‘Nothing yet. Was the thing you went to any good?’

      Gordy’s eyes widened and she gave a slow nod. ‘Well, it was certainly eventful.’

      ‘Really?’ Harry replied. ‘Wasn’t it just a book signing or something?’

      ‘Yes,’ Gordy replied. ‘But things kicked off at one point with a fan. I had to step in to calm it down. Bit strange, to be honest. Can’t say anyone was expecting it.’

      ‘You think that’s got anything to do with this? With this author bloke disappearing?’

      ‘Well, we’ll just have to see,’ Gordy said. ‘After you.’ She gestured to the door, which was at least eight feet high and painted a deep green. ‘It’s an old shooting lodge,’ she explained. ‘In case you were wondering. It’s quite evocative, wouldn’t you say?’

      ‘Evocative?’ Harry repeated, the word almost refusing to leave his mouth. ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘I don’t really know,’ Gordy said. ‘Just seems a wee bit more polite than saying it looks old and knackered and could probably do with pulling down.’

      Harry knocked at the door, which opened almost immediately.

      ‘Oh, thank God you’re—’

      The woman at the door was bleary-eyed, and Harry assumed that it was from worry and lack of sleep over the missing Charlie. But then almost immediately, on seeing Harry’s not entirely welcoming visage, it swiftly moved to one of abject horror.

      ‘Ms James?’ Harry said, attempting reassurance and a smile, which he knew probably only made matters worse, ‘I’m DCI Harry Grimm, and this is—’

      ‘Your face . . .’ the woman said, lifting a hand to her own almost as though she was making sure that whatever had happened to Harry wasn’t infectious. ‘Dear God, what happened to you?’

      ‘What, this?’ Harry said, pointing at his chin. ‘Count yourself lucky. I have to live with it.’

      The woman was wearing an ankle-length silk dressing gown covered in an elaborate pattern of tropical birds. It wasn’t, Harry thought, the kind of thing he would ever wear himself.

      ‘And your name is Grimm?’

      ‘Hard to believe, isn’t it?’ Gordy said. ‘May we come in?’

      ‘Oh, yes, of course, and you poor man!’ the woman squawked, as though what Harry had said was the most appalling thing she’d ever heard. ‘I’ll get Anna for you. Come in, come in!’

      Harry and DI Haig followed the woman into the lodge. The hall they now stood in, from which a large oak staircase led upstairs, was dark but warm, the walls decorated with various paintings of shooting scenes—Spaniels retrieving birds, men with shotguns raised to the sky as flurries of birds passed overhead. A coat rack was hung with various jackets, there was a large china pot filled with battered walking sticks, and beneath the coats a row of green Wellington boots. Abigail led them through a door and into a large lounge, similarly decorated, but with the addition of various stuffed animals, a roaring fire, and a number of sofas and comfortable chairs. A table was set to one side with food and Harry’s stomach rumbled. Gordy glanced up at him.

      ‘Hungry?’

      Harry didn’t answer. He was still taken with the décor of the place, feeling almost as though they’d stepped back in time a few decades. And everywhere he looked, another dead animal stared back.

      ‘Anna? Anna, darling! The police are here about Charlie!’

      The woman in the dressing gown swept off up the stairs. Through a door in the hall, another woman joined them, a lit cigarette between her fingers.

      ‘I’m Anna James,’ the woman said, raising an eyebrow at Harry, then she looked over at Gordy.

      ‘DCI Harry Grimm,’ Harry offered. ‘And this is DI Gordanian Haig.’ He checked his notebook. ‘I understand that an Eric Jones called in earlier about a MISPER?’

      The woman stared back at Harry, confusion in her face.

      ‘Oh, right, sorry,’ Harry said. ‘Police speak. A missing person?’

      ‘Of course, Charlie! No idea where he’s gone. What an idiot! He has no idea of the trouble he’s caused.’ the woman said, but turned her focus again to Gordy. ‘You were there yesterday,’ she said. ‘At Charlie’s event? So, you’re a fan, then?’

      ‘I am and I was, yes,’ Gordy replied.

      ‘You don’t think that had anything to do with it, do you?’ the woman asked. ‘That fan, what she said, it was so upsetting for him, you know. We were so pleased and so very fortunate that you were there to calm things down. Honestly, you saved the day, I’m sure of it.’

      Gordy said, ‘Perhaps we can sit down?’

      ‘Oh, yes, of course, how rude of me,’ the woman replied, taking a quick suck on her cigarette. ‘Do sit.’

      ‘Thank you, Ms James,’ Harry said.

      ‘Anna.’ The woman smiled. ‘Please, call me Anna. I’ve just made some fresh coffee. And we’ve some food leftover from last night, if you’re hungry? It is lunchtime after all, isn’t it? And we were just sitting down to have something to eat after spending the morning worrying.’

      ‘We?’ Harry asked. ‘How many of you are there?’

      ‘Six,’ Anna replied. ‘Myself, Chris Eghart, she’s Charlie’s PA, and Adam Sharp, his editor. Then we had some friends come over as a surprise for Charlie—Mark, Abi, who you met, and Eric, who called you. Though I wish he hadn’t, because we really don’t want to cause any trouble.’

      ‘It’s no trouble,’ Harry said. ‘It’s our job.’

      ‘We were just having a little party, you know? It was rather jolly, too. Goodness knows why Charlie’s run off. Authors can be very sensitive souls, you know?’ She gestured to the food. ‘Please, do help yourselves. I’ll go and collect the others.’

      As Anna left them alone, Harry asked, ‘So why are they here, then, do you think? I mean, it’s not exactly plush, is it? I would’ve thought a best-selling author launching a new novel would be staying in something a bit more luxurious.’

      Gordy was over by the food.

      ‘PR stunt I think,’ Gordy said. ‘His new novel is set up here, well the first part of it is anyway. I read the first few chapters last night. It’s a cracker! Which reminds me . . .’ Gordy reached into a jacket pocket and pulled out a book, handing it to over Harry. ‘As promised! That’s the first in the series. Give it a go. Honestly, you’ll thank me later.’

      Harry took the book. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘You’ll love it, trust me,’ Gordy said, then handed Harry a plate. ‘Now, what do you fancy? Some slices of cold roast beef, a couple of spoonfuls of that rather excellent-looking slaw, or shall we just throw caution to the wind and dive into the cheeseboard nice and early? Because if we don’t get in early, I reckon that Brie is going to do a runner all by itself, don’t you?’
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      Having taken everyone’s details, he explained about his face once again, just so they were all clear that yes, he was fine, and no, he wasn’t in pain, and indeed others had come back from Afghanistan in a much worse state than him so really he was actually very lucky, wasn’t he? Harry was now far too comfortable for someone investigating a missing person, sitting as he was in a deep, soft armchair, a mug of tea close by, and a plate of the most delicious cold food he’d had in a long time resting on his knee.

      The warmth pushed out by the fire was only serving to make matters worse and he sensed the urge for a nap scratching at the back of his brain, reaching out thin tendrils of temptation to his eyelids to make them heavy. Sitting forward and doing his best to ignore how his eyelids were doing their best to close for a while, he turned his attention to the six people now in front of him and DI Haig.

      The first, a young woman called Chris Eghart, was sitting on the edge of a sofa, picking at her fingernails. A plate of food was in front of her, but as yet, all she’d done was move its contents around a bit rather than eat anything.

      ‘I knew we should have called the police when he walked out,’ she said. ‘I knew it. It’s my fault!’

      ‘No, it isn’t,’ said the man sitting next to her, who Harry had been introduced to by Anna as Adam Sharp. He was a couple of years older than Harry, and was sitting on the same sofa with his elbows resting on his knees, hands clasped together.

      Behind them both stood Anna, a fresh cigarette on the go. Harry checked the time to see that it was barely past one in the afternoon, and yet she was already nursing a large glass of red wine. Of the other three, Abigail Edwards, the woman who had greeted them at the door, was sitting on the edge of another sofa staring at her mobile phone. She had, at least, bothered to get dressed, Harry thought. Beside her was Mark Stirling, wearing a linen suit and who sported the smallest, neatest goatee he’d ever seen, and was reading a well-thumbed shooting magazine. The last of the group, Eric Jones, and the oldest by a couple of decades at least, had a kindly, relaxed face. He was sitting in an armchair and looked ready to fall asleep.

      Harry coughed and Eric’s eyes opened just enough to stare over at him.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m rather too old for these late nights.’

      Harry smiled at the man. ‘So, it was you who called it in, about Charlie going missing?’

      Eric gave a nod and stifled a yawn, or was it a cough he was holding back? ‘It was the sensible thing to do, I believe,’ he said, and Harry saw him send a sharp stare at Anna. ‘I’m sure it’s nothing, that the fool is doing this for attention more than anything, but still better to be safe than sorry, wouldn’t you agree?’

      ‘You were right to call it in, yes,’ Harry said, then turned his attention to the group as a whole. ‘Now, DI Haig has told me a little about why you’re up here. In the dales, I mean. And something about what happened at the event over in Leyburn yesterday. But perhaps it would be best if you went through it for me? Just so I can make sure I’ve got the details right, if that’s okay?’

      ‘Well, none of us were there, darling,’ said Abigail, without raising her eyes from her phone, but somehow managing to gesture with a wave of her hand at Eric and Mark. ‘We arrived last night after the most ridiculously long journey.’

      ‘I don’t know why we’re so worried,’ Adam said, his voice sharp with irritation. ‘We all know what Charlie can be like, don’t we? Frankly, it’s probably because he just didn’t want to do any shooting this afternoon!’ He stood up as if to add drama. ‘You know what? I bet he’s out there looking at properties! I’d put money on him turning up later on, the whole episode forgotten, with the details of some quaint dales cottage he’s just bought in his hand!’

      ‘Shooting?’ Harry asked, ignoring the rambling nonsense at the end about buying a house. But he still logged it, jotting down a brief note, his food now placed to one side, a notebook and pen in his hands.

      ‘Clays,’ replied Adam. ‘It’s a PR thing, for the book.’

      ‘So, not a game shoot, then?’ Gordy asked. ‘The book starts with a game shoot, doesn’t it?’

      ‘You’ve started reading it, then?’ Anna asked. ‘Are you enjoying it?’

      ‘Very much,’ said Gordy.

      ‘A game shoot simply isn’t on,’ Adam explained. ‘Not enough experience. And Charlie would only go and blow his or someone’s head off by accident, I’m sure.’

      Everyone laughed, though the sound was forced, Harry thought.

      Anna said, ‘We had the press booked and whatnot, and we’ve had to cancel that. He’ll turn up I’m sure, later today most probably, and I doubt he’ll even apologise for all the hassle he’s caused, or the fact that we’ve had to cancel today and book it in for tomorrow!’

      ‘And why do you say that?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Let’s just say that he can be rather volatile,’ Eric said.

      ‘And sensitive,’ Adam added. ‘He was upset yesterday after what happened, which is fair enough. Then he got drunk, and here we are, aren’t we?’

      ‘Well, you didn’t exactly help with that, did you?’ Chris muttered, without raising her face to look at him as she spoke.

      Adam snapped round to glare at her. ‘And just what do you mean by that?’

      ‘You and the wine,’ she replied, this time returning his stare. ‘He didn’t need to top his glass up because you were doing it for him!’

      ‘I thought it would help,’ Adam said. ‘Relax him a little.’

      Mark raised his hand. ‘My fault, too, I’m afraid. All that free booze and I’m like a kid in a sweet shop!’

      ‘Well, it clearly didn’t relax him, did it?’ Abigail said, still into her phone. ‘And that little chat you had with him clearly didn’t help.’

      Mark, Harry noticed, looked confused by this.

      ‘What chat was this?’ he asked.

      ‘Oh, it was probably nothing.’ Abigail smiled.

      Harry looked to Mark.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘It was something personal,’ Mark said. ‘Honestly, it was nothing.’

      Harry made a note to follow this up later, raising an eyebrow to Gordy. Whatever had happened here, and whatever reason Charlie had for disappearing, there was a frisson of tension in the room which went beyond mere concern.

      ‘Like I said, perhaps you could tell me what happened,’ Harry asked. ‘Yesterday, at the event? Might give us a better picture of what we’re dealing with.’

      ‘Shouldn’t you be out looking for him?’ Anna asked. ‘Do you really need to question us at all? It’s not us that’s missing, is it?’

      ‘We already are,’ Harry replied, his voice calm, but firm. ‘I’ve got officers doing door-to-door in the local area. And we like to do things properly. Now, about yesterday . . .’

      ‘It was supposed to be an exclusive book launch for fans,’ Anna started to explain. ‘That’s all. Something exclusive.’

      ‘We all won our tickets in a competition,’ Gordy said to Harry, then added, holding up her hands, ‘Yes, I’m that much of a fan.’

      ‘But it didn’t go according to plan?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Charlie had done a little talk and read from his new book,’ Chris said. ‘He was answering questions from people, when this woman, well, she just went crazy! I mean, I’ve never seen anything like it, not at any of his events or any other author event in my whole life!’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘She just started shouting and accusing him of all kinds of stuff!’ Chris said. Then she looked over at Anna and added, ‘I still can’t believe that she said what she did.’

      ‘Which was what?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Oh, it was nothing really,’ Anna said, dismissing it with a wave of a hand, and jumping in before Chris could reply.

      ‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ Harry said.

      ‘She accused him of not actually writing his own books,’ Gordy said.

      ‘Really?’ Harry asked. ‘Seems a bit odd.’

      ‘Goodness, I can imagine that didn’t go down well at all!’ Abigail laughed, the sound to Harry like that of a strangled crow.

      Gordy then looked over at Anna. ‘It certainly didn’t seem like nothing. Whoever she was, she certainly didn’t think it was and neither did Mr Baker, judging by his reaction.’

      Harry watched Anna take another glug of her wine. Eric was, by now, pretty much asleep he noticed. Abigail was sitting back in the sofa now and probably playing a game on her phone. Mark was no longer reading and instead just staring into the middle distance.

      ‘There’s always a risk when you do an event with fans,’ Anna explained. ‘If they’ve read lots of their books, some people can start to see an author as someone they know, almost as though they have some kind of part ownership of their work.’

      ‘Like Star Wars fans,’ Adam said. ‘If they don’t like what the creator does with something they’ve become obsessed with, well, they can certainly get vitriolic about it.’

      ‘So why accuse him of not writing them?’ Harry asked. ‘Where would that come from? Seems a weird thing for a supposed fan to say.’

      ‘Anywhere and everywhere,’ Adam said. ‘Thanks to the double-edged sword of social media, rumours and hearsay quickly become the perceived truth.’

      ‘Yes, but where would we be without it?’ Abigail offered. ‘I’ve got fifty thousand follows on Instagram alone!’

      Harry ignored Abigail. It was something he figured he could get very good at very quickly.

      ‘It must have come from somewhere, though,’ Gordy pressed. ‘I mean, I was there. And I’m assuming she didn’t just make it up. Not if she was, as you say, a fan. So, she must have heard it from somewhere.’

      ‘Lots of authors use ghostwriters,’ Anna said. ‘Rule of thumb for you by the way: if you’re buying a novel apparently written by a celebrity, chances are, it was ghostwritten. Not every single one, clearly, and some more than others, but that’s just the business nowadays. Celebrity sells.’

      ‘That’s a bit cynical, isn’t it?’ Gordy said.

      ‘It’s also the truth,’ Abigail said.

      ‘The reality is,’ Adam explained, ‘books are notoriously difficult to sell. You’re fighting against so many other ways for people to spend their time, from streaming television, boxsets, and movies, to online gaming.’

      ‘I suppose so,’ Harry said.

      Another voice joined in and Harry was surprised to see Eric now wide-eyed and alert.

      ‘A book may cost about the same as a couple of decent coffees,’ he said, ‘but for whatever reason, a book is still seen as expensive. So, if you want to be an author and if you want to sell a ton of books, then you had best be ferociously talented, or already famous. Both would be nice, but rare, if you ask me.’

      Anna pretended to look shocked. ‘Eric, how can you say such a thing?’

      ‘I’m old, Anna,’ he replied. ‘I can pretty much say whatever the hell that I want and get away with it. Like now, for example. Don’t you think it’s a little early and somewhat inappropriate to be drinking?’

      Harry smiled at this sudden chastisement and saw Anna’s face redden.

      ‘I’m worried about him,’ she said. ‘I needed a drink.’

      Stiffling a cough, Eric fell quiet once more.

      ‘I refer to my previous point about being cynical,’ Gordy sighed.

      ‘Look, there is talent out there,’ Adam said. ‘Of course, there is, and lots of it, but the industry has changed, and we’ve had to change with it. It’s unrecognisable to how it was even five years ago.’

      ‘So, what about Charlie?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Charlie has always been Charlie.’ Anna laughed, though the sound was cold, and she caught it in her wine glass as she went in for another glug.

      ‘So, Charlie’s accused of being ghostwritten,’ Harry said, quickly recapping. ‘By a fan attending an exclusive launch event. DI Haig here steps in to sort it out. What happens then? What about this fan? I’m assuming you have her contact details, yes?’

      ‘Of course, I do,’ Anna said. ‘All communication was by email.’

      ‘What about an address and telephone number?’

      ‘We requested that at the door,’ Chris said. ‘Just so we can add people to a mailing list to keep them up to date with Charlie’s books. Email is fine, but it’s nice to be able to send something through the post now and again. More personal.’

      ‘Well, we’ll need that,’ Harry said. ‘I wouldn’t mind speaking not just to this fan, but to the others who were there as well.’

      ‘I’ll get it now,’ Chris said, standing up.

      As Chris headed off, Harry returned to questioning Adam and Anna. ‘After the author event, what happened then? How was Mr Baker? Did he show any signs that he might do something like this?’

      ‘Can’t really say to be honest,’ Adam said. ‘He was pissed off, we all were, but then who wouldn’t be? It was the launch of his new book!’

      ‘Has he ever done this before?’

      ‘Just buggered off?’ Adam said. ‘Yes. A number of times. Not after an event like this, but if he’s not got his own way, he has been known to storm off in a mood.’

      ‘Interesting,’ Harry muttered to himself. ‘I don’t suppose you know if he was having any problems in his personal life? Financial difficulties, relationship issues, anything like that?’

      Chris had returned and at this question Harry noticed that she was staring at Anna, her eyes wide.

      ‘Not that I know of, no,’ Anna said.

      ‘So, no debts, no breakups, that kind of thing?’

      ‘Financially, he is more than fine,’ Eric offered. ‘Of that, you have my complete assurance. And by fine, I mean stinking rich.’

      ‘What about family?’ Gordy asked.

      Abigail squawked again. ‘Goodness, can you imagine? Charlie having a family? Children? Disaster!’

      ‘Does he have any relatives?’ Harry asked.

      ‘It’s just him,’ Chris said, jumping in, Harry assumed, before Abigail could make her hideous laughing sound again.

      ‘No one at all?’ asked Harry.

      Chris shook her head. ‘Must be a bit lonely. At least, that’s what I used to think, but I don’t think Charlie really cares.’

      ‘Though it’s often surprising what can crawl out of the woodwork, wouldn’t you say, detective?’ Anna asked, raising her eyes to Harry, before then turning her stare at Chris.

      Chris went to speak, but Eric cleared his throat and said, ‘He cares about little other than himself.’

      Harry decided then to ask about the evening and the events which had led up to Charlie Baker leaving the lodge.

      ‘You were all here last night,’ he said. ‘Was there anyone else, besides the six of you?’

      ‘No,’ Adam said. ‘Only the chef I’d hired in. He left once the meal was done, which was around nine-thirty.’

      ‘You hired a chef?’ Harry asked. ‘You can do that? That’s a thing?’

      ‘Trust me, no one wants to eat anything I’ve cooked.’ Adam laughed.

      ‘You and me both,’ Harry said. ‘We’ll need the contact details for the chef as well.’

      Gordy then said, ‘Right, so, you had a meal, and from what we can gather, Charlie was getting a little drunk, yes?’

      ‘He was smashed,’ Chris said, sitting down again.

      ‘He was tipsy, darling,’ Abigail said. ‘We all were. That was the point, after all.’

      ‘Yes, smashed is a bit of a strong term,’ Anna said.

      ‘Well, I don’t think it is!’ Chris replied. ‘You’ve seen the empties! And it wasn’t just wine, either! Moved on to port and whisky, which is when I decided to go to bed.’

      Harry noticed that of everyone there, the only one who seemed to be getting upset was Chris. Whether that was odd or not, he would find out at some point.

      ‘What time was that?’ Gordy asked.

      ‘Around ten,’ Chris said. ‘I was tired. I knew we had something else on today, so I wanted to be in a fit enough state to do it.’

      At this, Harry sat up. ‘The clay shooting you mentioned earlier?’

      ‘We have various activities planned for the week,’ Anna explained. ‘This whole thing is a big PR stunt. We’re here to get plenty of content and photographs and videos and anything else to help promote the book.’

      ‘Though we’ve had to cancel today, obviously, like I said,’ Adam said. ‘Which is a bit of shame, really. It was due to take place in the field out the front. I was rather looking forward to it.’

      ‘Have you shot before?’

      ‘Of course not, no!’ Anna said, her voice a cry of amused disbelief. ‘Well, I haven’t, but Adam and Charlie have.’

      ‘So have I,’ Mark said.

      ‘Hardly a surprise,’ muttered Abigail. ‘I’ve done a bit, but that was laser clays, so doesn’t really count.’

      ‘What about you?’ Harry asked, nodding at Eric.

      Eric laughed. ‘Goodness, no!’

      Chris shook her head. ‘Never.’

      ‘We, I mean Charlie and I, well, it was research for the new novel,’ Adam said, looking over at Harry. ‘That’s part of my role as Charlie’s editor, you see. There’s only so much you can learn from a book or YouTube! Can’t beat a bit of firsthand experience. And this time I managed to persuade Charlie to join in, which is rare.’

      Harry had to agree about firsthand experience. There was only so much he’d ever been able to learn during his Para training, and yes it had prepared him for what it was like in theatre, but the reality, well, that was something else entirely.

      ‘So, do you shoot much, then?’

      Adam laughed. ‘No! Like I said, I only got into it because it’s in the book. Good fun though. I joined a club, got myself a license and a gun, same as Charlie. Perk of the job is trying out new things I would never normally even look at twice.’

      ‘Charlie enjoy it?’

      ‘I think he was just rather overcome with being able to use a gun,’ Adam said. ‘He got a real thrill from it, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Back to last night,’ Harry said, then looked over at Chris. ‘What happened, exactly, between getting back here, and then Charlie disappearing?’

      Abigail explained then about waking up and finding everyone else awake, too. ‘Eric chased after him,’ she said.

      ‘He woke me up I think,’ Eric explained. ‘I came out of my room and saw him heading off downstairs, so I grabbed my dressing gown, but by the time I was downstairs he was gone.’

      ‘So, he just drove off?’

      ‘No, that was later,’ Abigail said.

      ‘I’m not sure I understand,’ said Harry. ‘You’re saying Charlie walked off, and then later on, came back, grabbed his car, and drove off?’

      ‘That’s about the long and the short of it,’ said Adam.

      ‘I was still awake,’ Abigail explained. ‘Well, something had woken me up, anyway. And then I heard a car and went to my window to have a look.’

      ‘And what did you see?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Charlie getting into his car and driving off,’ Abigail said.

      ‘But wasn’t this early morning?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Abigail said. ‘Why?’

      ‘Because wasn’t it a little dark to see anything that clearly?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Not really,’ Abigail laughed, ‘because it was very obviously Charlie seeing as he was wearing that ridiculous hat of his!’

      ‘He always wears this floppy baker boy kind of hat,’ Adam explained. ‘It’s his thing, if you know what I mean. Look . . .’

      Adam passed over to Harry one of Charlie’s new novels and there on the back cover, was a picture of Charlie Baker, sporting the hat Abigail and Chris had just mentioned.

      ‘Looks a darling, doesn’t he?’ Abigail said, despite not actually looking up to see the book.

      ‘Did you try to stop him?’

      ‘God no!’ Abigail said. ‘It was too late. He was gone. Raced off like a complete idiot.’

      Gordy asked for details of the car, which Adam duly supplied.

      ‘Wasn’t he somewhat over the limit to be driving?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Yes, but we’re not on a main road here, are we?’ Anna replied. ‘It’s a couple of miles down the lane back to the main road.’

      ‘So, you all heard this?’ Gordy asked, casting her eyes across everyone.

      ‘No,’ Chris said. ‘Well, I didn’t anyway.’

      ‘Neither did I,’ said Adam.

      ‘I was out for the count,’ Mark said.

      ‘I saw the fool get into his car, but it was too late by then,’ Eric said. ‘He was gone.’

      ‘And you didn’t think to phone the police?’

      ‘To be honest, I don’t think I was thinking straight,’ Eric sighed. ‘I was tired. I’d had too much to drink. We all had. And part of me just thought it would serve the silly sod right to crash on the lane and have to walk back here and tell us what he had done to that precious car of his.’

      Harry fell silent for a moment, reading back through his notes.

      ‘Well, I think that’s all for now,’ he said, and he saw Gordy give a supporting nod. ‘Like I said, the team is on this, we’ve got door-to-door going on, and we’ll be chasing up any and all contacts, including the attendees at the event yesterday, particularly that fan you mentioned. Hopefully, Mr Baker will turn up, but until he does, we’ll do everything we can to find him.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Anna said. ‘Thank you so much.’

      When they were back outside, having continued to reassure Anna all the way to the front door, Harry held up for a moment before getting into his vehicle to head back to Hawes. He turned to stare at the house, the windows glaring back at him as though hiding a secret they dared him to uncover. An overgrown border of flowers surrounded the house like a thin moat, none in bloom now, though some still clung onto the rotting remnants of their fading glory. He walked on a bit, deep in thought, following the flowers, their stems bent, and in one place, a large section looked like some animal had laid down for shelter against the wall, the flowers flattened against the earth.

      ‘Something up?’ Gordy asked, catching up.

      ‘Not sure,’ Harry said, casting his eyes back over the place then turning around to head back to the car. ‘Something just doesn’t seem right, does it? But I just don’t know what it is.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      Harry rubbed his chin thoughtfully. There was something bothering him, though, about the house, about what the others had said, and about how Charlie had driven off, but he couldn’t for the life of him work out what it was. And the house wasn’t giving anything away, standing there in stony silence. ‘It’s probably nowt,’ he said.

      Gordy smiled and opened her car door.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You said nowt,’ she said. ‘Again.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘You’re a lost cause, Harry,’ Gordy said. ‘And either you don’t know or don’t realise it yet, you poor sod.’

      The DI said nothing more, just smiled, climbed into her car, and headed off. Harry followed on behind, chewing on what they’d learned, and wondering not so much about what they’d been told, as about what they hadn’t.
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      Back at the community centre, the team was running through everything they’d gathered about the possible reasons behind, and disappearance of, the author Charlie Baker. Which, so far, amounted to not that much at all. All they really knew was that the event hadn’t gone exactly to plan, Charlie had got drunk, then at some point in the early hours, decided to go for a spin in his car. Most amazingly, Harry thought, the car hadn’t been seen or found anywhere, which meant that despite being massively over the limit, and in a car rarely seen around the dales, the man had somehow managed to drive without incident to some destination as yet undiscovered and hide. Harry had heard from Liz and Jim, as well as Matt, and now it was Jadyn’s turn.

      ‘Well, I can’t get hold of her,’ he said, holding up the list of contact details Harry had given him from the author event the day before. ‘And I’ve tried everything.’

      ‘Can’t get hold of who?’ Harry asked.

      ‘The one you said had a go at that author bloke,’ Jadyn said. ‘In the bookshop. The fan with a bee in her bonnet about ghosts.’

      ‘Ghostwriting,’ Liz said, herself having just come back from doing house-to-house with Jim and Matt. ‘Not actual ghosts.’

      ‘I didn’t know ghosts could write,’ Jadyn said. ‘Don’t they just float around and stuff? And how would they use a keyboard anyway? It’s not like they can touch things, is it?’ He started to type on an invisible keyboard floating in front of him.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Being a ghost,’ Jadyn said. ‘Typing.’ He made a spooky ghost sound then stopped when he realised that everyone else in the room was staring at him open-mouthed. ‘What?’

      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Harry said, working hard to stifle a laugh. ‘Now, back to what you were saying. She’s not answering her phone, then?’

      ‘Not exactly, no,’ Jadyn said. ‘By which I mean I can’t get hold of her at all. The phone number doesn’t exist. It’s just a random collection of numbers that looks like it’s real, but it isn’t.’

      ‘Perhaps you typed it in wrong,’ Harry suggested.

      ‘Tried it a few times,’ Jadyn said. ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Email?’

      ‘It’s sent, but that doesn’t mean anything. Could be a defunct account or an anonymous one. Bit weird if you ask me.’

      ‘Is there an address?’

      ‘Yes, but it’s a 7-Eleven in Birmingham, so I’m pretty sure that isn’t where she lives. Not unless there’s a bedsit underneath the slushy machine.’

      ‘Ooh, a slushy!’ Matt said. ‘Haven’t had one of those in years!’

      ‘Same here, actually,’ Jim said. ‘Why is it that the raspberry flavour is always blue? What’s that about?’

      As the team descended into an in-depth discussion about the possible reasons for raspberry-flavoured iced drinks being blue, then what alternative colours would suit other fruits, Harry found himself wishing the late afternoon onwards into evening. From what they’d learned so far, he wasn’t overly concerned as to the whereabouts of the famous Charlie Baker yet. His friends and work colleagues were a rather strange bunch, so he assumed Charlie was much the same, and he wouldn’t be at all surprised if, at some point tomorrow, everything would all be back to normal in their world of novelists and dinner parties.

      If the man was alive, and he most likely was, Harry thought, then he really didn’t want to be found, not yet anyway. Boredom would win out though, he was sure, and soon enough the wandering author would return, probably to dramatic effect, and into the waiting arms of his agent and the press. And if he was dead? Well then, Harry didn’t know what to think, because it was a hell of a jump to make, from missing person to corpse, and as yet there was nothing to suggest that anything dodgy had actually happened at all, bar a small group of people having rather too much to drink and things getting a little out of hand.

      Despite the slightly off feeling he’d been left with after interviewing Anna and the others, Harry had no real reason to suspect foul play. So, for all intents and purposes, it looked as though what they were dealing with was a pissed off author who, after a few too many drinks, had headed off into the dark, probably just to get away from everything, and there was every chance he would turn up sooner or later.

      For all Harry knew, this was just a cunning way to gain more publicity. And anyway, the man hadn’t even been missing for twenty-four hours yet, so now was not the time to start jumping to conclusions or connecting things where there was no connection. If it had been a child or a teenager, it would have been different, but Charlie was a middle-aged man who should know better. But still, what Jadyn had said, well, that did sound a little odd, Harry thought. As did the fact that Detective Superintendent Swift had not, as yet, turned up at the office. So, what was keeping him, and why hadn’t he called to let him know that he was going to be late?

      ‘We need to speak to her,’ Harry said, ignoring his concerns about Swift. ‘Are you sure you’ve got no other details?’

      ‘None,’ Jadyn said. ‘I even rang Chris, his PA, to see if there was anything else, and there isn’t. What we’ve got is what we’ve got, and none of it puts us in touch with her.’

      ‘Why would she want to be so secretive?’ Matt asked. ‘What’s she hiding?’

      ‘Well, having been there when it all kicked off, she could well have planned to just turn up, say her bit, then disappear,’ Gordy said.

      Harry wasn’t so sure. It struck him as rather an odd thing for anyone to do at all, never mind an actual fan of the person they’d gone to see.

      ‘Jen?’

      ‘Yes, Boss?’

      ‘Anything from the owner of the bookshop?’

      ‘Well, they weren’t at the shop when I got there,’ Jen said. ‘It was being run by someone who helps out now and again. The owner had taken a day trip to Darlington, apparently. Get some early Christmas shopping done or something.’

      ‘Wow, Darlington.’ Liz laughed. ‘The London of the North!’

      ‘I’ve left a message on their phone,’ Jen said. ‘Actually, three messages. I’ll try again in a bit.’

      Harry glanced at the clock on the office wall. It was already gone four, so just where the hell was Swift?

      ‘Right, onto other important matters,’ Matt said, standing up. ‘By which I mean, tonight!’

      A cheer rolled around the room with the happy ease of waves chasing up a beach.

      ‘The plan is that we all meet at the White Hart and then head over to The Board Inn for some food. It’s nowt too grand, just a little get-together to celebrate twenty years of me and Joan being married. Which, I think you’ll agree, is pretty amazing.’

      ‘Amazing? It’s a bloody miracle!’ Gordy laughed.

      ‘And no one mention to Joan the thing that Harry and I sorted earlier today,’ Matt said. ‘That’s a surprise, okay? I’ll have my iPad on me to show her. And I warn you now, there may be tears.’

      ‘Well, there had better be,’ Harry said. ‘After what you put me through, going down Crackpot.’

      ‘You enjoyed it,’ Matt said.

      Harry said nothing. He wasn’t about to admit to it quite yet.

      Gordy stood up. ‘Right, I’d best be off. I’ll see you all later. Seven-thirty for eight, right?’

      ‘Yep, that’s right,’ Matt said, as everyone else followed Gordy’s lead, then he looked over at Jadyn. ‘I know you’re on duty tonight, but you’ll still pop in, won’t you?’

      Jadyn gave Matt a wide grin, then said, ‘No.’

      Harry watched as Matt laughed and clapped the considerably younger police constable on the shoulder. It was a mixed-up team for sure, he thought, but that was their charm. Their differences were what made them work so well together.

      ‘What are you up to then, Boss?’ Jim asked, holding Fly under one arm.

      ‘Swift is supposedly turning up to have a chat with me,’ Harry replied. ‘But it’s not looking good so far, is it?’

      Jim glanced at the clock. ‘Not much of the day left.’

      ‘No, there isn’t,’ Harry said. ‘Anyway, I’ll see you later.’ He stood up and ruffled the fur on Fly’s head, then scratched the dog’s ears. ‘And you stay out of trouble.’

      Soon enough, the room was empty and Harry was alone. And he was just about to make himself a mug of tea, the kettle switched on, when he heard the door open.

      ‘Grimm.’

      Harry snapped round to find Detective Superintendent Swift in the doorway.

      ‘Sir,’ Harry said, his voice low with the rumble of rocks tumbling down a quarry face.

      ‘Sorry I’m late. Got held up.’

      ‘Well, we’ve been busy anyway,’ Harry said. ‘Tea?’

      ‘No,’ Swift replied. ‘And I don’t have long, so if we could get on?’

      Harry turned off the kettle and sat down opposite his superior officer.

      ‘So, what’s this all about, then?’ he asked.

      ‘Well, I won’t beat around the bush,’ Swift said. ‘Instead, just get straight to the reason I’m here.’

      ‘Which is?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Yes, well . . .’ Swift cleared his throat.

      Harry said no more. Just waited.

      ‘It’s about DCI Alderson,’ Swift began, and Harry watched as the man seemed to almost squirm in his seat, like there was itching powder in his trousers.

      ‘What about him?’ Harry asked. ‘All I’ve ever been told is that he’s not around and I’m here as a stand-in. Is he back?’

      Swift shook his head. ‘No, I’m afraid not.’

      ‘So, what’s the—’

      Swift jumped in over Harry and said, ‘He’s dead.’

      Harry sat back, unsure of what to say next.

      ‘How?’ he asked.

      ‘Suicide,’ Swift said. ‘It’s really quite a shock.’

      ‘I’m sure,’ Harry said. ‘But why? What’s the reason? Where’s he been until now? What happened?’

      Swift fell silent, rubbed his eyes, and Harry noticed, perhaps for the first time since working with the man, that the detective superintendent looked not just tired, but genuinely upset.

      ‘We think it’s post-traumatic stress disorder,’ Swift said, his voice sombre, quiet.

      ‘PTSD?’ Harry said. ‘Why?’

      Harry had suffered from it himself, after returning from theatre in Afghanistan, but he’d done the sensible thing and sought help. He knew plenty of others who hadn’t. Some had got through okay in the end, others not so much, falling on the crutch of alcohol, usually. He’d seen PTSD split marriages, destroy families, and yes, he’d lost a friend or two to it as well.

      ‘Alderson was given the job up here after a particularly bad time of it in Manchester,’ Swift explained. ‘He’d done all kinds of work, even undercover stuff at one point. But things had become rather stressful, then there had been threats against him, his family . . .’

      ‘Family?’ Harry said. ‘You mean he’s got kids?’

      Swift nodded, sorrow in his voice as he answered, ‘Two. Both teenagers, one just starting university, the other in the middle of A-Levels.’

      ‘Dear God,’ Harry said. ‘This is horrendous.’

      ‘We think he just snapped,’ Swift said. ‘Just had enough and went, disappeared.’

      ‘Any idea where or how?’ Harry asked. ‘Where was he found?’

      ‘In a campervan,’ Swift said. ‘Parked up in the middle of nowhere in the Lake District. The vehicle had road tax and we think he bought it with cash, seeing as he’d drawn a pretty hefty amount out of his account before going off the radar.’

      ‘This is terrible,’ Harry said. ‘Look, I’m so sorry to hear this. How did he, you know, do it, in the end?’

      ‘Drink and pills,’ Swift said. ‘Sleeping tablets and whisky. He’d been dead a few days when he was found. No note to his family. Nothing. Just gone.’ Swift clicked his fingers, the sharp snapping sound cold and abrupt.

      ‘PTSD is pretty rough,’ Harry said. ‘I’ve had it myself. Lost a mate or two to it. Like I said, I’m really sorry.’

      ‘Then can I leave it to you to share the news with the rest of the team?’ Swift asked. ‘I think it will sound better coming from you.’

      ‘You’re their commanding officer,’ Harry said. ‘It should be you. I’m just a stand-in.’

      ‘Yes, about that,’ Swift said. ‘Has your old boss spoken to you at all?’

      ‘Firbank?’ Harry asked. ‘No. why?’

      Swift rubbed his chin thoughtfully, then said, ‘Perhaps I could ask you to give her a ring in a bit?’

      ‘It’s the weekend,’ Harry said.

      ‘Still, if you could,’ Swift said, then he stood up and clapped his hands. ‘Right then, I’d best be off.’

      Harry rose to his feet as well and asked, ‘We’ll be seeing you at Matt’s do later?’

      ‘I’m invited, yes,’ Swift said. ‘But could you give my apologies, please? With this news, well, there are things to sort out still, and I’m not sure I’m in the mood for jocularity, if you know what I mean?’

      And for once, Harry absolutely did.

      ‘Not a problem, sir,’ he said.

      When Swift was gone, Harry didn’t hang around and instead locked up and headed back to his flat. It was gone five, the sky was working itself to a darker shade with the promise of night and Harry had time to just slump into his sofa and let his brain go to mush in front of the television. Then his phone rang and when he saw who it was his plans turned to dust.

      ‘So, you want to meet,’ Harry said, standing opposite the Market Hall in Hawes. ‘Give me a time and a place.’

      When his father replied, Harry was pretty sure that he heard a smile in his voice.

      ‘It’s about time that we did, I think,’ came the reply. ‘And it seems that my previous plan to hold you off didn’t quite work. Not that I expected it to, but it was worth a try, don’t you think?’

      ‘I’m not in the mood for small talk,’ Harry said.

      ‘I see you’ve moved Ben again.’

      ‘And I see that you’re still keeping an eye on him. And yet you expect me to trust you?’

      ‘No, not at all,’ Harry’s father replied. ‘But I know you’ll still agree to see me.’

      ‘Like I said, time and a place,’ Harry replied. Then he added, ‘But you’ve not told me why you want to meet. And those two goons of yours hadn’t a clue.’

      ‘Which was why I hired them.’

      ‘As scum goes, they must have been floating pretty near the surface,’ Harry said.

      ‘They’re not really my problem now,’ Harry’s father said. ‘And probably won’t be for a few years now, thanks to your involvement.’

      Harry wanted the conversation to end.

      ‘So, what now?’

      ‘You’ll get a phone call,’ Harry’s father explained. ‘And no, I’m not going to tell you when. But when it comes, you do exactly what it says. Understand?’

      ‘Yes,’ Harry said. ‘And when we meet, we can hug it out, right?’

      But no answer came, the call already dead.

      Harry quickly sent a message, only growing slightly frustrated with the predictive text, then stuffed his phone into a pocket, and continued on his way until he was at his flat. He was just about to head in when his phone buzzed again.

      ‘What?’ Harry said, phone once again at his ear, his voice weary.

      ‘Sorry, Boss, it’s Jen,’ came the reply. ‘I’ve heard from the bookshop owner.’

      ‘That’s great, really,’ Harry replied. ‘But unless you’re calling to tell me that they’ve found our author hiding on a shelf behind a copy of Bravo Two Zero by Andy McNab, then perhaps we can chat later?’

      ‘I’ve got a number plate,’ Jenny said.

      ‘Whose?’

      ‘The fan, the one who accused Charlie of using a ghostwriter.’

      At this, Harry sparked up.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘I’ll text it to you now,’ Jenny said. ‘Reckon it’s worth running through the system, don’t you? Assuming the car is registered to her, and not rented, we’ll be able to find her, right?’

      ‘Send it,’ Harry said.

      Fifteen minutes later, and after a couple of quick phone calls, Harry had managed to convert the number plate Jenny had given him into an address, which was somewhere in York. So, not exactly local, he thought. Still, if they still hadn’t heard from Mr Baker by tomorrow, it gave him and the team something else to look into. It probably wouldn’t come to much, but it was all police work, and it was good to be thorough. So, with that, Harry slipped into his flat and five minutes later was fast asleep in front of the television.
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      As far as Matt was concerned, he was the luckiest man alive. And if the only evidence of that was the collection of slightly rosy-cheeked faces in front of him, then that was more than enough, for sure.

      ‘You look happy!’

      The statement was from the woman sitting next to him, the woman he’d married twenty years ago, and to whom he’d happily given his heart. And not a day went by where he wasn’t absolutely baffled as to why she’d thought it was worth keeping.

      ‘That’s because I am,’ Matt said, smiling at Joan. ‘How could I not be?’

      Matt watched as Joan’s face broke into a smile which, he was pretty sure, could light up the darkest of days.

      ‘You’re a soft old bugger, you know that, right?’ she said.

      ‘I am not,’ Matt said. ‘I’m nails, me. Tough.’ He growled and the sound which came out was more kitten than lion.

      Joan reached a hand up to Matt’s face and stroked his cheek just a little.

      ‘Is there something on my face?’ Matt asked. ‘What is it? Potato? Gravy? I bet it’s gravy.’

      Joan took her hand away, shaking her head.

      Matt topped up Joan’s wine glass. His own was filled with water. This night was for her and he was driving.

      ‘Any news on that missing person?’ Joan asked.

      Matt shook his head. ‘You going to have a look at the dessert menu?’

      ‘Depends,’ Joan said.

      ‘On what?’

      ‘On whether you’re happy for me to fall straight to sleep when we get back home tonight.’

      ‘I think we’ll both be doing that.’ Matt smiled, then he winked. ‘Any slap and tickle can wait till the morning.’

      With that, Matt was up on his feet and calling out, ‘Remember everyone, drinks are on me. So, just add them to the tab, okay?’

      Everyone cheered, but Matt noticed that Harry, though joining in, seemed to have other things on his mind. Seeing that his boss was on his feet and strolling over to the bar of The Board Inn, he decided to join him.

      ‘Hey, Boss.’

      ‘Matt,’ Harry said. He ordered a drink with the simple words, ‘Same again, thanks,’ and handed over his glass.

      ‘Having fun?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ Harry said. ‘How’s Joan?’

      ‘Loving it,’ Matt said. ‘I know it’s a simple affair, all of this, but all you really need is good friends, good food, and good beer. Thanks for the gift, by the way. You shouldn’t have.’

      ‘Yeah, you’ll probably think exactly that when you see what it is.’ Harry laughed as his drink arrived and he took a sip.

      ‘Something on your mind?’ Matt asked. ‘And don’t say there isn’t. I can tell. I’m very perceptive.’

      ‘Are you now?’ Harry asked.

      ‘That I am,’ Matt replied. ‘Perceptive Matt they call me.’

      ‘Who’s they?’ queried Harry over the top of his glass.

      ‘People,’ Matt said. ‘Everyone. Some have even suggested that I have an uncanny ability to know things.’ He tapped the end of his nose. ‘It’s like I can just sniff things out.’

      ‘Is it,’ Harry said.

      ‘Yes, it is,’ said Matt. ‘So, come on then; what’s bothering you?’

      Matt watched his boss take a deep breath. So he was right then, there was something on his mind.

      ‘Swift came over,’ Harry began, then he told Matt what he’d learned about DCI Alderson. ‘He’s asked me to tell the team. I don’t know how close you all were with him, what he was like, but now doesn’t seem like the best time.’

      ‘It can wait,’ Matt said. ‘Another day isn’t going to change things, is it?’

      Harry shook his head, took another drink.

      ‘So, we’ve got no DCI then,’ Matt said. ‘Officially I mean, as in permanent. That’s interesting . . .’

      ‘Is it?’

      Matt wanted to say more, wanted to just tell Harry that he needed to forget Bristol and get posted permanently to Wensleydale, that it was what everyone wanted and that, deep down, he was pretty sure he did, too. But he didn’t. Instead, he smiled at his boss, then walked back over to where he was sitting with Joan and dropped down to the floor to pull something from the bag he’d brought with him.

      ‘What are you up to now?’ Joan asked.

      Matt smiled, but instead of answering, turned his attention to everyone else.

      ‘Right then,’ he said. ‘Time for me to say a few words!’

      A cheer rang out from his friends as they all turned to face him.

      ‘Just out of interest, how few?’ Jim asked.

      Matt ignored him and pulled out a crumpled bit of paper from his back pocket. He unfolded it and went to start reading just as another figure pushed through the door.

      ‘Jadyn!’ Matt said. ‘You made it! Good lad!’

      ‘It’s not a busy night,’ Jadyn replied. ‘Have I missed much?’

      ‘If you’d stayed away just a few minutes longer you’d have missed Matt’s speech,’ Liz said. ‘You can do your ghost impressions later if you want.’

      Jadyn smiled and made to leave, then turned back around and grabbed a chair, shoving himself in between Jen and Jim.

      ‘First of all, thank you all for coming,’ Matt began, his hands shaking as they held the sheet of paper in front of him.

      ‘You don’t need to do this,’ Joan whispered up at him, her face warm and concerned.

      ‘I do, Love,’ Matt replied. ‘Trust me.’ He turned back to his small audience. ‘As you know, Joan and I have been married for twenty years today. I don’t quite know where that time has gone, but it’s definitely buggered off somewhere, and if anyone’s seen it, could you let me know?’

      Matt hadn’t expected to be this nervous. After all, these weren’t just friends, most of them were colleagues. But this was more than just a chat, more than just a meeting. This was him standing up to say something important about someone very special. He had to get it right.

      ‘This woman,’ Matt said, ‘as I’m sure you are all aware, is the best thing that ever happened to me.’

      ‘I was pretty sure that was me, actually,’ Gordy said. ‘I’m hurt.’

      Matt ignored Gordy and kept talking.

      ‘She rescued me and a mate from a tin mine after we’d got lost, and then went on to rescue me from myself. And now here we are, years later, and I still love her to bits.’

      ‘You’re making me blush,’ Joan said.

      ‘Good,’ said Matt, before turning back to everyone else. ‘She is my rock, she is my everything. And she also bakes a mean steak and kidney pie, just so you know.’

      ‘Duly noted,’ Jim said. ‘Can we put an order in for next week?’

      Matt lifted in front of his chest the thing he’d pulled from his bag a few moments ago.

      ‘I’m going to show you a little film now,’ he said, powering up his iPad and flicking through to a video file, then he turned to face Joan. ‘I know we can’t go caving together anymore, because if we could, I’d have done this in person. But this, I hope, is the next best thing.’

      Matt turned the iPad around so that Joan and everyone else could see. Then he pressed play.

      The recording was, to begin with, a little difficult to make out, all shadows and ‘Is it on, yet? Is it recording?’ Then the picture grew clear and there, on the screen, was Matt.

      ‘Hello, Love,’ he said. ‘Yes, I’m down Crackpot again! It’s not changed much, if I’m honest, which is a good thing really, I think. Don’t fancy the idea of coming down here and finding that the roof has collapsed!’

      At this point, Harry’s voice interrupted from off-screen with, ‘What? You never said that could happen! The hell are we doing down here if it could collapse at any minute?’

      ‘Don’t be daft,’ Matt said, shaking his head, then looked back at the camera. ‘Do you remember it, the first time we came down here for our first date? I knew you were the one there and then, you know. I just did. I thought you were fantastic. But that first date isn’t the reason I’m here . . .’

      Everyone watched as on the screen Matt got down on one knee.

      ‘Bloody hell, that’s sore,’ he muttered.

      ‘Of course, it is!’ Harry said. ‘It’s a cave floor, covered in rocks and those stalagmite things or whatever they are, and you’re not in your twenties anymore!’

      Laughter bounced around the room as everyone watched on.

      ‘Twenty-one years ago, I did exactly this, right here,’ Matt said to the camera, to Joan. ‘Got down on one knee and proposed. So, even though you can’t be here with me now—and God knows I’m pretty sure you’d have given it a go if I’d have told you what I was up to—I wanted to say a few words, if that’s okay?’

      A hush fell on the room, a gentle blanket of quiet. And what followed were words that even Harry found himself touched by. Matt, it was clear, was still very much in love. And rightly so too, Harry thought.

      When the little movie finished, Matt put the iPad away, then turned to his wife. ‘I love you,’ he said. ‘It’s that simple. So, with that in mind . . .’ He lifted a hand to reveal a small box. ‘I made this myself,’ he said. ‘It’s nowt much, I know, because I’m no craftsman, and it’s only a bit of deer antler, like, that I found out on the hills, but anyway . . .’

      ‘Could you just get on with it?’ Joan smiled, sending her husband a wink.

      ‘Yes, yes, I’ll do that,’ Matt said, and opened the box. Inside was a ring, carved from a piece of antler. Matt coughed to clear his throat. ‘Joan, will you—?’

      ‘Yes, of course I will, you silly, soppy old sod!’ Joan said and leant forward to wrap her arms around him and kiss him.

      Matt flung his arms around her, then eased the ring he’d made onto her finger. ‘It fits!’

      ‘Don’t sound so surprised,’ Joan said, looking at the ring. ‘It’s beautiful, Matt. Truly.’

      Matt rose to his feet and raised his glass.

      ‘Well, now that that’s sorted,’ he said, ‘here’s to Joan, the best of both of us. And to you lot! The most wonderful bunch of buggers I could ever wish to have around me.’

      Around the table, glasses were raised.

      ‘And one final thank you,’ Matt said, ‘to my enthusiastic and willing cameraman.’

      Harry looked up and Matt stared across at him over the top of his glass.

      ‘Here’s hoping you stick around, Boss. We all do.’

      This got a cheer, which pleased Matt no end. After what Harry had told him at the bar, he wanted the man to know that staying around wasn’t just an option, it was something they would all welcome with open arms.

      When the meal eventually came to an end, and folk made their way home, Matt made sure to catch Harry before he disappeared into the dark.

      ‘Thanks again,’ he said. ‘For helping today, I mean. Couldn’t have done it on my own.’

      ‘Not a problem,’ Harry replied. ‘I enjoyed it, in a way.’

      Matt laughed. ‘Hard to tell sometimes.’

      ‘All the time with this face,’ Harry said.

      ‘And what I said earlier, I meant it,’ Matt said. ‘About you sticking around?’

      ‘I know,’ Harry replied. ‘And it means a lot.’

      Then he was gone, and Matt watched his gruff, stubborn, friendly Rottweiler of a boss head back up into Hawes.

      ‘He’ll stay,’ he thought to himself, heading back inside the pub to fetch Joan. ‘He bloody well has to.’
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      As Sunday mornings went, this one was a beauty, thought Arthur Black. It was bright and cold, with the distant echo of ice in the air promising the autumn to come, and he was about to head off down among the birds, whistling a song to the wind on the way. It was certainly making up for yesterday, that was for sure. Fancy cancelling on him at such short notice! He’d had everything sorted, packed up the Land Rover with all the guns and the clay trap, and then just as he’d been about to leave, that woman, with a voice that sounded a little like Joanna Lumley’s, had rung him and asked if they could do the clay shooting today instead. The cheek of it! Of course, he’d said yes, but that wasn’t the point. His time was as valuable as anyone’s, and he’d be telling her that later for sure. Though he probably wouldn’t, he thought, doubted it was worth the effort.

      Closing his eyes, Arthur leaned a little on a stick clasped in his left hand, then heaved in a breath so deep that the tightness across his chest felt like he’d suddenly been wrapped in coils of the thickest twine. He held it in then, the fresh air in all its richness, tasting the very soul of the dales, imagining for a moment that the goodness in it was now coursing through him. Which, in a way, it was, the cold in his lungs a testament to the fact.

      Breathing out, the coils slackened off, and Arthur kept his eyes closed just a little longer, his right hand playing with an old pocketknife he’d been given by his dad, back when he’d become an apprentice gamekeeper so many years ago, at the age of fourteen. A man of few words, who’d returned from the war, scarred as deeply beneath the surface as on it, his old man had done his best to show his only son the love he himself never had a chance to receive, born as he had been while his own father had been away to that other terrible war, a man lost to the mud and the madness, never to return home.

      Summer was waving its fond farewell through shorter days and quieter fields, and if truth be told, Arthur—never one to relish the hotter days—didn’t really mind all that much. He could deal with the heat, yes, but nowadays there seemed to be so much more of it, and his yearning for autumn, that rich jewel in the crown of seasons worn by the countryside he’d lived in for his whole life, had only grown stronger with his advancing years.

      Eyes open again, the memories of his father placed quietly to one side, Arthur arched his back as best he could, the crick and pop of his bones a percussive announcement to the world that he meant business.

      Slipping his pocketknife back into his jacket, and leaning his stick up against a tree, Arthur bent over and hoisted the huge bag of feed onto his back that he’d just a minute ago lifted down out of the back of his old Land Rover. He’d parked at the end of the lane which led up into the woods containing the pens for the pheasants. He could have driven on, but that would’ve only meant having to reverse all the way back out. And there was that pig of a gate to open as well, which was locked, and he’d left the key for the padlock at home anyway. This was the first of a good dozen or so sites dotted around the dales that he would be checking over the next few days, and he did it for fun more than anything, seeing as he was now retired. Most of the work he now left to his daughter who, quite to his surprise, had followed him into the role.

      As for retirement, it was a word he’d chosen to ignore for three years, because if there was one thing Arthur knew, it was birds and the land and the looking after of both, and if there was one thing that he didn’t know, well, that was how to sit still. So, he’d carried on, gradually winding down all his work for the larger shoots around and about, until he just had this one left. And this he managed alongside some smaller ones, those run by a few local farmers, folk he’d grown up with, friends who’d seen the grey hairs drift across their own scalps as much as his own, as life’s final season had welcomed them in. He’d had his fair share of mixing it with the rich and famous, folk happy to pay thousands for a gun and thousands more to spend a day shooting it, but it was the smaller shoots where he’d always felt most at home, so it was back to them that he had returned.

      With the sack up on his shoulder, and the stick in his left hand to help give him a little extra balance, Arthur started to make his way down the track. As he did so, he noticed that there were fresh tyre tracks on it, but he didn’t give much thought to it, as it was probably just the farmer driving on through. That was until, a few metres on, he saw that the gate was in pieces and something large and black was sitting off the right side of the track and buried deep in a large patch of bramble. Walking through the ruined gate, Arthur could see that the large black shape was actually a blue car draped in thick shadow and gloom, a decent one, too, he noticed, spotting the Porsche Crest. Now, just what the hell was it doing out here?

      Arthur dropped the bag of feed and went over for a closer look. The car looked new, and the interior was all leather and wood. Nice. His own vehicle, which he’d had for close on twenty-four years, was all scratched metal and vinyl seats patched up with Gaffer’s tape.

      Arthur edged around to the driver’s side door. It was open. This made no sense at all, he thought. Why would it be here? Had it been stolen? And if so, why just dump it? Then, he saw the key still hanging from the ignition. Now that was just crazy, Arthur thought, leaving a car like this out here for anyone to come by and take. Not that anyone would actually be coming by at all, but still, it did seem strange.

      Reaching in, Arthur grabbed the key and pulled it free then shut the door. He wasn’t exactly sure how to lock it, so he pocketed the key and decided that, once he got back to his old Land Rover, he’d call the police and let them deal with it. What was the world coming to? He sighed and once again hoisted the feed bag up on his shoulder and continued on his way.

      Walking through the woods, the trees catching the wind and turning it into their own language of secrets whispered through bark and twig and branch and leaf, Arthur enjoyed the feeling of the weight of the bag of feed he carried. He’d never been one for keeping fit as an interest, couldn’t understand folk who spent hours in a gym, but he had a feeling he could out walk and out lift most people half his age, thanks to the life he’d led.

      Ahead, a dozen or so pheasant dashed about. The pens were open now, and the birds could freely move between the world beyond and where they’d been reared. But they were still a little cautious of moving too far away. There were fewer now, though, Arthur noticed, thinking back just to a few days ago when he’d last been up here, and the daft creatures had been racing about, that odd, manic clollocking sound they made filling the air.

      At the feeder, a cylindrical thing of green plastic that used gravity to provide a continuous source of high-calorie nutrition for the birds, Arthur dropped the sack and cut it open with his trusty old pocketknife. It still held a good edge, the blade worn from years of use and the sharpening stone to keep it keen. Lifting the sack to fill the feeder, something caught Arthur’s eye just a way off in the distance. Whatever it was, he couldn’t tell from where he was standing, because it was hidden in the shadows of the low branches of some old silver birch trees.

      Resting the sack back down on the ground, Arthur walked over to see what it was, because from where he stood, all he could make out was odd shapes and colours, which just didn’t seem to fit with the surroundings. This pen was one he’d put together himself, and he was pretty damned sure that what he was looking at now had nothing to do with anything he had done himself.

      Drawing closer, the shapes and the colours began to take form, and Arthur found himself walking towards what to him looked like someone lying on the ground. That made no sense at all, he thought. Who the hell would be out here, in the pen, and lying in the dirt of all places? And why?

      ‘Hello?’ Arthur called out, his footsteps slower now, cautious, his voice steady and calm so as not to frighten whoever it was. ‘This is private property, so if you’re lost, and I assume you are, I can help you find your way out, no bother at all.’

      A sound to his left had Arthur snapping around to see a blur of movement.

      ‘Oi! You! I see you!’

      Arthur made to move after the blur, only to trip over his own stick in his haste. He crashed to the ground, the softness of the woodland floor breaking his fall just enough to only wind him, rather than break or bruise anything too seriously.

      Swearing under his breath, Arthur pushed himself up onto his knees and stared again at the body as the blur which had caught his attention revealed itself to be a roe deer. It bounded off, a flash of brown disappearing to nothing in the trees.

      He could see the person more clearly now, and Arthur noticed that it was strangely still. Perhaps it was someone who’d had a skinful at the pub and got lost on the walk back home, he thought. There was a pub not too far away, and he recalled that he had, on occasion, taken a wrong turn after a few too many ales and ended up a little lost. Not from that particular pub, but from one or two others, with shortcuts across fields leading to nowhere but trouble. And whoever this was, bedding down with the pheasants of all things, well they must’ve had a proper skinful the night before, Arthur thought, because they weren’t responding at all to his voice.

      ‘Hello?’ Arthur called again, his voice louder this time, clear. ‘You’ll be catching your death if you stay out here any longer. So, let’s be getting you on with heading back to wherever it is you were going in the first place, eh?’

      Arthur paused. Whoever it was, they were either very hard of hearing, unconscious, or . . . But no, Arthur thought, they couldn’t be, could they? Of course not. It’s just some daft sod who got drunk, pranged his car, and spent the night out here unconscious and half-frozen to death, no doubt, that’s all . . .

      A pheasant crashed through the space between Arthur and the figure on the ground, a squawking, panicked mass of feathers dancing in the speckled sunlight dripping like molten gold through the tree canopy above.

      ‘Away with you!’ Arthur said, waving his stick at the bird, frustrated now that whoever this was in front of him was quickly moving from mildly annoying to downright rude.

      Arthur took two further steps further, ducking under branches thick with leaves turning from emerald green to burnished bronze. When he lifted his head again to see ahead where the person lay, ready with his stick to give the daft sod a damn sharp jab, he saw then that something was wrong. Terribly so, actually, but for a moment he couldn’t quite take it all in.

      At first, Arthur was fairly sure that what he was seeing was nothing more than a trick of the light, the way the body seemed to just finish at the shoulders. Then he was convinced that it was the woodland gloom hiding what was surely there, that being a head and all, because trees held shadows thick around themselves, didn’t they, and all God’s creatures used them to stay hidden? But it wasn’t light and it wasn’t shadow, and Arthur’s voice was caught in his throat like sheep wool in barbed wire, as his mind, at last, took in what was in front of it and made the only sense of it that it could.

      The body was laid out on its back, as though felled by an axe, arms down by its side. It was wearing expensive-looking leather shoes, blue jeans, and a grey jumper. All of it looked so normal, Arthur thought, so every day, except what was above the jumper made it anything but. Because where a head should have been, a proper solid human head, the kind of head that all human bodies had, was nothing but an empty space, a dark pool where blood had poured from the ragged neck into the soil, and a fan-shaped spray of blood and bone painted on the woodland floor. And around it, decorating the branches of the trees like tinsel, hung thin threads of wet flesh, slowly drying in the breeze.

      And Arthur’s only real thought, other than what the birds must have thought to see this happen right where they liked to come in for rest, shelter, and a feed, was that he was going to have to speak to that woman again, only this time it was him that was going to have to do the cancelling.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Harry’s phone woke him at seven thirty-three, shifting a thick fog of beer and food from his brain with the deft and deadly swipe of a razor-sharp scythe. He was close to ignoring it, but instinct held sway and before he could do anything about it, the phone was in his hand.

      ‘Grimm,’ he said, his voice a phlegm-filled cough. He was pretty sure he’d been sensible the night before, but the ache in his head and his arid throat said something different.

      ‘Yeah, you don’t sound great, Boss,’ the voice on the other end said.

      ‘Matt?’ Harry said, checking the time on his phone, immediately alert to an early morning call on a Sunday morning from his DS. ‘What’s up? Something happen?’

      ‘You could say that, yes,’ Matt replied. ‘We’ve got a body.’
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      By the time Harry had arrived at the crime scene, the rest of the team were already there, had the place fully cordoned off with lots of nice bright stay away tape, and were waiting for the scene of crime team to turn up. Jadyn was Scene Guard and taking the details of anyone and everyone who entered the site.

      ‘They’ll only be another fifteen minutes,’ Matt said, as Harry came over to stand with him. ‘I’m sure Sowerby will be thrilled that we’re ruining her weekend.’

      ‘It’s not us,’ Harry said. ‘And she’ll be fine, I’m sure.’

      When he’d first met Pathologist Rebecca Sowerby, they hadn’t exactly seen eye to eye, or got on, or really liked each other at all, if he was honest. But their last encounter, which had started with the discovery of a body on the moors above Gunnerside in Swaledale, had gone a little bit better. He certainly wouldn’t go so far as to say they were now friends, but the cold between them had definitely thawed a little.

      ‘Who called it in?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Arthur Black,’ Matt said. ‘He’s a gamekeeper. Was down here to feed the pheasants.’

      ‘He around?’

      ‘Just over there,’ Matt nodded, and Harry looked over to see an old man leaning up against an old Land Rover and talking with Jenny.

      ‘I’ll be having a word with him in a bit, then,’ said Harry. ‘So, what have we got?’

      ‘‘A smashed-up car, and a nice one, too, at that, and a body,’ Matt said. ‘It’s a bit of a mess, to be honest.’

      Harry wasn’t quite sure what Matt meant by that but wasn’t going to question it. He’d be finding out soon enough. ‘Last night was great, by the way,’ he said, stifling a yawn. ‘Joan enjoy it?’

      ‘She did that,’ Matt replied. ‘Though she’s none too happy about me heading off to this, on today of all days, I can tell you. Not much I can do about it, like.’

      Harry stared up the lane, then back down again to the main road. ‘How does anyone kill themselves on a lane like this, then?’ he asked. ‘You’d be lucky to get up enough speed to get a puncture.’

      ‘I didn’t say the body was in the car,’ Matt said.

      ‘Well, that’s even weirder, then, isn’t it?’ Harry said. ‘First, you have to not be wearing a seatbelt, then you have to be fairly flying along to be thrown clear in an accident. And this car, I don’t suppose it’s a Porsche by any chance, is it?’

      ‘Yeah, it is,’ Matt said, his voice grave. He then cupped his hands together and blew into them to warm them up. ‘So, do you fancy a quick gander before the SOC lot turn up?’

      ‘What about the divisional surgeon?’

      ‘She’s already been,’ Matt said, and Harry was a little disappointed to have missed the force of nature that was Margaret Shaw, a woman who seemed to cast herself through life with the drive and spectacle of a tall ship racing through a storm, sails taut in the howling wind.

      Harry glanced around at the rest of his team. Jadyn was having a natter with Liz, Jen was still with the gamekeeper who had called it in, and Jim was down by the main road, to direct the SOC team when they arrived. Gordy was on her way.

      ‘You know what, Matt?’ Harry said, nodding at the others. ‘Looks to me like this is all in hand. So, why don’t you head back to Joan?’

      ‘No, I couldn’t do that,’ Matt said, shaking his head. ‘This is important. It’s all part of the job, isn’t it?’

      ‘It’s the weekend,’ Harry said. ‘And it’s your wedding anniversary. You should be with Joan. I’m sure you had plans.’

      ‘That we did, but she understands.’

      ‘You’re not listening to me, are you?’ Harry said, leaning in now and making full use of his imposing size. ‘I’m telling you to go home. We’re all good here.’

      Matt was quiet for a moment, thoughtful.

      ‘If you’re sure . . .’

      ‘Of course, I’m bloody well sure!’ Harry said, his voice a sharp bark. ‘I’m not in the habit of saying things if I’m not sure about them, am I?’

      ‘True,’ Matt agreed, then added, ‘Look, I’ll do a once-over of the crime scene with you, then head off. How’s that sound as a compromise?’

      ‘It’ll do,’ Harry said. ‘Come on then.’

      Matt handed Harry some PCP kit then led the way.

      At the car, Harry first checked the number plate against the one he’d been given by Adam the day before.

      ‘It’s his,’ he said. ‘The author’s, Charlie Baker.’

      ‘Must be doing alright, then,’ Matt said. ‘Imagine earning enough to have something like this on your driveway, eh?’

      ‘Can’t say that I’d want it.’ Harry shrugged. ‘Better things to spend your money on than a massive penis extension.’

      Harry had a slow walk around to see if he could see anything strange or untoward. He couldn’t. It was just a car that had been driven off the road at speed and into a bush, deeply, too. Which was what got him thinking.

      ‘This looks deliberate, doesn’t it?’

      ‘Yeah, I wondered that, too,’ agreed Matt. He then wandered over to point at the tyre tracks on the lane leading up to where the car had veered off. ‘Doesn’t look like it skidded off at all, if you ask me. There’s no indication that the driver lost control, more like it was driven in here then aimed into the bush at speed.’

      ‘To make sure it was nice and hidden,’ Harry said.

      ‘Exactly.’

      Harry looked in through the windows then went round to the driver’s door. ‘Bit of a scramble to get out,’ he said, ‘what with all these brambles. Where’s the key?’

      ‘Arthur has it,’ Matt said. ‘Took it out when he found the car just to make sure someone couldn’t come back here and nick it.’

      Harry stepped away from the vehicle. It would definitely need towing out, that was for sure. ‘So, where’s the body, then?’

      ‘Follow me,’ Matt said.

      Harry stepped in behind Matt as the DS led them a little way further up the track, before heading off into the woods themselves. Harry was struck by the deep quiet of the place. Yes, there was the wind stretching its way through the branches to take any loose leaves on a dance, but it was a silence which went beyond the simple notion of a lack of sound. It was as though here, beneath the deep green canopy, nature had taken it upon itself to begin mourning the awful events it had witnessed at some point over the past couple of days.

      They hadn’t gone far when Matt said, ‘Just ahead now. Mind and watch yourself with the branches though.’

      A few steps further and Harry was staring down at a scene which was as artistic as it was horrific.

      ‘Good God . . .’

      ‘Quite something, isn’t it?’ Matt said. ‘I mean, if you’re going to top yourself, at least this way you make sure. Do you think it’s him? The author?’

      ‘We’ll leave that to the pathologist to find out for sure, but it’s not looking good, is it?’ Harry didn’t want to get too close, if only because he knew to do so would go a long way towards souring things again with the pathologist, who was very keen to have a crime scene as untouched as was possible. But also, he didn’t really want to. What he could see from where he was now standing was more than enough to give him some idea as to what had taken place.

      ‘Must’ve just walked in here from the car with the shotgun and then—’ Matt mimed placing a gun under his chin and pulling the trigger.

      Harry moved a little to get a different view of the body, but didn’t go far, afraid of damaging evidence, because what the gun had done to the head, well, who knew how far DNA evidence had spread? He spotted the shotgun, which was laying close by, just away from the body’s right hand. Then he allowed his eyes to roam across what was in front of them in an attempt to absorb it all and take in all the detail.

      The head was gone, that much was obvious, but in such a way as to be completely obliterated. Perhaps both barrels had been used at once? That would certainly do it. He’d witnessed similar suicides, but usually some part of the head remained, often the back of the skull, the blast having erased the face from existence completely. The contents of the head were scattered all around, covering the ground directly above where the body had fallen, and also hanging from the trees and bushes around them. The body itself was laying on its front, resting on a woodland floor of leaf-mulch and twig, but amongst it, he spotted something else.

      ‘What’s this, then?’ Harry asked, holding up a brownish pellet in his fingers. He squeezed and the pellet broke into crumbs.

      ‘Pheasant feed, I should think,’ Matt said.

      Harry saw the pellets scattered around and about.

      ‘So, what do you think?’ Matt asked as they both turned away from the body to make their way back up past the car and to the rest of the team. ‘I mean, from what you and Gordy said, it certainly sounded like this Charlie Baker was pissed off after what happened at the book signing event. Add in a load of alcohol and you’ve a recipe for something like this.’

      Harry said nothing. Yes, what Matt said made sense, and it would be easy to see how this could all be tied up neatly as the shocking and terrible act of a man who probably wasn’t in a fit state, deciding that he’d had enough. But he couldn’t get away from what his gut was telling him, that something here wasn’t quite right, though he couldn’t yet identify what that was.

      Back with the rest of the team, Harry made his way over to chat to the gamekeeper, but on the way stopped and stared hard at Matt.

      ‘That’s you done for the day,’ he said. ‘Now get back to your wife and do the best you can to relax and enjoy yourself.’

      ‘Not easy with this playing on my mind,’ Matt replied.

      ‘That’s why police work is teamwork,’ Harry said. ‘There’s nothing more for you to be thinking about until tomorrow because everyone else is here doing the job. Now, do I have to physically throw you into your car, or will you go quietly?’

      ‘You threatening me, Boss?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Absolutely,’ Harry grumbled. ‘Now do us all a favour and bugger off.’

      Matt gave a short nod and walked away, then as he went to get into his vehicle, he turned around and said, ‘One final thing . . .’

      ‘What?’ Harry growled.

      ‘The gift. It’s great.’

      ‘Is it?’

      ‘Everyone loves a hamper, Boss,’ Matt said. ‘And a hamper filled with tea, clotted cream and jam? Very thoughtful.’

      ‘Just a bit of fun,’ Harry shrugged, ‘that’s all.’

      ‘Obviously I’m now going to have to make scones,’ Matt said, ‘which is perhaps where it could all go very wrong. Anyway, like I said, thanks.’

      Harry gave a nod, then pointed at the road. ‘Go!’

      Once Matt had finally reversed out of the lane and sped off, Harry continued over to meet and talk to the gamekeeper, Arthur Black.

      ‘I’m DCI Harry Grimm,’ he said, introducing himself.

      ‘You are that, lad,’ Arthur replied, peering at Harry’s scarred face. ‘Soldier?’

      Harry gave a nod, raised an eyebrow.

      ‘So was my old Dad,’ Arthur said. ‘I’ve seen scars like that before. Shrapnel?’

      ‘IED,’ Harry said. ‘Afghanistan.’

      Arthur nodded thoughtfully. ‘What about on the inside? That’s where the damage really was with him, you know? What he’d seen, the things he’d done. Takes courage to live through that and to keep on living and to make something of it.’

      Harry went to speak when he saw the SOC team pull into the lane.

      ‘I’ve taken a statement,’ Jen said. ‘And Arthur’s said he’s happy to come over to Hawes tomorrow if necessary.’

      ‘It’s not a problem,’ Arthur added.

      The SOC team were now climbing out of their vehicles. Harry spotted the pathologist, and behind her, the photographer.

      ‘Well, if you think you’ve enough detail for now, Jen, then I’m good.’ He looked at Arthur and saw a keenness in the man’s eyes, sharp like a hawk. ‘And thanks for calling this in. Not an easy thing to find and deal with.’

      ‘It’s sad, is what it is,’ Arthur said. ‘Taking your own life. Such a waste.’

      Harry nodded and walked over towards Rebecca Sowerby.

      ‘What have we got?’ she asked as soon as Harry was close. She was already fully dressed in PCP kit. The photographer was being guided up to the crime scene by Liz.

      ‘Suspected suicide,’ Harry said.

      ‘How was it done?’

      ‘Very well, if you ask me,’ Harry said. ‘Shotgun to the head.’

      ‘Yeah, that’ll just about do it,’ Rebecca said. ‘Makes such a bloody mess though.’

      ‘It certainly has,’ said Harry. ‘So, I won’t be warning you what it’s like because it’s exactly what you’d expect.’

      Rebecca stared at Harry. ‘If there’s one thing you learn on this job,’ she said, ‘it’s that nothing is ever exactly what you expect. Even you, Harry.’

      ‘I’ll take that.’ Harry shrugged, then headed off back up the trail towards the crime scene.
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      Due to the state of the body, and the wide spray of matter from the victim’s ruined head, plus the fact they had to wait for a truck to come and tow the car out to take it back for further forensic investigation, Harry didn’t get to leave the crime scene until early afternoon, by which time he was cold and hungry and still trying to work out how to tell the team about their old DCI.

      ‘I’ll be in touch as soon as I have anything to tell you,’ the pathologist said, now out of her PCP kit.

      ‘Can’t say I’m expecting there to be much to tell,’ Harry said. ‘It’s pretty self-evident that a blast from a shotgun killed him.’

      Rebecca, Harry noticed, looked thoughtful. He was also still quite shocked that as yet neither of them had tried to tear a piece of flesh out of the other with a barbed comment or two. Was he mellowing, he thought? That couldn’t be it. He had no reason to. Except the dales, of course, but that was ridiculous. How and why would a simple landscape have that effect on anyone? Still, though, it made him think.

      ‘Something up?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Not sure yet,’ Rebecca said. ‘It’s just that the shotgun, well, both barrels had been fired. Empty shells in each one.’

      ‘Well, there’s nothing like making sure,’ Harry said. ‘And two barrels would certainly do that.’

      ‘And that’s exactly it,’ Rebecca said, turning to Harry. ‘Both barrels.’

      ‘What is?’ Harry asked. ‘I’ve seen it before. And I’m sure you have, too.’

      ‘That’s not what I’m getting at,’ Rebecca said.

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘It’s the shotgun,’ Rebecca explained. ‘Two barrels, yes, but just one trigger, you see?’

      ‘I don’t follow.’

      ‘You can fire both barrels at once if you have a trigger for each barrel. Pull them both at the same time, both will fire. But with a single trigger, it’s selective. It fires one, then the other on the next pull.’

      Harry was confused. ‘Couldn’t the recoil do it?’

      ‘I very much doubt it,’ Rebecca said. ‘Can you imagine how unsafe that would be?’

      Harry frowned. ‘So, what you’re saying is, our victim shot himself in the face twice? But that’s not possible!’

      ‘Exactly,’ Rebecca said.

      ‘What about if, after the first shot, the gun fell to the ground, and the impact caused it to fire again?’

      ‘Guns don’t generally fire when you drop them,’ Rebecca said. ‘And even if they do, it’s in some random direction. There’s no evidence of any damage anywhere else other than in that one specific area.’

      And it was this that was now burning a hole in Harry’s mind.

      With the body gone, along with any relevant evidence collected, including the car and half the woodland it seemed from the number of bags of leaves and goodness knows what else he’d seen being carried off, Harry could still sense sorrow in the air, despite the beauty of the place, because really, that was the only way to describe it. The woodland seemed to pulse with colour and sound, nature just carrying on doing its thing, but behind it, to Harry, it was as though a darkness had crept in beneath it all and made itself at home.

      It was something he’d noticed at other crime scenes but never discussed with anyone else, because he had no desire to come across as some kind of new-age nutjob, talking about auras, and probably going home to light a few scented candles. Which, now he came to think of it, were a pet hate of his. Why anyone would want to fill their living space, their office, with the reek of burning wax scented with everything from candyfloss to banoffee pie, he hadn’t the faintest idea. Okay, so it wasn’t as though anyone would ever really think that of him, but it was still a risk he’d never fancied taking. And to this day he’d managed to never buy a single scented candle in his life. It was a small achievement, sure, but one he was happy about.

      If there was any truth in this observation or not, Harry didn’t really care, but it was something he’d come down on the side of being real. No matter where a crime took place, particularly a violent one, a crime that took away someone’s life, then something always seemed to hang around the place after the event. Didn’t matter if it was the lounge of a new-build house, a woodland, a boat, a busy street, these places became haunted by the thing which had taken place in its midst. It was as though to silently witness something so awful caused a shattering of normality, a seeping of the echoes of what had gone on to be forever etched into the place around it. Harry was pleased, then, on some level, to be driving away from the crime scene, but his destination wasn’t one to make it any easier.

      The crime scene itself, which was located just out beyond a place called Gamersgill, was only a few miles from the old shooting lodge where Charlie Baker had last been seen alive. And it was back there that Harry was now heading. The only saving grace was that he had company in the form of Jim, and his dog, Fly, who was sitting at Jim’s feet.

      ‘It has to be this author bloke, doesn’t it?’ Jim said, stroking the head of his dog, which was resting on one of his knees. ‘Can’t see how it can be anyone else.’

      ‘Neither can I,’ Harry said. ‘But until we get confirmation from the pathologist, we can only say that a body has been found. Doesn’t make this any easier though.’

      ‘Does anything?’ Jim asked.

      ‘Literally nothing,’ Harry replied, coming into the village of Carlton and then taking a left. Soon after, on a bend in the road, he took a right and headed along the rough lane which would eventually lead them to the lodge.

      When they came upon the building, Jim said, ‘You know, I’ve heard about this place, but never been here. It’s quite something, isn’t it? Looks properly creepy, too, if you ask me.’

      ‘Wait till you see inside,’ Harry said.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Eyes,’ Harry replied, widening his own as he looked over at Jim. ‘They’re everywhere, just staring at you.’

      ‘What, because of the, er, you know . . .?’

      Jim did a rough circular motion around his own face.

      ‘You mean everyone staring at my good looks?’

      ‘Yeah, that,’ Jim said.

      ‘Of course, I don’t mean that!’ Harry said. ‘That happens everywhere, Jim, more’s the pity! I mean, I know I’m not exactly a Rembrandt or whatever, but I’m not a freak show!’ Then he lowered his voice and added, ‘It’s hurtful . . .’

      ‘Oh, right, sorry.’

      Harry laughed.

      ‘I’m pulling your leg, you daft sod! Anyway, the place is crammed with stuffed animals,’ he explained. ‘It’s like some weird Victorian museum.’ He pulled the vehicle to a stop. ‘Ready?’

      ‘Not really, no,’ Jim said.

      ‘And you never will be,’ Harry said. ‘No one ever is. Worst part of the job by a country mile. Come on.’

      Harry climbed out of his vehicle and Jim followed suit, leaving Fly behind, staring at them through the passenger window.

      Harry knocked on the door to the lodge. From the other side, he heard muffled voices.

      The door swung open.

      ‘Ms James, can we come in?’ Harry said, as the literary agent stood between them and the dark warmth huddled behind her.

      ‘Oh God, no!’ She hid her mouth in her hands and started to sob. ‘He’s dead, isn’t he? Please tell me he isn’t! He can’t be!’

      ‘It’s best if we come in,’ Jim said. ‘Please?’

      Anna stepped backwards and Harry and Jim made their way into the lodge.

      ‘Is everyone here?’ Harry asked, following her through to the lounge. Inside, the fire was once again raging, the heat making the room warm and stuffy.

      ‘No,’ Anna said. ‘It’s just me and Eric.’

      ‘Where’s everyone else?’

      Eric entered the room.

      ‘They’ve gone out sightseeing I believe,’ he said.

      ‘I told them to go, actually,’ explained Anna. ‘It was doing none of us any good just sitting around worrying, you see, so I thought it was for the best. Did I do something wrong?’

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘We stayed,’ Eric said, ‘just in case you needed to speak to us, if there was any news. And I can now see that you do, and that there is, yes?’

      ‘Perhaps it’s best if we all sit down,’ Harry suggested, but waited for Anna and Eric to be seated before he lowered himself into one of the comfy chairs.

      ‘So, what is it?’ Anna asked. ‘What’s happened? What have you found? God, if Charlie’s dead, I won’t know what to do! I won’t!’

      Harry watched as Eric stood up to move closer to Anna, reaching out to hold her hand.

      ‘Let’s just give the police a chance to tell us what they know, yes?’

      Anna nodded and turned her eyes to Harry. ‘Sorry, yes, please, tell us what you know.’

      ‘This morning,’ Harry explained, ‘a car was found just a few miles up the road, in some woodland.’

      ‘Charlie’s?’ asked Eric.

      ‘The details match those we were given yesterday, yes,’ Harry said.

      ‘But what about Charlie?’ Anna asked, panic in her voice. ‘Where is he? What’s happened? Where’s Charlie?’

      ‘A body was also found at the scene,’ Harry said.

      For a moment, all sound seemed to have been sucked from the room, as though Harry’s words had caused a vacuum. Then the silence was shattered by a scream from Anna, which raked itself down the walls, clawed at the skin.

      ‘No! It can’t be him! It can’t be! Charlie can’t be dead! Why would he be? It doesn’t make sense! It just doesn’t! He can’t be dead! It’s not him! I just know it’s not!’

      Harry allowed Anna a moment as her words tumbled into each other, rushing from her on a torrent of tears and sobs.

      ‘At this moment in time, we are unable to confirm the identity of the body,’ Harry explained further. ‘But as soon as we can, this information will, of course, be shared with you.’

      ‘It’s him, isn’t it?’ Anna said. ‘It has to be! But it can’t be! Oh, God! I know you can’t say, but it’s not going to be anyone else, is it?’

      ‘Can you tell us what happened?’ Eric asked. ‘Was it a car accident?’

      ‘As I’ve said,’ Harry explained, his voice calm, measured, ‘a car was found matching the details of Mr Baker’s own, and a body was found close by. These are the only details I’m able to share with you right now as further work is carried out.’

      ‘But how did he die?’ Anna asked. ‘How? What the hell happened?’

      Jim stood up. ‘Perhaps I should make us all a pot of tea?’

      ‘Good idea,’ Eric said. ‘Anna? Why don’t you help him?’

      ‘Don’t be so bloody condescending!’ Anna snapped back, wiping tears from her eyes, then fumbling around for her cigarettes and quickly lighting one.

      ‘I really wasn’t being,’ Eric said. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Anna said, ‘Anyway, I don’t know about tea, but I think I will be having a gin. A large one.’ She stood up and looked at Jim. ‘Kitchen is this way,’ she said, and Jim followed on.

      Once Harry was alone with Eric, the old man turned to him and said, ‘I know you can’t say it, but we all know it’s Charlie. I’m sorry you had to come over here and tell us.’

      ‘Part of the job, I’m afraid.’ Harry sighed, again not confirming what Eric was really fishing for, the identity of the body. He didn’t want to think what the reaction would be if it turned out to be Charlie and they then had to inform them of what actually happened.

      ‘And I’m assuming the silly sod topped himself,’ Eric said, leaning back. ‘Again, I know you can’t confirm or deny, but I’m just saying what I think.’

      ‘And why would you think that?’ Harry asked, hoping that his question wouldn’t come across as confirmation of what Eric had ascertained.

      ‘Because the man was a royal pain in the arse to everyone who knew him,’ Eric replied. ‘He was self-centred, self-obsessed, and I wouldn’t put it past him to do this just to piss everyone off!’

      ‘That’s quite the statement,’ Harry said, taken aback by the sudden spray of venom in the old man’s voice.

      ‘You never met him,’ said Eric. ‘He was the kind of person who had that self-destructive vibe down to a tee, if you know what I mean. He relished the whole image of being a troubled writer, having to fight and struggle for his art, which is in itself a laugh, isn’t it?’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘He’s never struggled for it, let’s just put it that way, shall we?’

      Harry wasn’t quite sure what Eric was getting at and said so, just as Anna strode in, causing Eric to fall silent.

      ‘What?’ she said, interrupting, and taking a hefty sip from the tall glass she now held. ‘Of course, he struggled! He was a creative!’

      ‘If you say so.’ Eric sighed, shaking his head just a little.

      ‘Am I missing something here?’ Harry asked, as Jim joined them, carrying a tray with a pot of tea and three mugs on it.

      ‘I don’t think so, no,’ Anna said, and Harry saw the sharp glare that she shot Eric.

      ‘I’m just saying that he played up to it, that’s all,’ Eric said, raising his hands in faint submission. ‘Success came easy, but he wanted the world to think differently.’

      Harry, however, wasn’t sure that was exactly what Eric had been going to tell him. There was something else behind the man’s eyes, he thought, but wasn’t sure now was the right time to press for it.

      For a minute or two, everyone sipped their drinks and the only sound that Harry noticed, beyond that of his own breathing, was that of a ticking clock.

      A clatter from the front of the lodge had them all turn to the door leading to the hall.

      ‘Anna, darling? Anna! We’re home!’

      Then, in swept the rest of the party, Abigail first, quickly followed by Adam and Chris, and then Mark.

      Harry took to his feet and saw the shock in their eyes at his presence.

      ‘Where’s Charlie?’ Chris said, pushing past the other two and into the room. ‘Where is he? Have you found him? What happened?’

      Eric stood and walked over to Chris. ‘Best you take a seat,’ he said, guiding the young woman to sit beside him.

      Adam came over next, leaving Abigail on her own at the door with Mark, both making rather too much of having to take off their jackets and then unwind enormous scarves from around their necks like they’d just come in from the worst kind of wintery weather.

      ‘I bet he’s got himself arrested, hasn’t he?’ Adam said. ‘Done something stupid and got himself into trouble! He’s a total bloody nightmare!’

      Harry said nothing, just waited for Abigail to join them, Adam slumping down into a chair.

      ‘Anna, darling, you look terrible,’ Abigail said. ‘What has this awful man said to upset you?’

      ‘Just sit down, will you, for goodness sake! All of you! At once!’ said Eric, his soft quiet voice suddenly charged with a violent electricity that caught everyone’s attention. ‘Please,’ he finished. ‘Just sit.’

      Once again, Harry shared all that he could, which really wasn’t much. But that was procedure and it existed for a reason. The last thing they wanted to do was to tell them that yes, it absolutely was Charlie Baker who’d been found, and to then get a call from the pathologist to tell them the opposite.

      ‘I can’t believe it,’ Abigail said. ‘I just can’t believe any of it.’

      Chris, Harry noticed, was silent, her face white, her hands clenched. Mark was again looking through a magazine, Abigail on her phone, and Adam just sitting there, looking at him.

      ‘And that’s all you can tell us?’ Adam asked.

      ‘Yes.’ Harry nodded. ‘We will, of course, update you as soon as we can.’

      ‘How very reassuring,’ Adam said, though Harry ignored him. People reacted in different ways to this kind of news. Some went into shock, others chose to distance themselves from it, others became combative and demanding. And he’d witnessed all of this from everyone in the room. It was just the way it was. He wasn’t about to blame anyone for how they behaved under such circumstances. It was just human nature.

      Harry stood, his shadow stretching out across the floor towards the door, as though it was pulling him out of the room.

      ‘Right, well, we had best be going. As I’ve said, we’ll be in touch as soon as we hear any more.’

      Eric showed them to the front door.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said, his voice breaking on a cough, which he covered quickly with a handkerchief. ‘For coming out. I don’t envy you your job, not one bit.’

      ‘You alright?’ Harry asked, as Eric leaned briefly against the door.

      Eric gave a nod, but Harry wasn’t convinced by it.

      ‘You don’t look it,’ Harry observed, noting how the man seemed suddenly pale, clammy.

      ‘It’s just my age,’ Eric replied.

      ‘You’re not exactly ancient,’ said Harry.

      ‘And neither am I young.’ Eric smiled and dabbed at his mouth with the handkerchief again. Before Eric put it back in his pocket, Harry noticed a spot of blood on the cloth, but decided not to draw attention to it, Eric having made it clear that he wasn’t keen to talk about.

      Harry made to leave, but stopped mid-step, and turned back to Eric, something else on his mind.

      ‘You were going to say something else back there, weren’t you?’ he asked. ‘About Charlie and his writing?’

      At this, Eric smiled, then rested a hand on Harry’s shoulder. ‘I’m old,’ he said. ‘And I’ve seen many fools in my life. Charlie was one of them, I’m afraid. I’m just sorry it’s come to this in the end.’

      And with that, Eric stepped back and closed the door.
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      Harry had the whole team gathered together in the community centre in Hawes. It was bright outside, though the promised heat of the sun was held at bay by a bite in the wind, the teeth of it sharp enough to gnaw through clothing. There were better days to start the week, he knew that for sure, but before they got to what had happened over the weekend, Harry had other news to deliver. And he didn’t know which he was looking forward to less.

      ‘You okay, Boss?’

      Harry was making himself another mug of tea, his fourth since waking up at six from a nightmare that had him trapped in a cave and surrounded by headless bodies. It was certainly one of his more vivid dreams for sure. Matt’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts.

      ‘What? Yeah, I’m fine,’ Harry replied then held up his mug. ‘Want one?’

      ‘Never say no.’ Matt smiled, then in a hushed voice said, ‘Look, about what you have to tell everyone, about Alderson? I’m happy to do it if you want. I mean, I knew him, and it might be easier for me, that’s all.’

      Harry handed Matt a steaming mug.

      ‘It’s all part of the job. I’ll be fine, don’t worry.’

      ‘Oh, I didn’t say I was worried.’ Matt winked, then sauntered away to join the others.

      Harry watched Matt go, Fly bounding over to whip onto his back for a tummy rub at the DS’s feet. Then, when Matt sat down, the dog turned his attention to Harry, slinking over, head low, tail flailing around like it had a life all its own.

      Harry dropped to a crouch and the dog nuzzled into his legs, reaching up to try and lick his chin. Harry smiled and scratched the animal’s head, which caused it to drop onto its back, legs up in the air. A brief tummy rub later and Harry stood back up and walked over to the rest of the team.

      ‘Right then,’ he began, ‘before we get onto what’s been going on over the weekend, I’ve something else I need to tell you.’

      At this, and the clear and serious tone to Harry’s voice, everyone fell quiet and turned their attention to him. Even Fly, Harry noticed, had suddenly become still, sitting as he was under Jim’s seat.

      ‘As you all know, I had a meeting with Detective Superintendent Swift on Saturday.’

      ‘You’re not leaving us, are you?’ Jim said, sitting upright now, alert. ‘I mean, I know you’re not here permanently, like, but it wasn’t about that was it? You going back down south? Because you can’t, not yet, surely.’

      ‘It had better not be,’ Liz said, voicing her support for what Jim had said.

      Harry smiled as the rest of the team joined in with nods and words of support. All things considered, it was nice to hear that they at least liked him. Harry wasn’t exactly used to that. Back in Bristol, his team had been excellent and professional and hardworking, yes, and the same could be said of everyone sitting in front of him now. Except there was something different about them, wasn’t there? In many ways, he realised, they reminded him of how the lads had all got on together back in the Paras. What they had, well, it went well beyond just working together.

      ‘It wasn’t,’ Harry said. ‘But it was about DCI Alderson.’

      A hush descended on the room.

      ‘I’m afraid I have to pass on the news that DCI Alderson was found dead a few days ago. They suspect suicide. PTSD the most likely cause. His family have been informed and all appropriate support provided.’

      Harry stopped talking, kept breathing, and just allowed the awful news to sink in.

      ‘Thanks for that, Boss,’ Matt said. ‘Not an easy thing to pass on.’

      ‘I don’t know what Alderson was like,’ Harry said, ‘but from what I understand, he was highly thought of. I’m really, truly sorry.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Jim said. ‘Yeah, he was okay.’

      ‘I can’t believe it,’ said Jen. ‘Suicide?’

      Gordy raised a hand. ‘Mind if I say something?’

      ‘No, go ahead,’ said Grimm.

      Gordy cast her gaze around the rest of the team.

      ‘This job can get to you, we all know that. Which is why the support we all give each other, well, it’s so important, isn’t it? Bottling stuff up doesn’t help. And not asking for help when you need it is bloody stupid. This is a good team. Lean on each other. And let’s try and learn a little from this tragedy, okay?’

      ‘Couldn’t agree more,’ Matt put in. ‘You’re not just my team, people I work with, you’re my friends. Hell, you’re family! Even Grimm, here!’

      That got a laugh, and it was much needed, Harry thought, impressed with Matt’s timing. Most people would think that humour at such a time was misplaced, but Harry knew the opposite was true.

      ‘Let’s not get all mushy, though,’ Harry said, ‘but DI Haig is right.’

      ‘There’s no I in team,’ Jadyn blurted out.

      Everyone turned and stared.

      ‘It’s something I heard at college.’ Jadyn shrugged. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘They really did teach you some right old bollocks, didn’t they?’ Matt said, shaking his head. ‘No I in team? There’s nowt liking filling someone’s head with rubbish, is there?’

      Harry decided it was time to move on.

      ‘Right, so what have we got on today? Who’s on with the Action Book?’

      ‘Me,’ Jen said, raising a hand.

      ‘Then ready that pen,’ Harry advised, ‘because we’ve got plenty to be getting on with.’

      Half an hour later, and the team duly dished out various jobs, including calling Rebecca Sowerby to check when her report would be with them, hopefully with confirmation of an identity, popping round to check up on the gamekeeper, Arthur Black, who found the body, and putting in a courtesy call to the group at the old shooting lodge. There were also a few local jobs to be on with, and Gordy had other business down dale, after a report had come in about some squaddies getting into a scrap in a pub.

      ‘They’ll just be letting off steam, that’s all,’ Harry said, as Gordy headed off.

      ‘There are other ways to do it than stripping a mate of his clothes, trying to stuff him down a toilet, then setting fire to said clothes.’ Gordy sighed.

      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Harry said. ‘You’d be surprised how effective that can be.’

      Shaking her head, Gordy headed off and Harry turned back into the room to find Jadyn waiting for him and standing pretty much to attention.

      ‘You alright there, Constable?’ Harry asked.

      ‘What? Oh, right, yes,’ Jadyn said, relaxing. ‘Just, you know, I’m ready when you are, that’s all.’

      Harry had to admire the lad’s enthusiasm.

      ‘All we’re doing is going on a long journey to ask someone a few questions, that’s all,’ Harry said. ‘We’re not Starsky and Hutch.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Harry said. ‘Here . . .’ He handed Jadyn a twenty-pound note. ‘Go and grab us some supplies for the journey.’

      Jadyn took the money.

      ‘Anything in particular?’

      ‘If I can eat it, I’m happy,’ Harry said.

      Jadyn jogged out of the room. Harry wasn’t really sure why the constable had thought it necessary to do so, but he wasn’t about to stop him.

      ‘Dinsdale?’

      Matt walked over.

      ‘Can you put a call through to whoever you need to, just to let them know that I’m going to be in their area today? Don’t want to be stepping on anyone’s toes.’

      ‘York, is it?’ Matt said.

      ‘It is,’ Harry replied.

      ‘Lovely place,’ Matt said. ‘Got massively drunk there once. Before I joined the Force, like.’

      ‘Do I need to ask?’

      ‘No, but I’ll tell you anyway,’ Matt said. ‘I met an old mate there, you see? Hadn’t seen each other in ages, and York seemed to be a good choice for somewhere to meet up, have a few beers, that kind of thing.’

      ‘And was it?’

      ‘Ish,’ Matt said, waggling his left hand in the air. ‘I mean, it was all going well until we realised that we hadn’t actually eaten anything except crisps and pork scratchings, with the beer, like. And it was already mid-afternoon. So we left the pub and headed off to one that served food.’

      ‘I’m going to regret asking this,’ Harry said, ‘but what happened?’

      ‘We were barred,’ Matt said, shaking his head. ‘I mean, it was the first time either of us had set foot in the place in our lives, and they refused to serve us!’

      ‘Something to be proud of,’ Harry said.

      ‘The other pub had called ahead,’ Matt explained. ‘It gets worse . . .’

      ‘How?’

      ‘My mate, well, on the train back home, he texted me to tell me that he threw up a burger he couldn’t even remember eating.’

      ‘Remind me to never go drinking with you,’ Harry said. ‘Ever.’

      Jadyn was at the door.

      ‘Supplies sorted,’ he said, holding up a very full carrier bag.

      ‘Right, then, we’ll be off,’ said Harry, then gave a last look over at Matt. ‘And make that call, will you? Just don’t mention who you are, because by the sound of it, they’ll still have you on their Most Wanted wall.’

      ‘Will do, Boss,’ Matt said.

      Outside, Harry climbed into the driver’s seat of one of their pool cars. He was tempted to take his own vehicle, just because he enjoyed driving it, but this was a long journey, and he also wanted to make it very obvious who they were and what they were about.

      ‘So, what did you get, then?’ Harry asked, starting the engine, as Jadyn clipped himself in beside him.

      ‘Pies,’ Jadyn said.

      ‘Bit early for that,’ Harry said, reversing.

      ‘Yeah, that’s lunch,’ Jadyn said. ‘So I got these, as well.’

      Harry stopped the car, pulled the gear stick out of reverse and into neutral, and looked at the bag in Jadyn’s hand.

      ‘And what’s in there, then?’ he asked.

      Jadyn grinned.

      ‘Iced buns,’ he said.

      There were healthier foods, Harry knew, but as he headed out of Hawes, and out on their long journey to York, he took his first bite and really didn’t care.
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      ‘And this is a service station?’ Harry asked, pulling off the main road about a mile or so out the other side of Bedale, a market town close to the A1 motorway.

      Jadyn had given him a bit of a history lesson as they’d trundled through the town, mentioning various random facts, such as how the town was recorded in the Doomsday Book, that the museum housed a wooden fire engine dating back to the seventeen-hundreds, and that the Wensleydale Railway was close by.

      ‘Where did you learn all this, then?’ Harry had asked. ‘And more to the point, why?’

      ‘I was new to the area,’ Jadyn had said. ‘A little bit of local knowledge goes a long way.’

      He never mentioned the service station though, did he? Harry thought. But then he couldn’t imagine why anyone would. It was the kind of place that any village or town would probably keep very quiet about.

      Harry leaned forward to look out of the windscreen. ‘You sure we’ve not just travelled back in time?’

      ‘Usually feels like that travelling the other way,’ Jadyn said.

      ‘Yes, but that’s in a good way,’ Harry said, aiming the vehicle at one of the numerous empty parking spaces. ‘The dales aren’t old fashioned and half dead, are they? But this place . . .’

      Harry’s voice faded, lost to the vision of the worn welcome before them.

      The building had all the charm of a crematorium, Harry thought, which wasn’t helped by the fact that it was boarded up, with smoke or steam coming out of a chimney. There was, however, a Costa and a McDonalds, the two chains which, Harry was sure, would, like cockroaches, be the only establishments to survive a nuclear conflagration. He doubted the food would taste any different, either. The end of the world might even improve it.

      ‘Well, at least we haven’t stopped for lunch,’ Harry said.

      ‘Pie time?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘You go stretch your legs,’ Harry said, hanging fire on the promised pies. ‘I’ve a call to make.’

      The reason for the unwanted detour was because Harry’s phone had buzzed in his pocket. He’d not connected it to Bluetooth because, frankly, he wasn’t really sure how. And talking on speakerphone always made him feel like an idiot. So he’d pulled over and almost instantly wished that he hadn’t. But seeing that the call was from the pathologist, he was more than happy to spend a few minutes under the shadow of somewhere which looked like it didn’t just need demolishing but would actually welcome it. Rather that, than keep Rebecca Sowerby waiting, he thought.

      With Jadyn heading off to explore, a pie in his hand, Harry punched in the call and it was answered barely a heartbeat later.

      ‘Thanks for getting back to me.’

      ‘Don’t mention it.’

      ‘I won’t,’ Sowerby replied.

      There she was, Harry thought, the pathologist he was used to, the one with the tongue sharpened to a dagger on nearly everything she said. Harry asked, ‘What have we got?’

      ‘Well, first of all, we’ve got a confirmed ID,’ Sowerby said. ‘Obviously, identifying the body visually was a little problematic considering what happened to it, but we managed to do a crosscheck with some medical records of the suspected victim.’

      ‘Medical records?’

      ‘Shattered femur,’ Sowerby explained. ‘Rugby injury when he was in his teens. The X-rays correspond exactly. Must have been agony when it happened.’

      Harry rubbed his eyes, already feeling the weight of what he was being told.

      ‘It’s him then?’ he said. ‘Charlie Baker. No doubt at all?’

      ‘None whatsoever,’ Sowerby confirmed. ‘It’s definitely him. Also, his gun license was in the car.’

      ‘So, it was his?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Absolutely,’ Sowerby replied. ‘There was a hard case in the boot at the front. Legal and secure.’

      ‘Didn’t think that would be big enough.’

      ‘The gun is stored broken in two,’ Sowerby explained. ‘The keys were on the same ring as the one for the car.’

      ‘Well, that’s something anyway,’ Harry sighed. ‘Better that we know who it is.’

      ‘And we won’t have to mess around with getting anyone in to try and identify the body due to scar marks or whatever,’ Sowerby said. ‘The state it’s in, that just wouldn’t be good for anyone. It’s pretty hard to disguise a missing head.’

      ‘No, you’re not wrong,’ Harry agreed, though already he was running through breaking the news to Charlie’s friends back at the lodge, wondering just how much wine and how many cigarettes Charlie’s literary agent, Anna, would get through when she heard it.

      ‘It was suicide, then,’ Harry said. ‘He took his own head off with a shotgun?’

      Silence greeted Harry’s question.

      ‘Something up?’

      ‘Remember what I said yesterday?’ Sowerby said, her voice hesitant. ‘About the shotgun?’

      ‘Of course,’ Harry replied. ‘You said both barrels had been fired.’

      ‘At first, I wondered if it was just that one barrel had been, and that the other simply contained an empty shell, from the last time it was used, or something,’ Sowerby said, ‘but that wouldn’t have worked, mainly because the gun itself was an ejector.’

      ‘So, the empty cartridges are ejected when you break the barrel, after firing?’

      Harry knew what Sowerby was talking about having fired a few shotguns in his time, though not for fun. Mostly it was to take door hinges off, a job which no other tool did better. Though in such cases, the gun used had been a Remington pump-action, not a double-barrel. Still, he knew about ejectors, some of them being so powerful that a spent cartridge could crack you one on the forehead if you weren’t careful when you broke the barrel.

      ‘Exactly that,’ Sowerby said. ‘And it’s not easy to get an empty cartridge back into a shotgun, because the crimped bit at the end, which has been blasted open on firing, well that’s splayed out a bit and doesn’t really like getting shoved back into the barrel it’s just pinged out of.’

      ‘And why would anyone reload an empty cartridge anyway?’ Harry said. ‘That makes no sense at all.’

      ‘None whatsoever.’

      Both sides of the conversation died as neither Harry, nor, he suspected, the pathologist, wanted to suggest where this was leading.

      ‘What else?’ Harry asked.

      ‘It gets weirder,’ Sowerby said.

      ‘That’s not really what I want to hear.’

      Harry was pretty sure that what Sowerby was telling him was bringing on a headache.

      ‘It’s not my job to tell you what you want to hear!’ Sowerby snapped back.

      Ah, so there you are again, Harry thought, back to the pathologist I remember, having wondered at what point the conversation would move from congenial and back to confrontational.

      ‘That’s not what I meant.’

      ‘Anyway,’ Sowerby said, her voice sharper now, if that was at all possible, ‘the body was shot when it was on the ground.’

      ‘He laid down and shot himself?’ Harry exclaimed. ‘How? That’s nonsense!’

      ‘It is not nonsense!’ Sowerby said. ‘It is a fact! I am only telling you the facts! Whether you believe them or not is up to you! But that’s what they are: facts!’

      Harry took a long, slow breath.

      ‘What I mean,’ he said, working to sound as well as remain calm, ‘is that it’s hard to believe he could have done that. How anyone could. A shotgun is pretty bloody heavy.’

      ‘Well, I don’t think he could have,’ Sowerby said. ‘The blood spatter, the crater in the ground from the shotgun blasts, it all suggests that this was done point blank and from above.’

      Harry tried to picture that for a moment, Charlie lying on the ground, then lifting a heavy shotgun up in front of his own head, then reaching out for the trigger to give it a squeeze.

      ‘You’re right,’ Harry said. ‘This just got weirder.’

      ‘I’ve not finished,’ Sowerby said, and Harry’s heart sank. Suicide was one thing, violent suicide another. But this? He really didn’t know what to think because right now it just didn’t make any sense.

      ‘So, what else did you find?’ Harry asked. ‘And I know I’m going to regret asking that.’

      ‘First, there’s the issue of the broken leg.’

      ‘You’ve already mentioned that,’ Harry said. ‘It was a rugby injury.’

      ‘No, this is the other leg,’ Sowerby said. ‘It was broken.’

      ‘What, another old wound?’ Harry asked.

      ‘No!’ Harry heard the exasperation in Sowerby’s voice. ‘This was new. A fresh break.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘As in within a few hours of the time of death, which, by the way, we think was some time Saturday morning. And no, I can’t give you an exact time, because this isn’t an Agatha Christie novel.’

      ‘That’s a relief,’ Harry said, very sure that he would make the worst Poirot in the world. ‘But a broken leg? How does that even make sense?’

      ‘There’s no way he would have been able to walk on it either,’ said Sowerby. ‘It was a serious fracture, not a hairline thing. He would have been in agony.’

      ‘And yet somehow able to get into his car, drive to a woodland, crash said car, walk a little further, then blow his head off.’

      ‘It’s an elaborate way to go, isn’t it?’ Sowerby said. ‘We found marks that suggest he was dragged from the car to where he finally ended up. It wasn’t far, but it would’ve been a struggle.’

      ‘There’s nothing else, is there?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I want to say no, but I can’t,’ Sowerby said.

      ‘Good God.’ Harry sighed. ‘What else have you got?’

      ‘Blood spatter that doesn’t match the shotgun blast,’ Sowerby said.

      ‘What?’ Harry was beginning to wish he’d stayed in bed. ‘Blood spatter? How? Where? Just what the hell is this?’

      ‘On the victim’s clothes,’ Sowerby explained. ‘Not much, I admit, but it’s there, and it’s fresh, by which I mean it’s not some washed-in stain. And it’s definitely not from the catastrophic impact of the blast from the shotgun. This is different.’

      ‘Whereabouts?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Over the left pectoral muscle,’ Sowerby said. ‘Looks like drips from a head wound, though obviously under the current circumstances, I can’t exactly confirm that. Nothing is dripping anywhere after what happened there.’

      Harry allowed his head to slump back against the seat and stared up at the roof of the car. There was no answer there to this, in fact, he was pretty sure there was no answer to this anywhere, because what he had just learned, what Sowerby had told him, it was as though a number of crimes had decided to all get together and gang up on him. None of it made sense, none of it added up, and yet, there it was. And like Sowerby had said, she was only presenting him with the facts.

      ‘I’m hoping that’s it,’ Harry said.

      ‘It is,’ Sowerby said. ‘You should have the photographs this morning as well.’

      ‘What about the car?’ Harry asked. ‘Anything from that yet? Or from the rest of the crime scene?’

      ‘As soon as I have something I’ll pass it on,’ Sowerby confirmed. ‘But I wanted to call you with this now.’

      I appreciate that,’ Harry said.

      ‘It changes things, doesn’t it?’

      ‘Just a bit.’

      Sowerby said her farewells and went to hang up, when something popped into Harry’s head, and he caught her with a question before she went.

      ‘One last thing,’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, what?’

      ‘Did you find a hat?’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘A hat,’ Harry asked. ‘Charlie was seen leaving the lodge he was staying at early Saturday morning. He was wearing a hat.’

      ‘What kind of hat?’ Sowerby asked.

      ‘One of those floppy hipster ones,’ Harry said, miming it to himself, even though there was no one there to see him.

      ‘No hat I’m afraid,’ Sowerby said.

      ‘So, no hat was found anywhere? Not in the woods, not in the car? No hat at all?’

      ‘Nothing that I’m aware of,’ said Sowerby. ‘Is it important?’

      ‘Not sure,’ Harry said. ‘Thanks for calling. Like I said, I appreciate it.’

      ‘Well, good luck with it. Can’t say I envy you.’

      ‘No, neither do I,’ Harry said and closed the call.

      Jadyn was back at the car.

      Harry kicked the engine into life.

      ‘What about your lunch?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘More important things to worry about,’ Harry replied and turned to look at the constable.

      ‘Whatever that look means,’ Jadyn said, ‘I don’t like it. And I don’t just mean because of the, er, you know . . . the scars.’

      Harry caught sight of himself in the driver’s mirror and he saw a darkness in his own eyes.

      ‘Murder has that effect, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘I need to call Dinsdale. He’s going to have to break the news.’

      ‘Murder?’

      Harry tapped on Matt’s number on his phone and nodded.

      ‘And in about an hour’s time, it looks like we’re going to be paying a visit on our key suspect.’
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      Matt put the phone down and looked up to see Jim staring back at him. They were both in the room at the Hawes Community Centre and had just been sifting through a few of the things that the team had on for the rest of the week, in addition to what had happened at the weekend, and divvying out jobs. These included another case of sheep rustling to follow up on, a report of rubbish being dumped somewhere up in Snaizeholme, which was pretty urgent to sort out due to it being a red squirrel reserve, and a break-in over in Hardraw. There had also been an incident up at the creamery, where the world-famous Wensleydale cheese was made, though the details of that amounted to little more than a note pushed through the door mentioning something about Wallace and Gromit, teenagers, and some discarded cans of lager. With Gordy gone, Liz had headed off to Snaizeholme, and Jenny went to see what was what with the sheep rustling.

      ‘That was the boss,’ Matt said. ‘He’s just got off the phone with the pathologist. Let’s just say he sounded happier down Crackpot.’

      ‘Has she identified the body?’ Jim asked. He was standing at one end of the room with a finger held out in command, staring at Fly, who was struggling to stay on the spot at the other side of the room. The dog’s tail was thumping hard and his head was cocked to one side.

      ‘Well, it’s definitely the author,’ Matt said. ‘And with the boss heading over to York, we’ve got the job of telling his friends and family.’

      At this news, Jim’s commanding finger dipped a little. Fly, taking this as a relaxing of the rules, not that he had any idea what they actually were, bolted across the room and threw himself at his owner, all paws and teeth and relentless enthusiasm at the joy of just being alive and being a dog, like it really was the best thing ever.

      ‘Shit,’ Jim said.

      ‘Yeah,’ Matt replied. ‘There are few worse jobs, if I’m honest. Nowt comes close. Bloody awful.’

      Fly, having not received the clearly expected ruffle of the hair on his head, or a rub of his tummy, slouched off to slump down on the one bit of carpet bathed in a golden slab of warm sunshine from the windows. To make sure he was really making the most of it, he twisted over onto his back, belly up.

      ‘No family though, right?’ Jim said.

      ‘As far as we can tell,’ Matt said. ‘Small mercies. Best we get off now and get it done. No point putting it off.’

      Outside, they climbed into Matt’s car and headed off, slipping out of Hawes, and onwards towards Bainbridge. The road pulled them forward, green fields and lonely trees zipping past, the landscape dotted with the white fleeces of sheep grazing their way lazily through autumn.

      ‘What else did he say?’ Jim asked as they pulled up the hill out of Bainbridge, the remains of the old Roman fort rising on their left, where it had stood for millennia, silently watching. On the green, a set of old, weathered stocks stood as testimony to the way punishment used to be dealt out in the dales. ‘You’ve been quiet since we left, so I’m guessing there’s more.’

      ‘Yeah, sorry about that,’ Matt said, reaching over to pat Fly on the head, the dog sitting in the passenger footwell, his head resting on Jim’s leg, eyes half-closed.

      ‘So, what did he say?’ Jim asked.

      Matt changed gear, accelerated, the river Ure chasing them along on their left, cutting its winding way through the valley. A heron glided along, following it silently, a flash of grey and white.

      ‘It doesn’t look like it was suicide,’ Matt said. ‘Whatever happened, and however it happened, it looks like he was murdered.’

      That one word was heavy enough to crush any enjoyment of the scenery flashing past. It sat in the air, daring them both to ignore it.

      ‘Murder?’ Jim repeated. ‘But how’s that even possible?’

      ‘Well, that’s what we’re going to have to find out, isn’t it?’ Matt said. ‘Or Harry is, at any rate.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘The fan,’ Matt said. ‘The one Harry and Jadyn are off to find and interview? Right now, it looks like they’re the key suspect.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘If you think about what happened, it all seems to stem from that incident at the bookshop, doesn’t it? And it’s not like anything else is jumping up and down to be noticed.’

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Jim said. ‘Murder, though? Beginning to wish I’d gone off with Liz to look at squirrels.’

      ‘You and me both,’ Matt said.

      The rest of the journey faded into a silence heavy with the presence of deep thought. As Matt drove on, the journey seemed to just happen automatically, his brain able to deal with the twists and turns and ups and downs of the road, without the need to keep him up to date with it all. Up the hill to Aysgarth, and then on through to West Witton, his mind was doing its all to process what Harry had told him, which wasn’t really that much, but it was more than enough. And now all Matt could think about was what would drive someone to do what they’d done to Charlie Baker.

      Murder wasn’t easy, not for the average person living their normal life. Manslaughter was different, because that didn’t have proven intent. But to decide to take someone’s life, violently, and to fully go through with the act? Well, that was something else. It required a deeper, darker part of what it was to be human, Matt thought, a part few, if any, really ever examined in themselves. And why would they? What would drive someone to do it? And just what could possess someone enough to shoot someone in the face with a shotgun?

      What had happened to Charlie Baker was inexplicable. And the way Harry had run through it, it was hard to make any sense of it at all. The victim had been seen leaving the lodge, not once, but twice. He’d driven off in his car. And the next time he’d been seen was lying under trees without a head, it having been blasted into a myriad of bloody pieces.

      Matt drove them through Melmerby and on to Carlton, two beautiful villages, both utterly unaware of the horror that had occurred only a few miles away. Which was probably for the best, he thought, though the news would soon get around.

      Pulling off the main road and onto the lane leading up to the lodge, Matt asked, ‘What are they like, then, Charlie’s friends? Anything I need to be aware of?’

      ‘Not that I can think of,’ said Jim. ‘They’re a bit London, if you know what I mean, especially the literary agent.’

      ‘What about the others?’

      ‘Can’t say I noticed anything strange about any of them,’ Jim said. ‘They were all worried about Charlie, though his editor seemed more pissed off about it than the others.’

      ‘In what way?’ Matt asked, latching onto this bit of information.

      ‘From what I could tell, this Charlie Baker was a bit of a handful,’ Jim said. ‘Full of himself, if you know what I mean? His PA seemed pretty upset.’

      ‘That’s three of them,’ Matt said. ‘What about the others?’

      Ahead, the house came into view, peeking out from the shadows of the trees which huddled around it protectively. Matt wasn’t really sure how to describe it. As houses went, it was impressive, but there was something about it that just didn’t seem quite right. He guessed it was because he was bringing the worst kind of news to its door, tainting it with his own mood. But also, it definitely had an air to it, he thought. Whatever it was, the place didn’t exactly look welcoming or happy, and as they drew closer, it was almost as though it shuffled back deeper into the trees, pulling shadows over it like a blanket.

      ‘I think two of them are just friends,’ Jim said. ‘The other was Charlie’s accountant. Nice bloke, older than the others. It was him who called it in on Saturday, the fact that Charlie was missing. Of them all, he seems the most level-headed.’

      Outside the house, Matt pulled the car to a stop and switched off the engine. Through the windscreen he saw the flash of a face at a window, then a moment later, the huge front door swung open. Standing in the gloom, which seemed to leak from the house and out onto the gravel parking area like thick soup, was a woman smoking a cigarette and hugging herself tightly against the breeze.

      ‘Ready?’ Matt said.

      ‘No,’ Jim answered.

      They both climbed out of the car.

      ‘Just out of interest,’ Jim asked, ‘how are you with being stared at?’

      At this, Matt paused.

      ‘People react in different ways,’ Matt replied. ‘To news like this, I mean. Why?’

      ‘No, I don’t mean by people,’ Jim explained. ‘Animals. Dead ones.’

      Matt waited for Jim to explain.

      ‘Stuffed animals,’ Jim said. ‘They’re everywhere. It feels a bit like a museum. And those weird little glass eyes they have. Bit strange if you ask me.’

      ‘Well, thanks for the head’s up,’ Matt said. ‘I’ll be sure to, er . . .’ He paused. ‘Nope, I’ve got nothing.’

      And with that, they continued on their way, leaving Fly behind to stare at them through the windscreen as they made their way over to deliver the news.
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      ‘So, what do we know?’

      Harry’s question had Jadyn getting out his notebook and flipping through to what he’d written down over the past couple of days. Blue inky scrawl stared back at him, reminding him of the trouble he used to get in at school for always rushing his work.

      Harry leaned over. ‘In your own time.’

      ‘Here it is,’ Jadyn said.

      ‘You’re certainly thorough, I’ll give you that,’ Harry said.

      Jadyn quickly read over what he had down, which wasn’t much.

      ‘We have a name, Hilary Wallace, but we can’t say for sure that it’s not an alias, because the address, telephone number, and email we were given were all bogus.’

      ‘That’s a word you don’t hear much,’ Harry said. ‘Might have to use it myself.’

      ‘It means false,’ Jadyn said, immediately wishing he hadn’t. ‘I mean, I know you know that, it’s just, I thought, er . . .’

      ‘Carry on,’ Harry said, an eyebrow raising a little as he stared at Jadyn, his ruined face giving nothing away as to what he was actually thinking. And that was something Jadyn had, since first meeting Harry, found just a little disconcerting. The DCI was a difficult man to read. He was gruff, abrupt, swore a fair bit, and generally cast himself around the place like a grumpy sergeant, which, Jadyn guessed, was fair enough, seeing as he’d been in the Paras.

      But there was something else to him as well, though no one really talked about it, a strange sort of warmth to the man, hidden deep, yes, and very well disguised by the scars on his face and the growl in his throat, but it was definitely there. And, since joining the team, Jadyn had been very conscious, perhaps overly so, of his own need to try and prove himself to the man. And that meant that sometimes he came across as just a little bit too keen. Like now, he thought, with all his notes, and explaining what bogus meant. Idiot.

      ‘On Friday afternoon,’ Jadyn began, ‘a Hilary Wallace was observed to accuse Charlie Baker of being ghost-written.’

      Harry said, ‘You do know you’re not at college anymore, don’t you?’

      Jadyn gave a short nod.

      ‘Then stop speaking to me like I’m one of the staff there. No one talks like that, do they? No one says so-and-so was observed to accuse, do they?’

      ‘But that’s what happened,’ Jadyn countered.

      ‘Try it again,’ said Harry. ‘Only like a normal person, rather than someone who’s just swallowed a Victorian newspaper.’

      ‘Right, yes,’ Jadyn said. He paused, wondered if he’d paused for long enough, then started to worry that he had paused too long, and at last started talking. ‘Hilary Wallace was at Charlie Baker’s author event and accused him of using a ghostwriter.’

      ‘There!’ Harry said, his face breaking into what Jadyn had to assume was his attempt at a smile, though it was hard to tell, the scars twisting up together painfully. ‘Now, wasn’t that better? Don’t stop.’

      ‘Apparently, she called him a fake and a liar and said that he had betrayed the trust of his readers.’

      ‘Quite the accusation,’ Harry said.

      ‘DI Haig was there, she’s a fan of Charlie Baker, and she helped calm it all down and get the woman out of the building.’

      ‘What else?’ Harry asked.

      ‘About the fan? Not much,’ Jadyn answered. ‘Like I said, fake address and phone number, possibly a fake name, too.’

      ‘Don’t you mean bogus?’

      ‘Do I?’ Jadyn said. ‘I’ve not written that down. I will though. Anyway, DC Blades managed to find the number plate of the car the woman was driving and traced that to this address. Which is where we are now. Well, not exactly. The house is over there.’

      Jadyn pointed across the road from where they were sat.

      ‘Are we arresting her?’ Jadyn asked.

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘Right now, we’re just questioning, that’s all. There’s nothing to link her to what happened, other than the fact that she got a bit shirty with our victim. And that’s not really a link, is it?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Jadyn said, and that was the truth, because he didn’t. He was learning all the time at the moment and he’d realised pretty early on that it was better to just say when he didn’t understand something than pretend that he did. And Harry, he had realised early on, had a knack for knowing if something wasn’t right. So, it really wasn’t worth the risk.

      ‘Well, why don’t we go and find out?’ Harry said. ‘Come on.’

      Jadyn followed Harry’s lead and climbed out of the car, following him across the road to the door of the house they’d just spent nearly two hours in a car to find. The house wasn’t much to look at. It was a Victorian terrace on a road which stretched off into the distance, made almost impassable by the cars parked along it. The brickwork was hidden under a layer of pebbledash, which had been painted cream. The plinth above the front door, and the sills of the three windows surrounding it, had all been painted as well, though a shade of green. It was neat, tidy, unassuming. Jadyn found it hard to believe that such a place could also be the home of a murderer. But then, what kind of a house would a murderer have anyway? he thought, shaking his head in disbelief at the way his mind worked. After all, it wasn’t as though a killer would live in a dark house with blacked-out windows, or perhaps a creepy old house on a hill.

      Harry rapped his knuckle on the door.

      ‘Before we go in,’ the DCI said, ‘I don’t want you to just sit back and leave me to do this, okay? We’re both here, we can both ask questions. You good with that?’

      ‘Of course,’ Jadyn said, just as they heard the sound of scuffling from behind the door.

      The door opened.

      ‘Yes? Oh, dear God!’

      The woman in front of them was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved jumper, her black, frizzy hair pushed back on her head by a pair of rather oversized glasses. She was carrying a pile of paper, stapled in the corner. Jadyn guessed that she was in her mid-to-late thirties. On seeing Harry’s face, the woman’s shock was more than clear.

      ‘Does this always happen?’ Jadyn asked Harry, under his breath.

      ‘It does,’ Harry growled. ‘It does.’

      ‘You’re not Jehovah’s Witnesses, are you?’ the woman asked, having now gathered herself together, her voice clear, well-spoken, projected almost. ‘If you are, then I should tell you that yes, indeed, I do know who rules the world, and it’s the good Lord Jesus.’

      ‘We’re not, no,’ Jadyn said.

      ‘So what is it, then? Are you selling something? I don’t want it, whatever it is. No double-glazing, no insurance, no brushes, or any kind of cleaning product.’

      ‘Please,’ Jadyn said, but the woman was on a roll.

      ‘I’m not interested in a hot tub or a new kitchen, I don’t want to answer any surveys about my bills or internet provider, and above all, no, I really and most emphatically do not want to sell my house!’

      ‘Ms Wallace?’ Jadyn said.

      At this, the woman fell silent.

      ‘I’m sorry, what?’

      Harry pulled out his ID.

      ‘DCI Harry Grimm,’ he said. ‘This is Police Constable Jadyn Okri. May we come in?’

      The woman seemed stuck for a moment, Jadyn thought, like someone had just hit the pause button on the remote, her face frozen, her body stiff. Then she shook herself and pulled her face into a wide-eyed smile.

      ‘The police? Here? Of course, yes, come in!’

      The woman backed away into what was a small lounge and Jadyn followed Harry as they stepped inside.

      The room was very neat, very tidy, Jadyn observed, not really sure if it was important to notice such details, but taking them in anyway. A large painting hung above a fireplace in the wall to their right, showing three or four dancers in blue tutus. The other walls contained other paintings, all of dancers, jostling for space between posters for classic movies like From Here To Eternity, I Know Where I’m Going, and Breakfast At Tiffany’s. Two sofas sat on either side of the fire, in between them a simple wooden coffee table.

      ‘Please, take a seat,’ the woman said. ‘Coffee? I’ve just made some.’

      ‘No, we’re fine, thank you,’ Harry said. ‘We’d just like to ask you a few questions. Shouldn’t take too long, I’m sure.’

      The woman smiled again, but it seemed even more forced this time, Jadyn thought, but she sat down anyway, and placed the papers she had been carrying on the coffee table.

      ‘It’s a script,’ the woman explained. ‘I’m an actress, you see? Can’t say that it’s all that good, but it’s a good role, and I could do with the work.’

      ‘You’re an actress?’ Jadyn asked.

      The woman looked at him and her smile looked suddenly rather tired. ‘I am, yes,’ she said. ‘For my sins. Theatre mainly, but a bit of television and film work, too.’

      ‘Would I have seen you in anything?’

      ‘I was in a few episodes of Casualty,’ the woman said, ‘but then who hasn’t been? Done some ads as well, not that I’m proud of it, but dreams don’t pay bills, do they?’

      ‘No, they don’t,’ Jadyn replied, not really sure what to say.

      Harry gave a short cough and Jadyn turned to face his boss, shutting his mouth in the process.

      ‘Ms Wallace,’ Harry said, ‘we just need to go through a few things, first, if that’s okay with you?’

      ‘Of course,’ the woman said. ‘Happy to help. What is this actually about, though?’

      Harry said, ‘Can you confirm that your name is Hilary Wallace?’

      Jadyn noticed a flicker of something in the woman’s face. Was it nervousness?

      ‘Well,’ she said, ‘yes, it is, I suppose.’

      ‘You suppose?’

      ‘It’s my stage name, you see? My real name is Rose White. It was my dad’s choice because it just so happened that my mum’s favourite flower was a white rose.’

      ‘I see,’ said Harry, then looked over to Jadyn and gave the faintest of nods.

      ‘Can we ask where you were last Friday?’ Jadyn asked. ‘Specifically Friday afternoon, from around two o’clock?’

      ‘Friday?’ Rose repeated, suddenly staring off at the painting above the fireplace. ‘Now, let me think . . .’

      ‘It is a long time ago, I know,’ Harry said. ‘Hard to remember that far back, isn’t it?’

      Jadyn watched Rose’s gaze fall onto Harry, her stare nothing but the sharpest of daggers.

      ‘I’m a busy woman, you see,’ Rose said. ‘I have to juggle rather a lot of jobs to make sure that I keep a roof over my head.’

      ‘Perhaps I can jog your memory,’ Harry said and pulled out a book.

      It was one of Charlie Baker’s novels, Jadyn noticed. It looked old and well-read, so clearly wasn’t the one which the author had launched the previous week. He hadn’t taken the DCI for a reader.

      ‘Do you recognise this?’ Harry asked. ‘Not the book as such, but the name?’

      Rose leaned forward, dropping her glasses onto her nose with a flick of her head.

      ‘Charlie Baker?’ she said.

      ‘Yes,’ said Harry. ‘Charlie Baker. Are you a fan?’

      Rose sat back.

      ‘I wouldn’t go so far as to say I was a fan, no,’ Rose said. ‘I’ve read him, yes. Who hasn’t?’

      ‘So, you wouldn’t, for example, attend a launch of his new book, then?’ Harry said.

      At this, Rose’s face went tight, like the skin of a balloon with too much air in it.

      ‘Look, what is this?’ she demanded. ‘What do you want? I’ve done nothing wrong! Nothing wrong at all!’

      Harry leaned back, tucking the book away again.

      ‘Ms White,’ Jadyn said, ‘we believe that on Friday afternoon you attended the launch event for Charlie Baker’s new novel, The Hunt. We also believe that you accused him of a number of things, the main being that he uses a ghostwriter.’

      Rose went to speak but Jadyn hadn’t finished.

      ‘We also believe that you gave false or misleading information at the event so that you couldn’t be identified.’

      For a moment or two, no one spoke. Then Rose let out a long, slow breath, pushed her glasses back up on her head, and slumped back in her chair.

      ‘Bollocks,’ Rose said.

      Jadyn was more than a little surprised to hear her say the word at all, and an accent had slipped out with it as well, a northern twang hidden until now.

      ‘Something wrong?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Wrong? I should coco.’ Rose sighed.

      ‘Then perhaps you can explain it for us,’ Harry said. ‘Please.’

      Rose shook her head then rubbed her temple. ‘It was a job,’ she said, looking at Harry and Jadyn in turn. ‘The whole thing, from start to finish. It was a job. I was hired to say what I did.’

      ‘By who?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Charlie’s literary agent,’ said Rose. ‘Anna James.’
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      Jim may not have been delivering the news himself, that responsibility laying fairly and squarely with Detective Sergeant Dinsdale, but he still felt as though the world was crashing in on him. The air in the room, though warm, seemed to be trying to suffocate him. The looks on the faces of those they had come to speak to were expectant, silently begging, demanding good news that just wasn’t going to come. The numerous taxidermied animals in the room didn’t really help either, Jim thought, their grim expressions silently surrounding them with tableaus of artistically designed death. Though he had to admit, that the one of a fox in a dressing gown and smoking a pipe, though really rather awful and in unbelievably bad taste, was also pretty damned funny. Particularly, as it was riding a large hare with a somewhat surprised look set on its face forevermore.

      With the six colleagues and friends of Charlie Baker gathered round, each of them sitting down in the deep sofas in the lounge, Matt told them what he could.

      ‘I am sorry to have to tell you all that the body discovered yesterday, just a few miles from this lodge, has now been positively identified as that of Charlie Baker.’

      As the detective sergeant’s words settled, the room seemed to only grow warmer, Jim thought, and for a moment it seemed as though the walls, the stuffed animals, all of it was closing in on them.

      No one spoke, no one uttered a word. Adam, Charlie’s editor, leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, his head in one hand, staring at the floor. Chris, Charlie’s PA and the youngest there, seemed to stiffen up and freeze much like the animals around the room. Eric, Charlie’s accountant, and the oldest of the group, who was sitting next to her, reached out and rested a hand on hers, squeezing it a little, his face full of concern. Mark folded his arms and just sat there shaking his head. Abigail wept silently, but in just such a way, Jim thought, that would ensure everyone noticed. And finally, there was Anna, Charlie’s literary agent, and try as she might, she just couldn’t steady her hand enough to light the cigarette which had somehow magically appeared between her lips.

      ‘Here, let me,’ Mark said, leaning forward and reaching over to take hold of her lighter.

      Cigarette lit, Anna sucked hard, and the plume of smoke she then released drifted off like a tiny independent weather system.

      ‘Thank you,’ Eric said, looking up at Matt and Jim. ‘For being straight with us. It’s better that we know. Are you able to tell us what happened? How he died? Was it a car accident?’

      A sob broke free of Abigail and she stood up, walking away from the sofa, her face in her hands. Mark stood up and followed, but paused halfway to rub the tears from his own eyes.

      Jim knew there was more Matt had to say and he couldn’t help but feel terrible for those about to hear the rest of it.

      ‘Mr Baker’s body was found some way away from his car,’ Matt went on to explain. ‘We currently believe that he may have taken his own life.’

      If the first piece of news hit them hard, Jim thought, then this went through them like a wrecking ball, the impact of it not just written on their faces, shock scratching and clawing its way into their skin, but in their body language, too, as he watched them visibly shake with the shock of it.

      ‘We really are sorry for your loss,’ Matt said. ‘And we will, of course, provide any help and support that we can at this very difficult time.’

      But no one was listening, not anymore, and Jim braced himself for what was to come next.

      Anna was on her feet.

      ‘Taken his own life? Charlie Baker? Impossible!’ Her voice was growing louder as she shouted at the room, at the world. ‘He would never do anything like that! He couldn’t! I just don’t believe it!’

      ‘Can you think of anything, apart from what happened at the book launch, that would perhaps be a reason for him to do this?’ Jim asked, working hard to keep his voice calm and non-confrontational.

      ‘Of course not!’ Anna snapped back at him, biting at his words through the cigarette smoke seeping out of her mouth. ‘He was rich, he was famous, why the hell would he kill himself? Why?’

      Jim provided no answer. He didn’t have one.

      ‘Maybe it just tipped him over the edge,’ Adam offered, lifting his face for the first time since Matt had delivered the news. ‘What was said, by that fan? I mean, it could have, couldn’t it?’

      ‘What edge?’ Anna asked.

      ‘I’m just saying,’ Adam said, ‘that Charlie wasn’t, well, all that stable, was he? Not all of the time anyway. You can’t say that he was, either, Anna, and you know it.’

      ‘But to kill himself?’ Anna said. ‘Can you really see him doing that? And over what? Some mad nonsense blurted out by a crazy fan at a book launch? I just don’t believe it. I don’t! I refuse to!’

      ‘Adam has a point, Anna,’ Eric said, standing up to face her. ‘Everyone here knows that Charlie wasn’t the easiest to deal with. Maybe Adam’s right, maybe what happened really did send him a bit crazy. He certainly wasn’t himself, was he, after it happened? Couldn’t get drunk fast enough.’

      ‘It’s my fault,’ Chris said, her voice barely a whisper. ‘It’s my fault . . .’

      ‘Of course, it isn’t,’ Anna said. ‘This has nothing to do with anything that you’ve done.’

      ‘It does,’ Chris said. ‘I . . .’

      Her voice broke then and Jim was pretty sure she was about to say something else when Adam cut in.

      ‘There was no way you could have stopped that woman saying what she did. No way at all. You grabbed the microphone as soon as you could. There was no warning of it. We were there, remember, Anna and I? It has nothing to do with you. Do not put this on yourself, okay? Don’t let Charlie do that.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘No,’ Adam said. ‘Don’t, okay? Charlie did this. To himself. Selfish to the end, if you ask me, that’s what this is. Once again, it’s all about him. Un-fucking-believable!’

      A rage burned through Adam’s words and Jim stared at the man. It was in his eyes, the anger, a hot seething thing close to bursting out of control. Jim had expected sorrow and upset, but there was something else going on here in front of them, an unexpected anger.

      Eric stood and gave a short cough, loud and firm enough to get the attention of everyone in the room.

      ‘I think we all need some time to let this sink in,’ he said. ‘It’s a shock, yes, but it’s more than that, isn’t it? We all knew Charlie in different ways, some as a colleague, an employer, some as a friend, a client, and we’ve all got our own views of what the man was like. He was difficult, but for whatever reason, we all still stuck with him. And whatever reason there is behind his actions, why he did what he did, we need to just step back a bit, and perhaps avoid trying to lay blame where there isn’t any. Charlie’s gone, by his own hand, and we will have to pick up the pieces. But for now, and if these two good gentlemen will allow, I think our time is best spent just letting it sink in.’

      They were wise words, Jim thought, and he could see how the others listened and took them in.

      ‘I’m going upstairs to lie down.’ Abigail sniffed, pulling away from Mark and heading for the stairs in the hall.

      Mark said, ‘I’m going to make a pot of tea, if anyone wants one?’

      Adam raised a hand. ‘Yeah, that’d be great. Thanks.’

      Chris stayed on the sofa, staring into the middle distance and Anna followed Abigail out of the room, probably to go and lie down as well, Jim thought. She had, after all, seemed to take it the hardest.

      ‘Gentlemen,’ Eric said, turning now to face Jim and Matt. ‘If it’s okay with you both, I think perhaps it’s best if we’re given a bit of time to think on this, to process it. In private.’

      Matt stood and Jim followed suit. ‘Yes, I understand,’ said Matt. ‘There’s no preparing for this kind of news. It takes time. If you have any questions, you just need to give us a call.’

      Eric breathed deep, shook his head in disbelief.

      ‘This whole week was planned around that man, you know?’ he said. ‘We have various events booked, there was the clay shooting, yes, but we had some more author signings, there was a photographer coming over as well, so that we can get some shots of Charlie in some suitable country attire, with a shotgun, that kind of thing, all for the launch of this book of his. And now look where we are?’

      ‘So, you’re here all week?’ Jim asked.

      Eric gave a nod. ‘Probably not now,’ Eric answered. ‘Not much point staying around when the main reason we’re here is dead. Though we’ll have things to cancel, and that’ll take a day or so, I assume.’

      As Jim and Matt made to say their farewells, the sound of a car engine broke the moment, as did the trilling sound of a phone.

      ‘That yours?’ Matt asked Jim, as Eric rushed out of the lounge.

      Jim checked it, answered.

      ‘Metcalf . . .’

      ‘Grimm,’ Harry answered.

      ‘Boss?’ Jim said. ‘You okay? What’s up?’

      ‘We’ve just finished interviewing the fan,’ Harry explained. ‘The one from the author event.’

      ‘Right, yes,’ Jim said. ‘So, how’d it go?’

      ‘That’s why I’m calling,’ Harry said. ‘You still at the lodge?’

      ‘Yes,’ Jim replied.

      ‘Is Anna there? Charlie’s agent? You need to bring her in for questioning. Immediately.’

      ‘Anna? Why?’ Jim asked. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Because she wasn’t a fan at all,’ Harry said. ‘She’s an actor. Anna hired her and told her what to say. And we have reason to believe that this wasn’t a suicide at all, but murder.’

      Harry hung up as Eric ducked his head back into the lounge.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Matt asked.

      Jim went to answer, but Eric got in there first.

      ‘Anna, that’s what,’ the old man hissed through his teeth. ‘She’s buggering off!’

      Jim and Matt jogged after Eric, through the hallway, and out the main door just in time to see Anna racing away from the house in her car, the dust kicked up by the wheels twisting in the wind, dancing down the track to chase the vehicle onwards towards the main road.
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      Harry stared at Rose as he hung up on Jim, leaving the PCSO to politely but firmly ask Anna to accompany him and Matt back to Hawes for a chat. And Harry was already looking forward to that. But first, he had Rose to deal with.

      His eyes were hard, his teeth clenched, and Harry was pretty sure that the look he was now giving the woman in front of him was the main reason she was staring back at him as though he was about to rip her throat out with his teeth. Though his face could have that effect even if he was the happiest person on earth. But a job? It just didn’t make any sense! What the hell was she on about?

      ‘You were hired,’ Harry repeated, and the words just felt wrong, like picking up a mug of tea only to discover on tasting it that it was actually coffee. ‘Why? What reason would Anna have to get you to do and say what you did?’

      ‘Don’t ask me,’ Rose said. ‘I’m an actor, I played a role, that’s all there is to it.’

      ‘I’m afraid it isn’t,’ Harry replied, but decided to say nothing more about what had happened to Charlie. Not yet, anyway. ‘Can you tell us how this all took place, how it was arranged?’

      Rose rubbed her head thoughtfully, running a hand through her hair.

      Harry went to pull out his own notebook only to see that Jadyn was already jotting things down. Good lad.

      ‘I was contacted a few months ago,’ she explained. ‘I have a website, you see. It’s not much, just a WordPress thing that I had a friend put together, but it works. Obviously, my agent has me on her website, too, but it’s always sensible to get as much exposure as possible, wouldn’t you agree?’

      ‘And Anna James contacted you through that?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘Work’s been a little dry of late,’ Rose said. ‘My agent hasn’t been getting much to me, and the scripts she’s sent? Dear God, they’ve been awful!’

      Harry noticed now just how expressive Rose was, more so than when she’d opened the door to them. She’s playing another role, he thought, though what that role was exactly, he wasn’t sure.

      ‘Can you take us back to when she approached you?’ Harry asked.

      ‘If it was through your website, I’m assuming there’s an email or two?’ Jadyn suggested.

      Rose pulled out her phone and a few seconds later, having tapped and swiped the screen a few times, she flipped it round and showed Harry.

      ‘She sent that,’ Rose said. ‘Doesn’t say much, but that was the first contact. After that, it was all phone calls.’

      Harry read the email. It said nothing, just that Anna had a job offer, and her phone number to contact her.

      ‘Was there a contract?’ Jadyn asked. ‘You’re an actress so I’m assuming there was. You wouldn’t want to be doing a job without knowing it was all above board, like, would you?’

      Rose smiled and rolled her eyes expressively.

      ‘Oh, how naïve you are!’ She smiled, reaching out to tap Jadyn’s knee with a hand.

      ‘So, no contract, then,’ Harry said. ‘Bit risky to take the job at all, then, wasn’t it?’

      Rose shook her head. ‘Not really,’ she replied. ‘I looked Anna up, she was legit. It sounded fun and it would look good on my CV.’

      ‘Why did you take the job?’ Jadyn asked. ‘I mean, you’ve just said that you didn’t want to take some of the scripts your agent was sending you. So why take this?’

      ‘It was improv,’ Rose said. ‘Improvisation? I had to invent a character, go into a live situation and be that character, really live it! I took it because it was a test of my skills as an actor. It was just me, on my own, convincing the general public I was someone else. Surely, you can see how exciting a prospect that was?’

      ‘What did Anna actually ask you to do?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I’ve just told you,’ Rose replied. ‘It was all down to me to come up with a character. That’s why I took the job. Bit of creative freedom.’

      ‘No, what I mean,’ Harry asked, ‘is what did she ask you to say, specifically? Because I’m assuming she gave some direction, yes?’

      Harry wanted to know if what Rose had said, about Charlie being ghostwritten, was all part of her act, or something Anna had asked for specifically. He was going to leave it to her to mention it first.

      ‘All she wanted me to do was to turn up at the event, accuse Charlie of using a ghostwriter, and then leave,’ Rose said. ‘The rest of it was left to me.’

      ‘And it didn’t strike you as odd to be asked to do something like that?’ Jadyn asked. ‘To accuse an author of that? Did she explain why?’

      Rose shook her head and shrugged. ‘She said it was a PR stunt and that Charlie was in on it.’

      At this, Harry glanced over to Jadyn, an eyebrow raised.

      ‘So, you thought that Charlie knew you were going to do and say what you did?’ asked Jadyn.

      ‘Of course,’ Rose said. ‘Why wouldn’t he? Is that why you’re here? Is something wrong?’

      ‘And were you surprised by his reaction?’ Harry asked, ignoring Rose’s questions.

      ‘No reason to be,’ Rose replied. ‘I just assumed it was all part of the stunt, you know? And it went rather well, didn’t it?’

      ‘When you realised why we were here,’ Jadyn asked, ‘why we’d come to speak to you, can you explain your reaction?’

      Harry watched as Rose expertly changed her expression to one of deep, focused thought.

      ‘Well, it did all seem to go a bit wrong at the end, you see,’ she said through a thin smile. ‘I’d said my bit, and the reaction was good, and Charlie really played up to it well, I must say, better than I had expected, seeing as he isn’t trained, but then this other woman got involved, and I’m pretty sure she wasn’t part of the plan. Anna would’ve told me, I’m sure.’

      Harry guessed that the woman she was talking about was Gordy, remembering what the DI had told him about her interaction with Rose on the day.

      ‘What happened?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘I was supposed to just make a bit of a scene and leave,’ Rose said. ‘Well, I was still making my scene, and I was very much inhabiting the role, I can tell you, when this woman just came over and started trying to calm me down! Can you imagine? I had to react, to stay in character, which was a challenge, but I managed it.’

      ‘What was Anna’s reaction?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I have no idea,’ Rose replied. ‘I was far too focused on staying in character. So, I just rolled with it, you know? Allowed her to guide me out of the shop, and then I was gone. But it rather took me by surprise, I must say. Did she report me? Is that why you’re here? Though surely you’ve spoken to Anna about this, yes?’

      ‘We will be speaking to Anna shortly,’ Harry replied.

      ‘What about the contact details you gave?’ Jadyn said. ‘We were only able to trace you because we tracked down your car’s number plate.’

      ‘Again, that was all a part of it,’ Rose replied. ‘Part of the story, you see? I was supposed to just turn up, do my turn, then disappear. It would add to the mystery of it, really get people talking. Obviously, Charlie was in on it, but only Anna knew who I was, how to contact me. That’s why I reacted as I did when you turned up because it meant my cover had been blown somehow.’

      Harry glanced at Jadyn. ‘Anything else you think we need to ask?’

      He saw Jadyn’s eyes widen at being asked this by a superior officer.

      ‘No, I think we’re all good,’ he replied.

      Harry pushed himself up onto his feet, Jadyn and Rose following.

      ‘Something’s wrong, isn’t it?’ Rose asked. ‘You didn’t just come out here because that woman reported me, did you? That wouldn’t make sense. What happened?’

      She would find out anyway, Harry thought. ‘I’m sorry to tell you this but we are now investigating Charlie Baker’s death.’

      ‘Death? Dear God, what happened?’

      ‘That’s all I can tell you for now,’ Harry said, then looked at Jadyn. ‘We have Ms White’s contact details?’

      Jadyn gave a nod.

      ‘Then, we’ll be in touch if we have any further questions,’ Harry said. ‘Thank you for your time.’

      ‘What happened?’ Rose asked. ‘It was just an author event! How can Charlie be dead? It doesn’t make sense! And I was just hired to do a job. How can that have anything to do with it?’

      ‘As I said,’ Harry then repeated, ‘we’ve told you all that we can. If we need to talk to you again, we will.’

      Outside the house, and walking back over to their car, Harry was trying to process what they’d just learned, but none of it sat well in his mind. It was one thing to hire someone as part of a PR stunt, but linking it to Charlie’s death seemed a stretch.

      Harry opened the car and got in, Jadyn thumping down beside him.

      ‘What do you make of all that, then?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Haven’t the faintest idea,’ Jadyn replied. ‘And why didn’t Anna tell us immediately that what had happened at the event was something she’d planned?’

      ‘Not only that,’ Harry said, ‘it’s pretty clear that Charlie didn’t know about it. So just what the hell was she playing at?’

      ‘Only one way to find out,’ Jadyn said.

      ‘Indeed there is,’ Harry said, starting the engine and rolling them forward into what was left of the day, which looking at his watch, wasn’t much.
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      ‘She did what?’

      Harry was staring at the road ahead, willing it to just disappear so he could be back in Hawes.

      ‘Drove off, Boss,’ Jim said. ‘Just as you rang. Jumped in her car and buggered off.’

      ‘And where is she now?’

      ‘We’re pulling her over now,’ Jim said. ‘She didn’t get far. Think she just panicked.’

      ‘I bet she did,’ Harry said. ‘You going to be okay getting her back to Hawes? I need to have a chat with her sooner than later. I’m assuming you told the rest of the party that Charlie’s death is no longer being viewed as a suicide?’

      ‘We did,’ Jim replied. ‘Can’t say they took it all that well or believed it.’

      ‘Understandable.’

      ‘This going to be a late one, Boss?’ Jim asked.

      ‘Looks that way, yes,’ Harry said.

      ‘Do you want us to arrest her, then, Ms James, I mean?’

      ‘No,’ Harry said. ‘For a start, there’s no charge, and anyway, if we do that, we’ll be heading off to Harrogate, won’t we? Let’s just get her back to Hawes and see what’s what.’

      ‘Do you think she did it?’ Jim asked.

      ‘All I know right now,’ Harry said, ‘is that we know nothing. So, I need her to explain a few things, then we can see where we are after that.’

      ‘See you in Hawes, then,’ Jim said.

      The call over, Jadyn, who was holding Harry’s phone for him while he was driving, turned it off.

      ‘You do know you can connect your phone to the car by Bluetooth, don’t you?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘I do,’ Harry replied.

      ‘So, why don’t you, then?’

      Harry didn’t answer with words, just a stare.

      ‘Right. Okay, then,’ Jadyn said, and slipped Harry’s phone into the glove box.

      For the rest of the journey, both police officers sat in silence, pondering over what Rose had told them. At least, that’s what Harry assumed Jadyn was thinking about, but it was hard to tell, as he fell asleep barely minutes after the little chat with Jim, and spent the rest of the journey with his head ricocheting off the passenger window and snoring. Even a poke in the leg didn’t do much, so Harry left him to it. At least he was alone with his own thoughts. Trouble was, those thoughts weren’t really getting him anywhere. He’d seen the state of Charlie’s body, what had been done to it, and he just couldn’t see Anna doing such a thing. Though he knew full well that what people did and were capable of, had nothing at all to do with what they looked like. Monsters didn’t look like monsters, they looked like next-door neighbours, friends, relatives.

      So, why had she hired Rose, then? It was a strange thing to do, and it clearly hadn’t been done as a PR stunt, because no one had known about it. Certainly not Charlie, and he’d been hugely affected by it. So why do it at all? Charlie was volatile, that much was clear from what they’d learned about him, and surely such a stunt would have put the whole week, the book launch, at risk.

      Harry was baffled by it. Anna had booked Rose to accuse Charlie of using a ghostwriter. Whether there was truth in that or not, Harry needed to know, but regardless, it had clearly upset and angered Charlie. But why was he now dead? Why had he driven off to the woods and been shot in the head? Had someone arranged to meet him there, his killer, and if so, who was it? Just what the hell was going on? But then there was the fact that it was Charlie’s own gun that had been used, so how had that played out?

      Harry was rather relieved when they coasted into Hawes and pulled up in the Marketplace. Jadyn stirred and Harry checked the time.

      ‘We back already?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘We are that,’ Harry said. ‘How was your nap?’

      ‘You should’ve woken me,’ Jadyn said.

      Harry was pretty sure that he heard the sound of relief in Jadyn’s voice that he hadn’t done that.

      ‘It’s coming up to half four,’ Harry said. ‘I’m going to go and have a word or two with Anna James. I think you should head home, get yourself fresh for tomorrow.’

      ‘No, I’ll be fine,’ Jadyn said.

      ‘It’s got nothing to do with being fine or not,’ Harry said. ‘I can do this. I’ll have Matt in with me as well. You get off home. And I’ll see you tomorrow, first thing.’

      With Jadyn gone, Harry made his way over to the community centre. Inside, he found Jim in the main room that they used, boiling the kettle. Fly wasn’t with him.

      ‘Where’s the dog?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Matt’s got him,’ Jim said. ‘Having him around seemed to calm her down, Ms James I mean.’

      ‘So she’s through with Matt, then,’ Harry said.

      ‘She is,’ Jim replied, then held up Harry’s huge mug, the one Matt had bought him from a caving café a couple of months ago. It held a full pint of tea. ‘Want one?’

      Harry gave a nod. ‘How is she, then?’

      ‘Bit of a mess, like,’ Jim said. ‘Matt’s just doing what he can to keep her calm, and she’s been making a right fuss of Fly. I’ll bring this in, okay?’

      ‘Heard anything from Liz and Jen?’ Harry asked. ‘Gordy at all?’

      ‘Still out and about,’ Jim replied. ‘Oh, and Jen asked me to remind you that you promised her you’d be getting back into your running again this week.’

      Harry made a grumbling sound with his throat.

      ‘Yeah, I said that would be your response,’ Jim said.

      ‘I’ve just got out of the habit a bit, that’s all,’ Harry said. ‘Is she spying on me or what?’

      ‘This is Hawes,’ Jim said. ‘She doesn’t need to. Oh, we got these through as well. I printed them off as I figured you’d prefer that.’

      Jim handed over a stack of photographs, all from the crime scene. Harry then left the room and had a quick flick through the photos as he made his way through to where Matt was sitting with Anna James, and Jim strolled in just a few moments after. Fly was leaning up against Anna’s legs and she was stroking his head gently. The dog’s eyes were closed, so at least someone was happy, Harry thought.

      Matt reached up to take the tray from Jim and handed Anna a mug of tea.

      ‘Need me to stay?’ Jim asked.

      ‘No, we’re good I think,’ Harry said. ‘Matt can take notes, but probably best you just hang around if you can.’

      ‘Will do, Boss,’ Jim said. ‘Away Fly, let’s leave them to it.’

      The dog flatly ignored Jim’s command.

      ‘Fly . . .’

      Harry saw the dog’s eyes open just enough to stare at its owner.

      ‘He can stay, I really don’t mind,’ Anna said. ‘He’s so lovely. Such a sweetie.’

      ‘He’s a little sod is what he is,’ Jim said. ‘Fly! Here!’

      At last, the dog slinked away from Anna and over to his master, then they were gone, the door shut behind them.

      ‘Hello again,’ Harry said. ‘Before we go any further, I would just like to say how sorry I am that my team had to tell you the news about Charlie Baker. I have no doubt it was an enormous shock.’

      ‘It was, yes,’ Anna replied. ‘I mean, it still is. I just can’t believe it.’

      Harry had decided that there was no point going into this heavy-handed. All he had at the moment was lots of things which didn’t connect, so there was no point jumping to conclusions and slamming into Charlie’s agent with hard questions and accusations.

      ‘And I’m sure DS Dinsdale here has already told you that other support is available to you all at this difficult time.’

      Anna gave a shallow nod. ‘Yes, he has. But we’re okay, I’m sure, for now anyway.’

      Harry reached for his huge mug with both hands and at the same time saw Matt pull out his notebook and pen, but in such a way as to not draw attention to it.

      ‘If we’re all ready, I’d like to crack on,’ Harry said, turning his eyes to Anna. ‘I’d like to ask you about Rose White, if I may.’

      ‘Rose White?’

      Anna had looked pale when he’d arrived, but now she had the look of cold, uncooked pastry.

      ‘The actor you hired for Charlie’s author event on Friday,’ Harry said.

      Anna reached for her mug, lifted it to her mouth, but gave up halfway and rested it back down again.

      ‘I spoke with her this afternoon,’ Harry explained. ‘However, I would like you to tell me, if you could, as much as you can about why you hired her, the event, everything.’

      ‘You don’t think what I did drove him to kill himself, do you?’ Anna said, her voice cracking and splitting on her words like thin ice under a heavy boot. Then her face went, if at all possible, even paler. ‘Oh, God, you think I did it to make him do something like this, don’t you? That’s what this is, isn’t it? You’re going to arrest me! But I didn’t know! I really didn’t!’

      Anna James broke down then and Harry noticed that either Matt or Jim had already provided a box of tissues and she reached for one now. She was certainly upset, Harry thought, and this was no act. Having spent the afternoon with Rose White, he felt he had an inkling now as to what this scene would be like in the hands of someone like her. It would be bigger, more dramatic, but this? No, it wasn’t that. To Harry, Anna genuinely sounded not just scared, but heartbroken.

      ‘Perhaps the best thing is to just start at the beginning,’ Harry said. ‘Now, I don’t know exactly where that is, but let’s see how you do.’ Harry then gave a nod at Matt. ‘DS Dinsdale here will be taking notes by the way. And you will be required at the end to read them through and sign off on them to ensure that they accurately represent what has been said. Is that okay?’

      ‘Yes, yes of course,’ Anna replied, sniffing as she spoke.

      ‘Right then,’ Harry said. ‘In your own time . . .’
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      For a moment or two, Anna said nothing. Instead, she twisted another tissue between her fingers, staring at it, as though it would give her some kind of guidance or answer. It didn’t, and the quiet of the room seemed to grow deeper as Harry and Matt sat there, waiting for her to speak.

      ‘I never meant for any of this to happen,’ Anna began, glancing up at Harry. ‘I really didn’t. Please, you have to believe me. I . . .’

      Her voice broke then and Harry said, ‘It’s okay, just do the best that you can.’

      ‘I loved him,’ Anna said then, and she sat back in her chair, her shoulders sinking. She sighed deeply. ‘And I wanted him back.’

      If Harry had put any thought into what he would have expected Anna to say, it certainly wouldn’t have been that. He had picked nothing up at all about them being in a relationship. But then such things often passed him by, not just the romances of others, but any which happened to drift by into view for himself.

      ‘So, you were together, like?’ Matt asked, writing notes as he spoke.

      ‘We were, yes,’ Anna replied. ‘But not for a long time. Just over a year, now. Thirteen months, not that I’m counting.’

      ‘The relationship came to an end, then,’ Harry said.

      ‘Charlie finished it,’ Anna replied. ‘Nigh on broke my heart, too, in the process. We’d been together for years.’

      ‘You lived together, then?’

      ‘Yes,’ Anna said. ‘Charlie moved out. He still had his own place, so it wasn’t as horrendously disruptive as it could have been. I stayed in the house we rented. Though I think I’ll move out now. Memories, you know?’

      Harry knew all about memories, particularly ones that could haunt, and briefly, his thoughts switched to the conversation he’d had with his father a few days ago, his promise of a call, and where that would lead. Years ago, he was pretty sure he knew where, his mind hell-bent on bringing the man down, but now, well, something had changed inside him, but he didn’t know what.

      Harry pulled himself out of his private darkness and back into the room.

      ‘That must have been hard,’ he said. ‘To have a long-term relationship end.’

      ‘Yes, it was,’ Anna replied.

      Harry was seeing another side of the woman. Before, she’d seemed harder, yet now she was vulnerable, her walls pulled down by what had happened.

      ‘I need to understand then why you did what you did,’ Harry said. ‘Why you paid Rose White to come to the author event.’

      Harry wasn’t about to accuse Anna of anything, not yet, anyway. He needed her story to just come out of her raw, and if there were any bits that didn’t quite fit, then it was up to him and Matt to pick at the threads.

      ‘I wanted him back,’ Anna explained. ‘I’d tried so many times, but he just wouldn’t listen, wouldn’t try.’

      ‘Why did he finish things?’ Matt asked.

      ‘He never really explained that,’ Anna said. ‘Which is why I always thought it was just another of his over-reactions, you know? He was like that. But it would usually blow over just as quickly. This didn’t though.’

      ‘I still don’t see how this links into what happened,’ Harry said.

      At this, Anna reached for her mug and took her first sip.

      ‘I’m not just Charlie’s agent,’ she said. ‘I have other authors. Obviously, Charlie is . . . was . . . my most successful client, but others do well, and I’m always looking for new talent.’

      ‘Well, that makes good business sense,’ Matt observed.

      ‘I get sent a lot of material, you see, lots of unsolicited manuscripts, people just sending stuff in, hoping I’ll notice. Most are terrible, by which I mean, even the letters don’t read well, or it’s a little story their friends told them was good, that kind of thing.’

      Harry wasn’t sure where this was all going but thought it best to just let Anna run with it.

      ‘I try and spend a day a month if I can just going through it all. Doesn’t always happen, but there you go. Anyway, I received a submission about three months ago and it was absolutely brilliant.’

      ‘Nice feeling,’ Harry said.

      ‘Yes and no,’ Anna replied. ‘Because it seemed familiar.’

      ‘Familiar?’ Matt asked. ‘How?’

      ‘Writers have a style,’ Anna said. ‘A voice. And I knew this voice very well indeed. It was Charlie’s.’

      ‘Well, that doesn’t make any sense, does it?’ said Matt. ‘Why would he send something to his own agent?’

      ‘He wouldn’t,’ Anna said. ‘Which is why I was suspicious.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘About exactly what I had Rose accuse him of at the book signing,’ Anna replied. ‘That he was using a ghostwriter.’

      ‘So, who was it, then?’ Harry asked. ‘I’m assuming you contacted them.’

      ‘I also recognised the handwriting,’ Anna said. ‘The letter was signed, you see, but the name given wasn’t the one I would put with what I’d read.’

      ‘You knew who it was?’

      ‘Yes,’ Anna said. ‘It was, is, Adam.’

      Harry was pretty sure that he heard something in his own head short-circuit.

      ‘Adam? Charlie’s editor? Are you sure? Aren’t they old friends?’

      ‘Yes, they are,’ Anna said. ‘And I’ve known him as long as I’ve known Charlie.’

      ‘So why didn’t he just talk to you, then?’ Matt asked. ‘Why the cloak and dagger?’

      ‘I asked him about that,’ Anna said. ‘It was because of Charlie.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Charlie was his employer. It was a good, secure job. He didn’t want to risk it.’

      ‘I don’t buy it,’ Harry said. ‘Surely Charlie would’ve been happy for him?’

      ‘You don’t understand,’ Anna said. ‘Adam wasn’t always the ghostwriter. It kind of just evolved into that over time. The first book was Charlie’s, yes, and Adam helped him with it, structure and pacing, that kind of thing. And that’s how it worked, or at least that was how I always understood it, until that manuscript arrived, that is.’

      ‘So, you’re saying Adam became Charlie’s ghostwriter?’ Harry asked. ‘Why? Did Charlie ask him to be?’

      ‘No, absolutely not!’ Anna snorted. ‘Can you imagine? No, Charlie was still sure the books were his. He wrote, yes, but it became lazy. He used to bounce ideas off of Adam, but those ideas would come back much improved. Adam’s edits became more in-depth, more like a rewrite, until, or at least this is how Adam describes it, the book I eventually saw was nothing like what Charlie had put together. Yet, because of the way they worked, Charlie was never able to see it.’

      Harry scratched his chin, wondering how any of these people lived such lives.

      ‘Rose White was blackmail, then,’ he said. ‘You knew his secret. Was it money you wanted? What?’

      ‘I wanted him,’ Anna said. ‘He was threatening to get a new agent. I couldn’t allow that. I couldn’t! I wanted him to know that I knew his secret. I thought that if I did it in this way, it would be like a shock to the system, you know? It would wake him up.’

      ‘So, what about Adam in all this?’ Harry asked.

      ‘He just wanted to be recognised as a writer in his own right,’ Anna said. ‘And who could blame him? He didn’t want it to have anything to do with him working for a best-selling author. Pride, I suppose. It had to be on its own merit, which is why he’d submitted it under a false name.’

      ‘Did Adam know about Rose White?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Of course not!’ Anna replied. ‘We spoke, yes, and he admitted everything I’ve just told you. But this was between Charlie and me. I thought that if I could get him to stay with me as a client, then I would maybe be able to start things off again between us.’

      ‘You never mentioned any of this to us,’ Harry stated.

      ‘I was ashamed and upset,’ Anna replied. ‘And now he’s gone. But I still can’t believe he would kill himself. Why do that? He had so much!’

      Anna reached again for her mug and this time held it close.

      ‘Perhaps you can tell us what happened afterwards?’ Harry asked. ‘Friday night, back at the lodge.’

      ‘What’s there to tell?’ Anna said. ‘Charlie got drunk, which was to be expected. Then he drove off and that’s the last I saw of him.’

      ‘And that’s it? He got angry?’

      ‘At everyone at some point,’ Anna said. ‘He even went off after dear little Chris when she decided to go to bed at a sensible time.’

      ‘Did something happen between them?’

      ‘I was in my room and I heard him go in there and start shouting at her about how he was her employer and she had to go back down to join in. Then Eric turned up and sent him on his way. He’s quite something, old Eric, you know.’

      Harry thought about Chris but just couldn’t see how she could have anything to do with what had happened.

      ‘And that was it?’

      Anna nodded, didn’t say a word, and that unnerved Harry. This was a woman who liked to speak. For some reason, she’d suddenly clammed up.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Harry asked. ‘Because if there’s something else that you know, something else you heard, then you need to tell us.’

      Anna pursed her lips then shook her head in mock defeat. ‘It’s Chris,’ she said then, leaning forwards.

      ‘What is?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I found something out about her that night. She spoke to Eric about it after what happened with Charlie.’

      ‘You need to be a bit less mysterious,’ Matt said. ‘This isn’t a guessing game.’

      ‘Charlie didn’t know, no one did.’

      ‘Charlie didn’t know what?’ Harry said, growing frustrated with Anna’s urge to just keep them rolling.

      Anna paused, clearly for dramatic effect. ‘She’s his daughter.’

      Harry glanced at Matt, then said, ‘Charlie Baker is Chris’ father?’

      ‘And he had absolutely no idea,’ Anna explained, the story now racing out of her. From what I heard, Chris’ mum was a one-night stand. Never knew who Charlie was. It was only when he became famous that she started to suspect. I think she recognised him.’

      ‘Why didn’t she do anything about it?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Pride, I think,’ Anna said. ‘You’ll have to ask Chris, though. Her mum was killed in a car accident when she was only a teenager, the poor dear, and she moved in with her grandmother.’

      ‘And her mum had told her this?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ Anna said. ‘She got the job and kept her identity secret. I guess she just wanted to know what her dad was like before she told him who she was.’

      ‘And did she?’

      Anna shook her head. ‘Good God, no! Because if she had, everyone would have known about it! Everyone!’

      Harry sat back, trying to take it all in. While Chris being his daughter was certainly interesting, was it motive? It was possibly enough to send Charlie off on his middle-of-the-night drive, but he just couldn’t see it as a reason for Chris to follow and kill him, her own dad.

      ‘Back to Charlie,’ Harry said. ‘Why didn’t you tell him that night?’

      ‘About Chris? Are you mad? That was pure gold! I was going to use it to my advantage!’

      Well, at least she’s honest, Harry thought.

      ‘So what about what you’d done? If you’d told him that you were the one behind what had gone down at the bookshop, do you think that would have calmed things down?’

      ‘I didn’t want it calmed down!’ Anna said. ‘I wanted him worried! No, I wanted him scared. And I was never going to tell him anyway because he didn’t need to know. The important thing was that he knew someone suspected. I would then be there to protect him, better than anyone. That was it! That was my plan. And then I found out about Chris, as well, so I had even more than I could ever have imagined.’

      ‘You didn’t follow him, then,’ Harry asked. ‘Charlie, to the woods?’

      ‘What woods?’ Anna asked. ‘And of course, I didn’t!’

      ‘Can anyone confirm this?’

      ‘We were all at the lodge,’ Anna said. ‘I heard something and rushed to Charlie’s room and it was empty. I went to Eric’s room to tell him and he had already gone after the fool.’

      ‘What did you hear?’

      ‘His door slam, footsteps,’ Anna said. ‘I went to check. We all thought he would come back. No one thought he would just drive off. He’d had so much to drink. We all had!’

      Harry reached into a pocket and pulled out the photographs Jim had given him. He shuffled through them until he came to the one he was after. He placed it in front of Anna.

      ‘Can you tell me about this at all?’

      Anna leaned forward and looked at the photograph.

      ‘It’s a gun,’ she said.

      ‘Do you know anything about it?’

      ‘Should I?’

      ‘Do you recognise it?’

      ‘I’ve never seen it in my life,’ Anna said. ‘What has this got to do with anything?’

      Harry took back the photograph and tucked it in with the rest. He then looked over at Matt.

      ‘Any further questions, Detective Sergeant?’

      ‘None,’ Matt replied.

      Harry looked back at Anna James. ‘Can I just confirm, please, that you are around for the rest of the week?’

      ‘Do I need to be?’

      ‘The lodge is booked for the week, isn’t it?’ Harry asked.

      ‘It is,’ Anna said, ‘but we were all thinking of heading home. This has all been so terrible.’

      ‘I think it would be best if you were all stayed for the week,’ Harry said. ‘Would that be a problem?’

      ‘No,’ Anna replied. ‘But why?’

      ‘If we have any further questions, that’s all,’ Harry said, then added, ‘and with a case like this, a suicide, it can take a bit of time to get through the necessary bits and bobs. I’m sure you understand.’

      ‘Yes, yes of course,’ Anna said. ‘Does that mean I can go back?’

      ‘It does, yes,’ Harry said and stood up. ‘If you could let the others with you know that we would much prefer it if they were able to stay around, that would be hugely appreciated.’

      ‘I’ll do that, of course,’ Anna said and rose to her feet. ‘I never meant for this to happen. I truly didn’t.’

      ‘You have a safe journey,’ Harry replied. ‘Matt will show you out once you’ve read through the notes.’

      Then Harry left the room and, after a quick goodbye to Jim, he was back outside, hopeful that the fresh air would clear his head.

      It didn’t, not by a longshot.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday morning threw itself at the team on the tails of whips formed from rain being lashed against the earth by an angry wind. It pretty much summed up how Harry felt, drenched as he was on the outside from walking from his flat to the community centre, and beaten and bedraggled on the inside because of what they were dealing with. And there was still the shadow of the promised call from his father, and when that came, he had a deep sense within him that it was time to bring that all to a close, but how, he just wasn’t really sure. All he knew was that something needed to change, for his sake, yes, but more so for that of his brother, Ben.

      ‘Bloody awful day,’ Matt observed, as everyone gathered round to get a handle on the day ahead.

      Harry had spent the evening back in his flat trying to work out just what was going on with Charlie’s death, which was now very clearly a murder. An email from the pathologist had confirmed what they’d talked about on the phone the day before—there was just no way Charlie had shot himself. As for the broken leg and the additional blood spatter, that was down to Harry and his team to work out. Nothing much had come from the car, with no other DNA or anything else that couldn’t be linked to the owner. The whole thing had given Harry a headache and that had resulted in a pretty ropey night’s sleep. He hoped today would change that.

      ‘Right then,’ Harry said, gathering everyone around, the board behind him. ‘As you all know, things have changed a little in the last twenty-four hours. What we thought was a suicide was anything but. However, what we have, well, it just doesn’t add up, does it? Not yet, anyway.’

      Harry was distracted then by something rubbing against his feet. He looked down to see Fly staring up at him, tail wagging.

      ‘Think you’ll be much help with this, do you?’ Harry said to the dog.

      Fly’s tail wagged even harder at the sound of Harry’s voice.

      Jim called the dog over and had him sit beneath his chair.

      ‘Anyone want to do the board?’ Harry asked. ‘I’d do it myself but no one wants that, trust me.’

      Jadyn’s hand was first in the air and Harry handed over some dry-wipe pens.

      ‘So, what have we got, then?’ Harry asked.

      Jadyn wrote down the name of the victim on the board, then began to make notes as everyone went through what had happened and what they knew. From the event on Friday, which Gordy was able to run through for them again, the calling in of Charlie’s disappearance by Eric, through to the discovery of the body and what had happened to it, the interview with the actor, Rose White, Harry’s call with the pathologist and what she’d told him, and finally the interview with Anna James, they had a lot of detail, but nothing that gave them a clue about why Charlie had been killed.

      When they were done, Harry stepped back to look at the board. Black and red ink covered it, a mix of Jadyn’s handwriting and numerous lines linking points together, times, and any other detail he could fit on there.

      ‘What do you think?’ Jadyn asked.

      Harry wasn’t sure what to say. From where he was standing, it was like looking at a tangle of wool which had been thrown at the wall. Or the worst map of a road system ever.

      ‘You’ve certainly got it all down, so that’s something,’ Harry said as kindly as he could. ‘Lots of detail, Jadyn. Well done.’

      Jadyn smiled proudly. ‘So, it’s okay, then? Brilliant!’ He fist-pumped the air.

      Harry looked around at the rest of the team, hoping someone would come to his aid.

      Jen said, ‘Jadyn, why don’t you take a photo of what you’ve done, then we can use that to neaten it up a bit, put it in a bit of a better order, like? That way, when we get more details and whatnot, we’ll have plenty of space to do so.’

      ‘That’s a great idea,’ Jadyn said, pulling out his phone. ‘I’ll do that now.’

      Jim had the Action Book ready to record what everyone was doing for the day.

      ‘Right, then,’ Harry said. ‘I think we’ve got two things to be on with. One is to go and take another look at the crime scene, where Charlie’s car and body were found.’

      ‘But that’s already been looked over,’ Jadyn pointed out.

      ‘It has, yes, but it’s worth having another look, just in case,’ said Harry. ‘Not least, because I’m bothered that we’ve not found Charlie’s hat. He was seen leaving the place wearing it, so where the hell is it now?’

      ‘What else?’ Liz asked.

      Harry took a moment to work out what he wanted to say next.

      ‘Someone killed Charlie,’ Harry said. ‘But how or why or even when we just don’t know. Throw in the broken leg, the blood spatter from something else on his shirt, and this is, well, it’s a bit of a nightmare, isn’t it? Right now, our only pool of suspects is everyone at the lodge.’

      ‘You don’t think anyone else is involved?’ Matt asked. ‘I’m playing devil’s advocate.’

      ‘We need to keep an open mind, for sure.’ Harry nodded. ‘But we have to go with what we know. Which isn’t much, I know, but we start there and see where we get to.’

      ‘We need to go to the lodge, then,’ Matt said.

      ‘Exactly,’ Harry replied. ‘We need to go and have a look around the place and speak to everyone again. I especially want to speak to Chris.’

      ‘So, who do you want doing what?’ Jim asked.

      Harry thought for a moment, looked back at Jadyn’s creative approach to doing the board, then was back to the team.

      ‘I think fresh faces might help,’ he said. ‘Liz, Jen, how about you join me and Matt out at the lodge? Gordy, you take Jadyn over to the crime scene, see what you can find. I’m not saying that you will, I just think we need to be as thorough as we can. Like I said, there’s a hat somewhere. I don’t know if it will be useful or not, but I’d still like to know where the hell it is. The SOC team looked at where it happened, where Charlie’s body was found, but go further afield. Oh, and perhaps drop in on the gamekeeper as well, see if he has anything else to say.’

      ‘And me?’ Jim asked.

      ‘You’re designated office manager for the day,’ Harry said. ‘Not exciting, I know, but I want someone here to coordinate things if needed, to be here for anything that isn’t to do with this investigation, and if you can, to have another look through the photos of the crime scene. Also, can you call the literary agent, Anna, and tell her we’re on our way. I don’t want anyone leaving the house.’

      ‘No problem,’ Jim said, and reached down to stroke Fly’s head.

      Fly was up on his hind legs and leaning on Jim’s legs desperate for more fuss.

      ‘I’ve been thinking,’ Liz said, ‘about Fly. I reckon we should make the daft animal an official member of the team.’

      ‘He’s a sheepdog!’ Jim sighed. ‘I know he might not seem like one, but that’s what he is!’

      ‘Not sure he wants to be though.’ Liz smiled, then reached out to Fly, who quickly switched allegiances and slid across the floor to her, rolling onto his back. ‘See? He wants to be with us, don’t you boy? Yes, you do!’

      As Liz tickled Fly’s stomach, and as Jim protested rather weakly about how she, and indeed everyone on the team, was ruining his dog, Harry drained his mug of what was left of the tea he’d made earlier then washed it out at the sink.

      ‘Right then,’ he said, turning back around to face the others. ‘We all know what we’re on with. Use Jim as the contact point. Let’s keep each other up to date with this. And let’s try and tie this one up as quick as we can because it’ll only become more difficult if the suspects we do have all head off back home to London.’

      ‘Nice excuse for a trip to the city, though,’ Jim said. ‘Never been.’

      ‘You’ve never been to London?’ Harry said. ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Never had the need.’ Jim shrugged. ‘So, what’s it like, then?’

      ‘What’s it like?’ Harry repeated, rolling Jim’s question around in his mouth.

      ‘Yeah,’ Jim asked. ‘I mean here’s lovely and all, but it’s quiet, isn’t? Must be exciting, loads to do, like, am I right?’

      ‘You really want to know what it’s like?’ Harry asked. ‘Well, imagine getting in your car now, and driving for the next few hours and seeing nothing but buildings, people rushing everywhere, high rise towers, concrete, steel. No fields, no countryside. Parks, yes, but not really the same, if I’m honest. None of what you’ve got right in front of you, just by looking out of that window there.’ Harry jabbed a finger across the room. ‘That’s what it’s like.’ And with that, he led the way out into the rain, half wondering now if what he’d just said wasn’t so much aimed at Jim, but himself, as deep down the wrestling match between staying here or going back to Bristol raged on. Which reminded him of what Swift had said about calling Firbank. But that could wait, for now.
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      On the way over to the lodge, Jenny had done her best to try and encourage Harry with his fitness. She was the one who’d got him into running in the first place when he’d first arrived in the dales, after all, and he’d done really well to start with it and he’d kept at it for a few months. But he’d run into a two-week dry-spell and she didn’t want to see him just give up on it because he’d had a couple of weeks off.

      ‘The hardest part is always getting back into it,’ she said as Harry drove them towards West Witton. ‘Think of the progress you’ve made. You don’t want to lose it, do you? You’ve lost weight, you’re fitter. It’s all good.’

      ‘No, of course, I don’t,’ Harry grumbled back, and Jenny did her best not to laugh. A grown man he may have been, and with a face on him not so much like a bulldog chewing a wasp, but more a dairy cow munching on a chainsaw, but he also did a very good moody toddler.

      ‘I have breaks now and again,’ Jenny continued. ‘Everyone does. Rest is important, and it means you come back to it refreshed and keen again.’

      ‘I’m sure it does,’ Harry said, still offering a clear and present lack of enthusiasm.

      ‘You’re not really listening, are you?’ Jenny asked. ‘So, I’ll not go on, but you know I’m right.’

      At this, she saw a flicker of a smile crease the corner of Harry’s mouth.

      ‘No, I’ll start again, I promise,’ Harry said. ‘I know you’re right, it’s just that, well, sometimes things get in the way, don’t they?’

      ‘They do,’ Jenny agreed. ‘But I find that running gives me that space I need to think those things through.’

      ‘Yeah, me too,’ Harry said. ‘A lot on, you see.’ He tapped the side of his head with a finger.

      Jenny assumed Harry was talking about what they were dealing with now, the Charlie Baker case, which had her as confused as everyone else on the team. It just didn’t seem to make any sense, the idea of someone not only trying to make it look like suicide, but in such a rather elaborate way. What the person responsible had been thinking, she really couldn’t fathom, but first, they had to find out who that person was. ‘Yeah, this one is a bit strange, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Can’t work it out at all.’

      Harry mumbled a response.

      ‘Something else on your mind, then?’ Jenny asked.

      ‘If there is, you don’t want me bothering you with it,’ Harry said.

      ‘If it’s what happened with DCI Alderson . . .’

      ‘It’s not.’

      ‘He was okay,’ Jenny said, staring out of the window, the view of the dales caught in the droplets of rain racing down the glass, like a storm of tiny crystal balls, each reflecting a minute version of the valley around them. ‘But really, none of us knew him that well. He kept himself to himself, like. Probably because of where he’d come from, you know? A tough job, that kind of thing. Came up north to recover I reckon, as much as anything else.’

      ‘Sensible chap,’ Harry said. ‘Can’t think of a better place to get yourself well again.’

      ‘You’re right there,’ laughed Jenny. ‘You’re different though, to Alderson I mean. Mostly in a good way. Mostly.’

      Harry didn’t respond, whether out of choice, or because he didn’t hear her, Jenny wasn’t sure, but she didn’t press the point home.

      They were passing through West Witton now and Harry indicated right, before pulling them into the road which led over the top and on towards Coverdale.

      As the moors rolled towards them, Jenny glanced over at Penhill up on their right, its dark, sombre silhouette ancient and silent and yet somehow carrying a weight to it which told of thousands of years of history quietly, carefully observed.

      ‘That’s one of my favourite views,’ she said, pointing at the great, flat-topped mound of green. ‘It’s like it’s always watching us, you know? Keeping an eye on things in the dale. The views from up there are wonderful. You can see for miles.’

      ‘I’m sure they are,’ Harry said.

      ‘I’ll take you some time,’ Jenny offered. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t expect you to run up it, though there is a fell race that goes over it.’

      ‘That sounds like absolute hell,’ Harry said.

      ‘Went up there once for a Sunrise Service,’ Jenny said. ‘One of those early Easter Morning things?’ She could see that Harry had no idea what she wasn’t talking about, but she continued anyway. ‘My parents go to church and I went along with them. Thing was, it had been snowing hard, and we ended up having this service in a field, waist-deep in snow, huddled together by a wall, in the middle of a blizzard! It was brilliant!’

      ‘Certainly sounds it,’ Harry said, though his voice wasn’t exactly filled with conviction, Jenny thought. ‘Can’t remember when I last saw proper snow like that.’

      ‘We still get it sometimes.’ Then as Harry drove them down off the moors and towards the houses ahead, she asked, ‘You like it up here, don’t you?’

      ‘Of course, I do,’ Harry said. ‘Impossible not to. I mean, just look at it. Even in the rain, it’s stunning.’

      Jenny decided, in the end, to just go for it and ask the question that had been bothering her. ‘So, would you think about staying? You know, take over for Alderson? Become our permanent DCI?’

      The question was out but Jenny almost immediately regretted it. Her mouth had a habit of running on her. What Harry did was up to him, wasn’t it? Last thing he needed was pressure from people like her. Still, it was good that she was giving him the opportunity to talk about it, or at least that’s what she was telling herself now, as she stared out of the window, very aware of the silence in the car and her question still out there unanswered.

      ‘Can’t see that any of you would really want that,’ Harry eventually replied. ‘Can you imagine having this face to look at all the time?’

      Harry turned briefly to face Jenny and was then back looking at the road ahead, indicating right, to pull them onto the track leading to the lodge.

      ‘You’d be surprised,’ Jenny said.

      Ahead, the lodge came into view, a foreboding shadow hidden behind a thick curtain of grey rain, which cast itself across the fields with ferocious abandon. It was the first time that Jenny had been out to it and she was struck by how serious the place looked, like it would face Armageddon and survive it out of sheer bloody-mindedness. But it was the rain which really drew her attention. There was a wildness to it, Jenny thought, and that was one of the things about the dales that she loved the most. How even though over the centuries humanity had tried its best to control it, to hem it in, to contain it inside drystone walls, it was still untamed. How could Harry not stay?

      ‘We’re here,’ Harry said, stating the obvious. ‘At least this weather will have helped to keep our suspects indoors.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jenny agreed. ‘Can’t see them looking at this lot coming down and thinking it a good idea to go walk about.’

      As they pulled up in front of the house, Matt’s vehicle came up alongside.

      ‘Right, let’s get in there and see what we’ve got,’ Harry said, and he climbed out of the car and strode off towards the house, the rain hammering into him yet doing little to alter his course.

      Jenny braced herself for what was about to hit her, then followed Harry. The wind-driven rain came for her immediately, threatening to whip the door from her hands, then chasing her all the way across the gravel parking area to the house, whipping at her legs, the raindrops exploding on her skin with sharp pinpricks of pain.

      The door was open by the time Jenny arrived at the house and bouncing through it and into the hall, she found herself facing not just a bedraggled Harry, but also a kind-looking gentleman offering her a towel.

      ‘Quite the weather up here, isn’t it?’ he said, as Jenny took the towel with a thank you and wiped her hair and face down just enough to stop herself dripping all over the place.

      ‘It is that,’ Jenny said. ‘Certainly get more than our fair share of it up here.’

      Harry, Jenny noticed, was already making his way through a door, so she followed, as Matt and Liz bounded into the hall behind her, a flurry of wind, water, and swearing.

      Jenny noticed the animals immediately, remembering Jim mentioning something about them back in Hawes. He hadn’t undersold it, either, because those dead animals were everywhere, weren’t they? And those eyes! Bloody horrific! It was like standing on the set of a Hammer horror movie.

      ‘Quite a place,’ Jen said, walking over to the fire, which was blazing away.

      ‘Bit creepy if you ask me,’ Liz said, walking in to join them, Matt coming along behind.

      ‘It’s got a certain rustic old-world charm to it, yes,’ said the man who had handed Jenny the towel in the hall, as he followed in to join them. ‘If you make yourselves comfortable, I’ll fetch the others. Why don’t you go ahead and put the kettle on?’

      Liz said, ‘Well, he seems nice, anyway.’

      ‘That’s Eric,’ Harry said. ‘Charlie’s accountant and legal adviser. He’s the one who reported him missing.’

      Jenny heard footsteps from above and a moment or two later the rest of the party started to slope into the room. This was the first time she’d met any of them and she stood back a little, just observing.

      The first, a middle-aged woman, looked more than a little wired, her eyes flittering from Harry to Matt and back again. She held a lit cigarette between her fingers and was first to sit down on one of the sofas by the fire. Charlie’s agent, Anna James, Jenny guessed, remembering what Harry and Matt had told them about the interview the previous day. So, she’d been in a relationship with the victim, had she? That was interesting. And then there was that thing with her finding out that Mr Baker had been using a ghostwriter. Though it sounded as though the man hadn’t really been aware of it, being too tied up in being famous to notice.

      The woman had turned her attention from Harry to another in the group, a young woman who looked like she hadn’t slept in days. She was rubbing her left arm as well, probably out of nervousness as much as anything else. Chris, Charlie’s agent, Jenny thought.

      The rest of the party then joined them, two men and a woman—Adam, Mark, and Abigail. Looking now at the six people in front of them, it was rather difficult for Jenny to see how any of them could be responsible for Charlie’s death. Not a single one of them seemed capable.

      Anna was a wreck from it all and was already over at a cabinet pouring a drink. Chris struck Jenny as someone who would have trouble killing a fly, never mind pointing a shotgun at someone and taking their head off. Not only that, Jenny had shot plenty herself and she knew just how those guns could kick. If you didn’t know what you were doing, then a painful bruise was impossible to avoid. She was rubbing her arm, though, Jenny thought again. But no, that was in the wrong place, for sure. As for Adam, why would he kill his employer?

      As for Mark and Abigail, they struck Jenny as two hangers-on, fair-weather friends of the worst kind, now caught up in something they undoubtedly desperately wanted to get out of. But then again, all of that was an assumption, wasn’t it? These were strangers to the dales, a murder had clearly happened, and in the end, first impressions counted for little. One of them, Jenny thought, was most likely Charlie’s killer. Now they just had to find out who.
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      Harry found himself standing with his back to the fire, the toasty warmth seeping into him. In front of him were Jenny, Liz, and Matt, all standing, and the six suspects, all sitting. Beyond them was this house, or lodge, or whatever the hell it actually was, and he couldn’t shift the sudden feeling that this now-murder investigation was, without any help from him or anyone else, doing its best to turn into something from a book or a television show. What the hell was he doing, standing where he was, about to conduct himself in the manner of the erstwhile detective tracking down a murderer hidden in plain sight? And to think, just a few months ago, he would have probably been tracking down some proper underworld scum, his life a rich but terrifying mix of dark alleyways, violence, and adrenaline!

      As he got himself ready to speak, Jenny’s question from their journey came back to him. Would he think about staying? Well, would he? Harry thought. What were his reasons to go back? And if he did decide to stay, what would keep him here?

      ‘Is someone going to tell us what this is all about?’

      The question was from Adam and Harry looked at the man and gave a firm nod, looking away, for now, his thoughts on what his future held. Right now, this was what mattered, as it always had.

      ‘Right then,’ Harry began. ‘First of all, thank you all for your time today.’

      ‘Weather like this we’re not exactly going anywhere, are we?’ Abigail sighed.

      Harry ignored her and continued.

      ‘As you are all aware, following evidence found at the crime scene, and various other details, Charlie’s death is no longer being regarded as a suicide. We believe that he was murdered.’

      ‘Well, it clearly wasn’t Anna, was it?’ Adam said. ‘Ridiculous to even think that it could’ve been.’

      ‘If you’re referring to our interview yesterday, that was, as is this, simply procedure. We are investigating all possible leads and routes of enquiry.’

      ‘And everyone knows now about how much I helped Charlie,’ Adam continued. ‘After everything, Anna told us about Rose White, and, well, here we are, aren’t we?’

      Harry held up a hand to put an end to Adam’s rambling.

      ‘We are here to speak to you all again about what happened on Friday night and Saturday morning. We will also have a look around the house. I hope I can count on you all to cooperate with us.’

      ‘So, you do think one of us did it, then?’ asked Mark. ‘One of us killed Charlie? That’s preposterous! He was our friend! If you ask me, you should be spending your time out there, not in here. We’re still grieving him, you know!’

      ‘All we know is that Charlie was murdered,’ Harry said. ‘It’s our job to find out who was responsible. As yet, we have no suspects. However, hopefully, with the help of everyone here, we can get this all sorted quickly. And I know this is very difficult, but we will do our best to conduct our inquiries as sensitively as we can.’

      Eric pushed himself to his feet.

      ‘I think the best we can all do is to help as much as we can. What happened is a terrible shock to us all, so the sooner it’s all sorted out, the better. Now, who would like some tea?’

      Eric didn’t wait for an answer and instead made his way slowly out of the room to the kitchen beyond.

      Harry called his team over.

      ‘Matt, I want you and Jenny here to have a chat with everyone on their own. There must be a room we can use.’

      ‘We could get them to come over to Hawes,’ Jenny said.

      Harry shook his head. ‘No, not yet. Right now, I think this is the best approach. Unconventional, I know, but they’re comfortable here, more relaxed. I know we’ve got a crime scene, but what happened here is linked to it, for sure. I just don’t know how.’

      ‘Tea’s ready!’ Eric called, coming back into the room with a tray, but as he made his way over to the table, he stumbled.

      Harry was over as quick as anyone else. Eric was on the floor, rubbing bruised knees and shooing everyone away from making a fuss. A teapot, cups, and saucers lay scattered about on the floor.

      ‘You alright?’ Harry asked. ‘What happened?’

      ‘Tripped on the edge of a rug I believe,’ Eric said. ‘That rather hurt, I must say.’

      Harry reached down and, with Adam’s assistance, helped him back up onto his feet. He looked around but could see no rug edge close by for Eric to have come a cropper on.

      ‘Look at the mess.’ Eric sighed. ‘I’m so sorry. I’ll clean it up.’

      ‘You’ll do no such thing!’ Anna said, then pointed to Mark and Abigail. ‘I’m not sure I’ve seen either of you make a single pot of tea since we’ve been here, so perhaps you could see yourselves to cleaning up and rectifying that situation, hmm?’

      Harry helped Eric over to one of the sofas.

      ‘Are you sure you alright?’ he asked. ‘You look pale.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Eric said. ‘No damage, I’m sure, other than to my pride.’

      Harry leaned in then and said, ‘You didn’t trip over a rug.’

      ‘Well, I tripped over something.’

      ‘Boss?’

      Harry looked up from Eric to see Matt staring at him from across the room.

      ‘There’s a room out back we can use. I think it used to be a gun room, but it’s now just a reading room or something, because that’s what big houses like this need, apparently.’

      Harry stood up and walked over to the detective sergeant.

      ‘Right then, like I said, if you and Jenny can have a natter with everyone on their own, that way we can cross-check stories and details later on. I’m going to go for a wander with Liz first then we’ll join in. But leave Chris to me, okay?’

      ‘You want to check up on Anna’s story?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Like you wouldn’t believe,’ Harry said, then he turned away from Matt, happy to let him get on, and called Liz over, who was at that moment over with Chris.

      ‘Yes, Boss?’

      ‘You good to go?’

      ‘Of course.’

      Harry then made his way out of the lounge and into the hall.

      ‘Everything all right back there?’ Harry asked when they were alone and standing at the bottom of the ornate stairs.

      ‘Not sure,’ Liz replied. ‘Jenny noticed that she, Chris I mean, was rubbing her arm, so I just thought I’d ask if she was alright.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘She wouldn’t say much. Just that she’d knocked it against something in the night, going to the loo.’

      ‘Easy to do in a house like this,’ Harry said. ‘Must be pitch black at night out here.’

      ‘So, what are we on with, then?’ Liz asked. ‘Just a mooch around, see what’s what?’

      ‘Basically, yes,’ Harry said, stuffing his hands into his pockets. ‘Like I said, we’ve got a crime scene, we know Charlie was killed where we found him, but I still can’t help but feel like there’s something here, too.’

      ‘You going to call in forensics?’

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘There’s nothing here to call them out for other than a hunch. So, it’s down to us to see if my hunch is anything or nothing.’

      ‘After you then, Boss,’ Liz said, and Harry started to make his way up the stairs.
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      Back at the community centre, Jim was more than a little bored. He knew that having someone there was important, and he had Fly for company, so that was something, but he would have much preferred to be out and about.

      Considering what the rest of the team was on with, Jim’s day wasn’t really looking as though it was going to be all that exciting. That didn’t matter though, not to Jim, because he knew that his job was an important one. He would do a walk around later, probably closer to lunch, just to show his face, and make sure that the police presence was noticed. He’d pop into a few shops, have a chat with a few folk in the marketplace, that kind of thing. So what if he was just a PCSO? He and Liz both worked as a halfway house between the rest of the team and the general public and he fully believed in his role. He was as close to a local bobby as you could get nowadays, and he liked that. He also appreciated how being a PCSO enabled him enough flexibility to still help out on the farm at home, which was just as important.

      Jim leaned back on his chair, considered making yet another mug of tea, but decided against it. At his feet, Fly was doing what Fly seemed to do best, he thought, that being lying on his back with his paws in the air, fast asleep. Of all the dogs he could have picked, he thought, he seemed to have ended up with the one least interested in working the sheep.

      A knock at the door caught Jim’s attention. Fly didn’t even twitch an ear.

      Walking over, Jim found himself face to face with someone he recognised from the weekend—Arthur Black, the gamekeeper—and who was somewhat wet from the rain.

      Jim opened the door.

      ‘’Ow do,’ the man said, his voice as gruff and rough as the jacket he was wearing, a wax-proof jacket that hadn’t so much seen better days as never had any in the first place. Every bit of it was scratched and worn and ripped and torn, pockets half hanging off and the zip missing half its teeth.

      ‘Hi,’ Jim replied. ‘It’s Arthur, isn’t it? Is this about the weekend, about the body?’

      ‘Aye, it is that,’ Arthur said. ‘You got a minute, lad?’

      Jim opened the door and allowed Arthur through into the room, guiding him over to a chair that wasn’t in full view of the board Jadyn had put together earlier on. Though Jim had to admit that even if Arthur got a good look at it, there was very little he would learn from it. Not because it didn’t contain any information relevant to the case, but because Jadyn’s approach had been, in many ways, a case of enthusiasm over style. As Arthur walked over, he seemed to bring most of the wet weather outside indoors, as he dripped a path across the floor.

      ‘Can I get you a tea?’ Jim asked.

      ‘Usually, I’d say yes,’ Arthur replied, ‘but not right now, no. I won’t be stopping long, like. Just wanted to drop something off.’

      ‘Oh, right,’ Jim said, and sat down next to the gamekeeper. ‘And what’s that, then?’

      ‘This,’ Arthur said, and after rummaging around in a pocket inside his jacket, obviously one of the only ones left that still worked as such, he pulled out what he was searching for and dropped it in Jim’s hand.

      ‘What is it?’ Jim asked.

      ‘You tell me,’ Arthur replied.

      Jim looked down to see a small scrap of material in his palm. It was pretty muddy, so he picked at it a bit to reveal a grey tweed beneath the grime.

      ‘Where did you find it?’

      ‘I didn’t, the dog did,’ Arthur said. ‘She’s old, is Molly, but still gets excited when I take her out, like. Typical Springer, she is. Nose to the ground and she’s off like a rocket, flushing birds out all over the place!’

      Arthur swept his hand out, miming Molly zipping off to send birds up into the air.

      ‘Might be something,’ Jim said.

      ‘Well, it’s definitely nowt to do with me,’ Arthur said. ‘And I can’t see that it’s blown in from anywhere, like, what with them woods being so sheltered. So, when old Molly brought it back, all excited like, I just thought I’d be best dropping it over. It’s the scent that’ll have had her on it. Only reason she would’ve picked it up. Daft animal is half-blind, but thanks to that nose of hers she can still find her way around, better than me, actually.’

      Jim looked again at the scrap of cloth. Yes, it was definitely some kind of tweed material. But from what, he had no idea.

      ‘Well, I’ll get this off to be analysed,’ Jim said, though pretty sure that with the mud, being out in the elements for a few days, and the chewing of it by Arthur’s dog, Molly, there would be little chance of it coming to much.

      ‘I was right to bring it in, then? Well, that’s grand,’ Arthur said and stood up. ‘That your dog, then?’

      Jim looked over to where Fly was stretched out on the floor on his stomach. His eyes looked closed, but the dog obviously knew they were talking about him because his tail started to wag.

      ‘Yeah,’ Jim said. ‘He is, though what use he’ll be, I wouldn’t like to say right now, if I’m honest.’

      Arthur walked over and dropped to his heels with surprising ease and reached out to stroke Fly’s head. ‘He’s a grand looking lad, isn’t he?’

      ‘He is that,’ Jim replied. ‘Reckon he knows it, too.’

      Fly rolled deftly to one side to expose his stomach for a scratch, and Arthur duly obliged.

      ‘Best friend you could ever have, is a dog,’ Arthur said. ‘You training him to work?’

      ‘That’s the aim,’ Jim said. ‘Can’t say it’s going to plan.’

      Arthur was back on his feet.

      ‘He’ll be fine,’ Arthur said. ‘He’s strong, alert, and he’s got that look in his eyes, hasn’t he? You’ve seen it, I’m sure. That one that lets you know that he knows exactly what you’re talking about.’

      Fly’s tail wagged again, harder this time.

      ‘See what I mean?’ Arthur grinned and made his way over to the door.

      ‘Well, thanks for coming over,’ Jim said. ‘Much appreciated.’

      ‘No bother,’ Arthur replied. ‘If I come across anything else, I’ll be sure to drop it over.’

      And with that, the old gamekeeper was gone.

      Jim turned back to stare down at Fly.

      ‘So, you know what I’m talking about do you?’

      He was getting hungry now and with lunch only a few minutes away he would usually take the dog out for a stroll. But with the weather as it was, the rain still coming down in stair rods, he had a feeling it would be a bit of a battle to get the animal to leave the warmth.

      Fly didn’t move his head, but his eyes shifted just enough to stare up at Jim. His tail thumped once, twice, then dropped to the floor.

      Jim smiled and was about to give the dog a belly rub when there was another knock at the door. Thinking Arthur had come back for something, he was up and over to it before he realised that it was someone else entirely, though who he had no idea.

      ‘Yes?’ Jim said, opening the door. ‘Can I help?’

      In front of him was a man, probably a few years older than himself, wearing a soaking wet waterproof in the manner of someone who last wore a garment like it a couple of decades ago.

      ‘Can I come in?’

      ‘Can I ask what this is about?’

      ‘Charlie Baker,’ the man said, and Jim noticed that he was fiddling with something in his hand.

      ‘Right, and can I ask what it is about Charlie Baker you’re here about?’

      It’s a digital recorder, isn’t it? Jim thought. And that meant only one thing: the press.

      The man lifted his hand, the digital recorder at the ready.

      ‘I understand that the actress, Rose White, was interrogated yesterday about Charlie’s murder,’ the man said. ‘She is reportedly shocked at the accusations levelled at her.’

      Jim tried to close the door. The man slipped his foot forward to stop him.

      ‘She also states that she was hired by one of Charlie’s friends, his agent no less, to pose as a fan at his book launch, that she was to accuse him of using a ghostwriter, and that she believes the event has led to his committing suicide.’

      Jim shoved harder this time and the man’s foot slipped a little.

      ‘I’m afraid that I am in no position to talk about anything to do with the case with the press,’ Jim said, his generally calm demeanour being pushed now by this journalist.

      ‘So, you will neither confirm nor deny what I’ve said? Is that not confirmation then that what I’ve said is true, that Charlie Baker committed suicide because someone outed him about using a ghostwriter?’

      ‘I need to ask you to leave,’ Jim said. ‘Please.’

      ‘How many of Charlie Baker’s books were ghostwritten? Do you know who his ghostwriter is? Why do you think his agent hired Rose White? Is it suicide or is the death more suspicious?’

      Someone was sailing pretty close to getting a slap, Jim thought, fighting very hard to maintain some level of professionalism. But it wasn’t easy.

      ‘Again,’ he said, ‘I need to ask you to leave. If and when there is a statement to be made, I’m sure you’ll be communicated with through the right channels.’

      With a final shove, Jim managed to get the man on the other side of the door. Shutting it, he locked it for good measure. They still thought it was suicide, Jim pondered, so that was something at least. He didn’t want to think about what would happen once word got out that it wasn’t.

      He then walked over to Fly and sat in a chair closest to the dog, before pulling out his phone and punching in a call.

      ‘Boss?’

      ‘Jim? What is it?’

      ‘It’s about the press,’ Jim replied. ‘Someone’s leaked the Charlie Baker thing. They were here.’

      ‘Funny you should say that,’ Harry replied.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because they’re here as well.’
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      Harry had managed to get all the way to the top of the stairs and was just about to enter the first bedroom when a shout from Matt had come from the hallway below.

      ‘Bollocks,’ he harrumphed. ‘What’s that about, then?’

      ‘No idea,’ Liz said. ‘I’ll go check.’

      ‘No, you stay here,’ Harry said, stepping around her and back over to the stairs. ‘Have a look around the rooms, yourself. I’m not expecting us to find much, but you never know.’

      ‘Anything you want me to look out for in particular?’

      Harry shrugged. ‘Anything that seems out of place. Think about what we know, that they were up here when Charlie left, that two of them saw him drive off. That’s all we’ve got really. See how you do.’

      Harry made his way down the stairs to find Matt waiting for him and wearing a face which didn’t quite suit him.

      ‘You look angry,’ Harry said. ‘Not a look I’m used to seeing on you, if I’m honest.’

      ‘It’s the press,’ Matt said.

      ‘What is?’

      Matt pointed at the closed front door.

      ‘They’re here, or they will be in about thirty seconds, once they’ve sorted out their cameras and wires and lack of humanity.’

      ‘Who the hell called them, then?’ Harry hissed, teeth clenched, as he walked over to the front door. He eased it open a crack to see the parking area filling up with cars and a van or two. ‘I want those bastards off! I want them away from here, do you understand?’

      Harry was very aware that he was shouting now, and at a colleague who he didn’t just respect, he actually liked—which was a rare thing indeed—but if there was ever anything that could anger him more than the press, he wasn’t aware of it.

      ‘You and me both, Boss,’ Matt replied. ‘Shall we do this together or do you want me to just stand back and hold your jacket?’

      ‘Together, I think,’ Harry said. ‘We can do more damage that way.’

      Harry opened the door at exactly the same time as a scrawny looking man with the face of an angry wasp made to knock on it. He had a digital recorder in Harry’s face immediately. Harry, ignoring the recorder, pushed forwards, forcing the man to back off. Matt followed him and stood at his side.

      ‘Can I help?’ he asked, and with those words forced his face into the worst of smiles, even managing to show his teeth a little. The effect was exactly as he’d wanted it to be, wasp man backing off even more quickly, and those racing up behind him skidding to a halt. In many ways, thought Harry, the scars on his face had actually turned out to be rather useful, all things considered.

      The weather had eased up a little, but it was still a rough old day, Harry thought. And long may it continue, he smiled to himself, staring at the already drenched group of journalists in front of him.

      ‘Charlie Baker,’ the man said.

      ‘You don’t look like him. Does he, Detective Sergeant?’

      Matt leaned in for a closer look. ‘Nothing like, Boss.’

      ‘No, we’re here about Charlie Baker.’

      The other journalists started to edge closer again, a team of two, comprising of a man with a camera and a woman with a microphone, pushing to the front.

      ‘We need to ask you some questions,’ the woman said.

      ‘No, I don’t think you do,’ Harry replied. ‘I think you actually need to get back into your vehicles, and . . .’ He paused, turned to Matt. ‘What is it they need to do, Detective Sergeant?’

      ‘Bugger off, I think,’ Matt said.

      ‘Yes, that’s about the long and the short of it,’ said Harry.

      The woman with the microphone wasn’t giving up.

      ‘Are you saying that you’re refusing to speak to us? Why is that? What are you hiding? Charlie Baker was a public figure. People will want to know what happened. He had millions of fans around the world.’

      ‘That he did,’ Harry said. ‘But right now, I don’t think I want to be spending my time talking to them all. So, like I said, if you could all hurry along now, that would be great, thank you.’

      Harry turned to leave.

      ‘Do you have any suspects?’

      Harry stopped, turned back.

      ‘Pardon?’

      The woman with the microphone was staring hard, eyes clear.

      ‘I understand that this was originally being investigated as a suicide. However, I also understand that evidence has come to light that has made it a murder investigation, yes?’

      Harry stepped forward, only to feel a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Matt looking at him. It was enough to give him pause and to lock down his urge to turn the air black and blue.

      ‘An official statement will be given at an appropriate time,’ he said. ‘Until then, I must insist that you all leave the premises.’

      Harry was impressed with his self-control.

      ‘You don’t deny, then, that this is a murder investigation? Someone killed Charlie Baker?’

      She was pushing it though, he thought.

      ‘As I just stated, a statement will be made at the appropriate time.’

      Harry turned on his heels. ‘Come on, Detective Sergeant, we have proper work to do.’

      ‘Following on behind,’ Matt said, then paused and looked at the journalists gathered together on the gravel. He held his hands out, the rain still tumbling from the sky splattering in his palms. ‘Wouldn’t want to be out in this much longer now, might catch my death.’

      Harry was almost to the door when it burst open and from it dashed the figure of Anna James. He tried to stop her but was too late, and she was in amongst the journalists as though born to it.

      ‘Ah, crap,’ Harry muttered and made to go back to fetch her. The last thing he wanted right now was to have anyone telling the press anything, not least because he himself didn’t know enough about what had happened. And if the rumour mill started to do what it did best, then carrying this investigation out quietly, professionally, and out of the public’s gaze was going to be impossible.

      ‘It’s all right, Boss,’ Matt said, stepping forward. ‘I’ll go sort this out.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Harry said. ‘Just make sure she doesn’t do or say anything stupid.’

      ‘On it.’

      ‘You know what this means, don’t you?’

      ‘That someone leaked this?’

      ‘Exactly that,’ Harry said. ‘And that just gets me to wondering why . . .’

      Harry watched as Matt strode over to stand with Anna, quickly placing himself between her and the gaggle of press around them, taking charge of the situation with more ease and confidence than Harry would have expected. But then, Matt, like the rest of the team, was full of surprises, wasn’t he?

      Back inside the house, Liz was just making her way back down the stairs.

      ‘All good?’

      ‘I wouldn’t say good, no,’ Harry replied. ‘But Matt’s on it. Dealing with it better than I would.’

      ‘Patience of a saint, he has,’ Liz said. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen him riled up, you know, like properly angry, anything like that.’

      She had a point, Harry thought.

      ‘So, anything from upstairs?’

      ‘Lots of bedrooms, lots of suitcases, a few wine glasses laying about here and there, but nothing really standing out as odd or out of place.’

      ‘You checked every room?’

      Liz gave a nod, then lifted something from one of the stairs behind her.

      ‘Only thing I found was this.’

      Harry saw that it was a stylised statue of a woman in a flapper dress, probably no more than a foot in height. It had that art deco vibe to it, he thought, and judging by the house and the rest of its contents, it was probably original and valuable. Well, it would’ve been if it wasn’t missing something rather obvious.

      ‘Where’s its head?’

      Liz pulled a little evidence bag from her pocket, inside of which was the missing head.

      ‘It’s probably nowt,’ she said, ‘but worth getting it checked.’

      ‘And which room was it in?’

      ‘Charlie’s,’ Liz replied. ‘And I know that, because his luggage is labelled. And by that, I mean all of it, even his washbag. It’s also clearly the most expensive. Right posh.’

      The front door opened and in walked Anna, with Matt behind.

      ‘They’re not moving on,’ Matt said. ‘Looking at the weather, I’m happy for them to stay. You never know, they might all get really ill.’

      Harry looked to Anna.

      ‘The only reason they’re here is because someone told them,’ he said.

      ‘Well, I don’t know who,’ Anna said. ‘The last thing I want is the press all over this. I wanted it contained, controlled, so that I could manage what they were told. Not this! Not at all!’

      ‘Is that why you went out?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Of course,’ Anna said. ‘With the press, if you tell them nothing, they think they have everything and will just go ahead and decide the truth based on their assumptions and need to grab a headline. However, if you tell them something, just enough to give them something to gnaw on, then they’ll usually at least quieten down a bit.’

      ‘And what did you tell them?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Bugger all,’ Matt said.

      Anna smiled. ‘If I want to talk, if I have something to say, then no one is going to stop me saying it. So, I told them about what a sad loss it is, how Charlie will be missed, how I fully expect them, the press, to give us and all those who knew him, time to process what has happened, to mourn. I also managed to mention his new book.’

      ‘That was PR?’ Harry said.

      ‘Darling, anything and everything is PR,’ Anna replied, then leant in close and added, ‘If you want it to be.’

      ‘Even Charlie’s death?’ Liz asked.

      ‘Sometimes you just have to make the best of what you’ve got,’ Anna said, and with that, she left the conversation and walked back into the lounge.
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      With the upstairs checked, and the press still waiting out in the rain—drenched vultures keeping watch for bones to pick clean—Harry decided to leave having a walk around the house till later in the day. He didn’t know what he was looking for, if anything, but it was always good to be thorough. He’d had a walk around the front on Saturday, when he and Gordy had been over to find out what they could about Charlie’s disappearance, and something had bothered him then, but he still wasn’t sure what. Yet it was there, niggling at the back of his mind, and he thought that another look around might help. But until then, they had their little chats to conduct, so they split the interviews up, with Matt and Jenny using the room downstairs, and Harry and Liz using the dining room, which could also be closed off from the rest of the house.

      Matt and Jen were on with Abigail, then Mark, so Harry was able to interview the person he was really interested in hearing more from, after what Anna had told him and Matt, and that was Chris.

      ‘You want a drink or anything?’ Harry asked, hoping to relax her, because right now she had the look in her eye of a frightened deer.

      ‘No, I’m fine,’ Chris said, sitting down on the opposite side of the blue Formica-top table in one of the two extra chairs.

      Harry explained that Liz would be taking notes and that at the end Chris would be free to check them over for accuracy.

      ‘Can I ask you to just run through everything again for me, please?’ Harry asked. He didn’t want to go in straight away, asking about the revelation from Anna. Chris needed to feel comfortable just talking. ‘I know you may feel like you’re repeating things, but you may have seen or noticed things that the others didn’t.’

      Chris began to speak, her voice quiet, and she took them through the events at the bookshop once again, then the evening which followed. And through it all, Harry noticed how she kept reaching up to rub the tricep of her right arm. And he remembered then how Jenny had mentioned this.

      ‘And then I went to bed,’ Chris said. ‘I was tired, everyone was getting drunk. Well, everyone except me and Eric, and I just wanted to get away from it all. It had been a very stressful day.’

      ‘Can I ask about your arm?’ Harry said.

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘You keep rubbing it,’ Harry said. ‘If you want, we can have a look at it. Us police folk aren’t just pretty faces, you know. We do a good turn in first aid, too.’

      ‘No, it’s fine, honestly,’ Chris said. ‘I fell into something.’

      Harry saw this as an open door and pushed.

      ‘Was this when Charlie came to talk to you in your room?’

      Chris’ eyes went wide.

      ‘What? Who told you? It was nothing! He was just drunk!’

      ‘Did he get violent?’ Liz asked. ‘Did he grab you? Is that why your arm hurts?’

      ‘No!’ Chris shouted, her voice breaking on her words. ‘He just wanted me to go back to the party and I refused. That’s all!’

      Harry leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table.

      ‘Chris, we know,’ he said.

      ‘Know what? What are you talking about?’

      ‘We know that Eric sent Charlie on his way. And we know that you’re Charlie’s daughter.’

      Harry watched the colour drain from Chris’ face.

      ‘How? Who told you? I didn’t kill him! Why would I kill him? He’s my dad! I didn’t kill him!’

      ‘But you kept your identity secret, didn’t you?’ Liz pressed. ‘Why is that? Why did you get a job with him and then not tell him who you are?’

      Chris sniffed, sat back, shook her head. ‘God, this is all such a mess, isn’t it?’

      ‘You just need to tell us what happened,’ Liz continued. ‘That’s all.’

      ‘I didn’t kill him! I didn’t! I wouldn’t!’

      Harry said, ‘Please, Chris, just tell us what happened on Friday night.’

      Chris asked for a glass of water and Liz duly obliged.

      ‘Yes, we argued,’ Chris began. ‘But that’s what people do with Charlie, or did. I mean Anna argued with him at the event, then Mark.’

      ‘Mark?’ Harry asked, remembering something Abigail had mentioned on Saturday.

      ‘I think it was about money,’ Chris explained. ‘Mark has a problem with gambling. Not just that he can’t stop, but that he’s not very good at it. I think he was hoping Charlie would give him a loan.’

      ‘And did he?’

      ‘Not a chance!’ Chris said.

      ‘We’ll need to check with Mark about that,’ Harry said to Liz.

      ‘I’ll do that once we’re finished here,’ Liz said.

      ‘Back to you,’ Harry continued. ‘You and Charlie were arguing?’

      ‘Yes, and then Eric sent him on his way. Eric and I, we talked about Charlie, because he’d guessed who I was right at the beginning, when I started the job. Just never told me.’

      ‘Really?’ Harry asked. ‘How?’

      ‘Apparently, we have the same eyes.’ Chris smiled, though the expression was one of sorrow. ‘Had, I mean. And from things I had asked, about Charlie, his past. Eric pretty much put two and two together and got me.’

      ‘So, why didn’t you tell Charlie who you were?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I took the job to get to know him,’ Chris explained. ‘Mum died when I was fourteen. Car accident. She’d barely mentioned him at all, and to be honest, I always thought she was making it up, trying to make it sound like my non-existent dad was a somebody. Mum was like that, she’d make stuff up, usually to try and protect me.’

      ‘What did you know about him?’ Liz asked. ‘Did you have any proof that he was your dad?’

      ‘None,’ Chris admitted. ‘Mum had no proof. DNA would be the only way I suppose. That’s why I kept quiet about it. Thought I’d get to know him first.’ She laughed, the sound bleak and empty. ‘I always had this mad dream that we’d get on and it would be wonderful and when I eventually told him he would welcome me with open arms. But that was never going to happen, I knew that pretty soon, for sure.’

      ‘But you stuck with the job?’ Harry asked.

      ‘It was a job.’ Chris shrugged. ‘Not easy to come by, are they? So, yes, I stuck with it. But after Friday? Well, I’d had enough.’

      ‘How do you mean?’ Liz asked.

      ‘I mean,’ Chris said, ‘I didn’t care that he was my dad. The man was a complete arsehole and I’d had enough!’

      Harry knew there was more to come, so he just sat and waited.

      ‘After our argument, after I’d spoken with Eric, I couldn’t get to sleep. It was noisy, everyone drinking and talking. They eventually all came to bed and I was still awake. I was so angry. With Charlie, with myself. I’d had enough. Like, properly, you know?’

      ‘What did you do?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I went over to his room and I bloody well told him, that’s what I did!’ Chris snapped back. ‘I marched right in there, into his room, and just told him. He was really drunk, half asleep, but I didn’t care. I’d had enough.’

      ‘How did he respond?’ Liz asked.

      ‘He started shouting again, called me a liar, that he would never do a DNA test and that I was just a gold digger, after his money. I told him exactly where he could stick his money, and that’s when he grabbed me.’

      ‘Your arm, then,’ Liz said.

      Chris nodded. ‘He grabbed me, kept on shouting. I told him to get off, tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let go, and it was really hurting, and I just grabbed something and hit him with it and he let go and I ran. And that was the last time I saw him!’

      ‘You hit him?’ Harry said, remembering the blood spatter on Charlie’s shirt, which Sowerby had said had nothing to do with the whole being shot in the face thing. ‘With what?’

      ‘I don’t know!’ Chris replied. ‘He just kept shouting and my arm was hurting and I wanted him to leave me alone. It was self-defence.’

      Harry looked to Liz. ‘Have you got that thing you found upstairs, please?’

      Liz pulled out the statue, its head in the evidence bag.

      ‘Do you recognise this?’ Harry asked as Liz placed the statue on the table.

      ‘No,’ Chris said, staring at it. ‘Should I?’

      ‘You really don’t recognise it?’

      Again, Chris shook her head.

      ‘This was found in Charlie’s room,’ Liz explained. ‘Broken, like you see now. Do you think it could be what you hit Charlie with?’

      ‘I don’t remember,’ Chris said. ‘All I know is that I grabbed something and hit him with it and ran back to my room.’

      ‘Did he follow you?’

      Chris shook her head. ‘No. I saw him fall back onto his bed. I think he was bleeding. He bloody well deserved to be, too! Look!’

      Chris pulled up her sleeve then and for the first time, Harry and Liz saw the bruising. The top of Chris’ arm was black and blue.

      ‘And Charlie did that?’

      ‘Yes,’ Chris said, fighting tears suddenly. ‘He did. And I was going to leave in the morning, but then, with him disappearing . . .’

      Chris’ voice faded.

      Harry knew what he had to ask next. ‘Chris, did you follow Charlie when he left the lodge?’

      At this, Chris laughed, but there was no warmth in the sound, just disbelief.

      ‘Follow? How? And anyway, he was in his Porsche!’

      ‘There were other cars,’ Liz pointed out.

      ‘Like that makes a difference,’ Chris said. ‘I can’t even drive!’

      Harry stared at her in disbelief.

      ‘I grew up in London,’ Chris explained. ‘Never needed a car. Never learned. I’ve never even been behind the wheel.’

      ‘You mean, you’ve never driven at all?’

      ‘I’ve never driven,’ Chris said. ‘Ever.’

      For a moment, no one spoke.

      ‘How do you feel about losing your dad?’ Liz asked.

      ‘I don’t feel anything,’ Chris replied. ‘It was my mum who brought me up, and Gran. Charlie wasn’t ever a part of my life.’

      ‘What would you have done if he’d continued to refuse to take a DNA test?’ Harry said.

      ‘Hardly matters now, does it?’ Chris replied. ‘Eric’s said I can still get the test done. Get it confirmed. He thinks I’m Charlie’s closest relative.’

      ‘Does he?’ Liz asked.

      ‘He’s known Charlie for years,’ Chris said. ‘There’s never been correspondence or contact with any family. Sad, isn’t it? He had a daughter and just never really cared.’

      Harry left Liz to close the conversation, thanking the young woman for her time, before going for a stroll. Once again he felt like he was getting nowhere. Not that he’d thought Chris could have murdered Charlie, it was just that wherever they went with the case, and no matter what they were told or uncovered, they were never any closer to what had actually happened. And yet, regardless, Charlie had been killed, someone had shot him in the head with not just one but two blasts from his own shotgun. There were easier jobs, Harry thought.

      The rest of the day was given over to the rest of the interviews. Matt reported back that everyone’s stories seemed to corroborate. They were no closer.

      ‘What did Eric have to say, then?’ Harry asked, standing with Matt outside the lodge. The press had finally given up and gone home, and with them the rain, the sky breaking from dark grey clouds to the promise of blue, even though the day was drawing itself to a close. The rain had brought new smells to the air, Harry noticed, a scent rich with grass and leaf and damp earth.

      ‘Same as everyone else,’ Matt sighed. ‘He confirmed everything we know about Chris being Charlie’s daughter, the argument he walked in on, and that he saw Charlie head out of the lodge and chased after him. Then, like Abigail, he saw him drive off a while later.’

      Harry didn’t reply. He was tired, mentally more than anything.

      ‘And nothing from anyone else?’

      ‘Nowt that stands out, no,’ Matt said.

      ‘Mark?’

      ‘You mean the money thing? Gambling addict. Thought he could get some from Charlie. Turns out not.’

      ‘Motive?’

      Matt shook his head. ‘Someone else helped him out that same night. Sounded dodgy, but that’s his business, right?’ He sighed deeply. ‘I’ll be honest, this is doing my head in, Boss.’

      ‘Mine, too,’ Harry said.

      ‘So, what now?’ Liz asked, walking over to join them, Jen with her.

      ‘There’s the scrap of material that old gamekeeper dropped off with Jim,’ Harry said. ‘He’s headed over to get it dropped off and tested. But I doubt that’ll come to much.’

      Everyone else’s silence was enough confirmation that they agreed.

      Matt tossed his keys into the air, catching them as they fell. ‘There’s only one thing for it,’ he said.

      ‘And what’s that?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Beer,’ Matt said.
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      ‘So, what are you having, Boss?’

      Matt’s question led Harry to the row of beer pumps in front of him at the bar. He recognised two of them, those being Theakston’s and Black Sheep. The other three were new, to him at least.

      ‘What do you recommend?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Buttertubs is a great session ale,’ Matt advised, pointing at the pumps in turn. ‘Brewed over in Askrigg by the Yorkshire Dales Brewery.’

      ‘Old Peculier will have you on your arse after a couple of pints,’ said Liz. ‘So, probably a bit early for that.

      ‘Wensleydale Bitter is absolutely lovely,’ Matt added. ‘Nowt stopping you having all of them, though that depends on how long we’re out, mind.’

      ‘Make it Buttertubs,’ Harry said, remembering back to his first drive in his old Rav-4, driving over the road named after the strange limestone potholes, supposedly once used by farmers to store their butter in on hot days to and from the market.

      The three of them were now having an after-work pint in the public bar at the Fountain Hotel in Hawes. It had been Matt’s idea and Harry had been happy to agree to it. The day had been a long one, what with the press turning up and the various interviews at the lodge. Jim had headed to get the piece of material tested that Arthur Black, the gamekeeper, had brought in, and was probably now on his way back home, no doubt to head out into the fields to try and train Fly. Gordy was back home, Jadyn was apparently out on a date, and Jenny was over at some local group meeting in West Burton. What group it was, Harry had forgotten, but it had sounded like it mainly involved lots of retired people, tea, and cake.

      As they waited for the beers to be poured, Harry glanced around. The bar was small and cosy and didn’t look like anyone had taken to decorating it for a couple of decades. Not in a bad way, though, he thought. It was nice and clean and unassuming, with a comfy seat in the bay window, an open fire, and a darts board. A couple of other punters were both hiding behind newspapers and oblivious to the world.

      ‘What do you think, then?’ Matt asked, handing Harry a pint, the glass cool against his fingertips.

      ‘I like it,’ Harry said, taking his first sip of the amber liquid, which was topped by a good centimetre of thick, creamy white froth. That in itself had taken a bit of getting used to, as back home in Bristol, if a pint got served like that, then it would be handed back and a top-up requested. Not here, though, Harry had soon discovered, having done exactly that, only to be flatly ignored by the woman who had served him. ‘The beer’s good, too.’

      ‘Of course, it is,’ said Liz, and she led them over to a small round table in the middle of the room.

      As Harry rested his pint down, Matt called over from the bar, ‘Fancy a game of darts?’ He made his way over, resting his pint on the table, and handed Harry a small plastic pouch.

      ‘Round the clock or 501?’

      Harry reckoned the last time he’d played darts was back in his days in the Paras, not that he could remember anything specific as such, because most nights out on the lash ended up with a punch up, usually just for the hell of it.

      ‘Do it properly,’ Liz said. ‘501. I’ll keep score and play the winner.’

      Matt leaned in. ‘Don’t suppose you’re any good, are you?’

      ‘Why?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Liz plays in the local league. She’s got good arrows, as they say.’

      ‘And that’s what they say, is it?’ Harry asked. ‘Good arrows?’

      ‘Well, it’s what I say,’ Matt replied. ‘Away, then.’

      Over at the board, Matt placed a foot against the oche—the thin white line on the floor that they had to throw from—and lobbed his first three darts, one after the other, at the board on the wall. They all smacked neatly into the twenty. Harry stepped up next, threw three darts, and wished he hadn’t bothered, grabbing himself two darts in the five, and one just above double twenty.

      ‘It’s been a while,’ Harry said, collecting his darts.

      Liz stood at a small chalkboard. ‘Ready when you are, then.’

      The game didn’t last long and Harry was almost relieved to sit back on a stool and watch Matt then get thrashed by Liz. When she turned and challenged him to come up for a go, he knew that the outcome was a foregone conclusion, but it didn’t matter. The game wasn’t important, being out together was. And it was something that, back in Bristol, had happened, yes, but not really in the same way. That had been more pressured, people cagey about what they said and to whom, and there were always more of them, larger teams. Here, though, it was a quiet pub and just the three of them. It was, thought Harry, uniquely wonderful.

      ‘Let’s do round the clock,’ Liz suggested, having proven rather easily to be the considerably superior darts player. ‘We can all play then, can’t we?’

      Harry and Matt agreed and they all stood behind the oche, their drinks on a wooden ledge close by.

      ‘You’re up first, Boss,’ Matt said. ‘Start at one, finish on the bull. Easy!’

      Harry threw and hit a twenty, an eighteen, and a four.

      ‘Yeah, nice and easy,’ he said, walking over to collect his darts.

      ‘So, about today, then,’ Liz said, as she and Harry watched Matt take his throw. ‘Any closer?’

      ‘I wish I could say yes.’ Harry sighed, taking a mouthful of his beer. ‘Not much came from those chats, did they?’

      ‘Not really, no,’ Matt said, throw done, Liz taking her turn. ‘Well, other than Chris confirming she was Charlie’s daughter and that she’d lamped him one.’

      ‘Sounds like he deserved it, too,’ Liz said, taking her throw and hitting all three of the numbers she needed to.

      Harry threw again and managed to hit a one, so he was happy with that.

      The darts game continued, Harry’s throw not really improving at all, and soon Liz was at eighteen, Matt at fourteen, while he trailed way behind at seven.

      ‘Whatever went on, someone must have followed Charlie,’ Matt said. ‘That’s the only logical conclusion, isn’t it? He was seen leaving the lodge, right? By Abigail and by Eric. So, that leaves us with Anna, Chris, Adam, and Mark.’

      ‘But what about motives?’ Harry asked. ‘This wasn’t random, was it? It was deliberate. Whoever did it, they knew Charlie had his gun in his car, that the idiot kept the keys to it on his key ring—not exactly legal—and they really wanted to make sure that he was a goner. There was no messing about.’

      Liz stood at the oche and threw an eighteen, a nineteen, and a twenty, all of them trebles.

      ‘That’s just showing off.’ Matt laughed.

      ‘Yes, it is.’ Liz smiled. ‘Anyway, motives. Well, I’m not seeing one for Mark, for starters. The man’s just a hanger-on, isn’t he? An old school friend who likes to drink and is crap at cards. Money troubles, yes, but sounds like that’s just part of who he is.’

      ‘What about Adam?’ Harry asked, throwing his next three darts and surprising himself by landing a seven, eight, and nine. ‘And I’m improving, so watch out.’

      ‘He ghostwrote for Charlie, yes, but that’s no motive,’ Matt said. ‘He was getting paid, and well it seemed, and hasn’t he got his own stuff coming out at some point?’

      ‘Well, he’s got a manuscript with Anna, yes,’ Harry said.

      ‘There’s enough to be jealous of, though, isn’t there?’ Liz said. ‘You’ve got Charlie there, right, earning crazy money, and Adam knows it’s him that’s actually doing the writing! That’s bound to piss him off a little, isn’t it? It would certainly piss me off, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Not enough to slot his boss and supposed old university friend, though,’ Harry said. ‘I don’t buy it.’

      ‘That leaves us Chris and Anna,’ said Matt.

      Liz threw and, to no one’s surprise, including her own, her darts took her to the bull. Game done, they all retired to the small table and took a stool each.

      ‘Anna’s got issues, that’s for sure,’ Matt said. ‘She’d worked out that Charlie wasn’t writing his own stuff, she’d been dumped by him, and she hired that Rose White.’

      ‘Why bite the hand that feeds you, though?’ Harry said. ‘Charlie was one of, if not the, biggest author she had on her books.’

      ‘That leaves Chris, then,’ said Matt.

      ‘Chris can’t drive and never has, so it’s not her,’ Liz said, sinking the last of her pint.

      ‘They had an argument, but that’s hardly enough for her to go after him,’ Matt added.

      ‘No, it’s not,’ Harry agreed. ‘And like Liz just said, she can’t drive. So, I can’t see how she made off after him. And anyway, why would she shoot him? She’s never shot before, probably wouldn’t have a clue how to use the gun in the first place. It doesn’t add up.’

      Harry stared at his pint glass then reached out for it and downed what was left.

      ‘Nothing does,’ Matt said. ‘Fancy another?’

      ‘No, I’m good,’ Harry replied. ‘Well, I’m not good, but I don’t think more beer is going to help, good though it is.’

      ‘So, we’ve got nothing.’ Liz sighed. ‘Brilliant.’

      ‘No,’ Harry said. ‘What we’ve got is a murder victim and a hell of a lot of unanswered questions.’

      ‘That’s mainly because there’s a lot of questions we don’t even know that need asking,’ Liz shrugged.

      ‘And what about that broken leg?’ Matt asked. ‘How the hell did that happen, then? There’s no way Charlie could have driven his Porsche with it like that, is there? Those X-rays—ouch!’

      ‘It must have happened at the crime scene,’ Liz said. ‘Maybe he tripped up trying to get away from whoever was there to kill him. There were tree roots all over the place. It’s pretty easy to snap your leg if you fall and twist badly.’

      ‘Well, it certainly looks like that,’ Harry said.

      ‘Oh, before I forget,’ Matt said, and pulled an envelope from a jacket pocket, handing it over to Harry. ‘Photos, from the caving trip. Thought you’d like your own copies.’

      Harry opened the envelope. The first photo was of him looking monumentally pissed off.

      ‘Ha, yeah, I had to put that one up first!’ Matt laughed. ‘God, your face when you jumped into that pool, expecting it to be nearly up to your balls! Funniest thing I’ve ever seen!’

      Harry couldn’t help but smile. ‘Yeah, it was hilarious,’ he said, pushing himself to his feet.

      ‘Time to go?’ Liz asked.

      ‘For me, it is, yes,’ Harry replied. ‘I’m going to head back, think everything through. By which I mean, sit in front of the TV then fall asleep.’

      Outside, Harry said his farewells and headed back to the flat. It was heading towards nine in the evening, Hawes was sinking into a sleepy gloom, and yet the sky was still bright and clear, the moon high and full and surrounded by a glittering burst of stars.

      Pushing his way through the door to the flat, Harry reached out for the light switch only to find that the bulb had gone. Muttering curses under his breath, he pulled out his phone to use as a torch and made his way in the grey half-light through to the kitchen.

      ‘Hello, Harry.’

      It was a voice from his past, a voice bedecked in so much history, so much of who and what he was, that hearing it so close after so many years sent his heart racing, adrenaline surging through his body, and he clenched his fists white-knuckle hard.

      Harry turned and a light came on in the adjoining room, which doubled as both the dining room and lounge.

      ‘You said you’d call,’ Harry said.

      ‘I lied,’ replied his father.
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      Harry didn’t move. He stared into the yellow light seeping out from the other room, keeping himself cloaked in the shadow of the kitchen, trying to weigh up his options, to work out just what the hell was going on. His senses were on full alert now. He could see his father, yes, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others there, too, lurking in the shadows, hiding elsewhere in the flat.

      ‘I expected your security to be a little bit better,’ Harry’s dad said. ‘That lock was one a child could pick.’

      ‘Why would a child want to?’ Harry asked. ‘Not everyone’s like you, thank God.’

      For a moment, both men stared at each other, the only sounds being those of the world outside slowly folding itself into slumber, the residents of Hawes settling into late-night television shows, a drink or two, and then bed.

      ‘So, what happens now?’ Harry asked, breaking the silence like a hammer to ice. ‘You’re here for a reason, clearly, and I’m not a massive fan of Guess What The Criminal In Your Room Wants.’

      ‘Are you going to stay out there in the dark, or come and join me in here?’ Harry’s dad asked.

      Harry hesitated. In the kitchen, he had access to at least some defensive weapons, assuming of course that his father wasn’t alone and had brought a few helping fists with him.

      ‘Is it just you?’ Harry asked. ‘Or have you brought along some friendly goons to keep us company?’

      ‘I’m not alone, no,’ Harry’s father said. ‘But it’s just us in here, if that’s what you mean, in your not exactly grand accommodation. There’s no one hiding in a cupboard or under your bed. You have my word.’

      ‘And that, as we both know, counts for so much, doesn’t it?’

      Harry’s father said nothing, just sat there, waiting. Harry opened a cupboard and started to remove some mugs, placing them on the worktop.

      ‘Tea?’ he asked, filling a kettle, then clicking it on.

      ‘No, thank you,’ his father replied.

      Harry left the kettle to boil then walked through to the other room and sat down in a chair opposite his father. It was the closest he had been to the man in two decades. It made his skin crawl.

      ‘You need to relax.’

      ‘Do I?’ Harry replied. ‘And why’s that, then?’

      ‘I’m not here to fight. I’m here to put an end to this, to your constant pestering.’

      Harry laughed at that. ‘Pestering? So that’s what I’ve been doing, is it?’

      ‘Pretty much, yes,’ Harry’s dad replied. ‘It’s not like you have anything on me as such, is it? No. This has always been more personal than that, which I understand, I truly do, but it can’t go on.’

      This moment, right here, right now, was one that Harry had gone over in his mind too many times to mention. He had gone through numerous scenarios, some hugely violent, others quieter but with the same result, that being him dragging his father’s sorry, bleeding carcass to the nearest cell, and locking him up for good. Not that such a thing would ever happen in real life. It just didn’t. That wasn’t the way it worked. You didn’t find the bad guy, beat the living hell out of him, and get away with it, no matter how much you wanted to.

      ‘You remember what you did, don’t you?’ Harry asked, his voice the low thrum of an approaching attack helicopter. ‘To mum, to Ben?’

      ‘I do,’ Harry’s father replied. ‘But I’m a different person now. I regret it all. I’ve changed.’

      ‘Have you, now?’

      Harry’s dad leaned forward, his eyes burning into Harry, so Harry stared back, his face hard and impassive.

      ‘I’ve been clean for over a decade,’ he said. ‘No drink, no drugs. I’m a new man, Harry.’

      ‘Doesn’t take away any of what you did,’ Harry replied. ‘What kind of man does what you did, hmm? Beats up his own son? Murders his own wife?’

      ‘That . . . was an accident,’ Harry’s dad said. ‘I never meant it to happen. She attacked me, I had to protect myself.’

      Harry’s mind did a fast rewind, taking him back to the moment he’d entered the house, seen the damage, the blood. The memory was so vivid that he could still smell the metallic tang in the air of the wounds, of death.

      ‘Bollocks,’ Harry growled. ‘Protect yourself from what? A woman half your weight, and a teenage boy? Do you know how pathetic you sound, making excuses for your actions? You can’t even admit to what you did, can you? Just hide behind the weakness of your own lies.’

      ‘Nice speech,’ Harry’s dad said. ‘You been practising that, have you?’

      ‘You’ve still not said why you’re here,’ Harry said. ‘And you seem to be very confident that I’m not just going to arrest you right here and now.’

      ‘Like I said earlier, you’ve got nothing on me,’ Harry’s dad said. ‘We both know that, don’t we? I wouldn’t be sitting here now if I hadn’t spent my life being careful.’

      ‘You threw her so hard you fractured her skull,’ Harry said. ‘She didn’t have a chance. Died on the kitchen floor.’

      ‘She shouldn’t have attacked me,’ Harry’s dad replied.

      ‘And Ben,’ Harry continued. ‘You beat him so badly he was in hospital for days. His whole life has been damaged because of what you did. So you may think I’ve nothing on you, but I’ve got that, and that’s enough.’

      ‘Is it though?’ Harry’s dad said. ‘Is it really enough? Are you absolutely sure? Because if you were, then why don’t you just arrest me now? I’m here, aren’t I? Go on, Harry, do it!’

      As the man spoke, his voice grew louder, and the earlier attempt at amicableness burned itself out on the mean edge which now sharpened his every word.

      ‘But you can’t, can you, Harry? Because that was a long time ago and evidence goes missing. I have alibis who will swear I was elsewhere that night. It’s just not enough, and that’s what’s been eating at you more than anything, isn’t it? The fact that it happened, that you can’t get me for it, that after all these years in the police, all your training, all your hard work, everything you’ve done to get back at me for what I did, I’m sitting here in front of you, and you’re helpless!’

      Harry’s dad sat back and laughed, the sound cold and mean and charged with darkness.

      ‘Look at you, the rage eating you up from the inside all these years, and where has it got you? Where has it got Ben? All you had to do was walk away, forget about it, but no, you just couldn’t, could you?’

      As his father had been speaking, Harry’s mind had drifted. He hadn’t meant it to, and at first, all he’d really wanted to do was reach over, grab the man’s head, and smash it into the floor. But seeing the man here, sitting in front of him, all the feelings he’d expected, the emotional rush of hate and revenge disguised as justice, just faded away.

      The last time Harry had seen his father, the man would have been around the age he was now. And that was the image he’d carried around with him all this time, that face burning a hole in his mind so raw that it bled into his every day. But the man sitting before him was not that man. He was old, Harry could see that. His face was worn and weary and scarred, the shadows under his eyes thick, the colour of spilled ink. He’d put on weight as well. This was no man who could punch his way out of an argument because he had other people to do that now. Harry saw blotches on the skin of his father’s hands and his hair had thinned.

      ‘You’re old,’ Harry said.

      ‘Detective school wasn’t wasted on you, son, was it?’

      ‘Last time I saw you, you’d have been my age I suppose,’ Harry said. ‘Stronger. But now? I don’t know what you are.’

      ‘Let’s not lose track here,’ Harry’s dad said. ‘And though I’m sure a heart-to-heart is exactly what we both need, it just isn’t going to happen. But I’m going to tell you what is, so listen in, Harry, because I wouldn’t want you missing any of it. It’s time for you to learn a lesson.’

      ‘I was expecting to feel something more,’ Harry said. ‘You know what I mean? Something . . .’

      Harry’s voice faded. What was he trying to say? Words just weren’t doing it because he couldn’t find any that would come close to what he was feeling.

      ‘I understand,’ Harry’s father said. ‘You’ve been waiting for this moment a long time, right? Everything you’ve done has been about this, and yet here we are, and you’re powerless.’

      ‘I’m not,’ Harry replied.

      ‘Oh, I think you are,’ his father replied. ‘So, here’s what’s going to happen, and you’re going to want to listen very, very carefully.’

      Harry sat back and was surprised by how relaxed he felt. This man had destroyed the lives of those closest to him, and he’d spent years tracking the bastard down. It had been a driving force. In many ways, it had made him what he now was, but now, after all this time, something was missing.

      ‘This lesson is going to hurt,’ his father said. ‘It has to, because you need to know. Do you understand that, Harry? Do you know what I’m saying here? You need to know that from this point forward, I will always know where you are. And what I’m about to do to you now, it can and will happen any time I want it to if you ever come close to me again. I will reach out and touch you whenever the fuck I want to. That’s what you need to know.’

      ‘It’s strange,’ Harry said using his father’s word. ‘But after all this time, all the years I’ve spent waiting for this, I’ve realised something. And you know what that is?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I just don’t care anymore.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter, Harry,’ his father said. ‘This is going to be done. Right here, right now.’

      ‘No, you’re not listening,’ Harry said. ‘You’re hearing my words, but you’re not listening. And you need to listen.’

      Harry watched as his father removed a phone from his pocket.

      ‘I’m going to make a call now, Harry,’ he said. ‘The instructions, the ones I’ve given to the friends I’ve brought with me, are to not kill you. You will survive this, but you will carry this lesson with you forever. I would have got to Ben, but he’s a little out of reach at the moment it seems, but then I thought, you know what? Perhaps it’s you that needs dealing with personally, perhaps only then will you just stop.’

      ‘Again, you’re not listening,’ Harry said, and as he spoke, he rose to his feet. ‘I don’t care. About you. About who you are, about what you do, about what you’ve done.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter, it’s too late.’

      ‘I don’t know why it’s taken me so long to realise this,’ Harry said. ‘I mean, just look at you! You’re old, you’re weak, you’re pathetic. Yes, that’s what you are, pathetic! And I’ve wasted years chasing down a man so weak, so pathetic that he couldn’t even face up to killing his own wife, beating his own son.’

      Harry’s father was on the phone now, waiting for an answer.

      ‘I’ve let you control me,’ Harry said, a weight lifting from him as he spoke, and deep down the darkness he had carried around with him for so long was starting to bleed with light. ‘I gave you that power, and you don’t deserve it. And from this point forward, you don’t have it. I’m done!’

      ‘Yes,’ Harry’s father said into his phone. ‘You can come in now. We’re ready. And no, I don’t think it will take you that long.’

      Harry was smiling. He could feel his face aching from it, the scars he bore wrestling against the emotion.

      ‘I’m done with this, with you,’ he said. ‘Whatever you do with what’s left of your life, that’s up to you. It’ll catch up with you eventually. Every bit of it will. The walls you’ve hidden behind, they’ll crash down. You’ll be dragged out on your arse and that’ll be that. But I’m not going to wait around for it. I’m not going to chase you down. Because if it’s all the same with you, I’d rather just get on with some living myself now. And you’re not going to ruin it. We’re done!’

      Harry heard the door to his flat click open, then footsteps.

      ‘Like I said,’ his father smiled, looking up at him from where he was sitting, ‘it’s too late. Gentlemen, if you would be so kind?’

      Two men entered the room and stared at Harry. They were big, muscled from years in the gym. Harry had met too many supposed-hard men like this, confident in their size, so sure of the threat given by little more than their shadow and the straining of their biceps against the sleeves of their shirts. One was carrying a baseball bat, the other a length of heavy chain.

      ‘Evening,’ Harry said, stuffing his hands into his pockets, his left hand fiddling with something sat in there, a sock filled with birdseed, pulling it apart, letting the seed spill.

      ‘Time for that lesson,’ Harry’s father said.

      And Harry was moving.

      Hurling a handful of birdseed into the eyes of the two new visitors, Harry charged them, crashing into the one with the baseball bat as they both roared in confusion, momentarily blind. The man managed to raise the bat, but that was his mistake, exposing himself fully to Harry’s attack, who relieved him of the weapon in a heartbeat. He sent a punch into his throat, his forehead into the man’s nose, bursting it in a shower of red. As he coughed and fought for breath, Harry reached behind him, grabbed one of the mugs he’d put on the side, and smashed it into the back of the other man’s head, who roared out and stumbled forward with the force of it.

      Keeping momentum on his side, Harry swung the bat-less man around and into his companion, sending them both crashing into a wall. Harry gave no quarter, charging in with the bat, but instead of swinging it, he hammered them both in their stomachs with the handle. The reaction was immediate, the one with the chain dropping to his knees to vomit, the other only just managing to stop himself from doing the same. Harry threw the bat into the corner of the kitchen, grabbed the chain and yanked it away, tossing it over into the sink.

      ‘I’m assuming this isn’t quite the lesson you had planned,’ Harry said to his father as the two men moaned and rolled around on the floor, covering themselves in the vomit, the acrid stench of which was now starting to fill the air.

      Harry’s father stood and walked over. He looked down at the two men. One of them glanced up at him and Harry’s father pushed him back down with his foot.

      ‘No, not exactly,’ he said.

      Harry moved away from the mess of pumped-up muscle, blood, vomit, and moaning. From a cupboard, he pulled a box of teabags, dropped one in a mug, and filled it with water from the kettle.

      ‘I’m not going to chase you anymore,’ Harry said turning around, mug of tea in his hand. ‘Feel free to do whatever the hell it is that you want to do with your life. I’m done with you. And so is Ben. And the next time I see you, the next time I hear anything about you at all, will be the day it all finally catches up with you and they march you out of court to prison.’

      ‘You’re very confident about that, aren’t you?’ Harry’s father said, stepping over the two men on the floor. They staggered to their feet, staring daggers at Harry.

      ‘Get out,’ Harry said. ‘We’re done talking.’

      Harry didn’t follow them to the door. He just stood there, drinking his tea, body aching from the brawl, relief washing through him like waves on a beach and suddenly, in his mind, he was back in Semerwater, all those months ago now, taking his first dip into its ice-cool embrace.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘What the bloody hell happened to you?’

      Matt’s question was fair enough, Harry thought, having caught sight of himself in the bathroom mirror that morning. He was never going to win any awards for dashing good looks, courtesy of the disagreement he’d had with an IED when in the Paras, but the addition of bruising and cuts from the scrap the evening before really wasn’t helping things. He couldn’t even remember getting hit, but then that’s what happened in fights, wasn’t it? Adrenaline took over and the pain came later.

      They were both waiting for the kettle to boil at the community centre, Matt having arrived just a few minutes after Harry.

      ‘Nothing to worry about,’ Harry said.

      ‘Nowt to worry about?’ Matt exclaimed. ‘Are you having a laugh?

      ‘Honestly, I’m fine,’ Harry said. ‘I, er, I fell over. Slipped in the kitchen.’

      ‘What, you slipped and just so happened landed right on that pretty face of yours? And what exactly did you land on? An open dishwasher full of cutlery?’

      ‘Yes,’ Harry said. ‘That’s what exactly what happened.’

      ‘Those scars may give you a killer poker face,’ Matt said, ‘but you’re a bloody awful liar.’

      ‘It’s nothing to worry about,’ Harry said. ‘Trust me.’

      ‘Oh, I trust you alright,’ Matt replied. ‘I just don’t believe you. Different thing entirely.’

      The sound of the door had both Harry and Matt turn to see a ball of fur rush in followed by Jim. Fly snaked across the floor at speed, so that by the time he reached Matt and Harry his belly was scratching across the carpet. Harry noticed that the dog was baring its teeth.

      ‘What the hell’s that about?’ Harry asked. ‘With his teeth?’

      ‘Oh, that’s something new.’ Jim sighed, the door sliding shut behind him. ‘Taken to grinning it seems. Even though dogs can’t actually do that. But there you go, Fly’s having a damn good try at it, like.’

      Jim walked over and stopped halfway, staring at Harry.

      ‘I know, right?’ Matt said. ‘Just look at the state of him!’

      ‘What happened down the pub?’ Jim asked. ‘I thought you just went out for a quiet pint! Doesn’t look good if the local police end up in punch ups!’

      ‘We did,’ Matt said. ‘This happened after. Not that he’s letting on as to what, like, are you, Boss?’

      Harry lifted his mug and took a gulp, said nothing.

      ‘Were you attacked?’ Jim asked, drawing closer. Matt dropping down to ruffle Fly’s fur. ‘Hawes isn’t the kind of place you expect someone to get mugged!’

      ‘No, I wasn’t mugged,’ Harry said. ‘And I don’t need either of you making a fuss. Let’s just say I had something private to sort out and leave it at that.’

      ‘Something private to sort out?’ Matt said. ‘You moonlighting as an enforcer? A bailiff?’

      The door opened again and in came Jadyn and Gordy.

      ‘Dear God, man!’ Gordy said, eyes wide, her accent reaching out for the Highlands and pulling them close. ‘What’s been going on with you, eh? You’re a mess!’

      ‘If that’s what you look like,’ Jadyn said, ‘I dread to think what state the other dude was in.’

      Harry said nothing, just sat down, called Fly over.

      Gordy thumped down beside him. ‘You do know that if Swift sees you like that he’ll send you into orbit, don’t you?’

      ‘I do,’ Harry said. ‘Though I doubt he’ll be rushing over here. He doesn’t really rush anywhere, does he?’

      ‘He might,’ Gordy said. ‘If he finds out that his DCI has been in the wars.’

      ‘It’s nothing.’

      ‘We both know that’s a big lie.’

      Harry knew that at some point he’d have to tell someone about what had happened, and that someone would be Alice Firbank, his still-official Detective Superintendent, down in Bristol. The team, though, didn’t need to know the dark bits of his history. No one did.

      Liz arrived next, then a few minutes later Jenny skipped in. And just like the rest of the team, they were more than a little shocked by the state of Harry’s face.

      ‘Right, that’s enough,’ Harry said, holding up a hand to put an end to the constant questioning. ‘Everyone, sit!’

      Harry’s bark was enough to get everyone’s attention and they all grabbed a chair.

      ‘Before we go any further and decide what we’re all going to be doing with our day, I know you’re all sitting there waiting for some kind of explanation about this . . .’ Harry circled his face with a finger. ‘I know it was rough before, and I know it looks a whole lot worse right now, but all you need to know is that there’s nothing to worry about. I’m fine. Nothing happened. Okay?’

      The room seemed to take a deep breath and Harry thought he was in the clear.

      ‘No, not really,’ Matt said.

      Harry rolled his eyes.

      ‘Listen, Detective Sergeant,’ he began, but Matt cut him off.

      ‘The thing is, Boss, whatever that is, whatever happened, well, you can keep it private if you want to, that’s your prerogative, but you need to remember, no, you need to realise and understand that us lot sitting here in front of you? Well, we actually give a damn.’

      ‘I know that,’ Harry said, but again Matt was in.

      ‘I’ve not finished,’ he said. ‘Like it or not, and as insane as this may sound, we’ve all come to like you.’

      Harry laughed.

      ‘No, I’m not being all emotional, it’s just the truth,’ Matt said. ‘Yeah, you’re gruff, you swear a bit, you don’t smile much, and your face looks like it’s made of badly set concrete, but you’re our DCI. Do you hear what I’m saying?’

      ‘I do,’ said Harry.

      ‘You’re part of the team,’ Gordy said. ‘Not much you can do about it.’

      ‘I get that, I really do,’ Harry said. ‘And I appreciate it.’

      ‘Then whatever that is,’ Matt said, ‘whatever it was, you don’t go letting it happen again without us.’

      ‘It was nothing.’

      Matt was out of his seat and he stepped forwards to face his boss.

      ‘Please,’ he said, ‘don’t be a wazzock, now, you hear? We’re not asking to ride off as some kind of vengeful posse, are we? No, of course, we’re not! We’re just saying, all of us, like, that no one gets to stand alone, no matter how deep the shit they happen to be standing in.’

      ‘You’ve a real way with words, you know that?’ Harry smiled.

      ‘That’s what Joan says.’ Matt laughed. ‘No, wait, she doesn’t.’ He sat down.

      Harry waited for everyone to settle, then moved over to stand by the board. He noticed then that it looked rather different to how it had when Jadyn had first done it.

      ‘What’s happened here, then?’

      ‘Jen helped me with it,’ Jadyn said. ‘Neatened it up a bit. Is that okay? I mean, I hope that’s okay. I’ve still got the photo of what it looked like and I can put it back like that if you want?’

      ‘No, no, it’s great as it is,’ Harry said. ‘Much improved.’ He turned his attention to the rest of the team. ‘First of all, I’ve just had a message through from the pathologist about the piece of cloth.’

      ‘That was quick,’ Matt said.

      ‘And the reason for that,’ Harry said, ‘is because there’s nothing on it of use. It’s a piece of grey tweed, and that’s about it. There was some hair though. Fox hair, so unless foxes have decided to take things into their own hands and start hunting humans, that’s a dead end.’

      ‘So, a fox could’ve dragged Charlie’s hat away from the crime scene, then?’ Jim asked. ‘Shouldn’t we go and have a look?’

      ‘We’ll see,’ Harry said. ‘Right now, though, I’m looking for suggestions, ideas, anything. Something must’ve come up over the last few days, something that we’ve all missed.’

      No one spoke, silence sitting somewhat awkwardly among them, an uninvited and unwanted guest.

      ‘Matt,’ Harry said, taking a seat, ‘can you just run through again, what we’ve got?’

      Matt stood up. ‘Right then, key points,’ he said. ‘We know Charlie was upset Friday night. It could’ve been because of the ghostwriting thing, which was set up by Anna, or Chris’ revelation about him being her dad, which turned violent, with Charlie injuring Chris’ arm, and Chris hitting him—we think with the statue Liz found—to get away from him. That corresponds with the blood on his shirt that wasn’t from the shotgun blasts.

      ‘Eric saw Charlie leave later that night and chased after him, then later still, both he and Abigail saw Charlie drive off. At some point later that morning, Charlie was shot in the woods, just down beyond Gammersgill, but by whom, we still don’t know. We know that Chris can’t drive, so she couldn’t have followed him. As for motives, we’ve all discussed them, and still, here we are, wondering just what the hell happened.’ He looked over at Harry. ‘That do?’

      ‘Yeah, that’ll do,’ Harry said and stood up again, and as he did so, something fell from his pocket to spill across the floor.

      ‘Look, if you don’t like them, you only have to say,’ Matt sighed, looking at the floor.

      Harry stared down at the photographs, the ones Matt had given him from their trip down Crackpot. He bent down to pick them up, shuffling them together to stuff them back into their plastic wallet. There, once again on top, was the one Matt had taken of him after his prank.

      ‘You’re a funny man,’ Harry said, holding the photo up briefly. ‘You know I’ll get you back, don’t you?’

      ‘I’d be disappointed if you didn’t at least try.’ Matt grinned. ‘But it’ll take everything you’ve got to get one up on old Smoke and Mirrors Dinsdale!’

      Harry laughed. ‘That your stage name?’

      ‘I used to be into a bit of magic, back when I was in my teens,’ Matt said. ‘I’ve still got some tricks up in the loft I think.’

      ‘Smoke and mirrors,’ Harry said shaking his head, and went to put the photos back in his pocket. Then he stopped.

      ‘Boss?’ Matt said.

      ‘That’s it, isn’t it?’ Harry said. ‘That’s it! Smoke and bloody mirrors! All of it!’

      ‘Is he alright?’ Gordy asked. ‘Jim, get the kettle on! Looks like Harry needs a brew.’

      Harry was pacing now. ‘Smoke and mirrors, Matt, that’s what this is all about, I mean, that’s what it all is!’

      ‘What is?’ Matt asked.

      ‘We need to go back to the lodge,’ Harry said. ‘There’s something I need to check, something that’s been bothering me from the first time we went out there.’

      ‘We’ve checked everything,’ Jenny said. ‘You think we missed something?’

      ‘No, I’ve seen something, I know I have,’ Harry said. ‘I just need to go back and see it again.’

      ‘See what?’ Liz asked.

      ‘Yeah, come on, Boss,’ Matt said. ‘You’re not making any sense. What’s there to see that we haven’t already seen?’

      Harry stared at his Detective Sergeant. ‘How to break a leg when you’re already dead.’
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      Approaching the lodge, Harry was doing his all not to just stamp on the accelerator and floor it. He’d been pushing it on the way over, with Jim commenting a couple of times on their speed, and now that they were basically there, his impatience was even more acute.

      ‘I’ve had slower journeys,’ Jim said, as Harry pulled in front of the building, once again seeing those massive windows staring down.

      ‘Yeah, sorry about that,’ Harry said. ‘Fly alright?’

      The dog looked up at him from where it was lying at Jim’s feet. He didn’t look all that happy either.

      ‘Come on,’ Harry said and was out of the car as the rest of the team pulled in behind them. Jim joined him, Fly resting his head on the passenger window, which Jim had wound down, concerned that after that particular journey the dog probably felt a little bit sick.

      Matt was first over to Harry, the others following. ‘Well, here we are again,’ he said. ‘You mind telling us what’s going on, Boss?’

      Movement caught Harry’s eye and he saw the door to the lodge open and Anna step out. She walked over, her eyebrows raised in surprise.

      ‘We weren’t expecting you,’ she said, or at least that’s what Harry assumed she was going to say, but her words crumbled as she drew nearer, her eyes wide. ‘Dear God, you look terrible!’

      ‘Before you ask, it’s nothing,’ Harry said, self-consciously rubbing at the scratches on his scarred face.

      ‘I’d hate to see the other guy,’ Anna said.

      Harry said nothing, which was usually for the best under such circumstances.

      There was more movement from the door, this time revealing Abigail dragging a rather large suitcase down the steps and across the gravel.

      ‘Today’s Wednesday,’ Harry said, looking to Anna again. ‘I thought you were booked until Friday?’

      ‘We are,’ Anna replied. ‘But really, with everything that’s going on, we’ve all had rather enough of it.’

      Mark then appeared, his own luggage considerably smaller, comprising a leather case carried on a shoulder strap.

      ‘Something up?’ he called over.

      ‘No, you just carry on,’ Anna called back.

      ‘I’m afraid that I’m going to have to ask you to stay,’ Harry said, staring down at Anna. ‘And by ask, I mean politely demand.’

      ‘You can’t force us to stay,’ Anna said. ‘We have homes to go to. And we’ve all been interviewed, haven’t we? You have all of our contact details. Really, Detective, I don’t think there’s any more help that any of us can be. At all.’

      Next out of the lodge door was Adam, followed by Chris, then finally Eric. Chris stopped mid-stride at the sight of Harry and Eric almost walked into her.

      ‘I need to ask you all to go back into the lodge,’ Harry said, and before Anna had a chance to answer, he called Gordy over. ‘Get them in, sit them down, make sure none of them leave.’

      ‘Not a problem,’ Gordy said. ‘Come on, Ms James, let’s get you back inside, shall we?’

      Anna went to protest, but it was no good, as Gordy, with the aid of Jim and Jadyn, guided the party back indoors.

      ‘Liz?’

      ‘Boss?’

      ‘I need you to go and double-check whose room was whose, please, then meet me at the top of the stairs in five minutes.’

      Liz jogged off towards the house.

      ‘Jen, I need you to go and fetch Abigail for me if you could.’

      With Jen following Liz, Matt stared at Harry.

      ‘Where are you going with this, Boss?’

      Harry didn’t answer, instead motioning with a nod of his head for Matt to follow him. He walked over to the front door before turning to his right and continuing to walk, his head down, staring at the flower border.

      ‘What are you looking for?’ Matt asked.

      ‘This,’ Harry said, pointing at a patch in the flower bed which something had flattened.

      ‘And what exactly is it?’ Matt asked.

      ‘For now, I’m not quite sure,’ Harry said. ‘A hunch.’

      ‘And your hunch squashed these poor plants, did it?’

      Harry said, ‘I want you to stand here for a few minutes. That okay?’

      ‘It’s a tough assignment, right enough, but I think I’ll cope.’

      Harry left his DS behind and went into the house. Abigail was with Jen in the hallway.

      ‘Liz upstairs?’

      ‘She is,’ Jen answered.

      ‘Right then, come on,’ Harry instructed, leading the two women up the stairs.

      At the top, he said to Liz, ‘Show me where everyone was sleeping. I know Abigail here could tell us, but I just want to make sure.’

      Liz took them down the hall, pointing out who had occupied each room as they went.

      ‘And this was yours, yes?’ Harry said, looking to Abigail.

      ‘It was, and I won’t be sorry to be leaving it either,’ Abigail replied. ‘The mattress was like sleeping on porridge, the draughts have, I’m sure, given me some kind of hideous flu, and the dust! Goodness, it’s just everywhere!’

      Harry held up a hand to stem the flow of Abigail’s complaints, fairly sure that they would have easily continued for the rest of the day. ‘Can you show me something?’

      ‘What?’ Abigail answered.

      Harry opened the door and walked over to the window. Outside he saw the parking area. Abigail, Liz, and Jen joined him.

      ‘You said that you saw Charlie get into his car, yes?’

      ‘I’m not lying!’ Abigail snapped back.

      Harry ignored the flare of temper. ‘Can you show me where Charlie’s car was parked, please, you know, when you saw him climb into it and drive off?’

      Abigail leant forwards to stare out of the window then pointed downwards. ‘Over there,’ she said. ‘Close to the house, just beyond that ridiculous entrance to this place. God, what were the designers thinking? It’s a Gothic monstrosity!’

      ‘Is it?’ said Jen. ‘I rather like it.’

      ‘And you’re sure that’s where it was?’ Harry asked.

      ‘That’s what I said, didn’t I?’ Abigail replied. ‘His car was there. He got into it. He drove off. There’s nothing more to say!’

      Harry was sure that he could hear the cogs in his mind whirring and clicking as things started to fall into place. But he wouldn’t voice it, not yet, not until he was absolutely sure.

      ‘Liz, can you take us to Charlie’s room, please?’

      Liz did exactly that. Harry strode over to the window and opened it, which it did surprisingly easily. He then leaned out and directly below him saw Matt.

      ‘Now then,’ Matt said, staring up. ‘Everything okay, Boss? I’m still here, as requested. Never say I shirk from my duties.’

      Harry pulled back from the window. ‘Abigail?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I need you to do something for me, please.’

      Abigail shuffled across the floor.

      ‘Can you tell Detective Sergeant Dinsdale, who’s standing directly below us, to go move to where you say Charlie was parked that night?’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Could you just do it,’ Harry said.

      Abigail leant out of the window and did as Harry instructed. Harry waved to Matt. ‘Eric’s room, please, Liz.’

      In the next room, Harry once again walked up to the window. He stared out of it, looking left, looking right. ‘Got you,’ he said, then turned to Abigail, thanked her for her help, and led the way back downstairs. In the hall, he was about to head into the lounge when he noticed the boots he’d spotted beneath the coats last Saturday morning. He dropped to his knees and checked the soles of each boot until he found one pair that made him pause. He stood up, holding them upside down. He called for Matt.

      ‘See that?’

      ‘What?’

      Harry pointed at something stuck in the grip of the boots.

      ‘Those are feed pellets,’ Harry said. ‘For pheasants.’

      ‘From where we found the body?’

      Harry gave a nod, then walked into the lounge. Inside, eyes stared back at him, the wide-eyed lifeless and glassy gaze of the dead things decorating the walls and various shelves, the expectant glares belonging to his team, and finally the worried looks on the faces of the party who had come to Wensleydale to celebrate Charlie’s new book, The Hunt, only to have everything go to hell within hours of them arriving on its doorstep.

      ‘Thank you for your time again today,’ Harry said. ‘I’m afraid police work can be a little tedious, but it’s all to the good in the end, I hope.’

      ‘What is this?’ Anna said. ‘What is it that you want?’

      ‘We just need to have another little chat with you all, that’s all,’ Harry said, his voice calm, fully aware now that he didn’t want to set the hares racing. ‘We promise to be as quick as we can.’

      ‘But we were leaving,’ Mark said.

      ‘And now you’re not,’ Harry replied. ‘Detective Sergeant?’

      Matt stepped forwards.

      ‘I’d just like to go over everyone’s little chats from yesterday, if that would be okay?’

      ‘Not a problem,’ Matt said. ‘Any particular order?’

      Harry stood thoughtful for a moment. ‘If you and Jen take Chris, first, Gordy and Jim can speak with Adam, and myself and Jim, we’ll have a chat with Eric. Liz, if you can just keep everyone comfortable in here, that would be great. Jadyn?’

      The police constable snapped his head round, alert as a startled rabbit.

      ‘Ask Matt to take you outside and have you stand in the same place Abigail moved him to, if you could.’

      Harry was fully aware that absolutely no one in the room knew what the hell he was doing other than him, but it was important he kept it that way. The less anyone knew, the easier it would be to deal with what he would be coming soon. Assuming, of course, that his hunch was correct.

      Walking over to Eric, Harry smiled down at the old man. ‘Care to join me?’

      ‘Of course,’ Eric said, lifting himself out of a sofa.

      ‘Tell you what,’ Harry said, ‘why don’t we take a walk instead of sitting down?’

      ‘Good idea,’ Eric said. ‘Getting stiff sitting down on that chair. Too damned low if you ask me.’

      Eric followed Harry out of the lounge, Jim strolling along quietly behind.

      Harry made his way up the stairs. At the top, he stopped. ‘Now Eric, you heard Charlie leave, isn’t that right?’

      ‘He banged on my door, probably fell into it drunk,’ Eric replied. ‘I came to see what was up and saw him on the stairs. I followed him but by the time I’d put on my dressing gown and found myself downstairs, he was gone.’

      ‘Outside, yes?’ Harry said.

      ‘Yes,’ Eric nodded. ‘So, I went back to bed. Everyone saw me.’

      ‘They did, didn’t they?’ Harry said. ‘And then . . .?’

      ‘I heard a car and saw him drive off,’ Eric said.

      Harry started to walk along the corridor, leading Eric and Jim into Abigail’s room.

      ‘Two of you saw him go,’ Harry said. ‘Abigail saw him from here in her own room. Out of this window, in fact.’

      Harry led Eric over to the window.

      ‘You can see Police Constable Okri, right where Charlie had parked his car.’

      Eric leaned over and gave a nod of agreement.

      ‘Right, back to your room, then,’ Harry said, leading the way.

      In the hallway, Harry asked Eric, ‘So, when was it that you realised Chris was Charlie’s daughter?’

      ‘She told you, then?’

      ‘She did.’

      ‘Almost immediately,’ Eric said. ‘She had Charlie’s eyes, but then she was asking questions about him, and it really didn’t take much detective work.’

      At the door to Eric’s room, Harry looked to the next door down. ‘And that was Charlie’s room, was it not? Next to yours?’

      ‘It was,’ Eric said. ‘I drew the short straw, it seems.’

      Walking into Eric’s room, Harry made his way once again over to the window.

      ‘And this is where you saw Charlie, yes?’

      ‘His engine woke me,’ Eric said. ‘I looked out and there he was, getting into his car.’

      ‘And you’re absolutely sure?’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Eric replied. ‘He had that silly hat on of his. I saw him get into his car and off he went.’

      Harry glanced outside then turned to Eric.

      ‘Can you just come over here for a moment, please, Eric?’

      Eric glanced at Jim, a question in the lines on his face, then made his way over to Harry.

      ‘Out there, yes,’ Eric said. ‘That’s where I saw him.’

      ‘Where exactly?’

      Eric frowned then pointed out of the window. ‘Out there! On the gravel in front of the house. Where else?’

      Harry opened the window and called out for Jadyn. When he appeared, Harry looked over at Eric and saw a flicker of fear in the man’s eyes.

      ‘There’s no way you could have seen Charlie get into his car from your window,’ Harry said. ‘Abigail could, but not you, Eric. Why is that?’

      ‘I saw him, I’m telling you that I did,’ Eric said.

      ‘No, you didn’t,’ Harry replied. ‘But what I think, is that you heard Chris go into Charlie’s room after everyone had gone to bed. His room is next door, so of everyone here, it’s you that would have heard it.’

      ‘Heard what? I don’t understand.’

      Harry went to stand by a small dressing table, close to the wall.

      ‘You knew of the earlier argument because you stopped it,’ Harry began. ‘You knew how upset Chris was. I’m not saying any of what happened was planned, but it’s easy to see how things fell into place. I think you heard Chris come in and tell Charlie who she was. And if so, you would’ve heard exactly how Charlie responded.’

      ‘I didn’t hear anything,’ Eric said.

      ‘You can hardly blame him though, can you?’ Harry said. ‘His PA comes in and tells him that she’s his daughter! Imagine that! There he is, he’s had a bad day anyway, and now he finds out that she’s been lying to him for over a year? He must have been livid!’

      Eric was quiet, staring through the window at nothing.

      ‘But what the hell was she thinking?’ Harry said, pushing now for a response. ‘She knew Charlie, knew what he was like. How did she expect him to respond? With a great big hug from daddy? Really? I mean, I don’t want to sound rude, but she must’ve been off her head to think it would all end well!’ Harry laughed then. ‘You know, I bet Charlie thought she was after him for his money! And maybe she was? Maybe that’s what it was all about, the whole keeping her secret thing, getting a job with daddy, hoping for a nice fat payout to keep her quiet? I mean, it’s amazing to think it of her, but that’s some juicy blackmailing right there, isn’t it?’

      ‘It wasn’t blackmail!’ Eric spat, turning on Harry now, face red with rage. ‘That kid had nothing, and that bastard had everything! And he got what he bloody well deserved!’

      Harry folded his arms. ‘And what was that, exactly, Eric? What really happened?’

      Harry watched the accountant’s expression change from one of anger, to acceptance. And Harry knew that he had him.

      ‘I heard them shouting,’ Eric said, walking over to sit on the edge of the bed. ‘God, it was awful. Chris was so upset and Charlie, well, he was just horrible. Screamed at her, called her a liar, a gold-digging bitch, said he’d ruin her. Then I heard a scream.’

      ‘And you went in to put a stop to it?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I opened my door to see Chris’ door shut, and I could hear her sobbing. Charlie’s was open so I went in. I wanted to tell him exactly what I thought of him! I’ve been his accountant, his legal adviser for a long time, you see, and I’d just had enough of his monstrous stupidity and selfishness.’

      ‘But how do we get from this argument to Charlie ending up in the woods?’ Harry asked.

      ‘He was on the floor when I went in,’ Eric explained.

      ‘Unconscious?’

      ‘He was bleeding,’ Eric said. ‘There was a wound on his head . . . a dent. Either Chris had hit him with something or pushed him, I just don’t know. It was serious, that much I was sure about.’

      Harry hadn’t expected to hear that, but he kept quiet and allowed Eric to continue.

      ‘I couldn’t have that man ruin Chris’ life,’ he said. ‘Can you imagine it? Her life would have been completely and utterly destroyed by it!’

      ‘If it was an accident,’ Harry said.

      ‘It wouldn’t matter,’ Eric said. ‘You know that as well as I. So, I decided to act, to get him away from the lodge, and to make it all look like something else.’

      ‘What did you do?’ Harry asked.

      ‘It took a while, but I managed to get him up and out of his bedroom window,’ Eric explained. ‘Dropped him out of it. Then I snuck out and downstairs, dragged him to his car and put him in the passenger seat. Then I made lots of noise coming back upstairs to make everyone think I was coming back from chasing after him. I told them that’s what had happened.’

      ‘And it worked,’ Jim said, joining in. ‘Everyone believed you.’

      ‘They did. Then I waited a while, crept out again, and wearing that ridiculous hat of his, just in case anyone saw me, got in his car and drove off.’

      ‘So, it was you Abigail saw, not Charlie,’ Harry said.

      ‘And that broken bone is from the fall out of the window,’ said Jim.

      ‘Once I spotted the woods, I just got on with it. I admit that the whole shotgun thing was probably a little much, but I had to make sure, you see? I needed to get rid of the evidence of what Chris had done. It took a while to drag him into the woods. Heavy thing. Didn’t do me much good, either.’

      ‘The coughing?’ Harry asked.

      Eric gave a sad nod. ‘Cancer,’ he said. ‘I’ve only got so long, you know? And I don’t think dragging a fourteen stone man across the ground is classed as a cure.’

      ‘You used both barrels,’ Harry said. ‘When you shot Charlie. Why? One would’ve been enough.’

      At this Eric just shrugged. ‘Best to be thorough.’

      ‘There’s a pair of Wellingtons downstairs,’ Harry said. ‘I would guess they’re the ones you used. They have pheasant pellets in the grip, same as the ones we found at the crime scene.’

      ‘You have to admit, it wasn’t a bad plan,’ Eric said, his words breaking on a cough.

      ‘I just don’t see why you went to so much trouble,’ Harry said.

      ‘I’m old, I’m ill.’ Eric sighed. ‘Chris is young. She’s Charlie’s only relative as far as I’ve been able to find out over the past year. She’ll inherit everything.’

      ‘Are you willing to write this all out as a full confession?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I’ve only got a few months, you know,’ Eric said. ‘Nothing anyone can do. I wanted to make the time I had left count for something, though I’m not sure this is entirely what I had in mind.’

      ‘You didn’t answer my question,’ Harry said.

      Eric looked up at him and smiled, though there was pain in its corners. ‘I did it, Detective. I’ll write a confession. And between you and me, I doubt I’ll even make it to court.’
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            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘You were right, Jen,’ Harry said, staring out at the view of the dale below. ‘It really is quite something up here.’

      ‘It is that,’ Jen replied.

      It was over a week now since the investigation had come to an end, though Harry knew there was no such thing, not really. There would be paperwork and lots of boring meetings, trips to court, and probably more meetings. It would take months to finally come to a close. But Eric had stuck to his story, so that was something. And Jim, showing a lot of initiative, and a little too much belief in the capabilities of his dog, Fly, had soon after the arrest, gone back to the crime scene. And, quite to his own surprise, as well as everyone else’s, he and Fly had found Charlie’s hat. Fly apparently brought it back to him proudly, and also completely covered in mud. The pathologist had run tests and found Eric’s DNA on it. So, that was that.

      Harry was with the rest of the team up on Penhill. Even Detective Superintendent Swift was there, though he didn’t look all that happy about the walk they’d just done to get to the top of the fell and he was still heaving great gobfuls of cool air into his lungs.

      Giving everyone just a couple of minutes to take in where they were, and why they were there in the first place, Harry did the same, resting his mind for a moment on the blanket of rich, rural beauty spread out below them.

      He had, over the past couple of weeks, experienced the best and the worst of humanity, and seen the majesty of Wensleydale above and below. He had, if it was at all possible, found himself growing closer and more fond of this little team who were, whether they realised it or not, guardians of the place, its people. He had learned just a little bit more about them all, burrowed around in the dark, mysterious depths of the caves hidden beneath the dales, and found himself, quite to his surprise, wanting more.

      There was a richness here, Harry thought, which went beyond mere views to take photos of. The dale had its own heartbeat and the rhythm of it was strong and ancient and could be felt in every bit of life which moved on its surface. The breath of the place blew strong and sweet with the scent of grass and heather, leaf and fern, and the river Ure, which Harry stared at now, down in the bottom of the valley, was its lifeblood, fed by the rains which danced with abandon on the valley’s slopes, and kept the place rich and fresh and bursting with promise.

      ‘Thank you all for coming,’ Harry said, bringing himself out of his thoughts. ‘I hope you approve of the setting.’

      ‘It’s perfect,’ Matt nodded. ‘Nice one, Boss.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jim said, ‘Alderson would approve, I think.’

      Harry nodded to the young PCSO then said, ‘I just thought it would be appropriate to do something in memory of the man. I didn’t know him, but he was important to you all, and I’ve no doubt, based on my own experiences working with you, that you meant an awful lot to him. So, that’s why we’re here. I’ve not prepared anything myself, but if any of you have anything you want to say, I’m sure we’d all be happy to hear it.’

      Harry stepped back and allowed the sound of the wind to take his place. Then, with a cough, Gordy stepped forward and began to speak.
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        * * *

      

      Back down where they’d all parked before taking the short walk to the top of Penhill, Harry saw Swift walking over to him.

      ‘Well done, Grimm.’

      ‘Pardon, Sir?’

      ‘This little memorial gathering idea of yours,’ Swift said. ‘It was a bloody good one. The team, I, we, all very much appreciated it.’

      Harry was rather taken aback. ‘It was nothing, ’ he replied. ‘Just seemed appropriate, that’s all. Give the team a chance to do something together, say what needed to be said.’

      ‘It was all rather touching,’ said Swift. ‘Even Detective Sergeant Dinsdale’s poem.’

      Harry smiled. ‘Yes, that was quite something, wasn’t it? Let’s just hope he doesn’t decide to take it up as a hobby.’

      Swift turned to head back to his car. ‘Well, just thought I’d mentioned it. I’d best be off.’

      ‘I’ll get that report to you on the Baker case tomorrow,’ Harry said. ‘It’s a bit late, I know.’

      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Swift replied. ‘I’m sure it will be fine.’

      And with that, the D-Sup climbed into his car and headed off.

      ‘All good?’ Matt asked, coming over to stand with Harry.

      ‘Swift was, well, he was nice,’ Harry said. ‘What’s that about?’

      ‘You’re having a laugh,’ Matt said. ‘Nice? You sure about that?’

      ‘Maybe I just imagined it.’

      A flash of movement on the ground caught Harry’s eye and there, at his feet, was a dog.

      ‘Fly! Fly! Get over here! Fly!’

      Harry crouched down and gave the dog’s head a good scratch as Jim came over to grab his pet.

      ‘Training going well, then?’ Harry asked, standing back up.

      ‘Don’t ask.’ Jim laughed. ‘We’ll get there though.’

      Behind Jim, Harry saw the rest of the team starting to make their way off into what was left of the day, and he raised a wave to them as they headed out. Then he checked his watch.

      ‘So, what are you on with now, Boss?’ Jim asked. ‘Got somewhere to be?’

      ‘Actually, I have,’ Harry said. ‘And I need to be heading off myself.’

      ‘We’ve got things to be getting on with, as well,’ Matt said. ‘See you in the office tomorrow, then?’

      ‘Can’t think where I’d rather be,’ Harry replied.

      With Jim and Matt gone, Harry was left alone, and with a final look at the dale below, he climbed into his old Rav-4, swung it out of where he’d parked, and headed off, down to West Witton, then left and on towards Bainbridge, where he took a left at the foot of the old Roman fort, driving up into the hills along a lane guarded on either side by drystone walls. Soon enough, the shimmering surface of Semerwater came into view and as it drew ever closer, Harry wasn’t sure whether he was nervous or excited or both.

      Arriving at the lakeside, Harry pulled his vehicle up and onto the stone shore. The lake, as always, looked cold and dark, a foreboding and haunting place, yet beautiful, too. The hills around it stared down, the streams and becks running off them feeding the lake.

      From the passenger seat, Harry grabbed the bag he’d packed earlier that day, which was sitting next to the book Gordy had given him and that he had, quite to his surprise, already read half of, then climbed out of his vehicle and walked over to the lake’s edge. He picked up a stone and with a flick of his wrist sent it spinning to bounce off the glimmering surface, whipping up a trail of tiny ripples as it went.

      Harry heard a vehicle pull up behind him and a door open.

      ‘We managed to find you, then.’

      ‘Looks that way,’ Harry said as a woman came to stand beside him. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’

      Detective Superintendent Alice Firbank shivered a little.

      ‘Bleak is the word that springs to mind,’ she said. ‘But I can see how it would grow on you. And it has, hasn’t it, Harry?’

      ‘It has that,’ Harry replied. ‘Like I said on the phone.’

      He’d called Firbank the day after Eric was arrested. He still had some thinking to do, but at least this bit was sorted.

      Harry looked back to the D-Sup’s vehicle. ‘How is he?’

      ‘He’s absolutely fine,’ Firbank said and waved to the other occupant in the car to come over.

      Harry watched as the passenger door opened and a young man climbed out.

      ‘You’re sure about this?’ Firbank asked.

      ‘Never been more sure of anything in my life,’ Harry replied. ‘What happens now?’

      ‘The usual, ‘Firbank said. ‘He’s out on parole under your supervision, but he’ll also be checked up on regularly to ensure everything’s okay, and to provide you both with appropriate support.’

      ‘Sounds grand,’ Harry said.

      ‘What’s in the bag?’ Firbank asked.

      ‘Towels,’ Harry said as the young man came to stand in front of them both.

      Firbank stared up at Harry then, her eyes flicking towards the lake, then back to his ruined face.

      ‘You’re not serious!’

      Harry’s face broke into a wide smile, the scars folding up and in on themselves as they struggled to contain it. He then opened the bag and held out one of the towels.

      ‘What’s this?’ the young man asked.

      ‘Swimming shorts and a towel,’ Harry said. ‘And when we’re done, I’ve a nice hot flask of tea, and some cheese and cake.’

      ‘You’re having a laugh!’ the young man said. ‘And I thought you hated cheese?’

      ‘Ben,’ Harry said, reaching out and pulling his brother into a warm, tight hug. ‘Welcome to Wensleydale.’

      

      THE END

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
        DCI HARRY GRIMM RETURNS IN …

      

      

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Restless Dead]
          
        

        Restless Dead

      

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The amazing thing about living or visiting somewhere like Wensleydale is that wherever you turn, there’s always something rather surprising waiting for you. So, if you do visit, (and you really should), follow Harry and take that little road leading up out of West Witton, and head over the top, then down into the wonderful, ancient realm of Coverdale.

      Penhill, which stands as though keeping silent watch over both Wensleydale and Coverdale, is striking, and a walk up onto its relatively flat summit will gift you with views a plenty. In winter, it’s even more memorable, and that story Jenny tells Harry, about an Easter morning service in the snow? Well, that’s based on truth! My dad, the Methodist minister when we lived in Hawes, had planned for the service to be on top of Penhill one year (it was usually held on the Roman Fort in Bainbridge) and snow wasn’t going to put him or anyone else off! So a motley collection of four-wheel drives, including my dad’s old ex-military lightweight Land Rover, crawled up that same road Harry and Jenny drove along, and parked just where the drystone walls stop and the open moors take over. We then waded through knee-deep snow and hunkered down in the shelter of a wall, which was mostly hidden by huge drifts, and proceeded to have a short service and sing a couple of hymns! But that was and is the dales for you: weather doesn’t generally stop play! Afterwards, we all headed back down into Bainbridge for a breakfast in the church hall, which comprised mountains of toast and marmalade, far too many boiled eggs, and tea poured from the most enormous teapots I’ve ever seen, the kind generally only ever used by the military! What was even more amazing was that the people lifting these vast, metal teapots were mostly in their eighties.

      One thing people generally don’t realise as they wander across the dales is that beneath their feet a magical world lies hidden in darkness so thick, that even with your hand up and touching your nose, you won’t see it. Crackpot Cave is one I have done many, many times, both as a child, with my dad and friends, but also when I was an assistant instructor at Marrick Priory in Swaledale (remember that from Corpse Road?) It is a fairly easy cave to navigate, and to take groups of children and teenagers down it is to see them confront not only their fears of the unknown, but also their own perception and understanding of themselves and the world around them. It is something I think everyone should try at least once in their lives. And I sent Harry down there to have just such an experience. And it really is beautiful, the calcite formations glistening in torch light, and the crystal-clear water continuing, over thousands and thousands of years, to reshape that underground world.

      As to the background theme to this book, I promise you that Shooting Season isn’t ghost-written! And I’m also sorry to tell you that the bookshop I describe doesn’t actually exist, other than in my imagination, though it is an amalgamation of various favourites that I have.

      People write books for numerous reasons. Some because they feel they have a book in them, others because they take it up as a new hobby, and then there are those who, like me, really have no choice. I write as much because I want to and love it, as because I have no choice but to do it. I can’t not write. It is part of who I am, central to everything I have become over the years. I have written children’s books, teen fiction, and young adult thrillers. I’ve written horror, military, and teaching materials. And now I’m writing about Harry Grimm and his team, and the wonderful, heavenly place of Wensleydale and the surrounding area. And you know what? I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy writing anything in my life. I am honestly so incredibly grateful that you have given up a little of your time to read it. And I truly hope that you will stay with me as I continue to explore with Harry his new life in the dales.

      

      Dave
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      Enjoyed this book? Then Please Tell Others!

      

      You may not know this, but reviews can make all the difference, not just to a book’s success, but the career of an author. I know that I’m only a minnow in a very huge sea, but just a few words on Amazon about why you enjoyed it, and who knows ... !

      

      You’ll be prompted to leave a review when you get to the end of this book in just a few pages time.

      

      And, in advance, thank you! Your support and enthusiasm mean more than you will ever know, and I look forward to (hopefully!) entertaining you with many more books to come!
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      David had his first book published when he was 18 and has written extensively for children and young adults. Shooting Season is his fourth crime novel.
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