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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Seventeen-year-old Ellie Hodgson read the note she’d written one last time before slipping it into an envelope and turning off her music. Leaving her bedroom she headed through the house, the only sound she could hear was the one she had been trying to drown out: her dad in his office, shouting down the phone. And it wasn’t even eight AM yet.

      Slipping quietly down the stairs, her hand slid along the smooth, wooden banister to sweep her to a landing sat beneath a large, ornate window, the intricately patterned and brightly coloured glass showing a proud horse and rider. Ellie ignored it, skipping past and down to the ground floor, to then creep along the hall to the front door. She paused outside her father’s office and leaned her ear against the door. The conversation on the other side was muffled but not so much so that she couldn’t make out that the subject was money and business. But what else did her dad ever really talk about now, anyway? It hadn’t always been like that. She missed him, she missed them. Which was why she had to leave. Not forever, but for long enough, though how long that would be, right then, she had no idea, which only made it more exciting.

      Ellie rested a hand against the wooden door, almost as though she was trying to send the man some sense of the love that she had for him through the wood. The shouting continued.

      She moved away, tip-toeing down the hall, passing her favourite photo hanging on the wall, the one of her and both of her parents, Mum smiling, Dad laughing, both of them hugging her tightly. So long ago, now. She opened the front door and a roar from her father chased her out into the morning.

      At the end of the drive, a smart car the colour of fresh cream was parked. The driver climbed out, a man with short dark hair and sunglasses. He waved to Ellie, though his face remained still and emotionless, then opened the rear door. Ellie returned the wave as, from the back of the car, a man she had known for years appeared. Mr Philips, her father’s business partner wasn’t involved much in the day-to-day running of what her father did, but he had been there since … well, since the event which had changed everything. He was smartly dressed in a brown pin-stripe suit, and around his wrist shone a gold watch. The suit seemed baggy on him, she noticed, certainly more so than it had been the last time he had been here a few months ago.

      Mr Philips was on the phone. Ellie wondered if he was at the other end of the conversation her father was having. He smiled, slipped his phone into his pocket, then strode over and gave her a hug, something he had never done before.

      ‘Here I am again, Ellie,’ he said. ‘How are you?’

      Behind him, back at the car, Ellie saw the other man go around to the other passenger door and open that as well. A woman climbed out with her dark brown hair in a bob, a blood-coloured trouser suit, and some of the most impressive shoes Ellie had ever seen.

      ‘I’m okay,’ Ellie replied, stepping back a little. ‘Dad’s inside.’

      ‘I know. I’ve just been speaking to him.’

      I thought so …

      ‘He didn’t sound very happy, with what you were saying, I mean.’

      Mr Philips smiled, though Ellie saw worry and stress in it more than warmth. ‘Business is never easy. That’s why I’m here, you see, to help sort things out, help him make the best decisions.’

      ‘I hope you can.’

      Mr Philips smiled again, though Ellie found it hard to tell if his eyes were joining in. Something behind them wasn’t quite right, but then what did she know about the ins and outs of business, really? Nothing, and that was the way she wanted to keep it.

      ‘And that’s why Ms Davies is here.’

      The woman stepped forward and offered Ellie a wide, warm smile.

      ‘Hello,’ she said, and held out her hand. ‘You must be Ellie.’

      Ellie shook it.

      ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘I am.’

      ‘I’ve heard a great deal about you, all of it very good. Off to school?’

      ‘Sadly.’

      ‘Best not keep you, then. Can’t be standing in the way of a young girl and her dreams, can we?’ She leaned in close then, and added, ‘And boyfriends, obviously.’

      Ellie giggled, the sound surprising her.

      Mr Philips gave Ellie another hug, then headed up the drive, leading Ms Davies towards the house. Ellie continued on her way, noticing how the driver’s gaze followed her as she passed by.

      It wasn’t until she was halfway through her first lesson of the day, A-Level English, that Ellie realised her phone was missing, and any concern she had about what her dad was dealing with back home was erased.

      English was the only subject she really enjoyed, not least because they weren’t in it, they being Vicky sodding Spencer, and her small gang of acolytes. Ellie had taken to referring to them as they because using their actual names gave them more power than they deserved. Names were for friends, of which she had few. And by few, she meant one.

      Ellie’s first thought was that Vicky was responsible for her missing phone, but that wasn’t possible, because she hadn’t had the unfortunate pleasure of bumping into her yet. She was also a little surprised that she hadn’t noticed earlier, mainly because, other than her ever-growing collection of books back home, the music on it was her haven, with tracklists carefully curated to cover pretty much any emotion, event, day, or feeling she could think of.

      But then, with her excitement for the days that lay ahead, she hadn’t really slept the night before, so the bus journey to school had been given over to a quick nap, rather than zoning out to her favourite bands. Her best and only true friend, Kate, had talked the whole way, as usual, but Ellie hadn’t listened to a word, her head resting against the window, the soft thrum of the bus’s engine almost hypnotic as she had closed her eyes.

      And dreamed.

      Ellie had chosen English because she found it easy. She was a reader. She loved books, she loved words, and above all, she loved to disappear into imaginary worlds, be they her own, or those created by writers she dreamed of one day emulating. And those worlds had so often been her only escape. From exactly what, however, she wasn’t entirely sure, because to everyone on the outside, despite the tragedy she and her father had suffered, everything still looked okay. All she knew was, she had to get away. For how long, she didn’t know, just that she needed space to breathe. And perhaps space was what Dad needed, too, she thought, room to find himself again.

      These thoughts brought a flash of memory of her mum, not of one specific event or moment they had shared, but of all of them all at once, and the shock of it made her breath catch in her throat, the loss as raw as ripped flesh.

      Back in the classroom, the teacher, Mr Taylor, had set the class the kind of task that Ellie would usually throw herself into; a short creative writing session, with only the image of a tree standing lonely and bare on a hill to inspire them.

      She had thought how the grey-white limbs of the tree gave it the look of something dead and skeletal, and if she hadn’t been more interested in checking in with her boyfriend, Ian, just to make sure that everything was still going ahead as planned for later, then she would have become utterly absorbed. She would take a photo of the tree later, though, and write about it in her own time in the journal she’d bought a few weeks ago; a journal that was already half full, the pages filled with notes and ideas, and even the odd poem here and there.

      As the rest of the class had stared at the tree, searching for a way to get started with their writing, Ellie had reached into her bag, expecting to find her phone languishing somewhere at the bottom, only to discover that it wasn’t. And neither was it in any of the bag’s numerous little pockets, or in her jacket, the army surplus one she had dyed black and covered in badges and fabric patches of her favourite bands, and an inked doodle or two. Panic tightening her gut into a knotted rope, she had checked the bag and her jacket a further three times, before Mr Taylor noticed. And when he did, he swooped in, filling the space between them with stale coffee breath, despite the extra strong mints he always had to hand.

      ‘Looking for something, Ellie?’

      Ellie liked Mr Taylor. They all did. He had kind eyes, and a voice meant more for the stage than the classroom, its tone deep and commanding attention, even when at its most quiet. As it was right then.

      ‘Yes,’ Ellie said. ‘My phone.’

      Mr Taylor’s expression slipped easily from enquiring to mild confusion.

      ‘I’m struggling to see how that’s going to help you with your assignment,’ he said, and stared at the image of the tree. ‘This is right up your street, isn’t it? I don’t reckon your problem’s going to be thinking of an idea, but coming up with too many of them and deciding on which one to use.’ He smiled, then added, ‘None of which you’ll find on your phone, Ellie, I hasten to add.’

      Ellie didn’t want to lie to Mr Taylor, but neither did she want to tell him the truth, that she was just too bloody excited about tonight to care about the tree or anything, really.

      ‘I’ve … I’ve got a doctor’s appointment,’ she said, blurting the words out before giving them any real thought.

      The look on Mr Taylor’s face was enough to tell Ellie that he didn’t believe her.

      ‘Really?’ he said. ‘Well, in that case, if you’ve forgotten when the appointment is, then why don’t I just call the school office for you and check?’

      Ellie smiled, shook her head.

      ‘No, honestly, it’s fine.’

      ‘It’s not a problem,’ Mr Taylor said, and Ellie knew he was calling her bluff as he headed over to pick up the school phone on his desk, waving it in the air.

      ‘No, it’s okay, I remember now,’ Ellie said. ‘It’s this afternoon. I’m sure. Two o’clock.’

      Mr Taylor put down the phone.

      ‘Excellent news,’ he said. ‘Then you’ll be giving this your undivided attention, won’t you?’

      Ellie nodded. Mr Taylor smiled.

      In the end, Ellie enjoyed the task, and the rest of the lesson, but she was still distracted. Her phone was gone. She needed it. She had to find it. She had to talk to Ian. She trusted him, of course she did, and there was no way he would bail on her, not now, but still, she wanted a bit of reassurance. And so, Ellie spent her spare time between the rest of the lessons that day retracing her steps, looking under desks, in lockers, in random areas at the school she was fairly sure she’d never been in, but wanted to check anyway, just in case. And no one had handed it in to lost property, either.

      It was while she was having yet another look around the Sixth Form common room, and kneeling on the floor to look under a low table, that they turned up.

      Vicky, being the leader, spoke first.

      ‘Oh, sorry, I didn’t realise it was you, Ellie,’ she said. ‘Thought some homeless freak had just wandered in.’

      Ellie ignored her, kept searching for her phone.

      ‘What are you looking for?’ Vicky asked.

      ‘Can’t be her virginity, can it?’ said Cass, through the sharp pop of a bubble of chewing gum, and from behind a fringe coloured pink. Her default setting had always been to talk about sex, like she was some guru in the world of ‘doing it.’ Ellie didn’t believe any of them had; Cass, least of all.

      They laughed, the sound an odd mix of high-pitched cackles and snarky barks, putting Ellie in mind of a fight between a flock of seagulls and a murder of crows.

      Pushing herself up from the floor, Ellie grabbed her bag and headed for the door.

      ‘It’s rude to ignore people. You know that, don’t you?’ Vicky said.

      It wasn’t a question. It was a challenge. She wanted a response. Ellie didn’t give her one, and instead just kept walking.

      Vicky moved, her gang followed, and they blocked the way out of the common room.

      ‘We’re talking to you,’ she said, and grabbed the shoulder strap of Ellie’s bag to hold her back.

      Ellie yanked the strap from Vicky’s hand, then stared, not just at her, but through her, willing her eyes to burn a weeping, charred hole in Vicky’s chest.

      Behind Vicky, Cass, Mags, and Dee chewed gum and played with their hair, all of them on their phones.

      Ellie tried a side-step to get to the door, but the girls spread out, as though controlled by some psychic command from their leader.

      ‘Piss off, Vicky,’ Ellie said. ‘Seriously. Just. Piss. Off.’

      Vicky widened her eyes, glanced around at the others, then stepped in closer. A little too close, Ellie thought, who tried to step back but caught the back of her legs on a chair.

      Vicky gestured at Ellie’s jacket.

      ‘I don’t know why they even allow you in school, looking like that,’ she said. ‘It’s no wonder I thought you were homeless, is it?’

      ‘Bet she is,’ said Mags. ‘Bet her dad’s kicked her out for being such a moody old cow. Imagine what it must be like for him, seeing that face on her every day, reminding him of her mum.’

      Cass giggled at that, though the sound was as sharp and cold as splintered glass.

      Ellie wondered how it was that some people could be so mean, so cruel. She ignored them, fighting hard not to rise to it, but when people talked about her mum …

      ‘Is that why he drinks, Ellie?’ Dee asked, meanness squeezing her words tight. ‘To get away from you, and forget about what happened, what you did?’

      Ellie’s fists clenched.

      I didn’t do anything … it was an accident …

      She breathed deeply, trying to stay calm, but memories of her mum were flooding her mind now, the hurt of it all, the hideous hole inside her from the loss. And here they were , using her pain as ammunition, making fun of her, of her dad.

      She hated them.

      ‘Yeah, that’s it, isn’t it, Ellie?’ said Vicky, still staring at her. ‘Must be so hard for him, having you around, constantly reminding him.’ She laughed. ‘Mind you, I suppose that face of yours is enough to make anyone want to drink, isn’t it?’

      Ellie was working hard to maintain some composure, but it was slipping, the quiet rage inside her growing louder and louder, a wild animal clawing at its cage. They had no idea what they were talking about. She needed to get out of there before the rage broke free, because when it did, there was no telling what she might do.

      ‘Whatever,’ she said, having heard it all before, trying again to push past. This time, and despite the deliberately placed shoulders and elbows, she made it to the door. Then something caught between her ankles and she crashed to the floor like a hay bale kicked from a trailer.

      For a moment, Ellie stayed on all fours, her knees sore from where she’d landed, half in and half out of the common room. She could hear the girls laughing at her, calling her names, trying to wound her, as they always did. But she wasn’t going to let any of it get to her, not this time. After today, it wouldn’t matter anyway.

      Ellie pushed herself to her feet to find Vicky pointing her phone at her.

      ‘Totally got that on camera.’

      The other girls laughed.

      ‘Post it,’ Cass said. ‘Bet it goes viral.’

      More laughter.

      Ellie hooked her bag over her shoulder, and walked away, aware of Vicky’s phone following her. Vicky, Cass, Dee, and Mags called after her, threw names like spears, but they clattered to the ground behind Ellie, and she couldn’t wait to not see any of them ever again.

      Later, and with the school day finally over, Ellie told Kate all about what had happened, and about losing her phone. Kate was the only person who could make her feel better about it all, but that was because Kate was the only person Ellie regarded as a proper friend. Yes, she had other friends, but really, she only ever thought of them as people she knew, and that was about it. Kate, though, understood her. They told each other everything. Well, almost everything, Ellie thought. The secret of what she and Ian were going to do was the one thing she had kept to herself.

      ‘You’re okay, though, right?’ Kate asked once Ellie had finished telling her about what had happened in the common room. They were sitting together on the bus, on their way home. ‘They didn’t hurt you, did they? If they did, you could go to the police. You know that, don’t you?’

      Ellie shook her head, laughed.

      ‘The police? Of course, I couldn’t.’

      ‘You absolutely could, and you should,’ Kate said. ‘It’s grievous bodily harm, isn’t it? Has to be.’

      ‘I grazed my knee, Kate, that’s all.’

      ‘There you go, see? GBH. You’re injured. Go to the police. I’ll come with you.’

      ‘Vicky tripped me up,’ Ellie said. ‘She didn’t batter me on the head with a baseball bat.’

      ‘She’s a proper cow,’ Kate said. ‘They all are. Why’ve they even stayed on to do their A-Levels? It’s not like they care, is it?’

      Ellie couldn’t answer that, doubted the school could either.

      ‘I wouldn’t worry about your phone, though,’ Kate said. ‘It’s only a phone. It can be replaced. It’s not like someone died, is it? You’ve contacted your network provider, right? To block it, I mean, so that no one else can use it.’

      ‘Yes,’ Ellie lied, having completely forgotten to do that. She would do it as soon as she got home though, that was for sure, assuming she didn’t find the thing waiting for her on her bedside table, or somewhere equally ridiculous.

      ‘Great excuse for an upgrade, though,’ Kate said.

      ‘Like that’s going to happen,’ Ellie replied, thinking about how her part-time job at the local supermarket was barely enough for her to afford what she laughably called a social life, never mind a new phone.

      ‘What about your dad, then?’ Kate asked.

      That made Ellie laugh, though the sound was a mirthless bark in the musty air wafting around inside the bus, soured by body odour and damp.

      ‘He’s got other things on his mind.’

      ‘He’s also got lots of money, hasn’t he?’

      ‘Money isn’t everything,’ Ellie said, and an image of her mum threatened to burst through into her mind again, but she forced it away.

      ‘He can afford to buy you a new phone, though, can’t he?’ said Kate.

      ‘I’m pretty sure he can afford to buy me a new anything,’ Ellie said. ‘Doesn’t mean that he will, or that I want him to. Which I don’t.’

      She wouldn’t ask because she knew he was under a lot of pressure, that work was hard, and that even something small like a lost phone would only add to it.

      Kate folded her arms and did her best to look serious. The black eyeliner and lipstick they’d both applied as soon as they’d climbed onto the bus that morning and sat down certainly helped.

      ‘You need a new phone,’ Kate said. ‘It’s a human right.’

      ‘I’m not sure it is.’

      ‘Well, it should be.’

      ‘I’ll tell him.’

      ‘Good.’

      Bus journey over, Ellie joined Kate for a mooch around Middleham. Not that there was much of the place to mooch around other than the castle, but they made the best of it, stopping in at the small shop near the cobbled marketplace for a bar of chocolate to share.

      Ellie was desperate to tell Kate what she was doing later, about her and Ian’s plan, but she couldn’t. It was too risky. Or was it? Kate was her best friend, and she knew how to keep secrets. But this one … Was it too big? Maybe, Ellie thought, but maybe not. She had to let someone know, though, because the secret was almost too big for her to carry on her own.

      ‘Kate,’ Ellie said, as they headed back to her house, and she remembered what she had written in the note that morning, ‘I need to tell you something … about tonight …’

      ‘We should vape,’ said Kate.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Vape,’ Kate said again. ‘Us. You and me. We should try it.’

      Ellie was confused. She had been on the cusp of telling Kate something really important and now wasn’t entirely sure what to say next.

      ‘It looks stupid, and it’s bad for you,’ she said.

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘Exactly? You’re agreeing with me, then?’

      ‘Of course I am,’ Kate said. ‘Which is why I’m saying we should vape.’

      ‘You’re not making any sense.’

      ‘We need to experience it,’ Kate said. ‘To make sure we know what we’re talking about, that we’ve made the best decision.’

      ‘But I am sure,’ Ellie said. ‘I mean, I don’t need to experience jumping off a tall building to know it’s a bad idea and that I’ll end up as a splattered mess, do I?’

      ‘It’s not the same.’

      ‘It’s exactly the same.’

      ‘It isn’t,’ Kate said, then looked at her phone. ‘Anyway, I need to get home,’ she said. ‘Mum and Dad are off out tonight and I’m babysitting.’

      Ellie laughed at that.

      ‘You love having a younger brother.’

      ‘He’s not a brother because that implies that he’s human,’ Kate said. ‘Which he isn’t. He’s more of a pet. Anyway, what was it you were saying?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You were going to tell me something,’ Kate said. ‘Was it important? Only, if it isn’t, can we leave it? I really need to get going.’

      Ellie smiled.

      ‘I’ll message you later,’ she said. ‘Promise.’

      ‘If I’m in the middle of killing my brother and disposing of the body, I might not be able to answer.’

      ‘No problem,’ Ellie said.

      Then Kate was gone, heading off back into town, and Ellie couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be before she saw her again.
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      When Ellie arrived home, the last thing she expected was to find anyone waiting for her, let alone a group. Seeing them didn’t exactly bring her joy, either. She walked up to them and made to push through, towards the large iron gate across the driveway. Behind it, and glaring down at her through black windows like the eyes of a spider, stood the enormous house she had grown up in, and it echoed with the crushing silence of what she would soon be running from.

      Vicky didn’t move, and neither did Cass, Mags, nor Dee. Mags must’ve driven them over after school, Ellie thought; she was the oldest, and had passed her test before anyone else. She also had her own car, thanks to her dad owning a local garage and spoiling her rotten. It was some classic from the nineties, a sporty, white Ford Escort he’d had his mechanics work on for months to do up in time for her seventeenth birthday. Ellie had had a couple of lessons herself, but her test was a long way off, not that she cared.

      Ellie stepped back, away from the cluster of narrowed eyes all staring at her.

      ‘What do you want, Vicky?’ she asked. ‘Why are you here?’

      Vicky opened her bag.

      ‘This,’ she said, pulling out a phone.

      ‘You absolute bitch,’ Ellie hissed. ‘You had it all this time?’

      Vicky shrugged and threw in a smug smile for good measure.

      ‘How did you get hold of it? Why didn’t you just give it back to me or hand it in?’

      ‘Because this is so much more fun,’ Vicky said. ‘Not least, because I was able to break into it.’

      Ellie’s gut twisted.

      ‘That’s impossible. There’s no way you could do that.’

      ‘I know you too well, Ellie,’ Vicky said. ‘I’ve seen you on your phone plenty of times. You think you’re invisible, don’t you? Sitting in the corner of every room, ignoring everyone? But you’re not.’

      ‘You spied on me?’

      Vicky’s smile only grew wider.

      Cass, Mags, and Dee all giggled, the sound an awful, shrill cackle that Ellie wanted to beat from them with her bare fists.

      Vicky turned the phone around in her hand so that Ellie could see the screen.

      ‘Your messages, your emails, it’s all very interesting reading,’ she said, scrolling through lots of open apps on the phone. ‘So, I’m here for your own good, really, Ellie; isn’t that true, girls?’

      Vicky cocked her head to glance at her friends, who all giggled some more.

      ‘Give me my phone back,’ Ellie said. ‘Now.’

      She held out her hand.

      Vicky turned the phone back around and looked at it thoughtfully for a moment.

      ‘So, Ellie,’ she said, ‘are you going to tell us what you’re up to tonight, then? We’re all dying to know.’

      Ellie wanted to throw up.

      ‘Just give me my phone,’ she said, ignoring the question, bile in her throat.

      ‘You and Ian,’ Vicky said. ‘You’re planning something, aren’t you? A little romantic getaway, is that it?’

      ‘A dirty weekend!’ said Dee.

      ‘It’s Monday, Dee,’ Ellie said, eyes drilling into the girl, and immediately wished she hadn’t. Responding only encouraged them.

      ‘You do know about protection, don’t you?’ Mags asked, leaning in as though delivering the whisper of a conspirator. ‘I’ve got some, if you want? It’ll cost you, though.’

      ‘I’m warning you …’ said Ellie, not to Mags specifically, but to all of them, because she wasn’t in the mood for any of this at all.

      Cass said, ‘Ha, you’re warning us, are you? And what are you going to do about it?’

      Mags and Dee simply continued with their giggles.

      ‘Piss off, Cass,’ Ellie said.

      Cass stepped forward, putting herself between Vicky and Ellie.

      ‘What did you say?’

      ‘I said piss off,’ Ellie repeated.

      Cass stepped closer, only to have Vicky swoop in between them.

      ‘You see, I’m thinking your dad should read this,’ she said, holding the phone out and looking at it quizzically. ‘He’ll be so worried about you, won’t he, Ellie? How can you just run off like that …’

      ‘It’s our duty to tell him,’ Mags said.

      ‘It’s the right thing to do,’ agreed Dee.

      Ellie was desperate now. She couldn’t believe that Vicky, of all people, was about to ruin everything.

      ‘Please,’ she said. ‘Don’t. You don’t understand.’

      ‘I think you can ask a little nicer than that, don’t you?’ Vicky said.

      ‘Please, just give me my phone back,’ said Ellie. ‘Please …’

      ‘Beg,’ said Cass.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Beg,’ Cass repeated. ‘You want the phone back? You want us to not tell your dad what you’re up to? Then beg.’

      ‘I’m not begging.’

      Vicky leaned in.

      ‘Oh, I think you are, Ellie,’ she said. ‘In fact, I think you’re going to get down on your knees right now, and—’

      The thrum of an engine broke into the moment as someone on a motorbike pulled up at the pavement.

      Ellie turned around and saw the rider climb off the bike and walk over, removing his helmet as he approached. For the first time that day, she truly smiled, the feel of it on her face sending warmth through her body.

      ‘Hi, Ian,’ Vicky said, fluttering her eyelashes at him, trying to use them to cast a spell. ‘We’re just having a nice little chat with your girlfriend, aren’t we, Ellie?’

      Ian placed his six-foot frame next to Ellie and stared down at Vicky from behind a deep brown fringe, his grey eyes narrowed.

      ‘You do talk some shit, like, Vicky, you know that, don’t you?’ he said. ‘So, whatever this is about, why don’t you do us all a favour and just sod off?’

      ‘She stole my phone,’ Ellie said. Then added quietly, ‘She knows. They all know!’

      ‘Give Ellie her phone back,’ Ian said.

      ‘Don’t think I will, actually,’ Vicky replied. ‘Thought I might just go and have a word with her dad about … well … you know …’

      She winked, then waved Ellie’s phone in the air, a little too close to Ellie’s face.

      In that moment, Ellie’s desperation and anger joined forces and burst free. Before anyone could react, she lunged for her phone, snatching it from Vicky’s hand. Cass came at her, but Ellie was ready, and she back-handed the girl hard enough across the side of her face to send her stumbling, the sound of the strike a whipcrack in the late afternoon that scattered birds into the air.

      ‘Bitch!’ Cass screamed, but Ellie was already moving, pushing through the shocked girls to make a break for home.

      Then she was falling, Dee’s foot stabbing out to bring her down. She landed hard, the phone still in her hand, and she heard an awful crunching sound as she hit the ground.

      Something pushed Ellie over on her side and she stared up to see Cass glaring down at her, her face turning red from the slap.

      ‘I’m going to kill you for that!’ she yelled, stepping back to take a running kick.

      Then Ian was in the fray, dragging Cass away from Ellie, but Vicky, Mags, and Dee were still there, and they came in to have a go at Ellie themselves, feet kicking and stomping as she crawled.

      ‘Leave her alone!’ Ian roared, chucking Cass to the side as he made to grab the other three, to rescue his girlfriend from the attack. ‘Leave her the hell alone or I’ll kill the lot of you!’

      ‘Enough!’ another voice bellowed into the moment, and everyone stood still.

      Ellie looked up. There, standing at the gate across the driveway, was her father, and with him were Mr Philips and Ms Davies. Her father pushed through the gate and ran out to where the brawl had stalled. Ellie saw rage in his eyes, burning hot enough for her to feel it. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen him so angry.

      ‘Just what the bloody hell is this, then?’ he asked, his voice sharp and deadly. ‘What going on?’

      ‘She slapped me!’ Cass said, pointing across at Ellie. ‘Your bitch daughter slapped me! Look!’

      Cass pointed at her face with a pale, thin finger.

      Ellie watched as her dad stared hard enough at Cass to turn her to stone. Mr Philips made to head over to her, but her father pushed past, shoving the man into a wall with a faint yelp. Reaching down, her dad helped Ellie up onto her feet, then held her shoulders and looked into her eyes.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he asked, his eyes staring not just at her but into her. The intensity of it was almost too much.

      ‘I’m … I’m fine,’ Ellie replied, confused now by her father’s behaviour.

      ‘Are you sure? You’re not hurt?’

      Ellie shook her head.

      ‘Honestly, Dad, I’m okay, really.’

      ‘How is she, Allen?’ Mr Philips called over. ‘Is there anything I can do?’

      ‘Oh, I think you’ve done enough already, don’t you?’ Ellie’s dad replied.

      ‘That’s not fair, Allen.’

      Ellie’s dad rose to his feet.

      ‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ he said. ‘Now leave.’

      Ellie’s dad then turned around to glare down at Cass, who was still on the ground.

      Ms Davies slipped between them and looked over at Ellie.

      ‘Let me take a look at you …’

      ‘There’s no need,’ Ellie said, and after a short pause, Ms Davies switched her attention to Cass, and dropped to her haunches, in front of her dad.

      ‘What?’ said Cass, her eyes darting between Ms Davies and Ellie’s dad. ‘Why are you both staring at me?’

      ‘She slapped you, did she?’ Ms Davies asked, her eyes now level with Cass’.

      ‘Yes!’ Cass cried back. ‘She’s mental. She should be locked up! You can’t just go around hitting people, can you? I’m going to call the police!’

      ‘You know, I don’t think you are,’ Ms Davies said, her voice calm. Too calm, Ellie thought, if that could even be a thing.

      ‘What?’ said Cass, face screwed up in confusion.

      ‘I’ve dealt with girls like you my whole life,’ Ms Davies said, ‘strolling through life like princesses, convinced the world owes you something, that it revolves around you and no one else. Well, I hate to break it to you, it doesn’t.’

      ‘You’re mental.’

      Ms Davies smiled wide.

      ‘You and your friends, you’re all going to go home, study for whatever exams you’ve decided to justify your existence with, and stay out of trouble, and do you know why?’

      Cass shook her head slowly, deliberately.

      Ms Davies reached out and cupped the girl’s chin in her hand.

      ‘Because if you don’t, the wolves will get you, and boy, are they hungry …’

      Ellie watched as Cass pulled herself away from Ms Davies’ grip, her jaw open in shock and confusion. Ms Davies stood up, and Ellie’s father stepped in.

      ‘Go,’ he said. ‘All of you. Or I’m going to stand back and I’m going to let Ellie slap you again.’

      ‘Only this time it’ll be harder,’ added Ms Davies, with a wink back at Ellie.

      Gum fell from Cass’s open mouth.

      ‘What? You can’t say that!’

      Ellie’s father glared at the rest of the girls. ‘I want you gone. All of you. And if I ever see any of you around here again, or if I hear from Ellie that you’ve been hassling or bothering her in any way at all, there will be hell to pay, I promise you.’

      For a moment, Vicky and her friends didn’t move. Then Mr Philips’ driver was there. His sudden appearance was such a shock that Cass leapt backwards, out of his way, and stumbled into Dee, who yelled out as Cass’s heels buried themselves in her toes.

      ‘What are you, a psycho?’

      The driver said nothing, just stared, the thin smile on his face as sharp as a dagger and as hard as a diamond.

      Ellie watched the four girls back away, quickly putting distance between them.

      ‘I’ll call the police on you,’ Vicky called back, ‘just you see if I don’t. You’re in the shit now, all of you, I promise.’

      Then, with a barrage of insults thrown behind them, the girls turned tail and ran.

      Ellie glanced over at Ian.

      ‘Sorry about your phone,’ he said, with a nod at the smashed mess in Ellie’s hand.

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘It’s just a phone.’

      ‘You’re okay, though, aren’t you?’

      Before Ellie could answer, her father was next to her.

      ‘Are you really sure you’re okay? What did they want? What happened to your phone?’

      ‘I lost it and they found it and wouldn’t give it back,’ Ellie said. ‘And now it’s broken.’

      ‘I’m sure we can get you another,’ Ms Davies said. ‘In future, though, you need to choose better friends, I think.’

      ‘They’re not my friends,’ Ellie replied.

      The driver returned to the car and opened the rear passenger doors.

      Ms Davies said, ‘You have a lot of fight in you, Ellie. I like that. Don’t lose it.’

      ‘I just don’t like being pushed around, that’s all,’ Ellie replied.

      Ms Davies looked Ian up and down.

      ‘Good taste in men, too,’ she added with a smile, then walked around to the rear of the car and climbed in.

      Ian said, ‘Maybe we should get you inside?’

      ‘I can take it from here,’ Ellie’s dad said, staring at Ian, then past him to his motorbike.

      Ellie shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      ‘He helped, Dad,’ she said. ‘He was here before you were.’

      ‘And he can just as quickly leave on that two-wheeled, banana-coloured monstrosity, can’t you, son?’

      Ian hesitated, his eyes flicking between her, her dad, and Mr Philips. She shook her head.

      

      Mr Philips said, ‘I’ll be going now, too, Allen.’

      ‘I didn’t even know you were still here,’ Ellie’s dad replied, his voice cold.

      ‘Thanks for your time today,’ Mr Philips continued. ‘I hope everything is clear now, about what we need to do?’

      Ellie waited for her dad to say something in reply, but he said nothing.

      Mr Philips looked over to Ellie, and added, ‘Lovely to see you again, Ellie.’ Then, with a final, pained look at her dad, he walked over to the car, climbed into the back, and a moment later, was driven away.

      Ellie noticed that her dad hadn’t even said goodbye, and she was about to ask if everything was okay, when he placed an arm around her, hugging her close. But Ellie’s eyes were on Ian, who had yet to move back to his motorbike.

      ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Really. There’s nothing to worry about.’

      ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘Yes,’ she nodded. ‘Now go, okay?’

      Ellie watched Ian walk back to his bike.

      ‘I’ll see you later,’ she said, then mouthed silently, ‘I promise.’

      Climbing on, he gave her one last killer smile before pulling his helmet over his face, and it was enough to make Ellie’s heart sing. Then he was gone, but as Ellie allowed her dad to take her back into the house, she knew more than she had ever known anything else in her life, that, in just a few hours, everything would be okay. No, it would be better than okay, it would be fantastic, and she couldn’t wait.
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      The sad truth of it was, the only gold John Churchill had ever found in his eighty years of life, was the ale sitting in front of him, a glorious pint of Wensleydale Gold that was slipping down his throat far too easily. It wasn’t for lack of trying, though, he thought, as he took another sip of the malty goodness, then stuck one of his meaty hands into an already half-empty packet of pork scratchings, and threw the salty, fatty goodness into his mouth. Delicious.

      If there was one thing John knew that people said about him, it was that he was bloody-minded, though he preferred to think of himself as doggedly determined, driven, tenacious even. Mind you, that wasn’t the only thing people said about him. Though arguably, it was perhaps the most complimentary. Forgetful often floated to the top, and that had really only become worse with age. It wasn’t that he couldn’t remember things, just that he would forget stuff, and he didn’t care how daft that sounded, it made sense to him.

      He could remember his childhood almost like it was yesterday, learning to drive, his first job, his first kiss, even holidays with his children when they were toddlers. No, there was nothing wrong with his memory at all, but could he remember what he’d done the day before, where his car keys were, what he’d eaten for breakfast? Absolutely not. But he didn’t really mind, because none of that mattered. He was alive, he was happy, and he was thankful for every new sunrise.

      John had arrived just outside the small market town of Middleham in Wensleydale a couple of days ago. And because people didn’t take all that kindly to him parking his life too close to where they lived, it had taken him a while to walk in for supplies. He could’ve driven, but then he wouldn’t have been able to enjoy a pint or two. Still, the weather was being kind, so he couldn’t complain really. Spring was breaking the ground with new growth, and the crisp air had stung his skin just enough to force him to turn his usual saunter into a brisk stroll. And here he was, back again, buying baked beans and bread and beer, which to his mind were the three primary food groups.

      Taking another sip of his pint, John cast his eyes around the warm, cosy interior of the pub, a hostelry that had taken its name from the most famous resident of the castle Middleham was home to, Richard III. He stared out through the window and across the cobbled marketplace as evening drew in. Cars were parked where, years ago, horses and carts had stood, and although he couldn’t see it right then, he could feel the presence of the castle some way off behind him. Not that he would admit it in public, but he was also damned sure the old ruin was laughing at him, mocking him for what had happened all those years ago in 1985.

      As years went, that one could have been life-changing, and it had been, he supposed, for all the wrong reasons. And all because he’d been just an hour or two late to the field, and someone else had got there before him.

      John swore under his breath, finished his beer, then headed over to the bar for another, leaving at the table his old canvas satchel, a pile of notebooks, and a scuffed and battered rucksack which held something inside it that, even now, he felt sure would one day lead him to glory.

      The barman came over.

      ‘Same again?’

      ‘What?’

      The barman pointed at the empty glass in John’s hand.

      ‘Oh, yes, right, another,’ John said.

      ‘Wensleydale Gold, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Was it?’

      A look of confusion creased the barman’s brow.

      ‘You don’t remember?’

      John looked at the beer pumps in front of him. Nope, not a clue, he thought, but smiled and said, ‘Yes, that was it.’

      Beer purchased, along with a plate of chips ordered, John turned around to head back to his seat. Thankfully, he’d left his old satchel on the table otherwise he’d have had quite a job remembering which one it actually was. Arriving at the table, he was surprised to find someone else sitting there, a man who had been seated at the bar when he’d first arrived in the pub about an hour ago.

      ‘Excuse me,’ he said to the man, ‘but I believe I was sitting there.’

      The man, who was nursing a very large whisky, turned his ruddy face up to stare at John through eyes heavy with sadness. There was something else there, too, he thought; the look of an animal trapped and desperate to escape, but from what, he had no idea, and if he were honest, he didn’t really care.

      The man was tall, John noticed, or at least he would be once he stood up, his long limbs folded up like the legs of a spider. His build was an odd mix of thin and overweight; he had no muscle to him, but he seemed to spread out unnecessarily in the middle, like he had an inner tube stuffed up inside his jumper.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I was sitting there,’ John said, attempting a smile, assuming this was all just a misunderstanding easily resolved. ‘That’s my stuff on the table, you see, and my rucksack is just beside you, isn’t it? So, that’s my seat. Would you mind … ?’

      ‘Would I mind what?’

      ‘Moving,’ John said. ‘From my seat.’

      ‘Hasn’t got your name on it, has it?’ the man asked.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Just a moment, I’ll check, shall I?’

      The man leaned forward, twisted round to stare at the back of the chair, then looked back up at John, his eyes narrowed, like slits in a pillbox.

      ‘Nope, there’s no name anywhere that I can see,’ he said. ‘So, why don’t you just bugger off and leave me alone … please?’

      The man sounded more upset and sad than awkward, John thought, and he wondered what was going on inside his head to make him want to do what he was doing right now.

      ‘But that’s where I was sitting,’ John said, trying to stay calm, though his hand was shaking enough now to spill his beer a little because he’d never been one for conflict. ‘I’ve just ordered chips.’

      The man swung his head around to look at the rest of the pub.

      ‘My guess is that they’ll find you,’ he said, raising his glass. ‘It’s not like you’ll get lost, is it? Now please, just go somewhere else and leave me alone.’

      John sucked a long, deep breath in through his nose. He didn’t move.

      ‘That’s not really how it works, is it?’ he said. ‘That was my seat. You were over at the bar. You don’t just swoop in like a cuckoo.’

      The man screwed up his face.

      ‘A what?’

      ‘Cuckoos steal nests,’ John said. ‘Well, not exactly. They scare other birds out of their nests, then lay their own eggs in them so that when the other birds come back, they’ve an extra mouth to feed.’

      ‘Do I look like I’m laying an egg?’ the man asked, but didn’t give John a chance to answer, not that he was about to. ‘No, I don’t. I’m just sitting here, trying to mind my own business, which I hasten to add, isn’t all that easy anymore, seeing as that’s now gone to shite! I’m sorry I didn’t realise this was your chair, but I’m here now, aren’t I? So, if it’s all the same to you, this is where I’m staying.’

      ‘It’s not all the same to me because that’s my chair!’ John shouted, surprised by just how loud his voice was. ‘Get out of it! Shift, come on, move!’

      John went to grab the man’s arm, but the man stood up, whisky in his hand, and knocked the table hard enough to send John’s bag to the floor. It landed hard and spewed out its contents.

      John stared down at his notebooks scattered across the flagstone floor.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to do that,’ the man said, lifting his whisky to his lips, then seemingly changing his mind and lowering it again.

      ‘You knocked my bag off the table!’ John said, and slammed his pint glass down on the table, his table. ‘My notebooks … You—’

      ‘Hey! Quieten down over there!’

      The voice of the barman shot across the pub and John turned to see a burly man with a vast beard staring directly at him.

      ‘I just want to be left alone!’ said the man, dropping back down into the chair. ‘Look, I’ll pick your stuff up off the bloody floor, but then can you not just go somewhere else? It’s not too much to ask, is it? Please. You don’t understand …

      ‘And you’ll be watching your language, Allen,’ the barman said. ‘This is a family pub, as you well know.’

      John looked back at the barman.

      ‘He … Allen … He stole my chair!’ he said, indignation burning in him as he lowered himself to the floor to pick up his books. ‘I was sitting there, and he just took it while I was at the bar, and that’s not on, is it?’

      When John was back on his feet, he found that the barman was now standing at the table and staring at Allen, arms folded across a chest barrel-thick.

      ‘Is that right, then, Allen? What this man said? You stole his chair, like?’

      ‘I didn’t know he was sitting here, did I, Geoff? And I didn’t steal it. I didn’t swoop in then run out of the pub carrying it on my back! I just want to be left alone for a while, that’s all.’

      ‘My bag, my books, they were on the table,’ John said. ‘I just popped to the bar, that’s all. I know it’s only a small thing, but you don’t steal someone else’s place, do you? You just don’t.’

      The barman unfolded his arms and pointed back over towards the bar.

      ‘Right then, come on Allen,’ he said. ‘Let’s have you away to the other side of the pub, shall we?’

      Allen, John noticed, didn’t move. Instead, he just sort of stared into the middle distance, shaking his head, and muttering to himself.

      ‘I know you’ve had a tough time, Allen,’ the barman continued, his voice softer now, ‘but that’s a while ago now, isn’t it? I’ve not seen you like this in a very long time. Maybe it’s best if you head home, for your own sake?’

      ‘I’m not drunk, Geoff, if that’s what you think. I’m not, I promise you. But if you knew … if you had any idea what I was going through … what’s happened, then …’

      ‘Then sit yourself down somewhere else, and let’s see if we can’t keep you quiet, okay? And maybe you can tell me some of it, how’s that sound? I don’t mind serving you and talking to you, but I can’t be having you bothering my other customers, can I? That’s not how I run things here, you understand that.’

      For a second or two, no one moved. Then, at last, Allen rose to his feet and shuffled out from behind the table.

      ‘I need another drink anyway,’ he said, lifting his glass. John saw that it was empty, though at no point had he seen him finish it. Allen headed off over to the bar.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ the barman said, his eyes now on John. ‘Allen had a bad time of it a while back, like. That’s no excuse, I know, and I’ll be sorting him out. Used to be he was quite a handful when he’d had a few. And by handful, I mean an absolute bell-end.’

      John glanced at his watch.

      ‘But it’s only just gone seven,’ he said.

      ‘Exactly,’ the barman said. ‘Mind you, he’s not been like this for a long time, like I said, but then, I suppose you never get over something like that, do you?’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      The barman shook his head.

      ‘Sorry, I’m talking to you like you’d know, aren’t I? Anyway, it’s nowt for you to be bothered about. Something’s set him off, so I’d better go and deal with it.’

      Whatever the barman was talking about, John wasn’t in the slightest bit interested, so he slumped back down in his seat and lifted his pint to his lips. A few moments later, the barman came over with his portion of chips and he realized he had already drained his drink.

      ‘You’ll be wanting another of those, then?’ the barman asked, and took the glass away before John had a chance to answer. Which was lucky, really, because yet again John couldn’t remember the name of the beer he was drinking.

      With a fresh pint served, John tucked into his chips. The altercation had somehow made him even hungrier, and he found himself wishing that he’d ordered a proper meal, rather than a snack. But money was tight enough as it was, and he was treating himself with the beer and the chips anyway, so he would have to make do.

      A couple of hours later, with his belly still grumbling despite the chips, and the beer playing a cheery tune in his veins, John stood up to leave the pub, only to bump into Allen on the way out, the man returning from the toilets.

      ‘Not taking your chair with you, then?’ Allen asked.

      John noticed that Allen’s words were now so slurred that he sounded almost as though he were pretending to be drunk, the words falling into each other like dominoes.

      He ignored Allen and made for the door.

      ‘Hey, I’m talking to you,’ Allen said, and John felt the man’s hand clamp down on his shoulder and spin him around on the spot.

      John lost his balance. He stumbled, saw nothing to grab onto, and fell into Allen. Allen lost his footing, and together they danced backwards through the pub before Allen bumped into the bar.

      ‘What the bloody hell are you doing?’ Allen roared, as he tried to steady himself enough to stare at John. ‘You asking for some, is that it? Because if it’s a fight you’re wanting, then outside! Now!’

      Extricating himself from Allen’s flailing limbs, and absolutely in no mood for any kind of a punch-up, John pushed himself away from the man and turned again for the door, only to have a half-eaten packet of crisps bounce off the top of his head.

      ‘I’ll have you, you old git!’ Allen shouted, and he pushed himself away from the bar, only to have his collar caught by the barman.

      ‘Right, that’s it, Allen,’ the barman said. ‘I warned you, didn’t I? You managed to quieten down, and I gave you the benefit of the doubt. Well, more fool me.’

      ‘Get off, Geoff,’ Allen muttered, trying and failing to prise the barman’s fingers from his jacket.

      ‘Judging by the little you’ve told me, I can tell things are hard,’ the barman continued, ‘but it’s no excuse for any of this, now, is it? So, you can bloody well deal with it somewhere else. Now get out, or I’ll be helping you leave this here building with my boot firmly planted up that more-than-ample arse of yours!’

      Allen snatched his collar out of the barman’s hand, stumbled backwards, and reached out to grab the man’s huge beard to steady himself. The barman roared, only to have his rage swamped by Allen taking a freshly poured pint from the bar before its buyer could drink it and pouring the contents over his head.

      John stared in disbelief as Allen let go of the barman’s beer-soaked beard. The barman wiped the beer from his face and rubbed his chin. The pub was silent as a tomb.

      Rage seething in his eyes, the barman calmly reached for a phone at the end of the bar and punched the keypad.

      ‘Police,’ he said. Then looking at Allen, he added, ‘You’re barred, Allen. For life!’
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      Ellie was up in her room, lying on her bed, listening to music, and reading the note she had written that morning again, when she heard the doorbell ring. Whoever it was, she was fairly sure they hadn’t come around to see her. And seeing as her dad was out for the evening, it wasn’t her problem, so, she ignored them. The only thing on her mind right then was that in a couple of hours she would be heading out into the night to take her first steps of a new adventure. The thought of it set flight to the butterflies in her stomach.

      The bell rang again, this time for a while longer, and was then followed by three firm thumps against the door.

      Ellie stared up at the ceiling, wishing the visitor to give up and go home.

      Her wish was answered by another ring of the bell and more thumps, and the sound of a muffled voice calling through the letterbox for someone to answer. It was obvious that whoever it was, they weren’t going away.

      Swinging herself from her bed, Ellie turned her music off then tramped across her bedroom and out onto the landing. The hall stretched off in front of her, five doors leading to a large bathroom and the rest of the bedrooms upstairs. The house had always been too big, she thought, and with her mum no longer around and with only she and her dad living there, the place just seemed empty. Not that he would ever move. The resounding echo of her mother's absence, made all the worse by the fact that she was gone forever, sometimes became deafening. The hollow sound of it inside her head, her heart, so wrenching and loud, would sometimes cause Ellie to cry out, to scream and scream and scream until her tears dried up, her throat was raw, and her voice nothing but the whimpering cry of a broken child.

      Ellie headed downstairs and the doorbell rang once again.

      ‘I’m coming!’ Ellie shouted. ‘Just a minute!’

      Dashing along to the door, she unruffled her hoody from where it had got rucked up while lying on her bed reading, then grabbed the door handle and gave it a twist.

      The sight that met her was not one she would have expected in a million years. Neither was the smell, as the acrid tang of alcohol drifted towards her.

      ‘Dad?’

      Leaning up against the door frame, his clothing ruffled, his hair a mess, and his eyes bloodshot to hell was her father. But it was the young man in the police uniform standing beside him who drew her attention.

      ‘Ellie Hodgson?’ the police officer asked.

      ‘What?’ Ellie answered. ‘I mean, yes, that’s me. I’m Ellie. What’s going on? What’s happened?’

      ‘I’m Police Constable Okri,’ the police officer said, and lifted a small, black wallet for Ellie to see.

      The wallet showed a small ID card behind clear plastic; on it a photograph of the officer now standing in front of her, his name, and his rank.

      ‘Can I come in?’

      Ellie stood back to allow Officer Okri and her father to step into the house. Though her father didn’t so much step as stumble, and the police officer helped him out of the night and into the house. Ellie closed the door behind them.

      ‘Through here,’ she said, stepping in front of the officer to lead the way through a door and into the lounge.

      Ellie sat down in a deep armchair and watched as the police officer gently guided her father across the room and helped him sit down on the sofa.

      ‘Nice place,’ said Officer Okri.

      ‘Thanks,’ Ellie said, her eyes on the drunken mess that was her father.

      He burped, loudly and dramatically, the sound close to sounding like he was about to be sick.

      ‘Look, can we just get on with this?’ he said, the words a drunken, slurred demand. ‘Bloody waste of everyone’s time, if you ask me.’

      ‘We received a call from the Richard III pub earlier this evening,’ explained Officer Okri. ‘Your father was causing a disturbance, and the owner, Mr Geoff Moore, he called and asked for our assistance.’

      ‘Like I said at the time, it wasn’t me,’ Ellie’s father said. ‘It was that old bastard with the chair obsession, that’s who. But you didn’t arrest him, did you? No, of course you didn’t; just me. This country’s gone to the dogs, I’m telling you. Police going around hassling people, arresting those who’ve done nowt …’

      Ellie stared at her father as he continued to mumble under his breath, his arms waving and pointing and gesturing in the air.

      ‘What actually happened?’ she asked.

      ‘From what I understand, there was an argument,’ Officer Okri said. ‘Things got heated and your father grabbed the barman’s beard before pouring beer on him.’

      ‘He deserved it,’ Ellie’s dad said.

      ‘Why did he just mention a chair?’ Ellie asked.

      ‘That’s what the argument was about, I believe,’ Officer Okri said. ‘The details I have are that the man your father argued with had been sitting at a table in the pub and had gone to the bar. When he returned, he found your father sitting in his seat.’

      ‘You can’t be serious.’

      Officer Okri said nothing, but his expression was enough.

      Ellie turned to her father.

      ‘How much have you had?’ she asked.

      ‘One or two, that’s all,’ he replied.

      ‘You’re slurring,’ Ellie said. ‘And you stink of the stuff. You’ve not done this for ages, Dad; why now? Did it have anything to do with what happened earlier?’

      ‘I’m not slurring. I’m fine.’

      ‘Was there a disturbance earlier?’ Officer Okri asked.

      Ellie thought back to what had happened, the fight with Vicky and the others. She was fairly sure that he’d never got drunk before because of something that had happened to her. But there was always a first time for everything, she supposed.

      ‘No,’ she said, shaking her head, and looking at the police officer. ‘Nothing that would explain this, anyway.’

      ‘It was … it was a misunderstanding, that’s all,’ Ellie’s dad said, trying to lean forward. ‘And tomorrow, do you know what I’m going to do?’ He turned then to wave a swaying finger at Officer Okri. ‘I’m going to be contacting my solicitor, and I’m going to be suing you. How do you like the sound of that, then, eh, Mr Policeman?’

      As he finished speaking, his elbow fell off the arm of the sofa and Ellie watched as her father then slipped unceremoniously to the floor, his legs unable to do anything to stop him.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he said, pulling himself up to stand unsteadily on his feet. ‘Actually, no, I don’t think I am …’

      Before Ellie could say anything, her dad turned on his heel and dashed out of the lounge, knocking over a side table on the way, and sending a collection of slate coasters across the carpet.

      Outside the room a door opened then slammed shut, then from deep in the house, Ellie heard the sound of her father retching. She wasn’t just embarrassed, she was mortified.

      ‘Ms Hodgson,’ Officer Okri said, ‘When you were speaking to your father just a moment or two ago, you said something about how it’s been a long time since he’s done this. So, I assume this has happened before? Is there a reason for your father’s behaviour?’

      ‘There is, or there was, anyway, but that was a long time ago,’ Ellie said, waving a hand dismissively.

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘I mean,’ Ellie continued, not wishing to go over old memories again, ‘he’s been drunk before, and he was bad with it for a while after we lost Mum, but that was six years ago. So, I don’t know what’s brought it on now.’

      Another retch clawed its way through the house and Ellie briefly hoped her dad would choke on it and die because that would make everything a lot easier.

      ‘Neither the barman nor the man he had the altercation with is going to press charges,’ Officer Okri said. ‘So, your father won’t have to appear in court, and he won’t receive a fine. I think they were both more worried about him and how he was behaving, what might have caused it, than anything else. I have issued him a warning, however.’

      Ellie leaned back in her chair, shaking her head, rolling her eyes.

      ‘Sorry about this,’ she said.

      ‘Nothing to apologise for,’ Officer Okri said. ‘It’s not your fault, and it wasn’t you who caused the disturbance. Also, I’m a police officer, and this is part of the job, isn’t it?’

      ‘I guess,’ Ellie said, then stared at the lounge door. ‘He’s been a while, hasn’t he?’

      Pushing herself out of her chair, she left the lounge and headed along to the downstairs toilet, Officer Okri following on behind. Inside, she found her dad half-wrapped around the toilet and fast asleep on the floor.

      ‘We can’t leave him there,’ Officer Okri said, crouching in front of the man. He then shook Ellie’s dad to wake him up.

      ‘What is it? Get off me! Leave me alone! I’m sleeping!’

      Officer Okri reached over to flush the toilet, knocking something over on the floor with his foot, before helping Ellie’s father to his feet.

      ‘Where’s his bedroom?’ he asked.

      Ellie led the way upstairs.

      ‘In here,’ she said, and helped get her father through the door and onto his bed.

      He flopped down onto the dark blue duvet with all the grace and poise of a dead seal.

      With a bit of effort, Ellie and Officer Okri managed to push and roll her father onto the bed far enough to make sure that he wouldn’t fall out, then they headed back downstairs.

      At the front door, Officer Okri explained, ‘Just so you are aware, your father has been barred from the pub. He might need reminding of that, as I think there’s a good chance he will have forgotten by the time he wakes up.’

      With the police officer gone, Ellie was alone once more. Upstairs, her unconscious father was snoring loudly enough for her to hear it, so she jogged up the stairs and after checking that he was okay and not choking on his own vomit, made sure his door was shut so she wouldn’t have to listen to him.

      Back in her own bedroom, and with her phone irreparably broken after what had happened earlier in the day, Ellie checked the time on the clock beside her bed. She had a short while yet before she would be heading out, so she settled back down on her bed, thought about checking that note again, but instead grabbed a book, and started to read.

      The words seemed to have a life of their own, and Ellie found it hard to concentrate. So, she got up and headed downstairs for a snack, the walls around her lined with photos of horses and cars and scenery, but not a single photo of her or her mum.

      The snack soon became a few rounds of peanut butter on toast and a chocolate milkshake. Food finished, she went back upstairs, and popped her head around the door to once again check on her dad. In the gloom of his room, she saw that he was no longer spread out on the duvet like a vast, bloated starfish, but had somehow managed to climb underneath it, his whole body hidden from sight. His snoring had stopped, too, so that was something.

      Ellie pulled the door shut behind her and went back to her room. She checked the time again. She had an hour, that was all. Then she would be gone. That hour took forever, but once it had passed, Ellie was outside the house and in the garden.

      From behind the summerhouse, she pulled out a black plastic bag. Inside were just enough things to get by: spare clothes, the bare minimum of makeup, shower gel and shampoo. If she needed anything else, she would get it when she needed it. She would add all of this to everything else she had already stuffed into the rucksack that she had secretly stowed away near where they were meeting.

      Then, before she finally headed on her way, she crept back into the house. She was surprised to hear her dad’s voice from upstairs. He was shouting at someone on his phone, the words raw and clear and filled with spit and venom.

      ‘I won’t do it! I won’t! This is your bloody mess, all of it. You’ve lied to me, all this time, and now you expect me to just roll over? Well, I won’t, I just won’t do it!’

      Doing her best to ignore her father’s voice, Ellie pulled from the note she had written from a pocket. It was in an envelope and on the front was one word: Dad. She placed it on the table in the kitchen, then walked back out into the hallway. Her dad was still shouting, his voice breaking on his words.

      ‘You’re not listening to me, are you? I’ve said I won’t do it, and I mean it. As far as I’m concerned, you can ram it up your arse, you hear me? Ram it up there good and hard and far enough to choke on it!’

      Ellie slipped back outside, closing the front door behind her, at last hushing her father’s tirade. Then, with one last glance at the house she had grown up in, she headed off into the night, the only sound other than her soft footsteps that of the low rumble of a car’s engine somewhere behind her in the dark and the lonely caw of a distant crow.
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      After what had happened at the pub, John had been very keen to just leave. However, once the police officer had dealt with what had happened, and removed the loud, drunk, and abusive Allen from the premises, the barman, who it had turned out was also the owner, had not just been apologetic, but generous, too.

      ‘Anything off the menu,’ he said. ‘Whatever you want, you can have it. After what happened, it’s the least I can do. And the name’s Geoff Moore, by the way.’

      John had initially turned down the offer, preferring the idea of just leaving and heading back to where he’d parked up.

      ‘Pudding, too,’ the barman added. ‘And I don’t mean just for tonight, either. If you’re around for a few nights, then you’re eating here, on the house. It’s the least I can do.’

      Arm fully twisted, John had sat down to enjoy the first steak he’d had in years; ribeye, medium rare so that the fat was rendered properly, the meat still pink, served with triple-cooked chips, mushrooms, a grilled tomato, and a port and Stilton sauce. This had then all been followed by sticky toffee pudding. He’d even managed another couple of pints, and when he finally decided it was time to leave, it was near enough to closing time to make no difference.

      Heading off, he’d thanked the barman for his generosity, promised to come back the following day, thanked him again, then headed off into the chill night air with, if not exactly a spring in his step thanks to all the beer and food, certainly a relaxed sway. Traffic rolled through the old town, and the sound of tyres on the cobbled marketplace rumbled softly around the surrounding buildings.

      John steadied himself against one of the tables outside the pub, before heading left to make his way from the marketplace out of town. He crossed the road, narrowly avoiding being hit by a BMW speeding past in the darkness. He waved a fist, swore, but the night was too bright to waste on being angry, so he continued on his way.

      A few minutes later, and having been rather enjoying his nighttime walk, John pulled himself up sharp. He had no idea where he was, which direction he was supposed to be going in, or indeed where his destination was.

      Panic gripped him.

      It’s just forgetfulness, that’s all, he muttered to himself. Just get your bearings and you’ll be fine.

      John looked around, and saw that Middleham was behind him now and up a hill. He couldn’t remember this at all, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been here earlier. Neither did it mean that he had, so he turned around and headed back up into the small town.

      Arriving once again in the cobbled marketplace, John tried to remember, and slowly, but surely, things started to fall into place. He remembered the pub and he remembered both arriving and leaving it, and knew then that all he had done is turn right when he should have turned left. Then, as he headed off in what he was fairly sure was the right direction, he caught sight of something else, the distant broken crown of Middleham Castle staring out over the sleeping town. In that moment, his plans to get back to where he was staying changed on a pin. Instead of continuing on his way, he crossed the road and headed up past a tearoom walked along a thin, cobbled path and up onto a narrow backroad, beyond which stood the castle.

      ‘There you are, then,’ John said, as he made his way towards the ruin. ‘Miss me?’

      Rather than head to the main archway entrance, John made his way along a short lane that rested to the left of the castle. The only barrier between him and the great keep was a wall about chest height.

      Above him, the grey, silent ruin stood as a sentinel before the starry sky, its broken lines set against the darkness like teeth. The moon was bright, bringing into sharp relief not only the world beneath it, but a weather front making its way from the horizon, a thick, billowing wall of cloud, like an army advancing into battle. History was here, John thought, not just of the castle and its past, but his own. It lay somewhere beneath his feet, and he had come back to find it.

      Behind the castle, and now standing in the corner of an empty meadow lush with fresh growth, John dropped his satchel onto the grass at his feet, then slid the rucksack from his shoulder. Opening it, he removed a contraption made from lots of tubes, which, when clipped together correctly and extended, became a metal detector. The price of the thing had been so high that the memory of it still made him wince. It was a brilliant machine, though, and could find a proverbial needle in a haystack, and that was what mattered.

      John knew better than anyone that the usual practice was to only ever go detecting on land where the detectorist had permission from the owner. And that’s how things had been for him for years. But time had slipped by quicker than he had realised, and soon the years behind him outnumbered those still left, and he’d given less of a damn. Not that he didn’t have permission at a lot of the places he went detecting, just that, at times like right now, for example, he didn’t see the point. If he found something, he’d own up, go through the proper channels, tick all the right boxes. But wasn’t it better to just get on with it first, instead of worrying about the paperwork?

      Metal detector set up, John pulled on his headphones, took a deep breath, and got to work, making his way methodically across the field, his pace slow, his focus only on the promise of what lay hidden in the quiet earth below. The night was cold enough to cause him to shiver, but he shrugged it off and kept on with the search.

      Half an hour later, John stared down at the small collection of treasure he had found now sat in the palm of his hand; two bottle caps, a nail, a handful of old coins, three spent shotgun cartridges, and a Matchbox car. He was tempted to just bury it all again, but he stuffed it all in a pocket instead, then turned to stare at the castle. The clouds had crept further now, and the moon was little more than the sallow circle of light from a torch beam held up against a curtain of grubby cotton.

      ‘It’s not funny, you know,’ he said, his words directed at the castle itself. ‘You may think it is, especially after what happened back in eighty-five, but it’s not, I can promise you that. Not in the slightest.’

      The castle said nothing in reply, and its silence only served to annoy John further.

      ‘It was supposed to be me, you know that, don’t you?’ he said, jabbing a finger at the ancient building, as if the blame lay with it somehow. ‘I went over that exact same spot the day before, didn’t I? And there was nothing there, not a damned thing. Then he comes along, doesn’t he, and he just stumbles on it? Doesn’t seem entirely fair, does it?’

      John knew he was shouting, and at a castle of all things, but it wasn’t as though anyone could hear him, so he just gave into it and let it rip.

      ‘It should’ve been mine,’ he said. ‘I was there. I should’ve found it. I should’ve been the one to get rich. But instead, what do I get? Sod all, that’s what. Sod all!’

      John threw his metal detector down, then gave it a good kick, but all that did was crunch his toes painfully and make him even angrier.

      ‘What the hell do I have to do?’ he said. ‘Don’t you think I deserve something, just one small thing that’ll make all these bloody years seem worth it?’

      With a final, cathartic roar at the castle ruins, John reached down to grab his detector, quickly folding it up and stowing it in his rucksack. He reached down to grab his satchel, only to have his notebooks once again fall out, this time into the mud instead of onto a sticky pub floor.

      ‘Oh, you bastard!’ John yelled, stuffing them back inside. ‘You absolute bastard!’

      The last notebook was open, and as John went to close it, his eyes caught something he had written on one of the pages. What they suggested was laughable.

      He lifted the notebook for the castle ruins to see.

      ‘Maybe I should give it a go,’ he said, jabbing a muddy finger at the page. ‘What do you think? I mean, I’ve tried everything else, haven’t I? So why not, eh? Why the bloody hell not?’

      The words he’d stumbled on were nothing more than a quickly pencilled-in series of notes about various legends and ghosts associated with the castle. He had no recollection of when he’d written it down; his notebooks weren’t exactly well organized.

      He had never had time for ghosts, though he did rather like the idea of bumping into a knight on horseback or hearing the strange sound of music inside the castle. It was the legend about the treasure, though, which had caught his eye.

      On that fateful day in 1985, he had walked over the very spot where real treasure had been found. It still haunted him that he had been so close to a find that would have made him wealthy and just famous enough to be able to tell stories about it for the rest of his life.

      But what if there were other hidden treasures yet to be found? he thought. That was what this legend promised, wasn’t it? It was nonsense; he knew that, but some small part of him was egging him on, telling him to just give it a go.

      There was a catch, though, wasn’t there? Beyond being daft enough to believe in the bloody thing in the first place. Instead of using a metal detector, the seeker was required to run around the castle three times, and then wherever they stopped, that would be where the treasure was hidden. And there was the catch, knowing where to start and where to stop. Which, of course, you never could.

      John hitched his bags up onto his shoulders and left the field, heading back down the lane alongside the castle. Then he stopped and quickly scrambled over the wall, which was no small task considering not only his age, but the large quantity of food and beer still swilling and churning around inside him.

      Inside the castle grounds now, and surrounded by thick shadows, John pulled out a keyring attached to which was a small torch. The beam was weak, and the pools of darkness swirling around the ruined walls and rooms seemed impenetrable. He caught the scent of rain in the air, and no sooner had he done so than the sky fell on him in heavy, black drops, the thrum of them on the ground, the sound of a marching band’s drums.

      Ignoring the rain and directing the beam of the torch just a couple of metres in front of his feet, John looked left, then right, trying to decide which way to go. The whole idea was ridiculous, he knew that, and the beer was partly responsible for his even considering it, but he didn’t care. And so, before he gave himself the chance to back out at the last minute, he wiped the fresh rain from his face and set off.

      ‘Three times around the castle,’ he muttered to himself, imagining what it would be like if he actually did find something.

      John knew that he wouldn’t. He knew that if anyone saw him now, they would think him mad, but he was already halfway around his first circuit, so he figured he might as well just see it through.

      On the second circuit of the castle, and with a ghostly howl of wind chasing him on his way, his feet already unsteady on the now-slick ground beneath them, John upped his speed. Not just to keep warm, but because he was, against his better judgement, excited. There was a childish glee to what he was doing, believing for a moment in myths and legends, giving weight to the hidden stories and rumours such a place collected through the centuries. And he wasn’t about to let the weather stop him, either.

      By the time he was into his third circuit, John was almost at a sprint, or as close to a sprint as he was ever likely to get. The beam of his torch pulled him forward, and ahead, the darkness formed itself into a tunnel, calling him on. His feet splashed through puddles, dotting his trousers with splashes of water, muddy and cold.

      The hoot of an owl, so loud and so close that it sounded as though the bird was perched on his shoulder, caused John to stumble. He tried to catch himself, but it was already too late, as the rough ground beneath him shifted, twisted, then snatched at his feet with rocks hiding in the turf.

      John fell, and with nothing to catch himself, the sodden ground came up to meet him. He put his hands out to brace himself, and the impact sent his torch spinning, then his head slammed into something hard, and John’s world went black.

      When he came to, John was fairly sure that every bone in his body had to be broken; there was just no way to land as he had and not come away uninjured. But as he gingerly pushed himself up onto his knees, his hand brushing against his torch, he realised he had actually come off rather well. His head was banging, that was for sure, and as he rubbed it, he noticed that his hand came away wet and sticky with blood. Not good.

      For a moment or two, John didn’t move, nausea swooping in to try and persuade him that the better course of action would be to lie down again. But he was cold and wet and muddy, he was bruised, and he had tripped over doing something stupid. So, in a way, John thought he deserved it. What the hell had he been thinking, running around a castle in the dark, testing a myth about buried treasure?

      Shaking his head, and more than a little annoyed with himself, John decided the best course of action was to get to his feet and head back to where he was parked, just beyond the town. The cut to his head bothered him, but not enough right then to make him think he should call for an ambulance. He pushed himself up, his wet, soiled clothes sticking to him as he rose. Somewhere close by, an engine revved, then fell silent.

      On his feet, pain jabbed at him, sending bright sparks into his brain, but he pushed it down, ignored it, grabbed his rucksack and satchel, and was about to turn on his torch again, when he heard a shout. Or was it a scream?

      Bet it’s that bloody owl again, he thought, and started to walk, his clothes sticking to him as he moved, only to be brought to a dead stop by a …

      No, he thought, it couldn’t be …

      John shook his head, which made it feel like his brain was rattling around inside his skull, then rubbed his eyes. Convinced that what he had just seen was a direct result of his little mishap, he opened them again.

      ‘Bloody hell …’

      Through a large gap in the castle walls and bathed in an unexpected pale light of a high moon cutting through the angry clouds, John saw several figures engaged in some kind of struggle, or was it a brawl? From where he was standing, it was hard to tell. He couldn’t make them out clearly in the thick darkness swilling around the castle ruins. His vision was also a little blurry after his fall, so that didn’t help either, but what he could see now? Well, it just didn’t make any sense, because as the figures moved, he felt sure that at least one of them was clad in what looked like heavy, black armour, their head hidden from view by the helmet they were wearing.

      Ghosts, John thought, thinking back to the legends of the castle. And not just any ghosts either, but … No, they couldn’t be, could they? But what if they were? What if these were the knights, and here they were, in front of him, fighting in the castle?

      John quickly flicked off his light, hiding himself from view, though how ghosts could see him he wasn’t entirely sure. His feet, however, were glued to the spot, so he searched for his phone and pointed it at what he was witnessing, because if it was real, then he was damned well going to get evidence of it.

      The figures were arguing, that much was clear, and there seemed to be a lot of pushing and shoving. John could just make out their voices, but they were muffled by the distance and the walls and the rain-drenched night that surrounded them. The figure in the armour removed their helmet and swung it violently at one of the others. Then, as another of the figures was dragged away kicking and screaming, the one who had removed their helmet was pushed hard enough to stumble a few steps backwards, trip up, and fall hard, their head crashing into the ground with a dull, hollow thud.

      John couldn’t believe it. Yes, he was scared, but what he was witnessing, well, it was incredible. Actual, real ghosts in a castle ruin! And he was even getting footage of it on his phone. This could make him, he realised, this could be better than any treasure!

      The figure on the ground sat up, pulled on the helmet. Then the one being dragged away yelled out as another dark shadow broke away to point down at the one still on the ground. A bright flash lit the night, followed by a terrifying yell, then a crack like lightning breaking the sky sent John stumbling.

      What the hell had he just witnessed? Was it some ancient duel played out again and again, the memory of it still held deep in the walls of the castle, a memory in stone? Who else had seen it? Were these the knights from the legend?

      John knew he wasn’t dreaming, that he was awake. Yes, he’d taken a fall himself, but that was no explanation for this. Then a truly terrifying thought struck him, one much more so than this being ghosts; what if this was real? And what if what he’d just witnessed was …

      As John’s thoughts turned the dark mystery of what he had witnessed into a reality for which there was only one explanation, he stared at the spectacle before him. The rain was coming down in sheets now, but he saw that only one figure remained standing. Then it turned to stare directly at him. John knew the darkness hid him, that there was no way the ghoul before him could see where he was. And yet …

      John froze, aware now that he had locked eyes with something inexplicable, and he felt as though something horrible was reaching out from the past to wrap its cold fingers around his heart and squeeze it. Then the figure seemed to lift something up to point at him, and there was another bright flash.

      John ducked. He hit stop on his phone’s camera and then quickly attached the video to a message and sent it out into the night. He hoped that the person about to receive it would believe the short message he had sent with it. She was all he had left now, and as mad as all this was, she was who he wanted to share it with.

      Stuffing his phone back into his pocket, and with only the thought of getting away from whatever the hell was now coming after him, John ran. And with every step, he felt sure that he could feel, all the way to the marrow of his bones, the creeping horror chasing him out of the ruins and into the night beyond.
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      Harry checked the time and immediately wished that he hadn’t bothered.

      ‘Where’s the evening gone?’ he asked, as a yawn he’d been trying to hold back broke free, turning his voice into that of a weary lion’s roar.

      ‘Swallowed up by Dave,’ Grace said, catching Harry’s yawn and joining in, hiding it behind her hand. ‘Dave and his new life plan of cheese and catching criminals.’

      Harry saw Dave Calvert turn his head slowly to stare over at Grace.

      ‘I’m not the only one who’s been talking,’ he said.

      ‘True, but you have been the only one asking all the questions,’ said Grace. ‘You must’ve been a nightmare at school.’

      ‘I’m thorough, that’s all,’ said Dave. ‘I want to get my ducks in a row as it were, before I decide about being a PCSO, like.’

      The evening had been Liz and Ben’s idea, inviting Harry and Grace over for a nice bit of lasagna, and a decent bottle of red. Dave had just popped into the office, over at the community centre in Hawes, when Liz had suggested the get-together, and before anyone could work out how, he was somehow invited along as well. Not that anyone minded, because wherever Dave went, there was always a good story or two. And an amusing anecdote about his goats as well, if you were lucky, which was another part of his life plan; to have a go at a bit of artisan cheese making.

      ‘We’ve not put you off yet, then?’ Harry asked.

      It was a couple of months at least since Dave had surprised Harry with the news that he was thinking of applying to be a Police Community Support Officer. After a life spent working offshore, he fancied a change apparently, and wanted to do something closer to home.

      ‘Not yet, no,’ said Dave. ‘Though I know you’ve been trying hard, haven’t you? Almost like you’d prefer it if I didn’t bother.’

      ‘Goat’s cheese, though,’ Harry said, shaking his head. ‘I mean, why?’

      ‘Because it’s delicious, that’s why,’ Dave replied. ‘Can’t think of a better reason.’

      Harry’s lifelong dislike of cheese had been worn away a little by the enthusiasm of the Dales for having the stuff with fruit cake, the cheese being Wensleydale, the cake, if not homemade, then bought from Cockett’s. Having once regarded the stuff as the work of the devil, now he’d almost developed a taste for it. Goat’s cheese, though? That was just a step too far.

      ‘Is it, though?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Have you ever tried it?’ Dave asked.

      ‘I’ve smelled it,’ Harry said, ‘and that was enough of a warning.’

      Dave looked genuinely confused.

      ‘How do you mean?’ he asked.

      ‘If a cheese smells like the animal it comes from,’ Harry explained, ‘then I’m staying well clear.’

      Liz, who had been out in the kitchen with Ben, clearing everything up and refilling glasses, entered the lounge.

      ‘You’d be a brilliant PCSO,’ she said, looking over at Dave. ‘Everyone knows that. It’s just more about whether you think you’re ready for such a life change, isn’t it?’

      ‘That’s it exactly,’ Harry agreed, relieved that the conversation had moved on from cheese. ‘You’re used to living out of a bag, aren’t you? Working away from home for months at a time, then coming back to the Dales for a few weeks, before heading off again. That’s very different to being in a normal job.’

      Ben came into the room and sat next to Liz.

      ‘The police isn’t a normal job, though, is it?’ he said.

      ‘Fair point,’ said Harry.

      Dave said, ‘I’ve worked on the rigs my whole life. I need a change. Money’s not really an issue, so why not do something that’ll actually make a difference?’

      ‘There are plenty of jobs out there that do that,’ suggested Ben.

      ‘I want something local as well, though,’ said Dave. ‘I’ve no interest in moving away. Wensleydale’s home, isn’t it? Even when you leave, it stays with you.’

      Harry watched as Dave stuffed a hand into a trouser pocket and rummaged around awkwardly for something for a few seconds. When he removed his hand, he was holding a stone.

      ‘See this?’ he said. ‘Picked it up years ago when I was out walking and exploring, just before I moved to the area.’

      ‘You’re not local, then?’ Harry said, surprised that he was only finding this out now.

      Dave shook his head.

      ‘Grew up in Darlington,’ he said. ‘Couldn’t wait to leave. The rigs were an easy escape. I got taken on as an apprentice when I was eighteen, never looked back.’

      ‘So, how did you end up over here, then?’ Grace asked.

      ‘I stuck a pin in a map,’ Dave said. ‘I was home for a few weeks and decided to go for a drive, take a few days away somewhere. So, I just packed a bag and buggered off.’ He held up the stone once again. ‘I picked this up from the beck just below Aysgill Force, out the back of Gayle. Lovely little walk that, particularly if you get down into the beck itself and it's dry enough to scramble along till you get to the waterfall. I fell on my arse a few times, came back soaked, but I had this stone, and I’d decided that Wensleydale was where I wanted to be.’

      Harry realised then that Dave had never actually mentioned any family.

      ‘Do you still visit?’ he asked. ‘Darlington, I mean?’

      Dave shook his head.

      ‘When I left, it was just my mum, anyway. Never knew my dad, seeing as he’d sodded off when I was nowt but a nipper. She was pleased to see me doing something exciting, was never one for holding me back. She died a good few years ago now, thanks to all the cigarettes she refused to give up.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Grace said.

      ‘That’s life, though, isn’t it?’ said Dave. ‘Anyway, moving here was the best decision I ever made. Mum visited a few times in the early days but was too ill pretty soon after. Last place I took her to was Hardraw Force; she thought that place was magical, and the look on her face, you’d swear that it was.’

      ‘Well, it is pretty impressive, I’ll admit,’ said Harry, thinking on what Dave had just told them, and how perhaps the similarities between their lives had led them both to where they were now. Maybe it also explained why they got on so well.

      He finished his glass of wine, the deep, oaky taste of the red liquid slipping down far too easily.

      ‘It’s gone half eleven,’ he said. ‘Work tomorrow, for all of us, so I’m thinking bed’s a good idea.’

      Ben laughed.

      ‘Always the grown-up.’

      ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re all grown-ups,’ Harry said.

      At his feet, Smudge stirred. Clearly realizing something was afoot, and that whatever it was, she wanted to be a part of it, she sat up and stared at Harry. Stretched out on the carpet in front of the fire, which had been burning steadily all evening in a well-used wood-burning stove, Grace’s dog, Jess, didn’t move. If she was going anywhere at all, then the only way that was going to happen was if someone picked her up and took her there.

      Dave rose to his feet.

      ‘Well, I’ll be off,’ he said. ‘Thanks for a great evening, Liz, Ben; much appreciated.’

      ‘Next time, you’ll have to stay over as well,’ said Liz. ‘You can have a drink then, can’t you?’

      ‘Or you could all come over to mine, like, if you fancy? Not a bad chef myself either, even if I do say so myself.’ He looked at Harry and added, ‘And I’ll put on a bit of cheese board as well, for this heathen.’

      With his farewells said, Liz saw Dave to the door, and as he passed by Jess, he dropped to the floor and gave the dog a good scratch under her chin.

      ‘Might have to get myself another dog,’ Dave said, standing back up.

      ‘Didn’t know you ever had one,’ said Harry.

      ‘A little Scottie called Hamish,’ Dave said. ‘Grand lad, he was. Died just after you arrived in the dale, actually.’

      ‘Sorry to hear that,’ Harry said. He was genuinely surprised himself by how much Smudge had come to mean to him. Then he asked, ‘But if you worked on a rig, what did you do with your dog?’

      Dave laughed at that.

      ‘He was a lovely dog, but not exactly what I’d describe as loyal,’ he said. ‘All you had to do was show him a bit of fuss, throw a few scraps of meat his way, and that was it, I was forgotten. He’d stay with friends while I was away. Used to treat it as a holiday. I’d pack his bag for him, and off he’d trot on his travels. Used to get photos sent through of him having the best of times.’

      ‘You miss him?’ Grace asked.

      ‘Too much to replace him yet, if you know what I mean,’ Dave answered. ‘Anyway, best be off.’

      He waved and headed out of the room with Liz.

      Grace turned to Harry and said, ‘Do you think he’ll go through with it, then, this idea of his to become a PCSO?’

      ‘Haven’t the faintest,’ said Harry.

      Ben laughed and said, ‘The idea of Dave, you, and Matt all working together—not sure if it’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard, the scariest, or both.’

      Ben had a point, Harry thought. He pushed himself to his feet.

      ‘Bed,’ he said. ‘That’s where I need to be right now. Been a great evening, Ben.’

      Liz came back into the lounge.

      ‘He’d be brilliant as a PCSO, would Dave,’ she said. ‘Can he start next week?’

      ‘No, he bloody well can’t,’ Harry said, though he couldn’t help but see the funny side of Liz’s suggestion.

      A few minutes later, and now lying in the darkness of Ben and Liz’s spare room, Harry yawned a goodnight to Grace. At the bottom of the bed, two furry bodies were already snoring.

      ‘Dogs really don’t belong in a bedroom,’ he said.

      ‘You try telling them that,’ replied Grace.

      ‘Busy tomorrow?’

      ‘So-so,’ said Grace. ‘Tommy’s out with me in the evening, though. There’s someone else who’s keen.’

      Thomas Cowper was a young lad from up beyond Marsett, a hamlet that overlooked Semerwater, with two loves in his life, ferrets and music. To get away from his deeply unpleasant father, he’d run away from home not only during one hell of a snowstorm, but on the same night Harry had ended up dealing with a case he would much rather forget involving private investigators, his old friend Jameson, and a gang of violent criminals. Once everything had settled down, Grace had ended up taking on Thomas as a part-time apprentice, while he finished his schooling.

      ‘How’s your dad with it all?’

      ‘Happy to just go on ignoring the fact that with Tommy now working part-time for me, he should be resting up more, that’s how.’

      Harry wasn’t surprised.

      ‘He’ll never retire, you know that, don’t you?’

      ‘That’s what worries me,’ Grace said with a sigh. She rolled over and Harry heard her breathing change as she quickly fell asleep.

      From the bottom of the bed came a deep and satisfied huff, and soon enough, Harry joined Grace.

      Sometime later, Harry stirred. Rain at the window had woken him, the sound of it like someone throwing handfuls of grain at the glass. Then hot breath drifted across him, and he turned to find that Smudge had managed to crawl up the bed to deposit herself between him and Grace. Not only that, but she had also somehow stolen most of the duvet.

      Harry was about to send the dog back down to the bottom of the bed, and to try and recover some of the warmth, when another sound stirred the dark. On the small bedside table, his phone buzzed. He picked it up.

      ‘Grimm,’ he said, without even checking the number.

      ‘Harry, it’s Jen,’ came the reply. ‘Really sorry to call and wake you up, it’s just that …’

      ‘I’m not on duty tonight,’ Harry said, a little too abruptly. ‘Neither are you, actually; Jadyn is.’

      ‘I know, and he’s had a busy one,’ said Jen. ‘He was dealing with something at one of the pubs earlier, and now he’s been called out to something over in Swaledale.’

      ‘What is it, then? Are you okay?’ Harry asked, now concerned at getting a call so early in the morning.

      ‘You’re at Liz’s, still, aren’t you?’ Jen asked.

      ‘I am,’ Harry said. ‘Why? Where are you? What’s happened?’

      ‘I’m at home,’ Jen replied. ‘And I’m not really sure what’s happened; that’s why I’ve called you.’

      Harry swung his legs out of the bed, rubbed his eyes. Behind him, Smudge eased herself into the pool of warmth he’d left behind on the bed and let out a long, deeply satisfied huff.

      ‘Go on,’ he said, gently encouraging Jen to get to the point before he fell back to sleep.

      ‘Like I said, I’m at home,’ said Jen. ‘And Middleham’s generally a quiet place, but I’ve just been woken up by a group of local residents. None too happy they are, either, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because of who they have with them and what he’s claiming to have seen, up at the castle, like. I know he’s probably drunk, but he’s insistent.’

      ‘What is it he’s seen, then?’ Harry asked.

      Jen fell quiet again.

      ‘Come on, Jen,’ Harry said. ‘Out with it.’

      ‘He’s said he’s seen something,’ Jen said. ‘Up at the castle, I mean. A fight or something, but …’

      The mention of a castle snagged at something in Harry’s memory.

      ‘Has there been an accident?’

      Harry remembered an incident, years ago now, that he had been called out to deal with when he was back down south that had destroyed a family.

      ‘Not an accident, no,’ Jen said. ‘It’s just odd, what he’s saying.’

      ‘In what way?’ asked Harry, the memory growing clearer now, of a body in the reeds, him reaching out to ring a doorbell, faces white with shock as his words hit a family like a bomb, shattering their lives forever.

      ‘He’s saying he saw knights,’ Jen explained.

      ‘Jen …’

      ‘As in of the Round Table.’

      ‘I’m going to hang up now, Jen,’ Harry yawned. ‘And tomorrow, we might have to have a little chat—’

      ‘Look, I know how it sounds,’ said Jen, cutting in, ‘but hear me out.’

      Harry rubbed his eyes. He’d been woken up in the night by some bizarre calls in his life, but this was quickly rising to the top of the pile.

      ‘Jen,’ he said, ‘please tell me that you’ve not woken me up to tell me about some drunk idiot who’s claiming to have seen ghosts at the castle. Because if you have …’

      Jen said, ‘I know it sounds crazy, but there’s something off about what he’s saying,’ she said. ‘And you’re always on about going with your gut, like, and my gut’s telling me he’s not making it up.’

      ‘Ghosts, though,’ Harry said. ‘And medieval ones, at that. Very specific, I have to say.’

      ‘Whatever it is, I’m sure he saw something,’ Jen said. ‘He’s not just spooked—’

      ‘Not funny, Jen.’

      ‘Sorry,’ Jen replied. ‘But he’s not. He’s genuinely shaken up by it.’

      ‘And what do you think it was then, exactly, because it sure as hell isn’t knights, now, is it? We both know that.’

      ‘He’s obviously been to the pub, but he doesn’t sound drunk,’ Jen explained. ‘And he’s been going around waking people up, trying to get them to listen to him.’

      There was another pause, and Harry waited for Jen to fill it.

      ‘You’re right,’ she said at last. ‘I shouldn’t have called. I’m sorry. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      Harry yawned. He was awake now and knew it would be awhile before he would be able to get back to sleep.

      ‘I wasn’t saying you shouldn’t have called,’ he said. ‘Just that I’m hoping there’s more to it than what you’ve said so far.’

      ‘Same here,’ said Jen.

      ‘So, tell me then, what do you mean by something seems off?’

      ‘He says one of the knights, or whatever they were, looked at him.’

      ‘Well, that’s hardly a job for the police, is it?’ Harry replied.

      ‘He also thinks that the one who looked at him …’ Jen paused, and Harry could sense that she was building herself up for what she was going to say next. ‘Harry, he thinks that they killed the other one. He doesn’t know how. Saw them knock them to the ground. Said he heard a yell or a scream. I know that sounds mad, but …’

      Harry pushed himself to his feet. Somewhere in the darkness, two dog tails thumped sleepily.

      ‘I’ll be there in a few minutes,’ he said, then grabbed his clothes from a chair by the wall, and shuffled out of the bedroom and into the night.
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      Harry was slumped tiredly in Jen’s lounge. The time was now gone one in the morning and he was being stared at by an old man called John Churchill, who looked terrified, and a huge monitor lizard called Steve, who looked hungry. But then Steve always looked hungry. Harry wasn’t sure why, exactly, but there was a look in the creature’s eye which was always a little disconcerting, almost as though Steve was waiting, just quietly waiting, for you to fall asleep, so he could scooch on over and have a nibble.

      ‘The ambulance will be here as soon as it can,’ Harry said, looking over at John. ‘How are you feeling?’

      John was a mess. He looked like he’d been dragged through a hedge backwards and then halfway across a ploughed field after a storm. His clothes were wet with the rain and smeared with mud. Jen had covered the chair he was on with a good number of towels to soak it up and pointed an electric heater at him. She had attempted to persuade him to get out of his clothes, but he’d refused, and under the circumstances, she had been happy to leave it at that and wait for the paramedics to have a go instead.

      ‘The lizard,’ John said. ‘Does it need to be in here?’

      ‘He lives here,’ Harry said. ‘Nowhere else that he can go, really.’

      ‘You don’t need to worry about him,’ Jen said, who was sitting next to Harry. ‘He’s harmless.’

      ‘He doesn’t look harmless.’

      Harry watched as Steve moved his head a little, like he was trying to get a better look at John, deciding which limb to eat first.

      ‘You’ll just have to trust us on that one,’ he said.

      ‘He’s staring at me,’ John said.

      ‘You’ll get used to it.’

      ‘I’d prefer it if I didn’t have to.’

      When Harry arrived, Jen had greeted him at the door with tired eyes and a very strong coffee.

      ‘New machine,’ she’d said, handing him the mug filled with thick black liquid. ‘Too many levers and knobs on it, so I can’t guarantee that what I’m giving you actually tastes any good.’

      The first sip had caused Harry to recoil a little, the bitterness and strength of the coffee making his eyes twitch.

      ‘Is it okay?’

      ‘Well, I can’t see me getting back to sleep for at least a week,’ Harry had replied. ‘So, it’s perfect, Jen, thank you.’

      Now, with the coffee half drunk, and an open packet of Rich Tea biscuits in front of them, six of which were already inside him, Harry was waiting for John to explain what had happened to him up at the castle. Whatever it was, it had been enough to have the man not only wake up half of Jen’s neighbours, but also be brought to her door with a face covered in blood.

      Jen had cleaned the wound, then called an ambulance, concerned that John was suffering at the very least from a mild concussion. Having a medical professional check him over for other injuries was a natural course of action. Unfortunately, the ambulance still hadn’t turned up by the time Harry arrived.

      Of those who had turned up at Jen’s door with John, two had stayed with her to wait for Harry, concerned about leaving her alone with someone who was, as one of them had tactfully described, ‘Talking bollocks and wired to the moon, like.’

      ‘Probably the best thing to do is if you just tell us what happened from the beginning, what you saw,’ Harry prompted, hoping John would start talking soon, because he had a feeling that once the paramedics turned up, he would be even more distracted. ‘From what I’ve been told so far, you think you saw a fight up at the castle.’

      ‘You don’t believe me,’ John said.

      ‘Right now, I’m just here to listen,’ Harry said. ‘Details are important, so tell us everything you can, and we’ll see if we can work out what’s been going on.’

      ‘They didn’t believe me, either.’

      ‘Who?’

      Jen leaned in.

      ‘I think he means everyone he woke up, which is most of Middleham.’

      ‘I had to run,’ John said. ‘They saw me, and they knew that I’d seen what they’d done, so they came after me, didn’t they? That’s when I ran, after those flashes. I think it was lightning. Weather’s bad enough, isn’t it?’

      ‘Rewind a bit if you can,’ Harry suggested, struggling to keep up. ‘There’s no rush.’

      John reached for a biscuit. Harry was fairly sure that beady-eyed Steve was hoping that it was for him.

      ‘I’d been at the pub,’ John said, ‘but it wasn’t the drink, I promise you. I’m not drunk. You can tell I’m not drunk, can’t you? Well, if you can’t, I’ll do a test to prove it. I can walk straight; look …’

      Harry went to reassure John that a test wasn’t required, but the old man was on his feet. First, he walked across the room and back again, which wasn’t exactly very far, then he rubbed his stomach in a circular motion with one hand, while tapping his scalp with the other.

      ‘See? I couldn’t do that if I was three sheets to the wind, could I? Not a chance of it.’

      ‘Perhaps you could just stay sitting for the moment?’ Jen said.

      ‘But you need to understand that it’s not the drink talking. It’s not! It’s me! I saw what I saw, and that’s the truth of it!’

      When Jen spoke again, she did so with the patience of someone well-practiced in calming people down.

      ‘You took a knock to the head,’ she said. ‘It really is best that you just stay seated, until we can have you properly checked over. Is that okay?’

      ‘I’m not pissed!’

      ‘Please, Mr Churchill,’ Jen said, and gestured to the chair behind him.

      John sat down.

      ‘So, you’d been to the pub,’ Harry said. ‘Which one?’

      ‘Which one what?’

      ‘Which pub,’ Harry asked.

      ‘Pub? Oh, right, yes, it was the Richard the Third. Nearly got knocked over by an idiot in a flash car when I left as well. All I was doing was crossing the road. I know it was dark, but it wasn’t like the roads were busy and I was difficult to see. Why is it BMW drivers are such dickheads, always driving round like they own the place? Anyway, I ended up walking off in the wrong direction. Forgot where I was I think.’

      ‘That’s a nice pub. Good food there, as I recall,’ Harry said, wondering if the drivers John had just mentioned would think John was the idiot, not them, for stumbling across the road in the middle of the night.

      John gave a nod of agreement.

      ‘The beer’s good, too,’ he said. ‘One of your officers was there earlier to sort things out. Very professional he was, too.’

      ‘Sort what out?’ Harry asked and looked at Jen.

      Jen asked John, ‘You were there when Officer Okri was called?’

      ‘I’m the reason he was called,’ John said. ‘But I don’t think that’s relevant, is it?’

      ‘You’d be surprised how even the smallest detail can become relevant, even vital in the end,’ Harry said. ‘Officer Okri will tell us everything tomorrow, I’m sure, but if you could tell us a bit more?’

      John rolled his eyes and shook his head.

      ‘It was just some idiot who’d had too much to drink, that’s all,’ he said. ‘He sat in my chair, I asked him to move, and everything sort of got out of hand.’

      ‘Define out of hand,’ Harry said.

      ‘He grabbed the barman’s beard and poured a pint of beer over his head.’

      Jen stifled a laugh.

      ‘Not sure it’s a laughing matter,’ admonished Harry.

      ‘You’ve met Geoff Moore, right?’ Jen asked. ‘The barman, I mean?’

      ‘He’s served me once or twice, yes,’ said Harry. ‘Why?’

      ‘Let’s just say he’s not the kind of person anyone should be pouring beer over.’

      ‘Not sure I like the sound of that,’ said Harry, then turned his attention back to John. ‘So, the castle, then, John; what were you doing there, exactly?’

      ‘What was I doing?’

      ‘Yes,’ Harry said, but then realised John had asked himself the question, like he was trying to remember.

      ‘I’m a detectorist,’ John said at last, his eyes suddenly alive with the revelation. ‘Have been for decades now.’

      ‘And what’s one of those, then?’ Harry asked.

      John reached for an old rucksack leaning up against the chair that Harry hadn’t noticed, and pulled something from it that Harry hadn’t seen in years.

      ‘A metal detector,’ he said.

      ‘It is indeed,’ said John. ‘Go back a long way, we do.’

      ‘Last time I saw one of those, it was being used to clear a minefield.’

      ‘It’s the tool of a detectorist’s trade,’ said John. ‘This and canvas satchel and a little trowel and you’re good to go, really. We spend far too much time combing fields and beaches and anywhere else we can think of, hoping to find little bits of history, treasure ...’

      ‘Don’t you have to have permission to do that?’ Jen asked, as John stowed the metal detector away again.

      John said nothing.

      Harry said, ‘Would I be right to assume by your silence that you didn’t?’

      ‘I’m old,’ John said. ‘And tired. Forgetful, too, if you hadn’t noticed. Sometimes, I use that to my advantage. Anyway, it’s not only that. You see, I’ve a history with that place; it owes me.’

      That statement baffled Harry.

      ‘Not sure I’m following you,’ he said.

      ‘1985,’ John said. ‘I was there just a few hours before it was found. It should’ve been me. I should’ve been the one who struck it rich.’

      ‘The Middleham Jewel, you mean?’ Jen said.

      John gave a nod.

      ‘I’m still no wiser,’ said Harry. ‘What jewel?’

      ‘We learned about it at school,’ explained Jen. ‘Everyone did. Someone found a gold pendant or something like that, I think. It was worth a fortune.’

      ‘I’d been over that patch of land, and then he comes along and finds it by accident,’ said John, and Harry heard more than a note of rage in the man’s voice.

      ‘That’s over thirty-five years ago,’ he said. ‘What’s that got to do with you being here now?’

      ‘Funny, isn’t it,’ John said, ‘how you can forget what you had for breakfast, yet remember something that happened decades ago?’

      ‘It is,’ Harry said.

      ‘Anyway, I thought I’d give it one last try,’ continued John. ‘Before it was too late.’

      ‘Too late? For what?’

      ‘Like I said, I’m old,’ said John. ‘Won’t be scuffling around in fields much longer, will I? So, I thought, why not come back and have one last look? I’d planned to go tomorrow, but I just thought why not do it right now, no point waiting around, is there?’

      ‘On a site you had no permission to go detectoring on,’ Harry said.

      ‘Detecting, you mean,’ John corrected, which wasn’t the best way to get on Harry’s good side, especially not at this hour. ‘There’s more treasure there, you see, at the castle? Everyone knows it, you just have to be the one to find it.’

      ‘Can’t help but find myself going back to the fact you didn’t have permission,’ Harry said, becoming increasingly irritated with Mr Churchill.

      ‘But that’s not important now, is it?’ John said. ‘It’s what I saw that matters; that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?’

      ‘Probably best if you continue with telling us what you think happened,’ Harry said.

      ‘I don’t think. I know,’ John said. ‘I’d left the pub and had planned to go for a nosy around the castle anyway, just not right then. But I thought, why not? There was no one about, so off I went. Started in the field out the back first, before I went into the castle grounds themselves.’

      ‘Did you find anything?’ Harry asked.

      John laughed, stuffed a hand into his pocket, and when he pulled it back out again, he opened it to reveal what to Harry looked like nothing more than a pile of mud-encrusted rubbish; shotgun cartridges, old coins, and a squashed toy car.

      ‘Won’t get rich on this, now, will I?’ John said. ‘Which was when I then thought I’d give the old legend or myth or whatever it is a go.’

      ‘And what would that be, then?’ Harry asked. ‘What legend?’

      Jen said, ‘You don’t mean the one about running around the castle, do you?’

      ‘There’s always a seed of truth in every myth,’ John said. ‘Otherwise, what else would they grow from?’

      Jen looked at Harry and said, ‘It’s said that there’s a treasure horde or something buried at the castle. And the only way to find it is to run around the place three times. Where you stop, that’s where you’ll find it.’

      Harry couldn’t believe what he was hearing and turned a hard stare at John.

      ‘So, you ran around the castle,’ he said, having to work especially hard to keep any hint of disdain out of his tone. ‘And then?’

      ‘And then I tripped up,’ said John. ‘Castle ruin, you see, so rocks everywhere. Caught my foot on one and over I went.’ John clapped his hands loudly, causing Harry to jump a little more obviously than he would’ve wanted to. ‘Hit the ground like a sack of spuds. Then, when I woke up …’

      Up to this point, Harry had been fairly convinced that old John was just this side of bonkers and talking a proper load of nonsense. Now, though, there was something in the man’s eye that was saying more than he’d managed to verbalize; he was scared.

      ‘In your own time, John,’ Harry said. ‘No rush.’

      A glazed look fell across John’s face.

      ‘John?’ Jen said, reaching out and resting a hand on his knee. ‘You alright?’

      The old man turned his eyes to Jen.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Are you okay? You were about to tell us what happened.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘Yes, that,’ Jen said. ‘At the castle, remember?’

      John’s eyes widened.

      ‘Of course I remember, and I’m not sure how many of them there were, either,’ John said, almost as though he had been caught in the middle of another conversation. ‘I couldn’t make them out clearly, what with all the blood in my eye, plus the fact that the rain had decided to join in, and heavily, but there were definitely at least two.’

      Harry said, ‘I have in my notes here, after speaking to Detective Constable Blades earlier, that you described them as looking like—’ He paused here, steeling himself for what he was about to say. ‘—ghostly knights; is that correct?’

      ‘Yes, that was it, I remember now. That’s what I saw!’ John said, his voice raising suddenly. ‘I’m still not really sure what they were, but that’s what it looked like at the time, or one of them did, anyway, if that makes sense.’

      Not really, Harry thought, and asked, ‘Would you be able to describe them to me as well, just so I’m clear?’

      ‘You want me to describe them?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I can do better than that,’ John said. ‘I can …’

      Once again, John’s voice drifted.

      ‘Mr Churchill?’ Harry said.

      John was staring off into the middle distance.

      ‘I can show you,’ he said. ‘I think … I mean … I …’

      Harry leaned forward.

      ‘John …’

      John Churchill’s eyes lit upon Harry once more.

      ‘What?’

      ‘The castle,’ Harry said. ‘You were going to tell us what you saw?’

      ‘I was? Oh, I was, wasn’t I? Well, I’m not really sure how many there were, to be honest. It was hard to tell, exactly, what with how they were struggling and pushing each other around, and it was dark.’

      John’s voice faded for a moment. When he spoke again, his words were quieter, almost as though he was afraid of being overheard. ‘Like I just said, they were dressed like knights, or one of them was, anyway, and were arguing and fighting, that I’m sure of, cross my heart and hope to die. Incredible, right? That’s a fight from history, from centuries ago, and I saw it, I’m sure I did.’

      ‘Dressed like knights, how exactly?’ Harry asked, starting to wonder if the ambulance Jen had called would be better taking old John to a secure unit for assessment for his own safety, rather than a normal hospital. The thing was, though, he seemed more than with it; he was clear in what he was saying, which made Harry think that whatever the man thought he had seen, he had definitely seen something. Harry just wanted to know what.

      ‘One of them was wearing a helmet and some kind of dark armour,’ John said, a yawn cutting through his words. ‘That’s what it looked like to me from where I was standing, anyway. They were pushing each other around like they were having a duel or something.’

      ‘I’ll put that down as fight or argument, if that’s all the same with you,’ said Harry.

      ‘Put it however you want to,’ John said. ‘I woke up in the castle grounds with mud and blood in my eye, and there in front of me were these figures, one of them all in black with their face hidden by that bloody awful helmet they were wearing, and they were fighting and arguing and pushing each other around. They took off their helmet and got pushed to the ground. Then, as they’re pulling their helmet on again, the next thing I know, there’s this sound, like a whip crack maybe, and a flash of light.’

      Harry went to interrupt, but John was on a roll, and clearly wasn’t about to stop.

      ‘Then the one standing, he sees me, and I see him seeing me, and he points at me, and there’s another flash, so I just ran and ran. I was slipping all over the place, tripping up, blood in my eye blinding me. Jumped over the wall, kept running, but I had to tell someone, didn’t I? So, I knocked at the first door I came to, tried to get them to listen to me, but they just thought I was mad, so I knocked at another door, and another, and …’

      ‘Just a minute,’ said Harry, holding up a hand to calm John down a little and to stop him from talking. ‘You said you think only one of them was wearing a helmet. So, you were able to see the others, then?’

      John shook his head.

      ‘It was too dark to see any of them. Couldn’t even see him when he removed that helmet, either.’

      ‘Him?’ added Jen. ‘That kind of implies that you did see them.’

      ‘He was a slip of the tongue,’ said John. ‘They were knights that I saw, right? And the last time I looked at a history book, knights were men, weren’t they? Wasn’t exactly the work of a lady, was it? To go walking around in armour and chopping limbs off and trying to impale someone with a lance.’

      ‘But these weren’t medieval knights, were they?’ Harry said. ‘Which is why we’re all sitting here talking now, because there’s no way either I or my colleague here would be looking into this at all if what we were actually talking about was ghosts, that’s for sure.’

      ‘I don’t know who or what it was that I saw exactly,’ said John. ‘All I know is what I’ve now told you.’ He looked at Jen, then, and added, ‘Anyway, it was your colleague here who called you, not me. And I know it doesn’t make sense. Was it ghosts? Was it a real fight? I’ve no idea. I’m just describing what I saw and here we are.’

      Harry decided to move on.

      ‘So, you were looking for treasure,’ he said, ‘and you banged your head, then saw some kind of fight or struggle in Middleham Castle, and this struggle ended up with one of them being knocked to the ground.’

      Before John had a chance to confirm what Harry had just said, flashing lights burst into the room from outside Jen’s house.

      ‘Ambulance is here,’ Jen said, and stood up, leaving the room to go and let them in.

      ‘I’m not lying,’ John said. ‘You have to believe me.’

      ‘You can understand why it’s hard for me to do that, though, can’t you?’ said Harry. ‘If anything, Mr Churchill, I’m afraid to say that this is getting close to wasting police time. But after the evening you’ve had, I’m of a mind to let this one slide.’

      John went to say something to Harry, but any chance of that was taken away by Jen coming back into the room with two paramedics, a man and a woman. The man was tall, well built, sported a large beard and a very shiny, bald head, and like the woman with him, had numerous tattoos crawling down his forearm from under his rolled-up shirt cuff. Across his throat was a tattoo of a spider so detailed that Harry thought it looked real enough to just crawl off and go have a chat with Steve.

      ‘Hello, again,’ Harry said, recognizing them both.

      The paramedics both looked at Harry, then did a double take. The man glanced at Jen and gave a nod of realization.

      ‘Thought I’d seen you before when you opened the door,’ he said. ‘Picked you up at a hit and run, wasn’t it? A good while back now, that was, like. How are you doing?’

      ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ said Jen, though Harry saw a flicker of pain dash across her eyes at the memory of what had happened.

      ‘Spider, isn’t it?’ Harry said, looking at the man, then he glanced at the woman and added, ‘And you’re Lauren.’

      ‘That’s quite the memory,’ Lauren said, as they checked John over.

      ‘It is,’ Harry said, though he pushed back the memories of that particular case, not least because of the gruesome nature of how an old farmer had met his end in a baler.

      ‘So, what have we got here, then?’ Spider asked. ‘Other than someone who needs to get out of those clothes sharpish before he catches a chill?’

      Jen quickly explained John’s injuries, what she had done to make sure he was okay, and deftly avoided mentioning anything about the actual series of events which had led him to her door in the first place.

      When they’d finished checking John over, Lauren said, ‘We need to take him in, have a doctor look him over, keep him in for observation.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ John said. ‘Honestly, I am. It’s just a bump on the head.’

      ‘A bump on the head that knocked you out and covered you in blood,’ said Harry. ‘So, you’re going to listen to these two paramedics here, and do exactly as they say, understood?’

      ‘But what about everything I’ve said?’ John asked. ‘You believe me, don’t you?’

      ‘I’m not sure what to believe,’ said Harry. ‘Or what it is that you think you saw.’

      ‘You’ll go and look, though, won’t you?’ John asked.

      Harry looked at Jen, and knew the answer, because it was the only one he could give.

      ‘Of course we will,’ he said. ‘Now get yourself to hospital.’
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      By the time Spider and Lauren had taken John off to the hospital over in Northallerton, the rain had eased, and Harry was standing in Jen’s hallway staring out into the night. He wondered just how warm and cosy Grace was back in bed, and how much of that bed Smudge, and no doubt Jess, too, had claimed.

      ‘You mind passing me my coat?’ Jen said, as Harry zipped up his own.

      ‘Yes, I do,’ Harry said. ‘Because what you’ll be doing instead of coming with me is getting yourself to bed, Jen, and no arguing.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ countered Jen, though Harry saw a yawn fighting to break free. ‘And you’ll have a better chance of spotting something with two pairs of eyes instead of one.’

      Harry turned his back to the night, blocking it from slipping in through the door.

      ‘Jen,’ he said, aware of the tired tone to his voice, ‘you called me out tonight because your gut told you that whatever it was John thinks he saw didn’t sound right. That, and that he needed taking to hospital sharpish.’

      ‘You don’t believe what he was saying, then?’ Jen asked.

      ‘The opposite, as it happens,’ Harry said. ‘John’s story was too detailed to be just the ravings of a beer-addled mind. He saw something, and I’m going to check it out.’

      ‘Seemed to keep forgetting things though, didn’t he?’ Jen said. ‘Like he wasn’t really sure where he was.’

      ‘Which is another reason he needed to get to hospital,’ Harry said. ‘That could be from the knock he took to the head, or it could be something else. He’s not exactly young, is he?’

      Harry was also fairly sure that when he had asked John to describe what he had seen, the man had been on the verge of telling them about something else, something important. He’d mentioned showing them, but what or how Harry hadn’t the faintest idea.

      ‘No, I suppose not,’ Jen said.

      ‘ My guess is that it’s nothing more than a few idiots playing silly buggers, no doubt with a few beers in their bellies, too. And if there’s anything up at the castle that leads us to them, at least we can then go and have a quiet word tomorrow. Give them a bit of kindly advice about the dangers of going around trespassing on ancient ruins, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Exactly my point,’ said Jen.

      ‘What is?’

      ‘I don’t know, but I’m coming with you anyway.’

      ‘You’re not listening to me,’ Harry said. ‘I want you to stay here and get some shuteye. There’s no point in us both being knackered for tomorrow. Which, I hasten to add, is already today.’

      Jen reached past Harry and unhooked her jacket from the wall, then glanced at her watch.

      ‘It’s only a five-minute walk from here, so at most, we’ll be an hour,’ she said. ‘Plenty of time for a few hours’ sleep before we’re due in at the office.’

      Harry would have argued more, but Jen had already pushed past into the early morning gloom.

      ‘See you in a bit, Steve,’ she called back into the house, then looked up at Harry. ‘You coming, then?’

      The walk from Jen’s place took them out of the lane on which she lived and up to the main road through Middleham. The air was damp, rich with the scent of a world soaking in the fresh downpour, and Harry knew that come daylight, the abundantly rich green of the dale would be even more vibrant, as though painted afresh.

      Across the main road, and directly in front of them, the black silhouette of the castle stood still and silent, as though charged with sinister intent. Its empty windows and broken walls glared down at the slumbering town below, an ancient beast, restless and hungry.

      ‘You lived here long, then?’ Harry asked, hunching his shoulders up against a gust of wind sweeping past.

      ‘My whole life, give or take,’ said Jen. ‘Same as Liz.’

      ‘And now you work together,’ Harry said. ‘Has she never wanted to be a constable herself, then?’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ said Jen, as they walked along the wall in front of the castle. ‘Reckons she has enough stress to deal with as it is, so why would she want to add to it?’

      ‘She should think about it, though,’ said Harry.

      ‘What about Jim, then?’ Jen asked.

      Harry laughed at that.

      ‘We all know he’s a lost cause. His heart will always be at the farm, I’ve no doubt about that.’

      ‘You think he’ll end up back there, then?’

      ‘That’s all down to him, really, isn’t it?’ Harry said. ‘But I think we can all see it happening, eventually. He and Liz, they’re the best PCSOs I’ve ever worked with, but of the two of them, I think it’ll be Jim to move on first. Though by move on, I don’t mean actually move; I’m pretty sure he nails his feet to Wensleydale every morning.’

      Jen laughed at that.

      ‘No, there’s no way Jim will ever leave,’ Harry said. ‘Wensleydale is in his DNA.’

      Jen came to a stop at a small gate in the wall.

      ‘Through here,’ she said and opened it to push through. ‘Brings back memories, this. Funny, isn’t it? Here it is, on my doorstep, and I’ve not been to visit in years. Not since I was a kid.’

      Harry went to follow Jen, but his eyes caught something on the ground by the wall, a few patches of dark mud on the pavement. He shone his torch over and crouched down for a closer look.

      ‘Tyre tracks,’ Jen said. ‘Not just a car, either, because those over there, they look like they’re from a motorbike to me. Off-road, too, and looks like it’s been across a field to get here, judging by all that mud.’

      Harry pulled out his phone and took a few photographs.

      ‘Don’t suppose John Churchill has a motorbike, does he?’ he asked.

      ‘I didn’t ask, but I doubt it,’ Jen said.

      With a final look at the tyre marks, Harry stood up and followed Jen along a short, gravel path, over a small wooden bridge, and then through the castle’s arched entrance, both of them switching on torches as they went. Looking back, he noticed footprints on the bridge.

      ‘I’m surprised there’s no locked gate across here,’ he said, as they stepped through and into the main area of the castle.

      ‘It’s a ruin,’ Jen said, then cast the beam of her torch around in front of her, the bright light presenting fallen walls rising out of well-tended grass, with open fields beyond. ‘Only way to stop anyone getting in would be to fence the whole place off. No point in doing that, is there? And it would destroy how it looks.’

      ‘Still, I’m surprised,’ Harry said. ‘Somewhere like this, it would be easy to sneak in and set up camp for a night. And it doesn’t take much of that to turn a place from a national treasure into a national embarrassment.’

      Jen swung her torch around at Harry.

      ‘Not the most positive outlook, is it, Boss?’ she said.

      ‘No, it’s not,’ Harry replied. ‘But you know what people can be like.’

      ‘I do,’ Jen said. ‘But I can’t see many wanting to go to the trouble of pitching up here and filling it with crap. It would be a cracking place for a party or a celebration though, wouldn’t it?’ She stopped and glanced up at Harry. ‘Imagine getting married in a place like this …’

      Harry ignored the cheeky tone in Jen’s voice.

      ‘This’ll be quicker if we split up,’ he said, then gestured to the left with his torch beam. ‘You head left, I’ll head right, and we’ll meet up on the other side. It’s not like we need to go exploring up into the towers, so we can stay on the ground; that’s where John says he saw what he saw.’

      Jen headed off, then stopped after a few steps, turning back to look at Harry, with her torch now sat under her chin. The bright light cast odd shadows on her face.

      ‘But what if those figures John saw were actually ghosts?’ she said, then added a quiet, eerie moan, before breaking it off with a laugh.

      ‘I’ll see you round the other side,’ Harry said, and turned from the still-smiling Jen to head across the grass.

      Harry’s mind once again drifted back to the memory of the last time he had been in a castle, but he pushed it away quickly, refusing to let old, dark thoughts get in the way of what he was now doing. He thought about what Jen had said, how she had visited here as a child at school, but Harry had never experienced anything like that himself, not that he could recall. And he had certainly never done anything like visit a place such as this while on holiday, probably because he couldn’t actually recall ever going on holiday, not even as a kid.

      As he had grown older, holidays had never really been his thing, neither during his time in the army, nor when he’d signed up for the police. Time off was something he had generally just tolerated, filling the days with more work. Not a good way to live, he knew that, but it was the only one he’d ever known. The idea of heading off to do a bit of sightseeing, to stroll around an old house or garden or castle, to do the tourist thing, had never been on his radar. He wasn’t really sure why, though he had a suspicion it was because—and this was never something that he would admit in public—doing anything like that on his own didn’t strike him as all that much fun.

      Middleham Castle is impressive, Harry thought, as he made his way through the well-preserved history of crumbling walls and broken doorways, darkness and shadows washing in and out of the old stone edifice like the sea swilling up against a rocky coastline. He walked past a statue, which was considerably younger than its surroundings, and walked over to discover that it was of Richard the Third, the namesake of the pub John had visited before his little adventure.

      Striding on, Harry became increasingly aware of the steep walls rising on either side, the one to his left, the impressive remnants of the once grand castle keep, the one to his right, the remains of halls and alcoves attached to the outer wall. It was there, just along from where the statue of Richard the Third kept silent watch, and between the two vast constructions, that Harry saw a disturbance on the grass just a few metres in front of him.

      On closer inspection, he could see that the area had been scuffed about, and footprints were clearly visible in the grass and mud. Was this where John had seen his ghostly knights? The prints, Harry noticed, were in places showing tread patterns he guessed to be more in keeping with modern-day shoes and trainers rather than the footwear of a medieval knight.

      A light from ahead announced Jen’s arrival. She’d finished her circuit of the rest of the castle, clearly having walked somewhat quicker than Harry himself.

      ‘You found something?’ she asked, coming over.

      ‘Looks like this is the place,’ Harry said, crouching down for a closer look at what was between them, the disturbed area now clearly visible in the light of both torches.

      ‘Not ghosts, then,’ said Jen, as Harry took some photos of the area, with close-ups of the shoe marks.

      ‘It’s a shock, I know,’ he said, then swung his torch wider, to see if he could spot anything else.

      ‘Over there,’ Jen said, pointing to her right, and over by the wall. ‘I must’ve missed it when I walked past.’

      ‘Missed what?’ Harry asked, pushing himself to his feet to follow Jen.

      ‘This,’ Jen said, and there, scrunched up against a wall, Harry saw a notebook.

      Harry took a few more photos, then stepped back to allow Jen to grab the book, first slipping on a pair of rubber gloves from a pocket.

      ‘John’s?’ asked Harry.

      ‘Reckon so,’ said Jen. ‘It’s a bit soggy to have a look through. We’ll need to dry it out first. You got an evidence bag to hand?’

      Harry handed one over and Jen slipped the book inside.

      ‘No phone, then,’ Jen said.

      ‘Looks that way,’ said Harry. ‘But he could’ve dropped it anywhere, couldn’t he?’

      ‘He said he ran off from here, though,’ said Jen. ‘My guess is, that if John saw whoever it was over there, doing whatever they were doing, then he probably doubled back.’

      Harry was about to go searching, when not only tiredness, but an acute awareness of the time he and Jen had spent on John’s story, hit him hard. He headed back over to where he had found the disturbed grass and mud, then directed Jen to join him in a wider search of the area. When he was about to call it a night, Jen gave a shout. Harry headed over.

      ‘What is it?’

      Jen asked for another evidence bag, which Harry provided, and she used it to pick up what she had found.

      ‘A key,’ Harry said.

      ‘And it’s attached to this,’ said Jen, lifting up the key ring, which was a ball of weathered cork dangling from some cord attached to the key.

      Harry scratched the scars on his chin, which always seemed to itch when he was confused by something.

      ‘That’s a float, isn’t it?’ he said.

      ‘No idea,’ said Jen, shaking her head.

      ‘Useful if you work on or near water,’ Harry explained. ‘Not exactly something you’d have living in the Dales.’

      ‘Unless you had a boat or a canoe or something,’ said Jen. ‘And loads of folk have taken up standup paddleboarding.’

      ‘I’m not one of them.’

      Jen stowed the bag with the key and the cork float it was attached to in a pocket.

      ‘Well, this has certainly been an interesting evening,’ Harry said, ‘but I’m inclined to think we’ve done what we can.’

      ‘At least we know John wasn’t making it up,’ said Jen. ‘Except for maybe those flashes he saw; there’s been no thunder and lightning as far as I know.’

      ‘Car lights probably,’ said Harry, remembering the two cars John had mentioned. ‘I’m assuming you’ve got his contact details.’

      ‘He gave me a phone number,’ Jen replied. ‘And a contact address, which is up in Northumberland; Alnmouth.’

      ‘Do you know where he’s staying, then?’

      ‘Sorry, no,’ said Jen.

      ‘Well, we can check on that later,’ said Harry. ‘But right now, I think we should call it a day. Any objections?’

      ‘None.’

      ‘Good,’ Harry nodded. ‘Then how’s about we both get back to our respective beds and see if we can’t cram our lost sleep into the few hours we have left before daybreak?’
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      Harry arrived in Hawes on the back of only four hours of sleep. He’d had better nights, and worse, but in a job where unsocial hours, shift work, and emergency call-outs were a regular feature, he had only himself to blame for joining up in the first place. He was fairly sure that somewhere, many years ago, he had read that full-time police officers worked a forty-hour week, no doubt in a glossy brochure designed to recruit the starry-eyed. What he couldn’t recall is a single week where that had been the case.

      Climbing out of his Rav4, a damp breeze greeted him with a little too much enthusiasm, so Harry paused for a moment to embrace it and enjoy it. It would soon be getting on for two full years since he’d first arrived in the Dales, and he still wasn’t used to the richness of the air.

      Spring was stirring Wensleydale to life, but the harsh wintery months were refusing to fade, and Harry caught a tang of ice as he breathed in, chilling his throat. The sky was a grey sweep of cloud, deft strokes of a painter’s brush, behind which the disc of the sun glowed faintly.

      Those winter months had certainly been interesting, he thought, particularly with what had happened up in Marsett. Grace had ended up with an apprentice out of it, so that was something. He found himself thinking about his old friend and mentor, Jameson, and what he was up to, now that he was back down in Somerset. Harry had planted in his mind the idea of being a rejoiner, of getting back into the force. It certainly seemed a better option than what he had been considering, that being a private investigator. Whatever he decided, it was clear to Harry that the man needed to do something to keep himself busy, and he would have to check in on him sometime soon.

      Collecting Smudge from the back seat, Harry only just managed to stifle a yawn as he squeezed his eyes tight for a moment, before opening them onto the bustling scene before him. Market day had come to Hawes, with stalls erected in the marketplace, and at the other end of town, on the road that led down dale, the auction mart would be in full swing.

      Harry saw lights on in the office and guessed that Matt was already there. But with a while yet before the rest of the team would arrive, an ache in his stomach was telling him to take a little detour. And although there was a short running event to be thinking about in a couple of weekends—one that Jen had somehow kept him training for over the last couple of months—bacon was calling him. But then when did it ever do anything else?

      Walking through Hawes, his eyes falling on the various stalls as he strode past, Harry was stopped half a dozen times by people holding him up for a chat. He knew faces here, names. Back down south, his commute to work had been a thing of beautiful anonymity, the flowing crowds he had joined every day no more than the flotsam and jetsam of a populace focused only on getting to work, the people around them irrelevant to the day ahead.

      By the time he reached the Penny Garth Café, Harry had been invited over to two houses for tea and cake, asked by the leader of the local youth club if he would pop by one evening and do a talk about the police, and nearly lost Smudge to numerous children on their way to school keen to hug the dog and, given the chance, steal her away and take her home never to be returned.

      In the café, Harry put an order in and rested a moment at a small table in the corner while he waited. Smudge dropped to the floor and curled up at his feet. The smells coming from the kitchen only served to make him hungrier and he pulled out his phone and sent a quick message to Matt.

      At the café. Am assuming I don’t need to ask.

      Matt’s reply was as quick in coming as it was short and to the point.

      I’ll get the kettle on.

      Harry knew that most of the team would be in that morning, so popped back to the counter and put in a larger order. Detective Inspector Gordanian Haig usually made Tuesday her day to catch up with everyone at the office, taking the opportunity to have a mooch around the market. Liz would be there, and Jim, the other PCSO, would stop by for a quick visit before heading off to the auction mart. He already knew that Matt was in the office, and Jen would be there, too, to run through what they’d had to deal with over in Middleham. Jadyn, he wasn’t too sure about. If the constable was following his shift pattern, then he should have headed home at six, but he seemed to draw from a bottomless well of energy, and Harry had an inkling that he would be in that morning regardless, and would only head home if ordered to do so.

      With a large paper bag filled with bacon butties, Harry made his way back through Hawes to the community centre. Once again, Smudge caused them several delays, happy to let anyone and everyone stop to pat her head and give her a scratch. His phone buzzed in his pocket as he walked, but his hands were full, so he ignored it.

      Pushing through the door and into the office, Harry was greeted by the whole team, who cheered as he entered. Smudge trotted over to pounce on Jim’s dog, Fly, who rolled on his back and held her off with his front paws in her face.

      ‘That only ever happens when I bring food,’ Harry said, holding the bag out for Jim to grab and distribute.

      ‘There’s a lesson there,’ Matt said, handing him a large mug of tea.

      ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘Always bring food,’ replied Jim with a grin.

      Once everyone had been served, Harry took centre stage, leaning himself against a table, the whiteboard on the wall behind him clear of all but a few notes. The team all gathered around, pulling chairs into a rough semi-circle in front of him. He went to speak, but another yawn forced itself out.

      ‘Long night,’ he said.

      ‘You’re not wrong,’ said Jadyn.

      Harry glanced over at the constable.

      ‘You were supposed to be off-duty at six,’ he said.

      ‘I know,’ Jadyn replied. ‘But I thought I’d stay for this before heading off.’

      ‘I’m sure that drunk and disorderly you had to deal with can wait.’

      ‘It’s not that,’ Jadyn said. ‘There was something else, over in Swaledale.’

      It was then that Harry noticed Jadyn’s uniform. The constable’s trousers were smeared with mud, as though Jadyn had tried to wipe it off, and failed. They looked damp, too, he thought, and as for his shoes …

      ‘And that something else will explain why you’re walking around in your socks, will it?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I’ve only just bought these,’ said Jadyn, lifting his left foot.

      ‘I don’t care how new they are,’ Harry said. ‘You should still be wearing your shoes.’

      Harry saw that Matt was holding up a hand.

      ‘Yes, Detective Sergeant?’

      ‘There’s a bit to go over,’ Matt said, ‘but he’s had quite the night, has our Jadyn. You want us to run through it now, or leave it till the end, so that everyone can get on with their day?’

      Harry rubbed his eyes, saw sparks, opened them again.

      ‘Action Book,’ he said.

      ‘Here,’ said Gordy, lifting it off her lap.

      ‘Much in it?’

      Gordy opened the book, stared at the open pages for a moment, then shook her head.

      ‘Been a wee bit quiet of late,’ she said. ‘No bad thing, either, if you ask me. In fact, the only thing I see here is for me to do.’

      ‘And what’s that?’ Harry asked.

      ‘No, I lied,’ Gordy smiled. ‘There’s nothing for me to do at all. Not today, anyway; I’m away to Harrogate for the next few days, though. You can come if you want. Plenty of things to be following up on, lots of meetings to attend, bad coffee to drink. No doubt, there’ll be a few curly sandwiches as well, perhaps a Danish or two, warmed by the sun coming in through the nearest window.’

      Harry shook his head, visualising the horror of what awaited her.

      ‘No point being a DCI if I can’t delegate now, is there?’ he said.

      Harry had never been a fan of meetings, particularly ones that involved sitting around large tables with lots of other police officers, all talking about policies and procedures, new ways of working, various initiatives, and worst of all, personal development plans. God, he hated PDPs …

      ‘Honestly, I don’t mind at all,’ Gordy said.

      ‘I do, though,’ said Harry, and Gordy closed the Action Book. ‘Right then, moving on…’

      ‘I’ll be up at the auction mart for the day,’ Jim said.

      ‘No change there, then,’ said Matt.

      ‘You’re there as a PCSO, though, remember?’ said Harry. ‘I don’t want to hear that your dad’s given you a call to pop over to the auction ring to bid on a new tup or something.’

      Jim laughed. ‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ he said. ‘If there was a tup to be bought, there’s no way he’d let me do it; he’d want that job for himself.’ Then he added, ‘You know what, you’re starting to sound more local than the rest of us.’

      ‘That accent, though,’ said Matt. ‘Can’t see that ever going, can you?’

      Harry laughed and turned his attention to Liz.

      ‘What about you?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m heading over to Jervaulx Abbey.’

      This announcement received a palpable response from the rest of the team. Not quite a gasp, but Harry could see they were all keen to find out what Liz was up to.

      ‘Can’t say that I know it,’ Harry said.

      ‘Same here, actually,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ said Liz. ‘Really worth a visit.’

      ‘But what is it?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘It’s a Cistercian abbey,’ Liz explained. ‘Bit of a ruin now, but really beautiful, like I said.’

      ‘Interesting fact about Jervaulx,’ said Matt, jumping in. ‘Not exactly sure of the details, like, but the name is actually French for the Ure valley, which over time became Ure-dale, and eventually where we are right now; Wensleydale.’

      ‘It’s over in East Witton,’ Liz continued. ‘Just up a bit from Ripon.’

      ‘And you’re over that way because …?’ prompted Harry.

      Liz paused, then said, ‘You won’t believe it when I tell you.’

      ‘Tell us what?’ Harry asked.

      ‘This ought to be good,’ said Matt, clapping his hands together and leaning in.

      ‘There’s a monk,’ said Liz.

      Silence.

      Harry broke it.

      ‘A monk?’

      ‘A wandering one, no less,’ added Liz.

      ‘How do you mean, wandering?’

      Liz gave a shrug.

      ‘All I know is that a report came in from the owners because they’ve a monk who’s set up shop at the abbey.’

      ‘Set up shop, how?’ Jen asked.

      ‘He’s living there,’ Liz said. ‘Carves crosses from scraps of wood he collects to sell, cooks his food on a small fire, and has a little tent tucked away behind a wall. I don’t think he’s much bother really, but they could do with him moving on.’

      ‘And he doesn’t want to?’ Matt asked.

      Liz shook her head.

      ‘Well,’ Harry said, attempting to pull the meeting out of the hole it was falling into, ‘I’m sure that’ll be interesting for you.’ He looked over at Jen and asked, ‘You okay to run through last night?’

      Jen stood up and joined Harry.

      ‘You need me to jot anything down on the board?’ Jadyn asked, hand half raised.

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘Not for the moment,’ he said. ‘Jen?’

      Jen yawned, and Harry joined in.

      ‘You’re going to need to stop doing that,’ he said, ‘or we’ll both be asleep before we’re done.’

      ‘Sorry,’ Jen said, then proceeded to run through what had happened with John Churchill. The team was quiet as they listened.

      ‘He didn’t seem all that drunk when I met him at the pub,’ Jadyn said, stopping Jen before she was able to go on to her and Harry’s little exploration of Middleham Castle. ‘I know there was plenty of time after that for him to get a few down his neck, but I can’t see it myself. Just didn’t look like he had it in him.’

      ‘What happened there?’ Harry asked. ‘Why were you called over?’

      ‘Just some bloke kicking off after too much booze,’ said Jadyn. ‘I escorted him off the premises and took him home. Met his daughter as well and had a chat with her about it all. I think there’s a history there somewhere. With the drinking, I mean.’

      ‘How so?’ Gordy asked.

      Jadyn took out his notebook and quickly checked his notes.

      ‘It was a Mr Allen Hodgson,’ he said, but before he could say anymore, was interrupted by Jen and Liz.

      ‘Allen?’ they said together.

      ‘You know him?’ Harry asked, looking at the constable and PCSO.

      ‘He’s a racehorse trainer in Middleham,’ Liz explained. ‘There’s a few of them about, obviously, but yeah, we know of Allen.’

      ‘He’s wealthy, then?’ said Harry.

      ‘A bit,’ Liz said, clearly understating the fact. She looked at Jadyn, and Harry saw concern in her eyes. ‘How drunk was he?’

      ‘Enough to have me turn up,’ said Jadyn. ‘His daughter—’

      ‘Ellie,’ said Jen. ‘How is she?’

      ‘Seemed okay,’ Jadyn said. ‘She mentioned something about losing her mum a while back, but didn’t go into any more detail. I think there’s more to it; don’t ask me why, though.’

      ‘Gut feeling?’ said Jim.

      Jadyn gave a nod and went to say something else, when Liz said, ‘Your gut’s right; Ellie’s mum was killed in a riding accident at her dad’s stables. Everyone remembers it.’

      ‘You’re right, they do,’ said Jim. ‘Something like that, it hits the community.’

      ‘That’s horrendous,’ Harry said.

      Jen said, ‘I’m not sure of exactly what happened, but yeah, it was horrific.’ She looked at Liz, searching for confirmation of the details of her story. ‘Ellie would’ve been, what, eleven, I think?’

      ‘She’s seventeen now,’ added Liz. ‘Doing her A-levels over in Leyburn.’

      ‘Sounds like they’ve had a rough time of it,’ Harry said.

      ‘Just goes to show, money doesn’t buy happiness,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘True enough, but a lack of it can’t half make you properly unhappy, that’s for sure,’ added Matt.

      ‘So wise,’ said Gordy, and Harry saw Matt smile and give a little shrug.

      ‘So, what triggered Ellie’s dad to go out drinking, then?’ Gordy then asked. ‘If it’s been that long since he lost his wife, and he’s not been drinking for a good while, why do this now?’

      Jadyn shook his head.

      ‘Not a clue, and Ellie didn’t say anything. We put him to bed, and I stayed for a little while, just to make sure everything was okay. Ellie was fine and sounded like she’d dealt with it before. I’m going to pop over once we’re done here, just to check up on things.’

      ‘Ellie will be at school,’ said Jen.

      ‘True,’ said Jadyn, ‘but her dad won’t, and the state he was in, if he has work today, I can’t see him turning up.’

      ‘If he isn’t home, just head down to the stables he owns,’ said Liz. ‘I’ll give you the address if you’ve not got it.’

      ‘And then get yourself home,’ Harry added, catching Jadyn’s eye. ‘You’re not on duty today, remember?’

      Once Jadyn had acknowledged the instruction, Harry said, ‘Anyway, as you heard from Jen, after John’s little run-in with Allen Hodgson down at the pub, he then took it upon himself to do a bit of treasure hunting, wake up half of Middleham after that, and then ended up at Jen’s door. He’s over at Northallerton at the hospital, and I’ll be heading over there later today for a chat.’

      ‘You think there’s something in what he was saying, then?’ Matt asked.

      ‘I think John saw something, yes,’ said Harry. ‘Not sure what, exactly, but I’m fairly confident it wasn’t a group of medieval knights having a scrap.’

      ‘You can’t be too sure, though,’ said Liz. ‘Remember what happened at the house out beyond Appersett a while back?’

      ‘I do,’ Harry said, recalling a case out the other side of Appersett at a large house belonging to a retired army officer. ‘And that wasn’t ghosts either, was it? And as for what John saw, from what Jen and I found when we went for a look around the castle ourselves, my guess is that he and this Allen Hodgson weren’t the only ones having a few drinks that night, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘Just because it’s not a Friday or Saturday night, doesn’t mean some people don’t treat it like it is,’ said Gordy.

      ‘Exactly,’ Harry agreed. ‘We found evidence of something for sure, scuffed ground and footprints, but the place was too wet and muddy to get a good idea of what. There were tyre marks outside the wall, by the entrance as well, from a motorbike we think, though not really sure if that’s relevant. We also found one of John’s notebooks in the castle, putting him where he said he was, and a key attached to a ball of cork—’

      ‘You mean the kind of thing you’d have attached to keys for a boat or something?’ Matt said.

      ‘Exactly that,’ Harry nodded. ‘But other than that? Nothing. People do stupid things when they’ve had a few. And it doesn’t take much for someone to think it’s a great idea to go exploring an old castle in the middle of the night. And frankly, if that’s what this was—and I’m inclined to think that’s exactly what it was—we’re damned lucky we’re not dealing with a tragic accident caused by alcohol and monumental stupidity.’

      ‘Sounds like you’re speaking from experience,’ said Gordy.

      ‘I am, sadly,’ Harry said, the memory bubbling to the surface of his mind once again, but this time he decided to vocalise it. ‘There’s a castle ruin with a moat near where I grew up in a little village called Nunney. Not too far from where I was based, before I came up here.’

      ‘What happened?’ asked Jim.

      ‘Someone had a few too many at the local and thought it would be fun to explore,’ Harry explained, the memory of that night still so real that he felt sure he could smell the dampness of the black water around the castle. ‘He ended up climbing high enough to attempt a dive into the moat. Broke his neck, drowned, and destroyed a family in the process.’

      Harry saw the impact of his story in the faces staring back at him, eyes wider than he had expected.

      ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘what I’m trying to say is that I think we were lucky with this one.’

      ‘Certainly sounds like it,’ said Gordy. ‘But it’s a lesson, isn’t it? It’s always, always worth taking a closer look at what someone tells you.’

      ‘Even if it’s about two medieval knights,’ said Harry, and turned his attention to Jadyn. ‘So, about those socks …’
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      When Jadyn finished going through what had happened over in Swaledale, along with a few additional details from Matt, the team was weeping, the sound of laughter echoing around the room for a good while after Jadyn had stopped speaking.

      ‘Please tell me you have photos,’ said Gordy, her words catching in her throat as she struggled to breathe.

      Jadyn shook his head.

      ‘I’m afraid not, no.’

      ‘I’ll certainly never forget it,’ said Matt. ‘The sight of Bob Raw’s two legs sticking out of the ground. Priceless.’

      He held up a hand and wiggled two fingers in the air, which only made everyone start laughing all over again.

      ‘And he fell down a fox burrow?’ Liz asked. ‘Seriously? I mean, how?’

      ‘That’s what he said,’ answered Jadyn. ‘Well, slipped, anyway. His dog, Tank, caught a scent and buggered off after whatever it was. Bob ended up with his head shoved down the hole, calling for Tank to come back. Then he slipped further in, and while he was scrabbling to get out, brought the roof down on himself.’

      ‘Great name for a dog, that,’ said Jen.

      ‘Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, if you know what I mean,’ said Matt. ‘Bob’s wife fairly screamed when we turned up at her door. Given the chance, I think she’d have been at him with the hose.’

      ‘And he was out taking photographs?’ Jim asked.

      Jadyn reached behind his chair to reveal a padded shoulder bag. ‘He left his kit in the car and I didn’t notice until this morning.’

      He opened the bag to pull out a camera and reveal various lenses.

      ‘That looks like a pricey bit of kit,’ said Matt.

      ‘You’re not wrong,’ said Jadyn, staring at the small screen on the back of the camera. ‘He’s got talent though, that’s for sure; look …’

      Jadyn leaned over to Matt to show him what was on the screen. Harry walked over for a look as well and saw a striking image of a fox sticking its head out of a hole in the ground, its fur slick with rain.

      ‘That the same hole?’ Harry asked.

      Jadyn gave a nod and scrolled through a few of the other photos.

      ‘Best you put that away,’ Harry instructed. ‘We’ve no need to be looking through whatever’s stored on that camera, have we?’

      ‘No, it’s okay,’ Jadyn said. ‘I rang Bob this morning to tell him about the camera. He was full of thanks and apologies and said for me to have a look through everything on the SD card. Told me to choose a couple of photos, and he’d have them framed for me.’

      ‘He doesn’t need to be doing that,’ said Harry. ‘You were just doing your job.’

      Harry waited for Jadyn to put the camera away, but a few seconds later, the constable was still staring at the small screen.

      ‘Officer Okri …’ Harry said, hoping to prompt Jadyn to stow the camera back in its bag.

      ‘Boss …’ Jadyn said, and turned the camera round, holding it up for Harry to have a closer look.

      ‘What is it?’ Harry asked and leaned in to stare at what looked like a very nice view of somewhere in Swaledale.

      Jadyn pressed a button, and the image zoomed in to reveal a red van in one of the fields.

      ‘I think I recognize it,’ Jadyn said. ‘Well, not recognise it, but it matches a description we were given a while back.’

      ‘How’s that, then?’

      Jadyn quickly flicked through a few more of the photographs.

      ‘There’s a few on here,’ he said. ‘Look, we can even make out the number plate.’

      ‘You’re clearly ahead of us all,’ said Harry. ‘Explain.’

      ‘Remember that hare coursing that Grace stumbled on?’ Jadyn said. ‘The one where I went over to check it out, and we found that whippet?’

      ‘What about it?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Grace said that she saw two vehicles,’ said Jadyn. ‘And one of them was a red transit van, wasn’t it?’

      Harry went back to where he had been standing, leaning against the table.

      ‘I’m pretty sure there are plenty of red transit vans in the area,’ he said.

      ‘Not that I know of,’ said Matt.

      Harry turned his attention to the DS.

      ‘You’re not trying to tell me that you know every vehicle in the dale, now, are you?’

      ‘Not at all,’ said Matt. ‘But a van like that would stick out, that’s for sure.’

      ‘How’s that, then?’

      ‘He’s right,’ agreed Jim. ‘I don’t know of anyone owning a bright red van, certainly not up this end of the dale.’

      ‘That’s over in Swaledale, though,’ said Harry.

      ‘Even so,’ said Matt, ‘I’m pretty sure there’s not many, if any, that looks like that in the area. I mean, it’s not even a shiny camper, is it? That’s a rough van that’s seen a bit of life.’

      ‘Which is what Grace saw,’ added Jadyn. ‘Well, not those exact words, but you know what I mean.’ He held the camera up again, as though to support the point he was about to make. ‘It’s not just that, though; these photos, they look deliberate.’

      ‘Of course they are,’ said Harry. ‘Bob’s a photographer, like you said.’

      ‘No, what I mean is, I think Bob was taking photos of this van, which is a bit odd, isn’t it?’

      Harry had to agree that Jadyn had a point.

      ‘Well, as we’ve just discussed with Jen and me following up on John’s story, it’s always worth checking things out. And seeing as you have to return the camera to Bob anyway, why don’t you have a chat with him? Might be something, might be nothing.’

      ‘Best to be sure, though,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘It is,’ Harry agreed.

      The office phone rang and Gordy answered it. The team fell silent as she talked to the caller, jotting down notes as she went. When it was done, she hung up and swung around to look at Harry and the rest of the team.

      ‘You’re looking bemused,’ Harry said.

      ‘There’s a reason for that,’ said Gordy. ‘That was about a disturbance at a farm over Middleham way.’

      ‘It’s all happening down dale today, isn’t it?’ said Matt.

      ‘You could say that, yes,’ said Gordy. ‘The call was from a Mrs Katherine Sutton.’

      Matt said, ‘I’m going to guess this is trespassing or something then, right?’

      ‘Not exactly,’ said Gordy. ‘Apparently, a Mr Hodgson has turned up at the house accusing Mr and Mrs Sutton’s son of kidnapping his daughter.’

      Harry shook his head and sighed.

      ‘That’s quite the accusation,’ he said. Then, realising he recognized the name, he looked over at Jadyn. ‘Wait a minute … Hodgson … This couldn’t be the same bloke, could it?’

      ‘Sounds like it, I’m afraid,’ said Gordy. ‘A Mr Allen Hodgson. His missing daughter is—’

      ‘Ellie,’ finished Jen.

      ’Yes,’ acknowledged Gordy.

      ‘Doesn’t make any sense though,’ Jadyn continued. ‘Last night, Allen, well, he was a mess. I saw him! He could hardly walk. And Ellie, she seemed fine, no sign of anything odd going on there at all.’

      ‘What’s happened, then?’ Harry asked. ‘Why on earth is someone who was drunk as a skunk last night now doing house calls to shout at someone about a kidnapping?’

      Gordy said, ‘From the call, all we know right now is that Mr Hodgson turned up at the Sutton’s farm earlier this morning and almost kicked down their front door. He’s accusing the Sutton’s son, Ian, of kidnapping his daughter. She’s not at home or at school. And before you ask, he’s already called to check on that.’

      ‘But what made him suspect something like kidnapping?’ Harry asked. ‘Couldn’t Ellie and this Ian have just buggered off for the day?’

      Gordy gave a shrug.

      ‘Best way to find out is to go out and speak with him, I think,’ she said.

      Harry pushed himself away from the table, quickly gearing himself up to get the team on with the day ahead.

      ‘Well, looks like we’re all going to be busy,’ he said. ‘Jim, you’re off to the auction mart. Gordy, you’re gallivanting off to Harrogate for those meetings. Jadyn, I know you were going to head over to check up on Allen, but that’s turned into something else by the sound of it with what Gordy’s just told us, so, I think it’s best if you get that camera back over to Swaledale and see what you can find out about those photographs of the van. Check up on Bob as well, make sure he’s okay; that was quite the ordeal he went through.’ Harry turned his attention to Liz. ‘Best of luck with that monk,’ he said, doing his utmost not to smile. ‘And Jen, as you dealt with John Churchill last night, I think it would be sensible if you checked up on him today, so give the hospital a call and head over. Matt?’

      ‘I’m with you?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      A few minutes later, and back outside, Harry headed over to his Rav4, clipping Smudge in the rear seat, and sliding himself in next to Matt. He then turned the ignition key and somewhere in the vehicle something made an odd whine of complaint.

      ‘Now that doesn’t sound very healthy, does it?’ said Matt.

      Harry tried again.

      ‘No, you’re right, it doesn’t,’ he said, then gave it another go.

      The sound came again, only louder and more angry.

      ‘Looks like I’m driving, then,’ Matt said. ‘We’ll take that new Land Rover Gordy sorted for us, and I use the term new loosely.’

      Harry laughed at that. A couple of months ago, the DI had managed to persuade the powers that be that the team could really do with a decent four-by-four. Well, they’d been provided with at least part of that. The Land Rover was more than capable off-road, though perhaps it pushed the meaning of the word decent, with its ripped seats and numerous gaps in the bodywork and around the doors to let in not just drafts but whatever the weather was doing. So much so that Harry had taken to wearing a waterproof jacket whenever he was in it.

      ‘We can drop in on Mike at the garage on the way, leave him your keys,’ Matt added.

      With Smudge clipped in the back and already asleep, Harry was standing outside Mike’s garage a few minutes later, which had been the first place in Hawes he’d visited when he had first arrived in Wensleydale nearly two years ago, and was also where his younger brother, Ben, now worked.

      ‘How do, Harry,’ Mike said, striding out of the garage to meet him, his hands oily from work. ‘You here for Ben or to get that shed of a Land Rover looked at?’

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘Neither,’ he said. ‘It’s the Rav. And the Land Rover heard you say that, you know; you’ll hurt its feelings.’

      Mike laughed.

      ‘So, the Rav’s died at last, has it? I’m surprised it’s lasted this long.’

      Harry handed Mike his keys.

      ‘You do remember it was you who sold it to me, right?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I do,’ Mike replied. ‘And I didn’t expect you to keep it as long as you have. It’s done well.’

      ‘It’s up in the marketplace,’ Harry said, ignoring what he knew was hidden behind Mike’s words, that being the chance to do a deal and sell him a replacement vehicle. ‘Drove in fine this morning, but when I tried it just now, it refused to start.’

      ‘Sounds like the alternator,’ said Mike.

      ‘I’m sure it does, and I’ll take your word for it,’ said Harry, having never once in his life had any interest in vehicles in the slightest. ‘Are you able to have a look at it today?’

      Mike gave his chin a thoughtful rub, as though he was considering his whole diary for the year all in one go.

      ‘I’ll see what I can do, Harry. Can’t promise anything. We’ll definitely get it down here, though, and have a look, see what’s what. Give me a call later, and we’ll have a better idea where we are.’

      ‘I’ll do that,’ said Harry, and turned to climb back into the Land Rover.

      ‘My advice, though,’ said Mike, ‘is that you get rid of the Rav. It’s only going to start costing you more, I promise you that.’

      ‘And let me guess,’ said Harry, ‘you and Ben have just the vehicle for me, am I right?’

      Mike grinned, folded his arms.

      ‘Bit suspicious, aren’t you?’ he said, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘Detective, remember?’ Harry said, and heaved his door shut.

      ‘What did he say?’ Matt asked, as Harry clipped himself back in.

      ‘That I need a new vehicle,’ said Harry.

      Laughing, Matt started the engine and turned them around to head off towards Middleham.

      ‘He’s got a point, though,’ he said. ‘The Rav’s served you well, but you could do with a change.’

      ‘Change? Can’t say I’m a fan of that,’ said Harry.

      ‘Well, if you ask me, it looks like it’s only done you good these past couple of years,’ Matt said, as they left Hawes and headed on.

      ‘Perhaps,’ Harry replied.

      ‘You need me to make a list?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Of what?’

      ‘All the changes that have done you good, that’s what,’ said Matt. ‘Not sure I’ve enough paper in my notebook though.’

      Harry laughed at that.

      ‘No, you’re right,’ he said. ‘Anyway, focus on your driving; I’m having a nap.’

      ‘Sounds like you need one,’ said Matt.

      Harry closed his eyes.
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      When Harry stirred at the end of the journey and peeled open his weary eyes, he wasn’t sure whether he was actually awake or still trapped in whatever nightmare he had been unconsciously mired in only moments earlier. Barely inches from his face, another was staring at him through glass smeared with rain, its eyes wide and cut through with a small, violent storm of veins, its mouth spewing a torrent of abuse, thankfully muted a little by the window. He was wearing a sports jacket over a pale blue jumper.

      ‘Lovely welcome,’ said Matt, his voice pulling Harry fully from his slumber.

      Harry shuffled up in his seat and yawned, ignoring the still-ranting face on the other side of his door.

      ‘So, is that Mr Sutton or Mr Hodgson?’ he asked.

      ‘It is,’ answered Matt. ‘Which one, though? I’ve not a clue.’

      The man hammered a fist against the window, jabbed a finger at Harry, swore some more, then stood up and banged his fist against the Land Rover again, this time bringing it down hard on the wing.

      ‘We could just stay in here, you know,’ Matt suggested. ‘It’s warm, and that’s a rare thing for an old Land Rover, I promise you; seems a shame to waste it. I’ve a few snacks in the glove compartment. Can’t see Smudge complaining either. And it’s raining, so we’ll be nice and dry.’

      Outside, the ranting man was now striding about, kicking dirt and water up into the air from puddles forming in the farmyard they were parked up in. Harry tried to listen to what the man was saying, to catch a word or two to give him a clue as to who this was and what they were about to be dealing with, but his voice was muffled, and the only words making it to Harry’s ears were bad ones and a few he was fairly sure you wouldn’t find in any dictionary, certainly not one you’d give to children.

      ‘He’s not going to stop, is he?’ said Harry. ‘And looking at the state of him, if we don’t step in soon, he’s going to have an aneurism.’

      ‘Duty of care and all that?’ said Matt.

      ‘I’m afraid so.’

      ‘Sometimes, I think you take this job too seriously.’

      ‘You and me both,’ Harry said, as he unclipped his seatbelt, turned around to give Smudge a scratch, then opened his door and pushed out into the day. Checking his watch, he saw that midday had already drawn to a close.

      ‘And about bloody time, too!’ the man said, striding right up to Harry and getting right up in his face. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, just sitting in that car? My daughter’s missing and you need to find her! Come on! Do you job; move!’

      ‘DCI Grimm,’ Harry said, revealing his ID and stepping back a little, out of the thick cloud of stale booze slipping through the air from the man’s mouth as he followed.

      ‘You’ll arrest him once you find them, won’t you? Arrest them all, actually; they’re all to blame for it, aren’t they? Letting him just take my daughter like this; how could they? She’s just a kid, she’s her whole life ahead of her, and the last thing she needs is to be led astray!’

      ‘Mr Hodgson?’ Harry said, as Matt came around to join him, not exactly sure what the man was on about, though he could tell he was upset. Not just from the shouting either, but from the look in his eyes; this was a man so close to the edge that he could fall off it at any moment.

      ‘Of course I’m Mr Hodgson!’ the man roared. ‘Who the bloody hell else did you think I was? Now please, will you ask them where their son has taken my daughter? I can’t lose her, I just can’t, not after everything else that’s happened, not now. I just can’t.’

      There was rage in Hodgson’s voice, as well as desperation. Harry had dealt with the parents of missing children and teenagers before and had seen these same emotions twisting together to send people into a maelstrom.

      The farmyard they were standing in was a simple courtyard, and the buildings were all very well maintained and cared for. The farmhouse was just in front of them, and Harry saw a man and a woman standing in the doorway, stern faces turned towards him.

      ‘Perhaps it would be best if we all went inside?’ Harry said, aware that if they stayed outside much longer, they would soon be at risk of drowning, the rain growing heavier by the second.

      ‘Perhaps it would be best if you just got on with your job and got out those handcuffs you must be carrying with you,’ Mr Hodgson said, then pointed up at the farmhouse to the couple standing in the door. ‘There they are! They’re the ones responsible for their son taking my daughter! Arrest them!’

      Harry looked over at Matt.

      ‘Don’t know about you, but I’m a little too tired for this right now,’ he said, then took a deep breath and turned back to face Mr Hodgson, thunder in his eyes.

      ‘Mr Hodgson,’ Harry said, ‘my advice to you right now is to calm down, please, and then we can work together and—’

      ‘Listen, Scarface, don’t you tell me to—’

      Harry held up a hand, one finger extended and barely a millimetre from Allen Hodgson’s nose and growled.

      Mr Hodgson fell silent.

      ‘That’s better,’ said Harry, keeping his voice quiet and firm. ‘Now then, for the moment I’m going to ignore that reference to my scars, not least because every time I look at them, they remind me that I'm lucky enough to still be alive. And lucky enough to help people like you.’

      Harry gave Mr Hodgson a moment to think on that, and the man’s face screwed up in confusion.

      ‘So, this is what we’re going to do,’ Harry continued. ‘My colleague here, Detective Sergeant Dinsdale, and myself, well we’re going to talk to both you, and to Mr and Mrs Sutton. There will be no shouting. There will be no accusations. There will be no insults flying around like drunk wasps, either. You, Mr Hodgson, will stay calm, and you will allow us to do our job to find out what exactly is going on with your daughter. Is that understood?’

      ‘I just want my daughter found, that’s all. Please …’

      At this, Matt stepped in, and before Mr Hodgson could do anything about it, he had him gently but firmly by the elbow, and was leading him up towards the house.

      ‘You’re not bringing him in here,’ the man at the door said, barring the way. ‘Not a bloody chance of it. Coming over here, accusing us—accusing my son, would you believe it?—of all kinds of stupid!’

      ‘Mr and Mrs Sutton, yes?’ said Harry, stepping in front of Matt and Mr Hodgson.

      ‘That’s us,’ Mr Sutton said. ‘It was my wife who called the police.’

      ‘I can speak for myself, Martin, thank you,’ the woman standing next to him said. ‘Allen turned up here about an hour ago, hammering at the door; you can see the damage to it, can’t you?’

      Harry glanced at the door and saw scuff marks on it.

      ‘As I said, he’s been accusing us of all sorts, like,’ Mr Sutton said. ‘But we’ve as much idea as he has as to where Ian and Ellie have gone, and we’re just as worried. Not that he’s listening, like. No surprise really, though, is it, Allen, eh? You stopped listening when you lost Rachel, but that’s no excuse to be carrying on, no excuse at all to go around acting such a bloody fool.’

      ‘Don’t you mention Rachel,’ Mr Hodgson said, trying to break free from Matt’s grip, and failing. ‘Where’s Ellie? Where’s your Ian taken her? I’ve never approved of them seeing each other, and I never will. That lad of yours is a bad influence, racing everywhere and making a racket with that motorbike of his. And this only goes to prove it!’

      ‘Says the man whose daughter walks around like she’s just stepped off the set of a horror movie!’ said Mr Hodgson.

      A dribble of rain made its way down Harry’s back, causing him to shiver.

      ‘There’s two ways we can do this,’ he said. ‘One, we all head inside and have a sensible, grown-up conversation together, and see if we can’t all work out exactly what’s happened to your respective son and daughter.’

      ‘He’s not coming in,’ Mr Sutton said once again. ‘And that’s final.’

      ‘Or two,’ continued Harry, eyeballing both men in turn, ‘we all head up the dale to Hawes, and we do this a little more official, like, which means a lot more time wasted in finding out where Ellie and Ian actually are. Your choice.’

      For the first time since they had arrived, Mr Hodgson fell quiet.

      After a lengthy pause, Mr Sutton said, ‘Best you all come in, then, but I want it on record that I’m not happy about it. Is that understood? Not happy at all.’

      ‘I’ll make a note of that right now,’ Matt said, but he made no move to go for his notebook, Harry noticed.

      ‘This way,’ Mrs Sutton said, once they were all in out of the rain, and her husband slammed the door shut behind them. The sound crashed through the house, a thud with such finality that Harry didn’t miss the threat behind it, not for him, but for Mr Hodgson. There’s bad blood here, he thought.

      Harry allowed Matt to lead the way with Mr Hodgson’s arm still firmly in his grip.

      Mrs Sutton led them through to the kitchen.

      ‘Take a seat, then,’ she said, nodding at a large dining table in the centre of the room. ‘I’ll get the kettle on. Reckon we could all do with a brew.’

      Matt let go of Mr Hodgson’s arm. Neither he nor Mr Sutton moved to take a seat, instead settling on staring at each other with enough intensity to set them both aflame.

      ‘Right then, that’s enough, the pair of you,’ Harry said, with enough bite in his voice to cause them both to look at him instead of each other. ‘You’re grown men, so start acting like it; sit down, calm down, and let’s see if we can’t work this out together. Is that understood? We have two missing people to find, and acting like fools isn’t the best way to go about it.’

      At last, Mr Sutton took a seat. Matt did the same, but Harry waited for Mr Hodgson to sit before he finally joined them. Mrs Sutton came over carrying a large tray decorated in flowers faded and scraped away by time and too many teapots.

      ‘Here we go,’ she said. Then nudging her husband she added, ‘Martin, you’re pouring.’

      The tray not only contained a pot large enough to provide a few gallons of tea, but also a large, chipped plate of thin, brown biscuits.

      ‘Ginger Parkin biscuits,’ Mrs Sutton said.

      ‘But you made these, Kate,’ said Mr Sutton, then looked at Mr Hodgson and added, ‘and I don’t want him eating any of them. Not until he’s apologised, anyway.’

      Mr Hodgson was on his feet.

      ‘Apol—’

      ‘Sit down!’ Harry roared. ‘Right now!’

      Mr Hodgson dropped back down into his chair.

      ‘Now, you either both calm it, or someone is going to end up being arrested. And it’ll come as no surprise to either of you that it won’t be me.’

      ‘What? Who?’ Mr Sutton asked, the words spat out on a spear of indignation.

      ‘Right now, I don’t know, and I don’t care, either,’ Harry replied, ‘but if it’ll shut you up and stop you both from acting like fools, then I’m quite happy to flip a coin!’

      Mr Hodgson went to speak, but a look from Harry was enough to have him keep his mouth shut.

      Tea poured, Harry reached for a biscuit.

      ‘They’re good dunkers,’ Mrs Sutton—Kate—said, doing exactly that with one herself.

      A couple of scalding sips later, Harry decided it was time to be getting on.

      ‘From the beginning, then,’ he said. ‘But one at a time, if you don’t mind.’ He looked over to see that the DS had his notebook and pen out and was ready to go. ‘So, why don’t we start with you, Mr Hodgson?’

      ‘Allen,’ he said.

      ‘Then, Allen, the floor is yours.’

      With Matt now responsible for taking notes, Harry was able to focus, not only on listening, but also observing.

      Mr Hodgson—Allen—was clearly upset, that much was obvious. His eyes were bloodshot, and Harry guessed that was a mix of the booze from the night before, and perhaps his tears from worrying about his daughter’s whereabouts. His physique was that of a man who had spent an awful lot of time sitting down. He had the eyes of someone who rarely slept, and for whom worry was a default setting.

      On the other hand, Mr Sutton—Martin—was a bull of a man. Though, perhaps such a description was unkind, Harry thought, because he saw a kindness in the man’s eyes. The anger currently directed at Allen was fueled by his indignation at the accusations, a shocked disbelief that anyone could even think the things the man was charging him with. And that same look carried on in the eyes of his wife, Kate.

      Harry knew that yes, such observations so early, could hardly be relied on, but he always liked to think he was good at getting the measure of people, so he wasn’t about to stop doing it.

      ‘I realised something was up as soon as I went downstairs this morning,’ Allen said. ‘The house, it was just so quiet.’

      ‘What time was this?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Seven, at a guess,’ Allen answered. ‘Sounds about right. Anyway, I knew that she wasn’t in the house because she usually makes a right racket in the morning before school, I can tell you. And that’s what first got me worried, you see, that silence.’

      ‘How do you mean?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Music,’ Allen said. ‘Ellie always has it on full blast so she can hear it in the bathroom from her bedroom down the hall. No idea what it is she listens to; lots of screaming and that’s about it. Sounds like someone’s being murdered or something. God, it’s awful.’

      ‘It must’ve been more than just the lack of music, though,’ said Harry.

      ‘There was no breakfast stuff in the dishwasher either,’ said Allen. ‘No bowl, no spoon, no glass, nothing; so, she hadn’t eaten. I went around the house looking for her, calling her, but there was no answer.’

      A bitter laugh slipped into the moment and Harry looked over at Mrs Sutton.

      ‘Is there a problem?’

      Kate shook her head.

      ‘He talks about her like he cares,’ she said, a sneer curling her lips.

      ‘She’s my daughter,’ said Allen. ‘Of course I care.’

      ‘Is that right?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You don’t even know when her birthday is! If our Ian hadn’t remembered, then—’

      ‘That’s a lie!’ Allen snapped back.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Harry said, shaking his head. ‘Please, would you all just stop?’

      Quiet once again fell, but for how long, Harry wasn’t sure.

      He asked, ‘How old is Ellie?’

      ‘Seventeen,’ said Allen.

      ‘You sure about that?’ Kate added, but Harry ignored it.

      ‘And she’s in school, right?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, she’s over at Leyburn,’ said Allen. ‘A-Levels. She’s studying English, music, and design. Like her mum, you see, head in the clouds.’

      For the first time since he and Matt had arrived at the house, Harry heard a softening in the man’s voice.

      ‘Better than being like you, then,’ grumbled Martin, ‘or she’d have her head up her arse.’

      Allen lunged across the table, kicking his chair out from beneath him as he went, and it skittered across the floor, narrowly avoiding toppling over completely.

      ‘You take that back!’

      The table skidded across the floor; tea spilled.

      ‘Bloody hell!’ said Harry, jumping to his feet.

      Matt was up and had Allen already pinned back into his chair.

      ‘Allen!’ Harry yelled. ‘You sit yourself down, right now! And Martin?’

      The man looked up at Harry.

      ‘Remember that coin flip I mentioned?’

      Martin gave a nod.

      ‘Right then, what you just said? That was it,’ said Harry, and leaned his hands on the table. ‘One more word from either of you, and I’m arresting the three of you and hauling you all back to Hawes for a proper chat.’

      Kate’s eyes grew wide.

      ‘Arresting me? What for?’

      ‘I’ll think of something, I promise you,’ Harry said, and sat back down, his eyes on Allen. ‘Now, where were we?’

      ‘Leyburn,’ Allen said.

      ‘That was it,’ said Harry. ‘So, tell me, what is it that got you thinking your daughter hadn’t just decided to go to school early, maybe grab something for breakfast from the baker in town? She’s seventeen, right? Old enough to do her own thing, I think, don’t you?’

      ‘Not sure I understand what you’re asking,’ said Allen.

      ‘I’m asking, how it is you went from finding out that your daughter isn’t home, to turning up here and accusing the Suttons, and their son in particular, of kidnapping. It’s quite the leap.’

      ‘Is it, now?’ said Allen. ‘Then how do you explain this?’

      With that, he dropped his left hand down onto the table with a loud slap. When he removed it, Harry was staring at a receipt.

      ‘Well, go on, then,’ he said, gesturing at the receipt with a thrust of his chin. ‘Have a look, and you’ll understand.’

      Harry reached for the receipt.

      ‘Found that in her bedroom a few days back,’ Allen explained.

      ‘You’ll have to help me here,’ said Harry.

      ‘The shop,’ Allen said. ‘You know what it sells, don’t you?’

      ‘Not a fan of shops at the best of times,’ said Harry. ‘So no, I don’t.’

      ‘Motorbikes,’ said Allen. ‘That’s what.’

      Harry still wasn’t following, so he waited for Allen to explain further.

      ‘A bit odd, don’t you think, that my daughter, who doesn’t own a motorbike, and knows damned well what I think of those things, has a receipt from a shop that sells them?’

      ‘She’s seventeen,’ Harry said. ‘I’m thinking she can shop anywhere she wants. And anyway, the figure on this receipt isn’t enough for a motorbike, is it?’

      ‘No,’ said Allen, and then he glared at the Suttons, daggers in his eyes. ‘But it is enough for a set of leathers. Isn’t it, Martin?’

      ‘And that’s your evidence, is it?’ Martin replied. ‘A receipt from a bike shop?’ He shook his head and let out a short bark of laughter, humourless and angry. ‘Can you not hear yourself, Allen? Or are you now just so full of shite that it’s right up to your ears?’

      ‘I’ll not have him risking her life,’ Allen said.

      Harry saw Martin shake his head and sigh, as much out of sadness as desperation and anger.

      Allen reached into a pocket of his jacket.

      ‘But that’s not all …’

      Harry watched Allen place a white envelope on the table in front of them.

      ‘And what’s that, then?’ Martin asked.

      Allen opened the envelope and pulled out a piece of paper, which he unfolded. Harry saw neat handwriting and spotted one word at the bottom: Ellie.

      ‘This,’ Allen said, ‘is a note from my daughter. Found it in the kitchen just before I came here. I thought the receipt was enough, but this? It’s all I need to tell me what your son has done.’

      Allen handed the note over to Martin and Kate. They read it silently.

      ‘It doesn’t say where they’ve gone,’ Allen said. ‘But it says enough. They planned this together, kept it secret from all of us. And that son of yours? He’s to blame.’

      Harry saw Martin and Kate both look up from the note to stare at Allen.

      ‘This doesn’t prove anything,’ said Martin. ‘And it certainly doesn’t say that our Ian kidnapped your Ellie!’

      ‘He took her and they’re gone and I want her back!’ Allen shouted. ‘She’s seventeen, Martin, a kid! And I don’t know where she is. She’s all I’ve got and someone better find her before I do something I regret!’

      ‘You threatening me?’

      ‘Yes, I bloody well am! Give me back my daughter!’

      Martin was on his feet, a finger jabbing at Allen.

      ‘You’ve changed, Allen,’ he said, ‘and the worst of it is that you know it. You both suffered, you and Ellie, we all know that, but bloody hell, man, isn’t it about time you sorted yourself out? Or you’ll lose her forever! Maybe you already have!’

      Kate looked over at Harry.

      ‘Our Ian, he has a motorbike,’ she explained. ‘Bought his first one at sixteen. Saved up for it himself. Same with his leathers and helmet. Only thing he has left to buy is a decent pair of boots, but he won’t let us get them for him. Too independent for his own good. And he’s sensible on it, too, I can promise you that. We’re bikers, too, you see. Not just for the farm, either.’

      It was Allen who laughed this time.

      ‘Really? A teenage boy on a motorbike, sensible? When’s that ever been the case? How many kids have been killed on those things? You ever thought of that?’

      ‘He’s not a boy for a start,’ said Kate. ‘And Martin’s right; Ian’s a good rider.’

      ‘And where is Ian now?’ Harry asked. ‘You mentioned when we arrived that you were worried as well, so you have no idea where he is?’

      ‘We don’t,’ Martin answered.

      ‘He’s missing too, then?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Missing is a strong word for someone who’s eighteen going on nineteen and not at home,’ said Kate. ‘He lives here, of course, but we’re not his keepers, are we? He’s an adult, his own boss. And he’s usually out early anyway, for work, like.’

      Allen snatched the note up from the table and waved it in the air.

      ‘Missing? He’s buggered off with my daughter, that’s where he is!’

      ‘Where does he work?’ Harry asked, ignoring Allen.

      ‘Over at the racing centre in Middleham.’

      ‘Racing centre?’

      ‘Horses,’ said Matt, looking over at Harry. ‘Middleham’s world famous for it. The racing centre is the centre of it all, really, but there are loads of stables and trainers around the place.’

      ‘Like mine,’ Allen said.

      ‘The thoroughbred breed actually began in Middleham,’ added Matt. ‘At least I think it did.’

      ‘No, you’re right, it did,’ said Allen. ‘And I should know; it’s how I make my living.’

      Kate said, ‘Look, we knew nothing about any of this until Allen turned up bellowing all kinds of nonsense at our door and tried to kick it down. As far as we knew, Ian had gone to work.’

      ‘But we’ve checked, and he’s not there,’ said Martin. ‘Never turned up.’

      Again, Allen waved the note in the air.

      ‘Why are none of you listening to me?’

      ‘And that’s not like him at all,’ added Kate. ‘We wouldn’t usually worry, because he’s eighteen, isn’t he, like Martin said? But with Allen turning up here and telling us about Ellie, and now talking about it with you, that note, well …’

      For the first time since they had arrived at the farm, Harry saw all three parents look equally worried about their children. Allen particularly so, he thought; the man was shaking, wringing his hands like he was trying to twist them off at the wrist.

      ‘I think,’ Harry said, ‘that wherever Ian and Ellie are, we can safely assume that they’re together.'

      ‘How long have they been a couple?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Three years,’ Martin replied.

      ‘No. Longer, actually,’ said Kate. ‘They’ve been friends since they were kids. They’ve always been close, and it kind of just developed as they got older.’

      ‘Against my better judgement,’ muttered Allen. ‘She needs to focus on her schoolwork, not running after some young bloke on a motorbike.’

      ‘But they’ve never done anything like this,’ said Kate, her eyes on Allen. ‘And you know that as well as us. Whatever this is, it’s completely out of character.’

      Harry leaned back in his chair.

      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘right now, it looks to me like what we have is a young couple who have decided, for whatever reason, to go off together. Ian is eighteen, so he’s legally an adult. Ellie, however, at seventeen, is not. She can still do her own thing, move out if she wants, but you, Allen, are still responsible for her, at least until she hits eighteen.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Allen agreed. ‘And that’s why I’m here, isn’t it? Because their son has taken my daughter without my permission; he kidnapped her!’

      ‘You need to stop saying that,’ said Martin. ‘That’s not what this is, so stop making it out to be. Ian and Ellie have run off somewhere together. We none of us know why, yet, but we will, just wind your neck in, you hear, and stop blaming Ian for something that hasn’t actually even happened!’

      ‘Please, gentlemen,’ said Harry, but he knew they weren’t listening.

      ‘Once a thief, always a thief. Isn’t that right?’ Allen said.

      Martin shook his head in disbelief. ‘Thief? He was done for shoplifting some sweets when he was eleven!’

      ‘And now he’s stolen my daughter!’

      ‘So, you’re comparing your daughter to a few penny chews, are you?’ Kate said. ‘Sounds about right, if you ask me; always thought you loved your horses more than your family, and that goes to prove it.’

      ‘Can’t handle the truth, is that it?’

      ‘Says the man who was out in the pub last night, drowning his sorrows!’

      ‘I was not drowning my sorrows.’

      ‘You poured a pint over Geoff’s head!’

      ‘He deserved it!’

      ‘He owns the bloody pub and asked you to leave; how the hell did he deserve it?’

      Harry stood up, looking now to split the group up and take one of them, if not to Hawes, at least to another room, when Allen once again went for Martin. This time, however, his fist made contact, and Martin ended up on the floor.

      Matt dived in, dragging Allen back, as Martin struggled to get back up onto his feet.

      ‘Enough!’ Harry bellowed, but the men weren’t listening.

      ‘You want to know the real reason why your daughter’s run off with our Ian?’ Martin asked, brushing himself down and staring at Allen over Matt’s shoulder. ‘It’s because you drove her away, Allen. That’s why. There, I’ve said it. I’ve wanted to say it for a long, long time, but always hoped you’d see sense. Seems not. And here we are, Allen. All because you’ve pushed her away. So, if there’s anyone to blame for any of this at all, then it’s you.’

      ‘You have no idea what you’re talking about,’ Allen said. ‘You don’t know. You don’t understand what it’s like.’

      ‘You’re right, I don’t,’ Martin replied, ‘because the shock of losing Rachel as you did, is something I’ll never be able to comprehend. But that doesn’t mean you can behave how you are, does it?’

      ‘How I behave has nothing to do with you,’ said Allen.

      ‘Maybe this is the wake-up call you need,’ Martin continued. ‘Maybe Ellie disappearing like this is the shock you need to make you realise what you could lose if you don’t do anything about it.’

      ‘And what’s that, then?’

      ‘Everything,’ Martin said. ‘Because with Rachel gone, Allen, if you lose Ellie, then you’ll have nothing left at all, not a damned thing. And you know it.’

      The echo of Martin’s voice rang just long enough to cause everyone to pause. Then, without any warning at all, Allen fell back into his chair, slumped forward, and wept.
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      After the meeting over in Hawes, Jadyn drove straight to the farm he had visited the previous night. He was keen to see if his hunch about what he had seen in the photos on the owner’s camera was anything more than that.

      ‘Thanks for bringing it back over,’ Bob Raw said, as Jadyn handed over the camera. At the farmer’s feet sat the stocky little Jack Russell Terrier, Tank. The Raw’s other dog, an old sheepdog going grey around the eyes, was asleep on an old blanket, its front paws resting on a threadbare small teddy bear.

      ‘Not a problem,’ Jadyn replied, standing at the door. He reached down to scratch the dog’s head. ‘Hello again, Tank,’ he said.

      Tank leaned into the scratch, then stood up and moved closer to lean against Jadyn’s leg.

      ‘He’s a soft bugger, that one,’ Bob said. ‘And now that he knows you, he’ll not be leaving you alone, that’s for sure.’

      The weather had certainly improved since the night before, but the ground was still sodden, the farmyard a collection of puddles connected by thin, watery strands and populated by rocky islands of pebbles and dirt.

      From inside the house, and behind Bob, the voice of his wife called out, ‘You’ll be staying for a brew, won’t you?’

      Jadyn said, ‘Actually, yes, if that’s okay? I’ve a few questions about your photographs.’

      Bob led Jadyn into the house and through to the kitchen where he’d sat with Mr Raw’s wife, Beth, the night before, as she had explained about her husband being gone a little too long. He had headed out into the fields to do a bit of photography—a hobby of his that he’d somehow managed to monetize by selling prints in various gift shops across the Dales—but not returned when he’d promised. Worried, she’d called the police, and Jadyn had been the one to answer.

      ‘Sit yourself down, then,’ Beth said, when Jadyn entered the room. ‘Biscuits are in the tin.’

      Jadyn dropped himself down into a chair as Bob sat opposite him, camera in hand. Tank sat next to him.

      ‘So, then,’ the farmer said, ‘what is it you want to talk to me about? You picked a photo or two you’d like to print off, is that right?’

      ‘You’re very good,’ Jadyn said, as Beth strolled over, armed with a large teapot in one hand, and three mugs in the other. She placed them on the table, then quickly grabbed some milk and sugar before sitting down herself.

      ‘He’s got an eye for it, hasn’t he?’ Beth said.

      ‘Away with you, Beth,’ Bob smiled, reaching over to rest a hand on her knee.

      ‘I’m just saying it the way I see it, that’s all,’ Beth said.

      ‘She’s right though, you have,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘So, which ones would you like, then?’ Bob asked and handed Jadyn the camera.

      For a moment or two, Jadyn flicked through the photographs, staring at them on the small screen on the back of the camera. He stopped scrolling when he eventually came across the ones he had been looking for.

      ‘What can you tell me about this?’ he asked, turning the camera around so that Bob could see the photo on the screen.

      Beth poured the tea and opened the biscuit tin.

      Bob looked at the screen, then lifted his eyes to stare across at Jadyn from beneath a confused brow.

      ‘You surely don’t want these, do you?’ he asked. ‘They’re just ones I meant to delete, like; sort of test shots while I was getting myself settled.’

      ‘It’s the van I’m interested in,’ Jadyn said, pointing at the photograph on the screen. ‘The photos look deliberate; can you tell me where you took them?’

      ‘I can,’ Bob said. ‘I’d parked up by the bridge over the Swale, in Grinton, then headed off down the river, on towards the priory.’

      ‘Marrick, you mean?’ Jadyn asked, taking a sip of his tea and a nibble of the biscuit. ‘Wait a minute, these are warm,’ he said, looking over at Beth.

      ‘Freshly made,’ she replied. ‘Bit of a treat when they’re like that, aren’t they?’

      Bob said, ‘That’s it, lad. Marrick Priory. You know it?’

      ‘I’ve just moved into Reeth myself,’ Jadyn said.

      There was another reason he knew Marrick, and that was because of a case back when he’d first joined the team, which had involved the manager’s younger brother. The memory of it made him shudder, not because of what had happened to him at all, but to Jen, who had been kidnapped and taken up the Corpse Road. They’d got to her in time, but it had been far too close for comfort, that was for sure. He wondered if that experience was perhaps why they had a connection; they’d both experienced the terror of being at the mercy of someone else, of knowing their life hung in the balance.

      ‘You have?’ Beth said. ‘Well, perhaps we’ll be seeing more of you, then. You’re always welcome. We don’t get many visitors, and it’s good to have a natter, isn’t it?’

      Bob said, ‘The priory’s a lovely place it is, if not a bit creepy. Folk have seen ghosts there, you know? I remember one lad, years ago, he was working there as a volunteer instructor, and he was woken in the night by … What was it now? A figure of a woman in a blue, corseted dress; that was it. He was living on site, you see, in a caravan. Said he was woken up by a bright light and there she was.’ Bob laughed. ‘Nigh on shit himself, I think! Anyway, the path I was taking when I took that shot, you can follow it the other way from Grinton, back over to Reeth, but I was heading the other way, you see? It’s the river I was keen on getting a few shots of, and I’d done that, so those were taken after.’

      ‘You farm down that way as well?’ Jadyn asked.

      Bob shook his head.

      ‘No, that’ll be Joseph Stelling’s place. He’s a few head of cattle on the fields by the river. Good beasts they are, as well. I’m a sheep farmer, you see, always have been.’

      ‘So, where exactly is this, then?’ Jadyn asked. ‘That’s not down by the river, is it?’

      ‘It’s worth the walk if you’ve an hour to spare,’ Bob said. ‘Park up by the bridge, head along the Swale, and then you’ll come to this bit where the bank sort of just spreads out in front of you in a lovely bit of green meadow, and there’s the river, rushing off down the valley in front of you. But that there, well, it’s just up by the road, which is where the footpath’ll take you, if you’ll let it, like. I’d had my walk along the river, then made my way up to the lane, to head back over behind Fremington.’

      Jadyn glanced again at the photograph of the van, which looked like it was heading out of the lane from the priory, but to where he had no idea.

      ‘Don’t suppose you recognize it, do you?’ he asked.

      ‘Not as such,’ Bob replied. ‘And the photos weren’t deliberately taken of the van; I was just snapping a few, and it was there at the same time. I’ve seen it down that way a few times, like, but that’s all. It’s not local, if that’s what you mean.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘Well, if it was local, then I’d have answered yes to your previous question,’ Bob replied, ‘because that would mean it was a van that was out and about in the dale, wouldn’t it? But it’s not.’ He looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘I think there’s some work going on at the farm down that lane. Maybe they’re on with that.’

      ‘Work?’

      ‘They’re putting up a few of those shepherd’s huts or whatever they are in the fields by the river,’ Bob explained. ‘Tiny little things, they are; nowt but a shed on wheels, but apparently that’s what folk like to stay in now. Can’t see the attraction myself.’

      ‘They call it glamping – glamourous camping,’ said Beth, clearly very pleased with herself for knowing the term, Jadyn thought, noting the hint of smugness in her voice. ‘Though for the life of me, I can’t see anything glamourous at all about sleeping in a hut and having to run across a field in the middle of the night if nature calls.’

      Jadyn asked, ‘When were these photos taken?’

      ‘About a week ago, give or take,’ Bob answered. Then he frowned a little at Jadyn and asked, ‘Is there some rum goings on, then?’

      ‘The van might be connected to another case,’ Jadyn said. ‘It’s a long shot, but I could do with going down that way and seeing what’s what.’

      ‘I’d come with you, but I’m busy today with fixing a wall that’s got a hole in it. You could take Tank here if you wanted.’

      Jadyn laughed at that.

      ‘I’m serious,’ Bob said. ‘He’s a good nose on him, too, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘Not really, no,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘For bullshitters,’ said Bob, tapping his own nose. ‘He can smell them a mile off. I’ve had folk turning up at my door trying to sell us everything from Jesus to vacuum cleaners, and he’s seen them all off, haven’t you, lad?’

      Tank’s tail tapped on the floor.

      ‘Someone even tried to sell me a sunbed,’ Bob said, shaking his head. ‘I mean, do I look like the kind of person who wants a sunbed? No, of course I don’t. Tank here saw them off, though, didn’t you?’

      Tank’s tail tapped a little harder.

      Jadyn finished his tea and stood up.

      ‘Well, I’ll be off,’ he said. ‘Really appreciate your time.’

      ‘You didn’t choose a photograph, though,’ Bob said. ‘Tell you what, I’ll choose one for you and drop it off. How’s that?’

      ‘Sounds good,’ Jadyn said, then made his way out of the kitchen to the front door.

      ‘Here you go,’ Beth said, opening the door for him and handing him a small parcel wrapped in paper.

      ‘Biscuits?’ Jadyn said.

      ‘You enjoy them, now.’

      Heading over to his vehicle, Jadyn opened the driver’s door and went to drop himself into the seat, when a flash of black and white fur made him jump back.

      ‘Tank,’ he said, staring at the dog now sitting in front of the steering wheel. ‘Out.’

      Tank didn’t move.

      ‘You’ll be needing this,’ Bob said, and Jadyn turned round to see him holding out a leash. ‘Clips into the seatbelt on the backseat. Just bring him back when you’re done, okay?’

      Jadyn went to protest, but Bob was already walking back to the farmhouse.

      He stared down at the dog.

      ‘Looks like you’re coming then,’ he said.

      Tank stared back and wagged his tail.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Harry was at the door with Matt. After breaking down in the kitchen, Allen Hodgson had then upped and left, and taken with him his accusations of Ian kidnapping Ellie. They had his address anyway, thanks to Jadyn’s visit the night before, so checking up on him wouldn’t be a problem, and he had shared with them photographs of his daughter. He had also been persuaded to leave Ellie’s note with them and the receipt. Harry had decided it was best for everyone if they just let him get home, to give him a while to get himself together again. Then someone would be around to take further details. The Suttons were inside still, having also provided Harry with photographs of Ian and the details of his motorbike.

      ‘Well …’ Matt said, drawing out the word, like he was using it as a way to discern what had happened.

      ‘That’s easy for you to say,’ said Harry, leading the way over to the Land Rover.

      ‘So, what was all that about, then?’ Matt asked, opening the driver’s door, but not climbing in.

      In the back of the vehicle, Smudge sat up and yawned dramatically, her tail thumping on the seat. Harry let her out for a quick toilet break, and as soon as she was done, she was back up on the seat and snuggled down.

      ‘Strikes me that Mr Allen Hodgson is a man on the edge,’ said Harry, clipping Smudge in. ‘Which is understandable under the circumstances.’

      ‘A parent’s worry doesn’t fade as their children grow older,’ said Matt. ‘Reckon I’m going to be a right mess when our lass hits her teens.’

      ‘True,’ Harry said, agreeing to both points at the same time. ‘As far as I’m concerned—and ignoring the accusations of kidnapping for the moment, because to my mind, that’s just a man clearly under stress lashing out—Ellie Hodgson is now officially a missing person. I know she’s with her boyfriend and I know he’s older, but it’s odd that his parents have no idea where he is, either. So, I want the team on this immediately.’

      Matt climbed into the Land Rover and Harry did the same.

      ‘We need everyone back at the office sharpish,’ Harry said.

      ‘You’re not wrong,’ said Matt. ‘It’s already way past lunchtime.’

      Harry’s stomach grumbled as though it had heard Matt.

      ‘We’ll grab something when we get back,’ Harry said. ‘Regarding Ellie Hodgson and Ian Sutton, I think we’ve enough details from their parents to get going with this and to see if we can’t find out where they’ve gone. And the sooner we find them and bring them home, the sooner both families can get their heads together and sort out whatever it is that made them want to do a runner in the first place.’

      ‘Young love makes you do daft things,’ said Matt.

      ‘That doesn’t exactly help us, though, does it?’ said Harry, then added, ‘Mind if I drive?’

      Matt shook his head, and they swapped seats.

      ‘Any reason?’ Matt asked, clipping himself in.

      ‘Driving sometimes helps me think,’ said Harry. ‘And you can crack on with getting everyone back over to Hawes.’ He paused. ‘Actually, no, scrap that; Jen’s over in Northallerton speaking with John Churchill, isn’t she? Get her to finish with that and then call in at the school in Leyburn, see if she can find out about Ellie’s friendship group, see if anyone knows or has seen anything. Kids gossip, don’t they? Someone is bound to know something, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Will do,’ Matt said. ‘What about the others?’

      ‘We can get Jadyn back from Swaledale easily enough. Jim will just have to pull himself away from talking about farming up at the auction mart. Call Gordy, get her back over, and Liz, too; I don’t know about you, but I think a missing person is a little more urgent than meetings or a mad monk setting up shop selling crosses in a ruined abbey. They can get on with all that once we’re done with this.’

      As Harry started the engine and turned the Land Rover around in the yard, Matt said, ‘We’ve got a few details from the Suttons about Ian’s work, so that’s as good a place as any to start. And I may as well give Allen a call while we’re on the road as well. I know he’s only just gone home, and he’s not in the best frames of mind, but he might be able to tell us something more about his daughter’s life. Maybe there’s a clue there as to what’s going on.’

      Pulling out of the farm to head back up the dale, Harry thought about that for a moment. After Allen had collapsed into tears, they had done their best to get information out of him about his daughter’s life, her friends, but he seemed to know nothing bar the fact that she had Ian as a boyfriend and yes, of course she had other friends, but he didn’t have any of their details, and he certainly didn’t have the time to get to know any of them.

      ‘Doesn’t come across as the most involved father, though, does he?’ Harry said.

      ‘He’s still upset, though,’ said Matt. ‘Maybe he’s one of those dads whose whole life has been his career and this has just made him realise how much he’s missed out on.’

      ‘Perhaps.’

      They’d not learned much from Allen himself, or the Suttons for that matter, about what had happened with his wife. Matt had a vague recollection of hearing about it, but it was a good while ago now, and from the other end of the dale, so he couldn’t remember any of the details at all. They knew she’d died somehow a few years back, and Harry guessed that had a great deal to do with Allen’s behaviour, not just at the farmhouse, but over the past few years as well, if what the Suttons had been saying was anything to go by. There was a deep sadness to Allen, he thought, not just in how he was and how he looked, but in his eyes; something dark was sitting far at the back, like he was a man haunted terribly by his past.

      Arriving back in Hawes, Harry was pleased to see that Jim was already there, along with Fly, who was asleep in a rare pool of sunshine on the floor. Matt had just nipped off to buy them both something from Cockett’s, and Harry knew that soon he would be munching his way through the most delicious of steak pies, and perhaps a cake as well.

      ‘Jen should be here in about half an hour,’ Jim said, checking his watch, ‘once she’s been—’

      ‘What about Leyburn school?’ Harry asked, cutting in. ‘She’s stopping in there first.’

      ‘She’s already there, and she’s had a chat with a few teachers and has the names of some pupils who know Ellie Hodgson,’ Jim explained. ‘John Churchill had already signed himself out of the hospital, so she wasn't in Northallerton for very long.’

      Harry sighed.

      ‘Of course he did. Don’t suppose we know where he’s staying?’

      Jim shrugged and shook his head.

      Matt strode into the office and handed Harry a paper bag, which was already spotted with grease.

      ‘Any news from Jadyn?’ Matt asked. ‘When I spoke to him, he was up Marrick way, following up a lead on that hare coursing thing from a couple of months ago. He’s putting a hold on what he was doing there and coming straight over for this.’

      Jim laughed.

      ‘He’s just dropping Tank off,’ he said.

      ‘You mean that dog from last night?’ Harry said, slipping the pie out of the bag.

      ‘Seems like it wanted to go for a ride with him and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Oh, and he’s bringing Jen back with him as well.’

      Now Harry really was confused.

      ‘Wait a minute,’ he said, scratching his head, crumbs from his first bite of pie in the corners of his mouth. ‘Jen’s over in Leyburn, right? She drove there from Northallerton, and Jadyn’s in Swaledale dropping off a dog. So, how is it that he’s bringing her back as well? Bit of a detour, isn’t it?’

      ‘Double puncture,’ said Jim. ‘Which was what I was about to say a moment ago before you asked about the school.’

      ‘What? How?’

      ‘The school’s had a few problems with kids letting air out tyres in the carpark. Seems whoever’s doing it has upped the ante the last week or so and taken to puncturing them.’

      ‘That’s not exactly easy to do,’ said Matt. He held up his pie like a trophy and added, ‘That tastes bloody glorious, doesn’t it?’

      ‘It is if you bend a couple of large nails and then weld them together to jam under the tyres,’ said Jim.

      ‘That’s vandalism,’ said Harry.

      ‘Jen said that the school told her they’d tried to keep quiet about it, see if they could get to the bottom of what was going on, who was behind it, but with her being affected by it now, they want us to go in—’

      ‘And have a word?’ Harry said, finishing Jim’s sentence.

      ‘Something like that, yes.’

      ‘And they’re sure it’s someone from the school, not someone from outside sneaking in?’

      ‘They’re not sure. They’ve security cameras, obviously, but identifying who’s responsible is proving a bit difficult, I think.’

      ‘She’s got someone heading out to sort the tyres, I assume?’

      Jim nodded. ‘And it’ll be back on the road today. But she’s getting a lift over with Jadyn because this is urgent.’

      A voice came through on Matt’s radio.

      ‘Speak of the devil,’ Matt said, then grabbed his handset. ‘Constable Okri, you’re on your way, I assume?’

      ‘No,’ Jadyn said. ‘I’m on the moors, out between Grinton and Leyburn. Got flagged down by some squaddies. And by flagged down, I mean they blocked the road so I couldn’t get through. Didn’t think it made sense to drive into them.’

      ‘Soldiers?’ said Matt. ‘What do they want, then?’

      ‘That’s why I’m calling,’ said Jadyn. ‘There’s been a serious accident, but whoever was involved, they’re missing …’
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      Harry grabbed Matt’s handset.

      ‘Can you clarify that, please, Officer Okri?’ he said, not fully understanding what Jadyn had just said.

      ‘The soldiers think there’s been an accident of some kind,’ Jadyn explained. ‘What they’ve found is a motorbike all mangled up, but no rider. They think whoever it was, they were either thrown clear during the accident or have wandered off. Which is why I’m—’

      ‘Where did you say you were?’

      ‘I’m nn the road between Grinton and Leyburn. On the moors, before the ranges. There’s a bridge across a river. They think that’s where whoever the rider came off. They’d pulled over for a cheeky fag break I think, and one of them spotted the bike. They saw me coming along the road just after and flagged me down.’

      ‘Ambulance?’

      ‘The soldiers were going to call one but saw me coming along the road first,’ Jadyn answered. ‘I called the sarge right away and now I’m talking to you.’

      Harry asked, ‘What about the red flags?’

      ‘They’re flying.’

      ‘Which means there’s live fire on the ranges.’

      ‘You going to head over, Boss?’

      ‘Yes,’ Harry said. ‘And I’m going to need you to put a stop to whatever shooting’s going on.’

      ‘No problem. Anything else?’

      ‘If there’s a chance that someone’s out there injured, we need to find them sharpish. Just how many soldiers are there with you exactly?’

      ‘A truckload,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘Then make use of them,’ Harry instructed. ‘We’ll check with the hospital, and we’ll have an ambulance on the way. You’re a police officer, remember that; you’re in charge of the scene, so see if you can’t work out what happened. And shut the road off.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘For the safety of everyone involved in the search, you need to make sure you’ve not got anyone speeding past, putting others at risk. Also, if there’s evidence of what happened there, we don’t want it getting any more damaged than it already is. Is all that understood?’

      ‘It is,’ Jadyn said. ‘I’ll have some of the soldiers close the road off. So, we’ll need signs at the top and bottom of the road to stop people coming down here, won’t we?’

      ‘We will,’ Harry said. ‘We can discuss that once we’re there, but for now, do the best you can.’

      ‘You’ll see my car when you get here,’ said Jadyn. ‘And the army vehicles.’

      ‘We’ll contact you when we arrive.’

      Harry handed Matt his radio back.

      ‘He said motorbike, didn’t he?’ Matt said.

      ‘He did,’ said Harry, screwing up the now empty paper bag in his hand, the pie finished, though with Jadyn’s conversation still in his head, he was having trouble remembering eating it.

      ‘You think this could be Ian and Ellie, then?’

      ‘I’m never jump to conclusions,’ Harry said, ‘but we need to get over there and find out for sure. I’ve been on the scene of bike accidents before and found bodies flung so far away from where the crash happened that they weren’t found for hours.’

      Jim said, ‘Could be they’re injured and dazed and wandering around the moors. And if the Army’s out on the ranges, that’s not exactly safe, is it?’

      ‘Any shooting going on will be on the actual ranges themselves,’ said Harry, ‘but we still don’t want someone who’s injured wandering around up there.’ A yawn broke his sentence, but he pushed it back down. ‘Jim? Matt and I will head over there right now. I need you to call the hospital, check to see if anyone’s been taken in with injuries from a motorbike accident over by Leyburn. If the details match, then we can stand down, but if they don’t, we’ll need an ambulance at the scene immediately.’

      ‘What if whoever was on the bike is fine and drowning their sorrows in a pub somewhere, dealing with a few cuts and scrapes and a bruised ego?’ Jim asked. ‘Won’t we just be wasting the time of the paramedics?’

      ‘Frankly, I’d rather risk having an ambulance when we don’t need one, than not having one when we do.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Matt said with a nod. ‘If we find someone with life-threatening injuries, we’ll need them out of there sharpish. We’ll need medics to stabilize them, maybe even the air ambulance. Better to be prepared for the worst, than not, and wish that we had.’

      Harry added, ‘And let Jen, Liz, and Gordy know what’s going on. You stay here as liaison. As soon as we know anything, we’ll be in touch, then you can get it out to everyone else. Understood?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Jim. ‘You think this is linked to the MISPER we were all supposed to be talking about once everyone was here?’

      ‘Possibly,’ Harry said. ‘You know me and coincidences.’

      ‘I do,’ said Jim.

      ‘At least we’ve made a start on that with Jen’s school visit. Have Gordy or Liz swing by to pick up Jen and get them to meet me and Matt up at the crash. That way we can deal with that, and talk through the MISPER as well. Two birds with one stone.’

      Harry walked to the door and heard soft footsteps padding along behind him. He turned to see Smudge staring up at him, her tail wagging. He looked over at Jim.

      ‘Want me to look after her?’ Jim asked.

      ‘If you could,’ Harry answered, patting Smudge on her head. ‘I don’t fancy having her around while I’m out trying to find someone who’s either seriously injured or dead. Can’t see her being much use as a sniffer dog.’

      ‘Can’t see Fly having a problem with that,’ Jim smiled, as Harry watched Smudge walk back over to Jim’s young sheepdog and settle in for the afternoon.

      Outside, Harry climbed in behind the driving wheel of the Land Rover.

      ‘I really hope we don’t find what I think we’re going to,’ he said.

      ‘You and me both,’ Matt replied, climbing in beside him. ‘Doesn’t sound great, though, does it?’

      ‘No,’ Harry said. ‘It bloody well doesn’t.’

      

      Jadyn stowed his radio and stared at the soldiers standing with him. Behind them were two military Land Rovers, along with a large truck with a canvas hood, a type that Jadyn had seen many times trundling around the roads, but had no idea what it was called. It looked mean, though, he thought, but then he couldn’t think of a military vehicle that didn’t.

      Harry’s words echoed in his mind. He was in charge. He needed to try and work out what had happened. And he needed to organize a search, as well as shut the road down and stop any live firing on the ranges.

      One of the soldiers stepped forward. A small man who looked to be in his thirties, Jadyn guessed. With a wiry build, he seemed to bounce around with an unnerving amount of energy, like a boxer warming up for a fight. He had already introduced himself to Jadyn as Corporal Fenwick.

      ‘So, what’s happening, then, Mr Policeman?’ he asked, his accent cut with a faint echo of the northeast.

      ‘My DCI is on his way,’ Jadyn answered. ‘He’ll be about thirty minutes. They’re checking the hospital and an ambulance is being called as well, just in case.’

      ‘Makes sense,’ said Fenwick. ‘The poor sod who ended up down there could’ve wandered to the nearest farmhouse and been taken in.’ He looked around at the scenery before them. ‘Though, right now, I don’t see that happening, do you? It’s a hell of a walk to anywhere from here. Never mind if you’ve just come off a motorbike at speed and are smashed up because of it.’

      ‘It’s a long shot, but better to be sure,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘If we do find the rider, two of us are trained medics,’ added Fenwick. ‘The rest of the lads all have basic first aid. Warranted, they’re probably better trained at dealing with a bullet wound than a road accident, but at least we’ll be able to help.’

      ‘That’s something,’ said Jadyn, and looked over to where the motorbike was laying twisted and broken at the bottom of a thin ravine, its back wheel resting in the water trickling down the hill, while the front lay in heather. From where he was standing, he could make out off-road tyres and bright yellow paint, but that was about it. But then Jadyn didn’t know much about motorbikes, and as far as he was concerned, they all looked pretty much the same. Not that Liz would agree, he thought.

      ‘You’ll be in charge, then, until your boss arrives, right?’ Fenwick said. ‘So, what do you want to do, then?’

      ‘I need to shut the road down and find the rider,’ Jadyn answered. ‘I also need to see if I can work out what happened.’ Then he added, ‘I could also do with something to eat; I’m bloody starving and I thought I’d be back in town by now.’

      ‘I’d offer you a ration pack,’ Fenwick said. ‘Bound to be one knocking about in the vehicles. I wouldn’t recommend them, though. They're tasty enough when you’re lying in a scrape knackered and hungry enough to eat road kill, but to be honest, they taste like shite in the cold, harsh light of day.’ He called over four soldiers, then asked Jadyn, ‘I’m assuming you’ve some cones in the back of your car?’

      ‘And some road closed signs as well, I think,’ Jadyn said.

      Fenwick turned to the soldiers.

      ‘Right, lads, we need this road closing off, and I need you standing guard to direct anyone back the way they came. And don’t take any bollocks from anyone, understood?’

      With that agreed, Jadyn opened the rear of his car and the soldiers headed off to do as instructed. He turned his attention back to the motorbike.

      ‘Judging by where it is now, it looks like they were coming over from Leyburn way,’ he said. ‘And I know there’s a bit of a bend and a hill here, but it’s not enough to send them spinning off the road, is it?’

      Fenwick did the same as Jadyn, looking up at the road, then back at the bike.

      ‘Could’ve been pissed,’ he said. ‘Maybe a sheep jumped out at them. Could be any number of reasons for that bike to end up down there.’

      Jadyn walked up the road a little, Fenwick following. Ahead of them, two of the soldiers had already shut the road and were both standing facing up the hill, ready to deal with any drivers heading their way. He turned to look down the road to where it crossed the river and continued its way down into Swaledale. The two other soldiers were just placing the last of their cones.

      ‘I need you to organize a search for the rider,’ he said, now looking at Fenwick. ‘How many of you are there?’

      ‘Two each for the Land Rovers,’ Fenwick said. ‘Another eight, including me, in the truck. Though we’ve just used four for the road.’

      ‘Not many, is it?’

      ‘It’s better than nothing, though,’ Fenwick said. ‘No way we can know where the rider is for sure, but my first guess would be to look in the direction that they might’ve been thrown.’ He pointed down at the motorbike, then made a sweep with his hand of the land in front of it. ‘Over there, I think. So, we’ll cover that first, and if we don’t find anything, we’ll spread out further, and keep doing that until we’re told to do otherwise.’

      ‘Makes sense.’

      ‘I’m speaking from experience,’ Fenwick said, leaning in, his voice quiet. ‘Been in a few motorbike prangs myself.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Used to race motocross when I was younger. Got tired of having so many broken bones. There’s so much metal in me now, holding me together, if I go through a metal detector in an airport, it sounds like the fair’s come to town.’

      Jadyn looked further up the road to a layby where a red flag was flying and remembered what Harry had said.

      ‘Before we do anything, we need whatever’s going on down at the ranges to be shut down. If there’s someone injured out there, we can’t have them, or a search party, put in danger. Can you do that?’

      Fenwick grinned.

      ‘You mean you want me to call my superiors, specifically to piss them off?’ he said. ‘It would be my pleasure!’
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      With the road closed, and Corporal Fenwick now in touch with whoever oversaw the ranges, Jadyn headed down towards the motorbike, its yellow paint visible through muck and dirt thrown up by the crash. The closer he drew to it, the more he found himself wondering how anyone could survive what had happened. This was a motorbike that would never be ridden again, that was for sure, the crash having mangled it almost beyond recognition. The front wheel had slammed into the dirt, digging it deep into the peat, the impact snapping the front forks and splitting the fuel tank. The impact had twisted the bike somehow, almost as though it had been placed in a vice.

      At the bottom of the small ravine, and close to the bike, Jadyn paused as a shout pulled him up short. He turned around to see Fenwick waving at him from back up on the road. Behind him, soldiers were milling around, ready to begin the search.

      ‘All sorted,’ the corporal called out to him. ‘And we’ve another load of lads heading up in a few minutes to help with the search. But I’ll get cracking with who we’ve got here now. No point wasting time.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘You found anything?’ the corporal asked.

      ‘Not exactly sure what I’m looking for,’ Jadyn replied. ‘How they ended up here, I’ve no idea.’

      Fenwick had a quick word with one of the other soldiers—probably setting them on-task, Jadyn thought— then he skipped down the sloping side of the ravine to join Jadyn.

      ‘Well, it’s a mess, that’s for sure,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t look any better up close, either, does it?’

      ‘No, it doesn’t,’ said Jadyn. ‘Not a great advert for riding one, either.’

      ‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,’ said Fenwick.

      ‘You miss it, then?’

      ‘Oh, I still ride,’ said Fenwick. ‘Just not off-road anymore. I’ve an old Triumph in a shed. Spend more time tinkering with it than I do riding the thing, but that’s half the fun.’

      Fenwick leaned forward for a closer look at the motorbike, bracing a hand against a knee.

      ‘There are no tyre markings around at all, are there?’ he said.

      Jadyn shook his head.

      ‘Not that I can see, no.’

      ‘Which means,’ continued Fenwick, ‘that this is where they landed, doesn’t it? They didn’t spin off the road, roll down that slope we’ve just walked down, and slam into the bank. They took off and piled in like a missile. Look …’ Fenwick pointed at the ground around where the bike had landed. ‘This thing’s half buried. Only way that could happen is for it to have been airborne first.’

      He lifted a hand, then drove it down towards the crashed bike, whistling as he went.

      ‘So, where’s the rider, then?’ Jadyn asked, working hard to hide the twist of terror in his gut at the thought of what the rider must have experienced in those terrifying moments. ‘And what caused the crash in the first place?’

      Fenwick pointed back up at the rest of the soldiers, who were now all moving down the side of the road to spread out just above the motorbike and begin the search. Then, coming down the road, Jadyn saw two more military trucks heading their way. The soldiers at the makeshift roadblock let them through.

      ‘Looks like our reinforcements have arrived,’ Fenwick said. ‘We’re going to get cracking now to see if we can’t help with solving that first question. That second part’s down to you.’

      With that said, he turned back up the slope and joined the others. Jadyn watched as the two trucks parked up and soldiers spilled out of the back. Fenwick headed over to speak to a couple of other soldiers, and together they took control, lining the soldiers along the road, facing out across where the rider would most likely have been thrown. As the soldiers moved out into the heather, Jadyn got back to trying to figure out what had happened.

      Fenwick was right about how the bike had got to where it was; there were no tyre tracks anywhere that Jadyn could see, and the machine was half buried in the peat, the yellow bodywork covered in splatters of mud and clumps of grass.

      Jadyn half walked, half scrambled around the motorbike, trying to get a closer look at it all, remembering the one thing that Harry had drilled into the whole team; to look for one of two things: something that should be there, but isn’t, and something that is, but shouldn’t be. The simplicity of this rule never ceased to amaze Jadyn. When it came down to it, that’s what policing was, in its most simple of terms. Obviously, there was a lot more to it than that, but if you were looking at a crime scene, that rule was what you stuck to. Not that this was a crime scene, Jadyn thought, but the same rule applied.

      Standing up, Jadyn shook his head, frustrated that he just couldn’t work out what had happened. Leaving the bike, he headed back up to the road, staring for a moment down into Swaledale, then back up the way he and Fenwick were sure the rider must have come, to end up where they had. With the soldiers now busy searching through the heather and bracken, Jadyn decided to have a walk up the road, if only to clear his thoughts.

      The day was grey, with high clouds and a chill, damp breeze turning the midafternoon colder than Jadyn had expected. He saw rain clouds gathering on the horizon, beyond which lay Wensleydale, almost as though they were creeping forwards, trying to remain hidden until the last moment of ambush. Below, Swaledale was being sliced open by thin blades of sunshine breaking through, the golden edges cutting across the fields, turning dark greens and browns to brighter hues.

      Up ahead, between him and the two soldiers at the road block, who were dealing with the driver of a small hatchback, and on the left side of the road, something flashed, catching Jadyn’s eye. From where he was standing, he couldn’t tell what the object was, so he went over for a closer look. When he arrived, he found a broken shard of a mirror laying in the dirt. From its shape, he guessed it was from a car’s wing mirror. He was just about to stuff it into his pocket and think nothing more of it, when he saw the wing mirror itself, buried deep in a clump of heather a couple of metres away from the road’s edge. Or at least, that’s what he assumed it to be, and on retrieving it, found that his assumption had been correct. The shard slipped easily into place with the rest of the mirror it had escaped from.

      Jadyn lifted the wing mirror up for a closer look, the black shell of it scratched and battered. The only thing he could tell by looking at it was that it was from an expensive car. What car, exactly, he hadn’t the faintest idea. The paintwork was glossy, and it would’ve been attached to the car by the two bars extending out of the casing.

      Turning the wing mirror over in his hand, and noticing how light it was, Jadyn was considering whether to continue up the road, or head back down to the crash site, when something else caught his eye. He lifted the wing mirror for a closer look and there, on the surface of the mirror itself, he caught the faint image of a smudge of rubber. Narrowing his eyes, Jadyn was sure that the smudge had some kind of pattern to it but couldn’t make out what. Odd for it to be there at all, though, he thought.

      Holding the mirror, Jadyn looked back up the road, trying to work out how it had ended up where he had found it. The owner must have hit something hard for it to be snapped off. He wondered if it had been the rider of the motorbike, but from where he was, it seemed too far away from the crash to be the cause of it. The bridge over the small ravine was probably two, maybe three hundred metres away. If a car hit someone where he was standing now, fast enough and hard enough to whip the wing mirror off, and if that someone was on a motorbike, then they and their bike must surely be at this spot? Jadyn just couldn’t see how the victim would have made it as far as the bridge before coming off.

      More than a little confused at the discovery, Jadyn tucked the mirror under his arm and headed back down towards the crashed motorbike. He could see the soldiers beyond where the motorbike lay, working slowly through the moorland, trying to find the rider.

      He stopped and turned around. If the wing mirror had been knocked off, then surely there would be other glass on the road, he thought. He backtracked and, just a few metres up from where he had originally stopped walking up the hill when the broken shard of mirror had caught his eye, he saw other flecks glinting on the road. He headed over, dropped to the ground, and found further shards of glass. He also saw faint skid marks on the road, not from a car, but a motorbike.

      Quickly taking some photos with his phone, Jadyn dashed back to his vehicle to stow the wing mirror. The investigative part of his brain working hard now, he headed back to the motorbike, his gut telling him that he must have missed something. He had no idea what, but again he could hear Harry’s voice, this time telling him to trust what his gut was trying to tell him.

      Working out whether or not the bike had collided with the wing mirror was impossible for him to do, but what he’d just found make him think that was exactly what had happened. The machine was so smashed up that even if such an impact had been the cause, he guessed that any evidence of it would have been duly erased by what had happened next. But with everything else he’d found, it was a fair conclusion to draw. Still, though, he leaned in for a closer look, once again trying to spot something, anything, that might be a clue.

      As he did so, he saw the faintest of black scratches in the bike’s paint, mashed into the dents in the fuel tank caused by the crash. He’d not noticed it before because of the dirt and grime and damage, but leaning in, it was impossible to ignore. What had caused it, he couldn’t say, but that wing mirror he had found certainly had him thinking.

      Jadyn snapped upright at a shout from above. He couldn’t make out the words, so he scrambled up the other side of the gully. At the top, staring out across the moors, Jadyn saw Fenwick waving at him.

      ‘We’ve found them!’ the corporal shouted. ‘We’ve found the rider!’
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      ‘Nothing from the hospital, then?’ Harry asked, as Matt put his phone away, having just received a call from Jim, back at the office. Having driven through Redmire, they had about another six miles to go before they arrived at the scene of the motorbike crash.

      The day was no longer as wet as it had been when they’d headed out to meet with the Suttons and Allen Hodgson. Though it hadn’t escaped Harry’s notice that the sky was darkening again, the clouds ahead gathering, thick and angry.

      Matt shook his head.

      ‘No,’ he said, ‘which makes me wonder what we’re going to find at the end of this journey.’

      Harry felt the same, but kept that to himself.

      ‘Anything else?’ he asked.

      ‘Only that Liz and Gordy are on their way over, and Gordy will be picking up Jen, assuming her tyre punctures haven’t been fixed. Which they probably haven’t.’

      Harry shook his head, rolled his eyes.

      ‘How the hell are kids welding nails together?’ he asked.

      ‘This is the Dales, remember?’ Matt said. ‘A lot of them live on farms, so that kind of kit is easily available. Farmers have to be jacks of all trades, so fixing machinery is all part of the job; they can’t afford to just pop to the garage every time something snaps or goes clang. I remember back when I was a kid, we used to weld bits of bikes together to sort of customize them. Some even managed to put together little sidecars.’

      ‘You’re joking.’

      Matt shook his head.

      ‘Not exactly the most practical of transport, I’ll admit, but still pretty impressive. Almost as impressive as my homemade BMX trousers.’

      At this, Harry nearly stamped on the brakes.

      ‘Your homemade what now?’

      ‘BMX trousers,’ said Matt. ‘You remember when BMX was all the rage, don’t you?’

      ‘Vaguely,’ said Harry, though he’d never owned one himself. ‘I’d always fancied a Grifter, if I remember correctly.’

      ‘You do,’ Matt said. ‘Anyway, you could buy all the properly posh protective kit. Trouble was, it cost an arm and a leg. Mum and Dad, they couldn’t afford that, and neither could I. So, I made my own.’

      Harry laughed.

      ‘You made your own trousers?’

      ‘Not exactly,’ said Matt. ‘I got some old jeans, then covered them in these patches I cut out of some old, grey suede my mum had lying around. She’s probably still got a bag of it somewhere. Not sure what she needed it for, but there we are.’

      ‘You sewed suede onto denim?’ Harry asked.

      ‘God, no,’ Matt said. ‘I glued it on. Didn’t last long, but I thought I was the dog’s bollocks when I wore them.’

      Harry realised then that he’d lost his train of thought.

      ‘What were we talking about before we got onto your approach to tailoring?’

      ‘Punctures,’ said Matt. ‘Anyway, like you said, it might not be kids. Could be someone coming onto the campus just to play silly buggers.’

      ‘Whoever’s doing it, we’ll need to put a stop to it,’ Harry said, as ahead he saw the turning they were to take, bearing left onto the road over to Grinton. He slowed down, indicated, and heaved the Land Rover round off the main road and onto the narrower road, the drone of the tyres on the road jumping a pitch or two as they fought to maintain grip. Immediately on their right he spotted the army ranges and pulled over.

      ‘Let’s get some signs up,’ he said, yanking on the handbrake.

      With the road shut off by cones and signs, Harry and Matt continued on their way.

      ‘Any drivers looking to come down here will be swearing under their breath for a while when they see what we’ve just done, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Bugger all we can do about it,’ said Harry. ‘No time to be putting in a detour; they’ll just have to find their own way around.’

      ‘There’s bound to be some who will ignore it.’

      ‘And we’ll deal with them accordingly,’ said Harry. Pointing to the army ranges he said, ‘Always brings back memories when I drive up here. Seems like only yesterday that I was up here myself, sending rounds down the range.’

      ‘You know, I forget that you were up here as a soldier,’ Matt said.

      ‘Every squaddie knows these ranges,’ said Harry. ‘I tell you, it’s absolutely bloody terrifying when you fire a rifle one for the first time. Exciting as well, obviously, but terrifying, too.’

      ‘I’m sure it is,’ said Matt.

      ‘Everyone wears ear defenders,’ said Harry, ‘but the sharp crack of those weapons being fired is still proper bloody loud. The larger weapons with the bigger rounds, the concussion almost knocks you back just by being near whoever’s firing. And as for artillery?’ Harry shook his head, remembering the sounds and the smells of his soldiering days. ‘There’s nothing like it. Nearest comparison I can think of is that it’s like being punched in the chest.’

      ‘And I’m very happy to have never experienced it,’ said Matt, then he pointed ahead. ‘Looks like we’re here; there’s our Jadyn.’

      That made Harry smile. He was indeed their Jadyn. The lad had grown so much since joining the team. He looked ahead to see two soldiers manning a roadblock, and further down the road past them, the young police constable himself standing at the side of the road waving to them. Harry couldn’t help but feel proud of how Jadyn was coming along, but he felt like that about the whole team, really; there was something about them that just made sense, even if on the outside it was all a bit unconventional and not exactly what modern policing was about.

      ‘Like a family,’ he said to himself, but it came out louder than he meant it to.

      ‘We are that,’ said Matt with a nod of agreement. ‘And that’s why it all works, like.’

      Behind Jadyn, Harry saw the constable’s vehicle, a larger collection of army transport than he’d expected to find, and an ambulance.

      Harry rolled through the roadblock, slowing down as Jadyn ran over to meet them, a little faster than he had expected. He dropped his window into the door.

      ‘Officer Okri,’ he said, leaning out, his elbow on the window. ‘Good to see that everything’s in hand.’

      ‘We’ve found him,’ Jadyn said, urgency in his voice, almost talking over Harry as he spoke. ‘The paramedics arrived just in time, though the soldiers were on with sorting him out already. They really know their stuff. Actually, I think they were enjoying it. I mean, not in a weird way, but to be dealing with a proper, live casualty, if you know what I mean. Oh, and I’ve been looking at the crash site and further up the road and I—’

      Harry held up a hand to stem the flow of words Jadyn was throwing at him.

      ‘You said him,’ Harry said.

      Jadyn gave a nod.

      ‘I did. They’ve got ID as well,’ he added, ‘thanks to a banker’s card in his wallet.’

      ‘Who is it?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Jadyn. ‘I was just heading over to help when I saw you coming down the road, so I came over to meet you. They called over about the ID, but I’ve not seen it yet.’

      Harry had Jadyn stand back while he parked the Land Rover. He and Matt climbed out and joined the constable. The crash site was easy enough to spot, and Harry was amazed that anyone could have survived such a smash. As they walked over, he saw Matt hand a paper bag to Jadyn, who received it gratefully and quickly tucked into the contents.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ said Matt, looking down at the broken motorbike. ‘What on earth caused him to end up there?’

      ‘I found a wing mirror,’ Jadyn said, his pie already finished, and pointing back up the way Harry and Matt had just driven down. ‘Plus, there are some skid marks on the road, and they look like they’re from a motorbike to me. I’ve taken photographs. Also, there are some scratches on the bike, on the fuel tank, that look like they might’ve been made by something hitting it. I’m wondering if maybe they were hit by a car.’

      Harry was impressed with what Jadyn had found, but his eyes were on the crowd of soldiers a few hundred metres away, knee-deep in bracken.

      ‘You had plenty of help,’ he said.

      ‘There were only twelve at the start,’ Jadyn explained. ‘But once Corporal Fenwick called in to get the ranges shut down, everyone came up here to help with the search.’

      ‘Best we get over there,’ Harry said, ‘and see who they’ve found then, hadn’t we?’

      Harry and Matt followed the constable off the road and onto the moorland. It was soft beneath his feet, and the low heather snatched at his heels as he waded through.

      Matt spoke, his voice low.

      ‘If the person they’ve found is Ian Sutton, then where’s Ellie?’

      ‘That’s what’s worrying me,’ Harry replied. ‘We’ll need to check out what Jadyn’s found as well. He’s certainly been busy.’

      ‘Hit and run?’

      ‘Possibly,’ Harry nodded. ‘But if it is, what’s the reason for it? They didn’t see the rider? I’m not buying that, the road is open up here. You can see for miles. And if this happened last night, then darkness is no excuse either; the lights on the bike, its colour, would’ve made it stand out for a mile. That yellow paint job would make it practically glow in the dark.’

      A couple of minutes later, Harry and Matt were at the outer ring of soldiers, who were all standing some way off from where the victim of the crash had been found, almost like they were trying to protect them. They parted, allowing Harry, Matt, and Jadyn to pass.

      ‘Didn’t realise you’d bought something from Cockett’s for Jadyn,’ Harry said.

      ‘I knew he’d be hungry,’ said Matt. ‘Stuck out here, miles from anywhere to grab something, missing lunch. Not a problem for the rest of us, but I figured if we were going to be up here for a while, he’d need some food inside him.’

      Harry came to a stop a couple of metres away from where two paramedics were kneeling on the ground beside a body in biker’s leathers, his face hidden by the scratched, damaged helmet he was still wearing. With them were three soldiers, one of whom rose to his feet and came over to meet them.

      ‘Corporal Fenwick,’ the soldier said, approaching Harry, hand extended.

      Harry shook Fenwick’s hand, introduced himself and Matt, then said, ‘How’s he doing?’

      ‘Well, he’s alive,’ Fenwick said. ‘Bloody miracle it is, too. You’ve seen the crash site, right?’

      ‘I have.’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Fenwick. ‘So, if someone can tell me how he not only survived that, but ended up all the way over here, that would be much appreciated.’

      ‘He wasn’t thrown this far, that’s for sure,’ said Matt. ‘Not unless he has wings.’

      Fenwick shook his head.

      ‘No, but he was definitely thrown; we found where we think he landed somewhat closer to where his bike ended up. My guess is, he was knocked unconscious when he landed, woke up disorientated and dazed, went for a stroll, and collapsed over here. Not that he should’ve been able to walk at all.’

      ‘I’ve seen soldiers keep walking after they’ve been shot so many times they’re already dead,’ said Harry. ‘Adrenaline’s a strange thing.’

      Fenwick narrowed his eyes at Harry, then gestured to his own face with a waggle of a finger.

      ‘You didn’t just get all that from a chip pan fire, then.’

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘Afghanistan,’ he said. ‘Long time ago, now. Parachute Regiment.’

      Fenwick gave a knowing nod.

      ‘You’ll be wanting to speak with the paramedics, then?’

      ‘When they’re done,’ said Harry.

      ‘We are,’ said one of the paramedics, pushing himself to his feet and turning around to face Harry. ‘We need to stop meeting like this.’

      ‘Hello,’ said Harry. ‘Is that Lauren with you as well?’

      ‘It is,’ said Spider, coming over to stand with Harry. ‘The air ambulance is on its way.’ He turned then to look up into the sky. ‘Actually, I think that’s it now, isn’t it?’

      Harry heard the distinct thrum of a helicopter somewhere above them.

      ‘What can you tell us?’ he asked.

      ‘Well, he’s a mess,’ Spider said. ‘Alive, though. Broken bones all over the place. Internal injuries. Concussion. Unconscious when he was found and when we arrived as well. He’s stable though, which is something, and in no small thanks to the quick work of the soldiers who found him either, but he needs a hospital; he’s in a lot of danger and, if I’m honest, it’s touch and go.’

      ‘Just how the hell did he survive, then?’ Matt asked, looking back over to the road where the smashed motorbike lay ruined.

      ‘It’s a miracle, that’s all there is to it,’ said Spider. ‘But I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve dealt with casualties that should be dead but have lived. Sadly, the opposite is just as true, but at least in this case, he’s been lucky so far.’

      The thrum of the helicopter grew louder, and Harry saw it emerge from the clouds, swinging around to bring itself to land far enough away to keep everyone at a safe distance.

      Spider gave a nod to Harry and turned to go back to his patient.

      ‘We’ve been told he had ID on him,’ Harry said, calling after him.

      Spider stopped and jogged back.

      ‘Sorry, I forgot,’ he said, pulling something from a pocket and handing it to Harry. ‘Here you go.’

      As Spider ran back to the injured man, Harry looked down at what the paramedic had given him.

      Matt and Jadyn both leaned in for a closer look.

      ‘So, it’s Ian Sutton, then,’ Jadyn said, reading the name on the banking card.

      ‘Looks that way,’ said Harry. ‘Which leaves us with that big question of yours, Matt, doesn’t it?’

      ‘Where’s Ellie?’

      ‘Exactly. But there’s another question, too.’ He turned then, to look back up at the crash site. ‘Just what the hell was he doing up here in the first place?’
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      As the Air Ambulance lifted off, buffeting everyone watching it leave with the downwash from the blades, Harry was still staring at the bank card in his hand when movement over at the road caused him to look up. He saw a patrol car pull over, along with a motorbike he recognised.

      ‘Looks like the rest of the team is here, then,’ said Matt.

      Harry said, ‘I need you to call the Suttons.’

      Matt pulled out his phone, but then Harry saw Gordy wave at them from her car.

      ‘Actually, I think this is more our DI’s expertise,’ he said. ‘She’s the family liaison officer, right? Come on.’

      Harry strode off, sweeping his legs forward through the heather, urgency in every step. His gut was telling him that there was a lot more to what they had found out here on the moors than any of them knew as yet, so he was keen to push on quickly.

      At the road, Gordy, Jen, and Liz came over to join Harry, Matt, and Jadyn.

      ‘What have we got?’ Gordy asked.

      Harry held out the banker’s card.

      ‘Rider is Ian Sutton,’ he explained, and saw realisation dawn on the faces of the new arrivals.

      Gordy took the card from Harry.

      ‘I’ll call his parents now,’ she said. ‘Then, if you don’t mind, and you don’t need me here, I’ll head straight over to see them. They’ll need support in this, and they’ll need to go to the hospital right away to be with their son. I’ll liaise between them, the hospital, and you.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ said Harry.

      Gordy didn’t wait around, and was back in her car, swinging it around to head towards Leyburn at speed, lights flashing.

      Harry said, ‘We’ll also need to inform Ellie Hodgson’s father about this. His daughter is still missing, but at least we’ve made some progress.’ He looked to Jen and said, ‘You okay to do that?’

      ‘I’ll call him as soon as we’re done,’ she said.

      Harry looked at his team now standing expectantly in front of him.

      ‘Right, then, let’s have a quick update on what we’ve got.’ He turned his eyes to Jadyn. ‘Constable?’

      ‘Yes, Boss?’

      ‘You were first on the scene,’ Harry said. ‘You’ve been running things in our absence, and doing a bloody good job of it, as far as I can tell. You’ve already done a fair amount of work looking at the crash site, and what might have happened, so you’re in the best position to tell us what’s been going on.’

      The look on Jadyn’s face switched from pride to nervousness in a beat as he realised what Harry was asking him to do.

      ‘You want me to update the team?’

      ‘I do,’ Harry said. ‘And sharpish, too, if you could, so we can get on with whatever it is we’re going to do next. Which is a lot, I think, because whatever this is, it’s going to keep us all busy.’

      Jadyn took a deep breath, held it for perhaps longer than he should have, then started to speak. Once he had gone through how the soldiers had waved him down, and how once the ranges were shut, they had headed off to try and find the rider, he moved on to explain what he had found at the crash site and further afield, quickly popping over to his vehicle to then return with the wing mirror.

      ‘This was just up the road,’ he explained. ‘On the left verge as we’re looking now. As you can see, it’s been snapped off at these two arms here.’ He held the wing mirror out for everyone to see. ‘Thing is, though, there’s these marks here on the surface of the mirror itself; look …’

      Harry leaned in and saw what Jadyn was talking about.

      ‘Hard to tell what that is, though,’ he said.

      ‘It’s not mud or dirt,’ said Jadyn. ‘Looks pretty stuck to the surface, like it was put there with force.’

      ‘Maybe another vehicle caught it, knocking it on the verge,’ Jen suggested.

      Matt shook his head.

      ‘That would’ve smashed it to pieces,’ he said.

      ‘Also, there are skid marks and more broken bits of the mirror on the road,’ Jadyn said, then pulled out his phone to flick through the photographs he’d taken.

      ‘They were made by a motorbike, not a car,’ Liz said.

      ‘That’s what I thought,’ Jadyn agreed. ‘Oh, and there are some scratches on the bike itself, which could’ve been made by it being hit by this.’

      ‘That’s conjecture,’ said Harry, ‘but it does make sense based on what you’ve found so far.’

      ‘So, what next?’ Matt asked.

      ‘First, the victim, Ian Sutton,’ Harry said. ‘As you all know, it was Ian and his girlfriend, Ellie Hodgson, who we were called out about this morning. Having spoken to the parents of both parties, we were in the process of bringing you all in to help find the pair of them when Jadyn called about this.’

      ‘We think that they may have run away together,’ Matt said, taking over from Harry. ‘That sounds like a bigger deal than it is in some ways, I know, particularly with Ian soon turning nineteen and Ellie being seventeen. They’re not exactly kids, if you know what I mean. However, the fact that both Ian’s parents and Ellie’s dad had no idea where either of them was a worry.’

      ‘Ian is on his way to hospital,’ said Harry. ‘Gordy’s in touch with his parents, so we don’t need to worry about that right now. What we do need to worry about, however, is Ellie.’

      ‘But wasn’t she supposed to be with Ian?’ asked Liz.

      ‘And that’s the mystery,’ said Harry. ‘Obviously, as soon as Ian is awake and able to talk, we’ll be able to ask him about what happened last night. But after what he’s been through, and since he was unconscious when they found him, we’ve no idea how long that might be. And we need to remember that with the injuries he’s suffered, he may well not survive.’

      Harry allowed his words to sink in.

      ‘As I said earlier, Jadyn’s done a brilliant job with things so far,’ he said, bringing everyone back out of their thoughts. ‘Now we need to focus; we still have a missing person. Also, if this was a hit-and-run, we need to work hard and fast at identifying who was driving the vehicle that sent Ian into that ravine. In a large town, that would be fairly easy with CCTV, but up here, that’s not really something we can use, is it?’

      ‘No cameras,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘Exactly,’ nodded Harry. ‘And sheep don’t exactly make good witnesses. We need to try and work out a timeline for when this all happened. There may be security cameras on buildings and houses in this area that will help us find any vehicles that were travelling along here last night. That smashed wing mirror might be able to help us as well, if we can identify what kind of car it’s from.’

      ‘We should also do a sweep of the road,’ suggested Jen. ‘Jadyn’s already found some useful stuff, so we might find something else that’ll help. Particularly as we have it closed off right now.’

      Harry added, ‘See if we can run a check on any driving convictions locally. I’m not talking about three points for doing a few miles an hour over the speed limit, but something more serious.’

      ‘Drink driving, you mean?’ said Liz.

      ‘There are plenty of reasons for a hit and run,’ Harry said. ‘Could be panic, driving a stolen vehicle, drink or drugs, maybe the driver had a suspended driving licence, or their car wasn’t insured. However, in my experience, it’s never I didn’t know I’d hit someone. Well, I’ve heard it said before, but in the end, it’s never been the actual reason.’

      ‘So, what about Ellie?’ Liz asked.

      Harry looked over at Jen.

      ‘Did you get anything from your visit to the school?’

      ‘The head teacher was very helpful,’ Jen said. ‘I was able to speak with a few kids who know Ellie: her best friend, Kate, and a group of girls who saw her yesterday after school.’

      ‘And what did they say?’

      ‘Not much,’ said Jen. ‘Kate was visibly shocked at having to talk to me at all. She knew nothing about any plans Ellie may have had to run off with Ian.’

      ‘And this group of girls?’

      ‘I want to speak with them again,’ said Jen.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘They were … guarded, if that makes sense?’

      ‘Explain.’

      ‘Kate is very clearly Ellie’s friend. Everything she said, you could just hear how close they are. This group, though, I’m just not sure. They said they saw Ellie after school outside her house, and I believe them, but I just don’t think they’re telling me everything. They’ve the devil in them, as my old gran would’ve said.’

      ‘You think they’re hiding something, then, is that it?’ Harry asked.

      ‘They’re definitely up to something; there’s no love lost between Ellie and these girls, particularly with the one who seems to be in charge, a girl called Vicky Spencer. One of them even smirked when I explained why I was there and about what I was trying to find out.’

      ‘You think they might know where Ellie is, then?’ asked Matt.

      Jen shook her head.

      ‘What I think is that they didn’t just bump into Ellie; they went to see her for a reason, I just don’t know what that reason was. Might be important, might not be, but I want to question them further to find out.’

      ‘And you think that a police officer turning up at their front door to speak with them in front of their parents might be a little more persuasive, right?’

      Jen’s smile was enough of an answer.

      ‘Might even put on my uniform to add to the effect,’ she said. Then she asked, ‘What about John Churchill? Want me to keep on with that?’

      With everything that was going on with what they had found on the moors, Harry had forgotten all about the old detectorist.

      ‘Figuring out what happened to Ian Sutton and finding Ellie Hodgson, those are our priorities,’ he said, as his phone buzzed in his pocket. ‘But if you can just find out where he is, so we can be sure he’s okay, that would be good. Then we can close that down.’

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, Harry glanced at the screen, recognised the number, and answered.

      ‘Please tell me you don’t have a puncture,’ he said.

      ‘Just had a call from the hospital about Ian,’ Gordy said.

      Harry turned cold.

      ‘What’s happened?’

      The pause at the end of the line was enough to tell Harry what Gordy was about to say.

      ‘They rushed him into theatre,’ she said. ‘But …’

      ‘He didn’t make it,’ said Harry.

      ‘No,’ Gordy replied, her voice quiet, solemn. ‘I’m afraid Ian Sutton died just a few minutes ago.’
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      ‘That was Gordy,’ Harry said after he’d ended the call. ‘Ian Sutton died in theatre just a few minutes ago. She’s on her way to break the worst bloody news you could imagine to his parents.’

      Harry wondered about giving everyone a moment to reflect on what had happened, but decided it was better to push on with what they had to do instead. Whatever they were feeling, they would be able to use that to help them focus.

      ‘This is no longer just a hit and run,’ he said. ‘Ian Sutton’s death was brought about by either careless or dangerous driving. As you all know, the most serious charge comes with a prison sentence of up to fourteen years. Careless or inconsiderate driving is up to five years. We don’t need to worry about the disqualifications from driving, because that’s irrelevant.’

      ‘This is a crime scene, then,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘It is,’ said Harry. ‘Which means we’re going to be keeping this road shut for a while yet.’

      ‘Forensics?’ asked Matt.

      ‘We need Sowerby here sharpish,’ nodded Harry.

      ‘I’ll get on with that now.’

      As Matt broke off from the group to call the pathologist, Harry stared out at the scene before them. As crime scenes went, it was a little hard to identify or pin down. He had a crash site and a stretch of road across a bleak moorland, a large section of which was shut off to public access for use by the Ministry of Defence. This was not a murder in a small room filled with plenty of links and clues as to who did what to whom and why.

      For all he knew, most of the evidence had already been blasted away by the weather, damaged by passing traffic, and chewed by wildlife. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t still a chance they could find something. Investigating a crash scene was more than just blood spatter and a discarded weapon; it required a whole new set of skills from the Scene of Crime team, and he felt sure that Sowerby would be over here as soon as she could.

      Harry turned his attention back to the team.

      ‘First, we need this road closure shared up the chain so that everyone knows it’s official. Next, I want this whole area cordoned off in two sections; a small one around the crash site, and a larger one, bringing in where Jadyn found the wing mirror, all the way down to where the other roadblock is.’

      ‘Might not have enough tape for that,’ said Liz.

      ‘Find a way to make it work,’ instructed Harry. ‘We just need to make sure that it’s damned clear anyone on our side of the tape is part of the investigation, and to keep everyone else out.’

      ‘What about the soldiers?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘Take a statement from those who found the bike and the body, and also check to see if any of them found anything else during the search. Then let’s get them off-site as soon as we can. They’ll be wanting to head off anyway, I’m sure.’

      ‘We could still use them,’ said Matt, putting his phone away. ‘Sowerby’s en route, by the way.’

      ‘Go on,’ replied Harry.

      ‘They’ve done a search and found Ian. What if the same has happened to Ellie? What if she’s out there on the moors somewhere as well? It’s entirely possible, isn’t it?’

      ‘It is,’ Harry said, though looking around at the scenery didn’t fill him with much hope. ‘It’s too big an area for them to search on their own, though, isn’t it?’

      Harry was also thinking that with Ellie still missing, he needed someone from the team to push on with the usual process of investigating a missing person. And as Jen had already spoken with the girl’s friends at school, he would be sending her off to follow that up soon enough. But Jen alone wasn’t enough.

      ‘I’ll call it in,’ Matt said. ‘Rescue team can help. They know this area better than anyone. Plus, we can send more bodies out to knock on doors, can’t we? We have a description of Ellie, so the quicker we get on with that, the better.’

      ‘Do it,’ Harry said. ‘We’ve nothing to lose. What did Sowerby say?’

      ‘Seems confident about what she’ll be dealing with,’ said Matt. ‘Anything else you want us on with until she arrives?’

      With Gordy away to break the news about their son to the Suttons, and with Jim back in Hawes, Harry ran through what he wanted the rest of the team to do.

      ‘I know the whole site has been hugely compromised by the search and by its location, but it still makes sense for us to keep it clear of any further degradation. Matt, you’ll be on with dealing with the extended search. Liz, I need you to get this place sealed off as best you can, while we wait for the SOC team.’

      ‘No problem,’ Liz said.

      ‘Jen, Jadyn, I’ve a very quick phone call to make, then we’ll have a quick chat about what you’ll be on with next. But Jen, if you can brief Jadyn on your school visit, that would be useful.’

      With the team duly instructed and having remembered a call that he had missed that morning, Harry took out his phone. Having checked his messages earlier, he had found a short message from Detective Superintendent Walker asking him to call back. So, that’s exactly what he did, albeit somewhat later than she had perhaps expected.

      ‘Good afternoon, Detective Chief Inspector,’ Walker said, answering his call.

      ‘Ma’am,’ Harry replied. ‘Apologies for not returning your call earlier, but we’ve been caught up with something that’s only seemed to have become worse as the day’s gone on.’

      ‘The joy of policing,’ Walker replied. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘What we thought was a MISPER, with a young couple absconding from their respective parents, has now turned into a hit and run, with one dead and the other still missing.’

      Walker was quiet for a moment.

      ‘How old?’

      ‘The deceased was eighteen,’ said Harry. ‘The one who’s still missing, she’s seventeen.’

      ‘God, that’s awful.’

      ‘It is.’

      For a moment, neither Harry nor Walker spoke.

      ‘The call this morning wasn’t urgent,’ Walker said, breaking the respectful silence. ‘There was no requirement to ring back today, particularly not now, not when you’re in the middle of something so difficult.’

      ‘No, it was a good excuse just to step away for a moment,’ Harry said. ‘The rest of the team is occupied, and we’re waiting for the SOC team. So, why the call?’

      ‘Like I said, it’s not urgent.’

      ‘Well, as we’re talking now, you may as well tell me,’ Harry said.

      ‘I was calling just to let you know that as of next week, I will be your new, permanent Detective Superintendent. I hope that meets with your approval?’

      ‘Not sure you need that, really,’ said Harry. ‘Thanks for letting me know, though.’

      ‘Obviously, you will be told through the usual official channels, I just wanted to inform you first in person, as it were.’

      ‘Much appreciated, Ma’am. Anything from Swift?’

      ‘He’s doing well, as far as I know,’ said Walker. ‘Taking things easy, recovering.’

      ‘Good,’ Harry said.

      ‘Anyway,’ Walker said, ‘as this will be official from next week, we’ll need to plan regular updates.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘By which I mean, I will have to visit the Hawes office.’

      Harry heard an odd tone in the DSup’s voice.

      ‘It’s a little out of your way,’ he said.

      ‘That’s not a problem,’ Walker replied. ‘There are worse places to visit, you know.’

      ‘That’s true,’ said Harry. ‘So, when can I expect to see you?’

      ‘I’ll let you know,’ Walker said. ‘For now, though, I think it’s best if you get on with what you’re dealing with right now. I appreciate the call back though, Grimm; Thank you.’

      Harry said goodbye and stowed his phone. He saw that Matt was busy coordinating an extended search for Ellie with the soldiers while they waited for the arrival of those members of the Mountain Rescue Team available to help out. Liz was doing a grand job of using the UK’s surplus of cordon tape to seal the area off, slowly turning this small part of the Dales into a crime scene. He turned to Jen and Jadyn.

      ‘We need to find Ellie,’ he said. ‘We know she’s not turned up at the hospital, plus we have Matt running the extended search now, including knocking on doors. But I need us working every other possible angle as well.’

      ‘What do you want us to do?’ Jen asked.

      ‘I want you to push on,’ Harry said. ‘Once you’ve spoken with Ellie’s father, I need you to get in touch with those girls from her school again, turn up in uniform if you fancy putting a little more of the fear of God in them. If there’s any hint of where Ellie might be, we need to know.’

      ‘It doesn’t make sense that she’s not with Ian, though,’ said Jadyn. ‘Not if they were supposedly running off together.’

      ‘Right now, it’s a mystery, for sure,’ said Harry. ‘It’s our job to unravel it. As for Allen, thinking about it now, I need you to speak to him in person. Jadyn, can you do that? See if you can find out what was going on in Ellie’s life, why she would run off with her boyfriend.’

      ‘Might be best if Jen comes along as well,’ said Jadyn. ‘To search Ellie’s room, I mean.’

      ‘Good point,’ Harry said, impressed with the constable’s thinking. ‘Head over to Allen’s place first, crack on with that, then when you’ve finished the search, Jen, you can go and chat with the girls.’

      Harry saw concern on Jadyn’s face.

      ‘Any questions?’ he asked.

      Jadyn said, ‘I just can’t see how someone can disappear,’ he said. ‘You’d think it would be difficult, but it isn’t, is it?’

      ‘She hasn’t disappeared,’ Harry said. ‘She’s missing. Someone, somewhere, knows something, and it’s our job to find out who they are and what they know, and to bring Ellie home.’

      Jadyn gave a nod.

      ‘Off you go, then,’ Harry said. ‘No point hanging around.’

      Jen and Jadyn headed over to Jadyn’s vehicle and climbed in. As they drove off, Harry found himself thinking about what Jadyn had said, because the lad had a point; disappearing was a lot easier than most people realised. Last time he’d looked at official UK reports, the figure had been over 350,000 reported missing every year, and of those, over 200,000 of them were children. Then something else scratched at the back of his mind, not just what the DSup had said, but that odd tone in her voice. Something was going on, he thought. As to what, though, he had no idea, and right now he had plenty else to be worried about, so he forced himself to forget about it and focus on the job in hand.

      

      Over near Middleham, Detective Inspector Gordanian Haig had pulled into a layby just a mile or so from the Sutton’s house. What she was about to do was the worst part of being a police officer, of that she had no doubt, and right now, she needed to speak to someone about it. So, she picked up her phone and punched in Anna’s number. When she answered, Gordy spoke first.

      ‘It’s me.’

      ‘I know,’ Anna replied. ‘Are you okay? You usually never call me when you’re at work.’

      ‘I should call you more.’

      ‘That’s not what I meant.’

      ‘I know.’

      Gordy opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t find the words.

      ‘Where are you?’ Anna asked.

      ‘Near Middleham,’ Gordy said. ‘I’m …’

      Her voice cut out on her, broken in two by the weight of what she was going to have to do.

      ‘Do you need me to come over?’ Anna asked. ‘I’m working on my sermon for next Sunday, but I can put that aside.’

      Gordy laughed.

      ‘You really do plan ahead, don’t you?’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘You preach every week,’ said Gordy, ‘and still you dedicate hours to something that I would’ve thought by now you can just make up on the spot.’

      ‘Oh, I can wing it with the best of them,’ said Anna, ‘I just choose not to. My congregation, they deserve a little more than me cuffing it, I think.’

      ‘I guess.’

      Gordy rubbed her eyes, suddenly weary.

      ‘Someone was found on the moors,’ she said eventually, ‘between Leyburn and Grinton. Young lad, Ian Sutton.’

      ‘You don’t mean Katherine and Martin’s son?’

      ‘You know them?’

      ‘I know everyone, comes with the job,’ said Anna. ‘Well, not quite everyone. But they attend the church of St Alkelda and St Mary in Middleham. So, different parish, same diocese. We work together a lot across the dale. What happened? Please tell me it wasn’t a bike accident.’

      ‘It looks like it was a hit and run,’ Gordy said, then told Anna as much as she could, mentioning, too, that they were still looking for his girlfriend, Ellie.

      ‘This is horrendous,’ Anna said, once Gordy had finished speaking. ‘Ian … he was a lovely lad. They’re a close family. He’s their only son.’

      ‘Oh God,’ Gordy sighed. ‘And now I have to tell them.’

      ‘Can you wait?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I can be there in ten.’

      ‘But you’re writing your sermon.’

      ‘It can wait.’

      ‘No, that’s not what I mean,’ said Gordy. ‘I thought you were at home, in Askrigg.’

      ‘I needed to get out,’ Anna explained. ‘Sometimes, writing in my study, it just doesn’t seem to work. So, I get out, park myself in a café somewhere. I’m in Leyburn at the moment.’

      ‘How can I not know this?’

      ‘You’ve never asked.’

      ‘But … I mean, I’ve known you for what, a year and a half now?’

      ‘And there is still so much to discover about me,’ Anna said. ‘Exciting, isn’t it?’

      Despite everything, Gordy smiled. Then she told Anna where she was parked.

      ‘You sure you don’t mind?’ she asked.

      ‘I offered, remember?’ Anna said. ‘I know them, they’ll need my support anyway, so if I can be there to provide it from the off, all the better, don’t you think?’

      Gordy agreed.

      ‘See you in a few minutes, then.’

      ‘You will,’ Anna replied.

      ‘I love you,’ Gordy said, the words spilling out of her before she could stop them.

      ‘Ditto,’ Anna said and hung up.
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      That evening, when Rebecca Sowerby arrived at the location Detective Sergeant Dinsdale had given her, she was greeted by a roadblock, lots of cordon tape stretched out across a very large section of moorland around the road, and the grave face of DCI Grimm heading towards her. She saw a number of vehicles parked up, not just police either, but military as well. As crime scenes went, it was certainly different to what she usually had to deal with.

      She slowed down and came to a stop in front of the roadblock as the DCI made his way over. Behind him, dark clouds swirled, giving his already gruff appearance an even more ominous bearing. He looked, not so much as though he was walking out of the storm, but more that it was following him, and for the short time she had known him, it was almost as though that was exactly the case. Not that trouble followed him, because that was impossible, but there was a definite darkness to him, a past filled with shadows and painful experiences that somehow he was able to draw on and use to his advantage. And despite his gruff nature and scarred appearance, there was more light, warmth, and humour in the man than even he suspected, she thought.

      Harry waved, Rebecca waved back, switched off her engine, then climbed out into the day. Not that there was much left of it now, with afternoon pushing on towards evening, giving her the feeling that the day was keen to slip beneath the protective cover of darkness and sleep.

      ‘Afternoon,’ Harry said, coming to stand beside her.

      A cold wind swept up from the valley in front of Rebecca, smashing into the black clouds above, pulling them apart like cotton candy.

      ‘And not a pleasant one,’ she replied with a shiver.

      Harry said nothing in reply, just stood there as the wind blew behind him, a stern statue seemingly unmoved by the chill.

      Behind Harry, Rebecca saw the rest of the team. The detective sergeant sent a wave her way, and she returned it.

      ‘So, a hit and run, then,’ she said.

      ‘What did Matt tell you?’

      ‘Enough to get me here, but not everything,’ Rebecca said.

      ‘Victim’s name is Ian Sutton,’ Harry said. ‘Eighteen years old.’ He turned to point down the road to a small ravine. ‘His motorbike was discovered down there by a group of soldiers. After he was found, the air ambulance took him off to the hospital in Northallerton, but he didn’t make it. Died in theatre.’

      Rebecca shook her head, once again struck by the inherent tragedy she was always confronted by in her chosen profession.

      ‘When did this happen?’

      ‘That, we’re not sure about,’ said Harry. ‘What we do know is that Ian and his girlfriend, Ellie, were reported missing this morning. However, we think that they actually left their respective homes sometime in the middle of the night.’

      ‘Girlfriend?’ said Rebecca. ‘So, there are two victims then, not one?’

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘Ellie’s still missing.’

      ‘But you just found her boyfriend.’

      ‘Doesn’t make much sense, does it?’ Harry said, clearly picking up on what Rebecca actually meant. ‘We’re extending the search area, though.’

      Rebecca looked around them, taking in the vastness of the moors.

      ‘How?’

      ‘The soldiers are working with the Mountain Rescue Team,’ Harry said, pointing down the road towards a large search party. ‘Matt called it in. They’re running a joint search of the wider area. They know it well, and this is their bread and butter, isn’t it?’

      ‘You really think she’s out there?’

      ‘What I think,’ Harry said, his voice low and filled with gravel, ‘is that we still have a missing person and no reason to think, as yet, that she could be anywhere else. I was about to send a couple of my team off to start knocking on doors, see if anyone’s seen someone wandering around. We know that no one matching her description has turned up in the hospital.’

      ‘She can’t have just disappeared.’

      ‘And yet, here we are,’ said Grimm. ‘But you’re right, she hasn’t, because no one ever does, do they? It’s just that all too often, people aren’t found. Anyway, I’ll show you around, then I can send my officers off, like I said. How long till the rest of your team arrives?’

      ‘Half an hour-ish, I should think,’ said Rebecca. ‘Photographer might be earlier.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘He was at a local school today, doing those yearly photos we all know and love, so probably won’t be too long. And the collision investigator might arrive around the same time as well.’

      ‘Best we get on then,’ said Harry, and he turned on his heel to lead Rebecca down the road.

      Ducking under the cordon tape, Rebecca walked beside Harry, who stopped rather abruptly to point a gnarled finger at the road.

      ‘Constable Okri found something here,’ he said.

      Rebecca spotted glass on the road, dropped down for a closer look.

      ‘There’s skid marks here as well glass,’ she said.

      Harry pointed off to their right. ‘He found a wing mirror over there.’

      ‘You think our victim was hit here, then?’

      ‘Not sure,’ said Harry. ‘There are some odd marks on the mirror itself. Can’t see how they’d have got there from a shunt. Be interesting to see what they turn out to be.’

      Walking on, Grimm led Rebecca down into the ravine.

      ‘And he walked away from this?’

      ‘He did,’ Harry said. ‘Though that almost makes it all seem worse,’ he added. ‘If we’d have known what had happened sooner, got up here and found him, maybe he’d still be alive.’

      Rebecca heard the faintest of changes of tone in Harry’s voice, that note of blame and regret at not being able to do more.

      ‘That’s not your fault, is it?’ she said.

      ‘No, but it’s someone’s,’ Harry growled.

      The motorbike had been crushed by the impact into the side of the ravine. Rebecca had attended other road accidents and couldn’t remember finding a bike in such condition, from which anyone had ever survived. She walked over for a closer look, but at first glance, she knew immediately that examining it in situ wasn’t going to be enough to tell anyone how it had ended up where it now was.

      ‘The collision investigator will take this back to the lab,’ she said, ‘while I’ll be on with the autopsy. Plus, there’s plenty to be getting on with here, isn’t there?’

      ‘Too much,’ said Harry.

      ‘Thankfully, it’s not all tape measures now,’ Rebecca said. ‘3D laser scanning has sped everything up. It’s not new technology, I know, but it’s improved like you wouldn’t believe.’

      ‘I’m in favour of anything that helps us find who did this,’ Harry said.

      ‘We’ll use 2D technical drawings alongside the 3D colour models to run through how the collision happened. Together, they’ll take account of everything from the condition of the road surface to the technical constraints of the vehicle.’

      ‘Sounds fascinating.’

      ‘Actually, it is,’ Rebecca said. ‘And as we don’t have access to any CCTV here, it’s absolutely vital. The motorbike will be taken apart and forensically examined. What we learn from it, and from the injuries the victim sustained in the crash, will hopefully give us a clear picture of what happened.’

      ‘We know what happened,’ said Harry, his voice quiet, and more ominous because of it. ‘Someone knocked a young lad off his motorbike, and now he’s dead, and one of my officers is right at this very moment delivering that news to his parents.’

      Rebecca was lost for words at that and was thankful when the sound of an approaching vehicle interrupted the moment. She turned around to see a small four-by-four pulling up next to her car.

      ‘Photographer?’ Harry asked.

      ‘No, the collision investigator,’ Rebecca said, as they both watched a woman climb out and hurriedly pull on a jacket, zipping it up tight against the wind.

      ‘Worked with her before?’

      ‘I have,’ Rebecca said. ‘Not for a while, though.’

      ‘What’s she like?’

      ‘Thorough,’ was all Rebecca could think to say. Yes, she had indeed worked with Caitlin Price before, a few times if she remembered correctly, but it wasn’t as though their work environment allowed for much in the way of social interaction. She had a feeling there was something else about her, though, but right there and then, she couldn’t remember exactly what it was.

      ‘Interesting description.’

      ‘And an accurate one,’ said Rebecca. She still couldn’t remember that other thing …

      ‘I’ll let you get on, then,’ said Harry. ‘Let me know if you need anything.’

      With that said, DCI Harry Grimm turned around and headed back down towards DS Dinsdale, where a convoy of half a dozen vehicles was parked up at the other roadblock, and the Mountain Rescue Team was gathered with the soldiers, bedecked in bright clothing designed for the darkest of weather.

      Rebecca walked over to where the collision investigator was standing, her tall frame shrouded in a navy-coloured waterproof jacket, ready for what the clouds were growing ever keener to deliver.

      ‘Rebecca, isn’t it?’ the woman said, her dark fringe blowing across her eyes like fronds in water.

      ‘It is,’ Rebecca replied. ‘Good to see you again, Caitlin.’

      Caitlin Price walked around to the back of her car and opened the boot, which yawned open to reveal numerous protective equipment cases. She shook her head as she stared down at it all.

      ‘You do know I haven’t the faintest idea what any of this does, don’t you?’ she said.

      And there it was, remembered Rebecca; Caitlin was brilliant at what she did, but spent most of her time pretending she hadn’t a clue. It seemed somewhat inappropriate, but then everyone had their own way of working, and if she got the job done, who was going to complain?

      ‘I’m sure you’ll remember,’ Rebecca said.

      Caitlin reached into the boot.

      ‘Eeny meeny miney mo …’

      Reaching for two of the cases, she heaved them out then looked at Rebecca and said, ‘Let’s start with these, then, shall we?’

      ‘You’re the expert,’ Rebecca said, pointing down the hill towards DCI Grimm.

      ‘What a terrifying prospect.’ Caitlin smiled and ducked under the cordon tape as another car pulled up behind them.

      ‘Crime scene photographer,’ Rebecca said.

      ‘That’s a relief,’ replied Caitlin, then shook the cases she was holding. ‘Gives me time to read the user manuals again for all of this, doesn’t it? Assuming I can remember where they are …’
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      Jadyn drove them over the bridge on the road between Leyburn and Middleham, its castle-like towers a design nod to the ruins that overlooked the market town itself. The sky had darkened quickly as they had headed over from the crime scene, and he knew that his plans for the evening were already shot to hell. He reached over and gave Jen’s leg a quick, gentle squeeze.

      ‘What was that for?’

      ‘Just checking you’re still there,’ Jadyn said.

      ‘Your eyes not working, then?’

      ‘Yes, but …’

      Jen laughed and asked, ‘You’re still okay with us, then?’

      ‘We’re an us, are we?’

      ‘If we’re not, then who was that in my bed a couple of nights ago?’

      ‘Steve,’ Jadyn said. ‘He doesn’t like me.’

      ‘He does, he’s just not very good at showing it.’

      Jadyn laughed at that.

      ‘I was going to surprise you with a night out,’ he said.

      ‘You were?’

      ‘Just a meal out. Thought it might be nice.’

      ‘We can still make it a night in, though,’ said Jen. ‘I’m sure Steve won’t mind. I’ll have a word though, just to make sure.’

      ‘He thinks that sofa is his,’ Jadyn said, thinking how most times when he turned up at Jen’s place, the huge lizard was usually doing what lizards did best, lounging on her sofa like he owned the place. The creature was an odd pet, but for some reason it suited Jen, and though he pretended to have a problem with Steve, he was actually growing to rather like him.

      On the way over from the crash site, Jen had made a few calls, the first to Ellie’s dad, Allen, to give him an update and to make sure that he was in. Except that he wasn’t, but they’d tried his work number and found him there, so that’s where they were heading now. As for the girls from the school, they were all home and, once they were done with Allen, they would stop by Jen’s so she could change into her uniform.

      ‘Here we are,’ Jadyn said, pulling the car off the main road and along a short lane lined with neat paddocks divided by expensive, wooden fencing. He parked in front of a small barn which had been converted into a very swish-looking office.

      ‘Lights are on,’ Jen said, climbing out of the car.

      Jadyn followed her over to the front door and stood back as Jen rang the bell. He heard footsteps and watched as the door was pulled open to reveal a young woman in riding gear.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Detective Constable Blades and Police Constable Okri,’ Jen said, introducing them both. ‘We’re here to see Mr Hodgson?’

      ‘You are?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, he’s not here. He left half an hour ago.’

      ‘That was when we spoke to him,’ said Jadyn.

      The young woman shook her head, though Jadyn could see it wasn’t because she didn’t believe him, but more that she was dismayed that Mr Hodgson wasn’t there as he had said he would be.

      ‘I’m really sorry about that,’ she said. ‘He has a lot on his mind.’

      ‘Do you know where he is?’ Jen asked, then added, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name. Would it be okay if we came in for a quick chat?’

      ‘Honestly, I’ve no idea where he went,’ the young woman said. ‘He didn’t say. Wasn’t here for long, either. Just came in, grabbed all the accounts, and goodness knows what else, then drove off. I assume he’s gone home, but sometimes he does just go for a drive. No idea where, though. And I’m Penny Moore. I’m a trainer. This won’t take long, will it? I’m meeting someone at the Chinese in Leyburn in about an hour and I could do with washing the horse stink off me before I turn up. They’re lovely creatures, and I wouldn’t change my job for anyone, but it’s a little off-putting if you reek like one on a first date, isn’t it? Not exactly Chanel Number Five.’

      ‘We won’t take up too much of your time,’ Jen said.

      Penny led Jadyn and Jen into the building and sat them down in a meeting area just inside. The walls were decorated with various paintings and photographs, all of them of horses. Jadyn took out his notebook.

      ‘So, how can I help?’ Penny asked, then looked at Jen and added, ‘You’re local, aren’t you?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Thought so. I work here, but I live over in Bedale.’

      Jadyn said, ‘You mentioned that Mr Hodgson has a lot on his mind.’

      ‘I did,’ Penny replied. ‘Business is tough. He’s been running this place close to the edge for a long while. The pressure is enormous.’

      ‘By tough, do you mean that the business is in trouble?’

      ‘Not my area,’ Penny said. ‘I look after the horses, he can worry about everything else.’

      ‘Has he mentioned his daughter, Ellie?’ asked Jen.

      Penny shook her head.

      ‘Not recently, no. Should he have?’

      Jadyn was surprised to hear this and could see that Jen was as well.

      ‘So, he’s not mentioned her at all?’

      ‘Doesn’t really talk much about his personal life,’ Penny said. ‘Not since the accident, anyway. I think he built walls to protect himself, if that makes sense.’

      ‘How do you mean?’ Jen asked.

      From what I’ve been told, they used to come down here a lot,’ Penny said ‘Ellie used to ride, and so did her mum, Rachel. But when Rachel was killed, everything changed. Bound to though, I suppose.’

      Jadyn thought about Ellie. He’d met her only briefly, but the thought of anyone losing a parent saddened him.

      ‘What actually happened?’ he asked.

      ‘It was a riding accident,’ Penny said. ‘It happened just before I started working here. Rachel was riding with Ellie. Something spooked her horse and she was thrown. Rachelbroke her neck, died instantly.’ She clicked her fingers in the air. ‘Out like a light. Terrifying really. Ellie didn’t come to the stables for months afterwards, then she went through a phase where she was here all the time, but she’s older now, interests change, don’t they? And this place, it must still hold memories for her. ‘I still see her around town, though, and she pops in here now and again to see the horses and have a natter, usually when her dad’s not about, though.’

      For a moment, neither Jadyn nor Jen spoke, as they tried to process this information.

      Penny broke the silence.

      ‘Has something happened to Ellie?’ she asked.

      ‘Her father reported her missing this morning,’ Jadyn said, and saw shock light up Penny’s eyes like a firework.

      ‘Missing? Well, that doesn’t make any sense at all. Ellie’s not the running away kind. Where would she go?’

      ‘That’s what we’re trying to establish,’ Jen said. ‘Do you know her boyfriend?’

      ‘Ian Sutton? Lovely lad. Works at one of the other stables. She’s done well there; they both have. Can’t see them ever splitting up. I know they’re young, but sometimes, you can just see it, can’t you? When it’s real, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘Do you know if there was a place they used to visit?’ Jadyn asked, attempting to identify a possible destination for Ian and Ellie the night before. ‘Somewhere they’d go to together?’

      Penny shook her head, but stopped almost as soon as she’d started.

      ‘Ellie once told me that they used to hang out up at the castle,’ she said. ‘They’d sneak in there at night, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Any particular reason why?’ Jen asked.

      Penny laughed at that.

      ‘You remember being a teenager, right?’ she said. ‘All those hormones …’

      ‘I get that, but why the castle?’ Jen asked.

      ‘Thought you were local,’ said Penny.

      ‘I am,’ Jen replied.

      ‘Then you know as well as anyone that there’s not exactly much for kids to do around here, is there? Nowhere to hang out, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Isn’t there a youth club or something?’ Jadyn asked, thinking about an old church hall he used to spend his evenings in back in Bradford when he was a kid. Table tennis was his thing back then, and the tuck shop had been a treasure trove of ways to rot your teeth.

      Once again, Penny laughed.

      ‘There’s one in Leyburn, and another down in Hawes, I think, but that’s it, really. And Ellie and Ian, they’re not kids, are they? So, where do they go? There’s the pubs, obviously, but Ian won’t drink if he’s on his bike, and neither of them have ever been the kind to go out and get smashed. Cafes close for the evening. That’s it, really. So, it’s not easy for them.’

      ‘The castle, though,’ Jadyn said. ‘Why there?’

      ‘It’s private, and it’s romantic,’ said Penny. ‘It’s also pretty bloody creepy if you go there at night, so there was less chance of them ever being bothered by anyone else. It’s sheltered, too; very important, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘And they were never caught?’

      ‘No one to catch them for a start,’ said Penny, ‘and they’re not doing anything wrong, are they? Worse things have happened in that place, I’m sure, than a couple of teenagers meeting up for a good, old-fashioned snog.’

      Jadyn had to fight hard to stop himself from laughing at the use of that word, he’d not heard it in years.

      ‘Is there anything else you can tell us?’ Jen asked.

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Hard to say,’ said Jen. ‘Ellie has obviously run off for a reason; this isn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing. And a way to help us find her is to try and establish the why and the where.’

      Penny was quiet for a moment.

      ‘All I know is what I’ve told you already, that everything changed when they lost Rachel,’ she said. ‘Allen, he just fell apart. Hit the drink really hard for a while, then replaced that with gambling. It all got pretty serious, actually, had an impact on the business, but then that new partner of his came in and helped him with it all. I say new, but he’s been around for a while now. Must be six years since it happened, and I think he came along a year later maybe. Time flies, whether you’re having fun or not, doesn’t it? He was up yesterday, meeting with Allen at the house, so that’s always a good sign; bit of a steady hand, you know? Think I saw his car heading that way this morning as well, on my way to work. And he was over there the day before, too; Allen wasn’t at work because of some meeting they were having.’

      ‘Do you have his details?’

      ‘About Mr Philips? I can get them, but I can’t see what he’ll be able to tell you; he’s all about the figures, really. He knows more than anyone about the financial side of the business. More than Allen, too, actually. Maybe that’s why he took all that stuff earlier.’

      Penny stood up.

      ‘Back in a minute,’ she said, and headed off through a door, returning with a business card.

      ‘There you go,’ she said, handing it to Jen. ‘Is there anything else?’

      ‘I think we’re good,’ said Jen, looking then at Jadyn, who could think of nothing else to ask.

      With the meeting over, and Penny’s contact details taken, Jadyn dropped back into the car beside Jen. He pulled on his seat belt and noticed that Jen was frowning.

      ‘Something up?’ he asked.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Which means that you do. What is it?’

      ‘Something Penny said,’ said Jen. ‘It’s probably nothing, but … I don’t know, it just seems like an odd coincidence.’

      ‘What does?’

      Jadyn watched Jen turn to face him.

      ‘Last night, you had to deal with Allen Hodgson, Ellie’s dad, drunk in the pub, yes?’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Jadyn. ‘He was steaming.’

      ‘But Penny’s just told us that he doesn’t drink anymore, so something must’ve caused him to start again, mustn’t it?’

      ‘I suppose so, but what’s that got to do with Ellie?’

      ‘I have absolutely no idea,’ said Jen. ‘But the man he had that argument with, John Churchill—’

      ‘The detectorist?’

      ‘Yes, him,’ said Jen. ‘He was round at mine after seeing something at the castle last night, remember?’

      ‘He saw ghosts, Jen, ghosts! I mean, come on!’

      ‘No, it wasn’t ghosts,’ said Jen, correcting Jadyn. ‘It was some kind of fight and he thought one of them was a knight in a helmet.’

      ‘That doesn’t make it sound any better.’

      ‘What if it wasn’t a knight?’ Jen asked.

      Jadyn scratched his head, unable to hide his confusion.

      ‘You’ve lost me,’ he said.

      Jen asked, ‘Who else wears helmets?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Helmets,’ said Jen. ‘Who else wears them?’

      ‘What, at night, in a castle, other than an actual knight?’ Jadyn replied. ‘No one!’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Jen. ‘No one.’

      Jadyn started the car.

      ‘Not sure how that’s helpful,’ he said.

      ‘We know John Churchill didn’t see ghosts, right?’ Jen asked. ‘That’s a given. So, either he was making it up, seeing things, or he saw something, just not what he thinks he did.’

      ‘Go on …’

      ‘Like I said, no one would wear a helmet in a castle in the middle of the night,’ Jen continued. ‘Harry figured it was probably just a few drunks having a scrap, but I’m not so sure. If we assume for a moment that John Churchill definitely saw something, then who was it and why were they wearing a helmet?’

      Jadyn’s head was starting to throb.

      ‘But we’ve just said no one would wear a helmet in a castle in the middle of the night!’

      ‘Not unless they were meeting there first,’ said Jen. ‘In secret, before heading off somewhere else.’

      Then Jadyn caught the fine thread of Jen’s thought process and finally understood.

      ‘You mean Ian and Ellie,’ he said.

      ‘It wasn’t knights that John Churchill saw at all, was it?’ said Jen. ‘I think it was Ian and Ellie before they headed off on Ian’s motorbike.’

      ‘Helmets,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘Exactly.’
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      Back at the crime scene, Harry was tired, hungry, and cold, and not necessarily in that order. In fact, all three seemed to be jostling for prime position as all at once he yawned, shivered, and heard his stomach grumble.

      Darkness had crept across the moors, thick and oily, and in the valley below lights blinked like ships at sea, the distant promise of cosy rooms, comfy sofas, and something on the telly to fall asleep to. The rain had drifted away to reveal a bright sky of stars cut by thin clouds cast across the ether like the strokes of an artist’s brush in a giant’s hand. The air was raw, pinching at Harry’s skin. With his hands stuffed in his pockets, he leaned against the side of the Land Rover, as the last of the activity was brought to a close, and he felt the buzz of his phone.

      The message was from Grace, telling him that Jim had dropped Smudge off with her and Jess at his house in Gayle, and that they were all settled down in front of the fire. The message didn’t exactly make Harry feel any better. He went to stuff the phone back in his pocket, only to have it buzz again, this time with a call from Jen.

      ‘How are things with Allen?’ he asked.

      ‘We’ve not spoken with him yet,’ said Jen, ‘so, we’re off to pay those girls a visit.’

      ‘Where is he, then?’

      ‘No idea. Gave him a call and he said he’d be at work, except when we arrived at his stables, he wasn’t. Spoke to Penny, though, one of his trainers. Which is why I’m calling.’

      ‘Go on …’

      ‘We can go over it more tomorrow morning,’ Jen said, ‘but you remember those knights John Churchill thinks he saw up at the castle?’

      ‘It wasn’t knights or ghosts or anything like that,’ said Harry, in no mood to be talking about what John Churchill had told them the night before. ‘It was just a few idiots having a barny, nothing else. Not that we know that for sure, but you know what I’m saying.’

      ‘I do,’ Jen said. ‘But I don’t think it was drunks at all; I think it was actually Ellie and Ian.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Penny said they used to meet up there together, sort of in secret, but everyone knew, I think.’

      ‘So what makes you think it was them that John Churchill saw?’

      ‘He mentioned black armour and a helmet, didn’t he?’ said Jen. ‘If they were heading off together on Ian’s motorbike, then they would have both had them, wouldn’t they?’

      ‘Sounds like a stretch,’ Harry said. ‘And he only saw one person with a helmet.’

      ‘Maybe they had their stuff hidden away up there or something?’ Jen suggested. ‘Maybe it was knocked off or pulled off or …’

      ‘Allen’s not a fan of motorbikes,’ interrupted Harry, remembering the visit to the Suttons, at the same time wondering how Gordy had got on with her visit to Ian’s parents.

      ‘Exactly,’ said Jen. ‘So, if she didn’t want her dad finding out, then she would have to put her stuff somewhere, wouldn’t she? And maybe the castle was the best place. Plenty of little nooks and crannies up there to hide something in, I’m sure.’

      ‘But that doesn’t explain everything John said that he saw, does it?’ said Harry. ‘He’s hardly described the meeting of two young lovers.’

      ‘The fighting, you mean? Yeah, that’s the bit I’m not sure about. If what he saw was Ian and Ellie, I’ve no idea who those others were.’

      ‘We need to speak with John again, then,’ said Harry. ‘And maybe have another look up at the castle, just in case.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ Jen replied. ‘How’s things there?’

      ‘Drawing to a close,’ Harry said. ‘We’ll catch up in the morning.’

      Call over, Harry quickly typed a message to Gordy. He wasn’t overly concerned to have not heard anything, but hers had been the worst job of the day, so he needed to make sure she was okay.

      The reply came back quickly.

      Tough day. Anna still with them. Speak tomorrow.

      The mention of Anna, Gordy’s partner, surprised Harry as much as it eased his concern. As the vicar from up the dale, she was well placed to provide support, not only for the Suttons, but Gordy, too. And he knew that at times the team spoke with her in private, running through their day job, talking things through. She was yet another reason the team worked together so well; not only were they all good friends who had each other’s back, they also had the most astonishing support of the local community Harry had ever experienced.

      Matt approached.

      ‘I’ve just sent Liz home. The site’s clear anyway, though we’ll leave the cordon tape up around the crash site. We can grab the roadblocks when we leave.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ said Harry. ‘No sign of Ellie, then,’ the words a statement rather than a question.

      Matt shook his head.

      ‘We’ve had nowt from any of the houses round and about, and we’ve searched the area as best we can. She’s not here, Harry.’

      ‘It was a long shot, what with Ian managing to be thrown from the bike and to survive as long as he did.’

      ‘We found his rucksack, though,’ said Matt.

      ‘So I heard, and it’s with Sowerby.’

      ‘Reckon it got yanked off when he piled in. Whatever food and snacks he’d stuffed in there obviously gave off enough of a scent for a fox to go sniffing around and drag it away for a closer look. That’s why the soldiers didn’t find it with that first search.’

      ‘Where was it?’

      ‘Further down the ravine.’

      ‘No sign of Ellie’s bag, then?’

      ‘You’re assuming she had one.’

      ‘I am,’ Harry said. ‘If these two kids were running away together, eloping even, then there’s no way they took just one bag filled with only Ian’s stuff. She’d have taken along a few essentials, too. Change of clothes, toiletries, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Makes sense,’ Matt agreed, then jabbed a finger at the moorland laid out before them. ‘But it’s not out there, is it?’

      ‘No, it isn’t,’ said Harry. ‘And that’s odd.’

      ‘No odder than the fact that Ellie’s nowhere to be found herself. Just doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘Not right now it doesn’t, but it will,’ said Harry. ‘It has to. We’ve had one family lose a son; I’m not having another lose a daughter.’

      ‘What now, then?’

      Harry quickly told Matt about his chat with Jen and the message he’d received from Gordy.

      ‘Tomorrow’s going to be busy, then,’ said Matt.

      ‘We’ll get the team together in the morning in Hawes,’ Harry said. ‘Go through everything we have so far, though we won’t have anything from forensics for a while.’

      ‘Any idea how long it’ll take to get something back on the motorbike and everything else that’s been found up here?’ Matt asked.

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘We’ll have enough to get on with, though. Need to find John Churchill, revisit the castle, search Ellie’s and Ian’s rooms.’

      ‘That’ll be a tough one for his parents,’ said Matt, as Corporal Fenwick walked over to join them.

      ‘I think we’re done,’ he said. ‘If there’s nothing else, I’ll send the lads back to their barracks.’

      Harry went to thank the corporal for his help when from up the road, not too far beyond the roadblock, a bright flash caught his eye.

      ‘Did you see that?’ he asked, leaning his head into the night, as though getting an extra couple of inches closer to what he had just seen would make a difference.

      ‘See what?’ asked Matt.

      Harry kept staring, and another flash sparked in the dark.

      ‘That, you mean?’ asked Fenwick. ‘Looks like—’

      ‘Camera flash,’ said Harry, and pushed himself away from the Land Rover to move around to open the back door.

      ‘But who’d be out here at this time taking photos?’ Fenwick asked.

      Harry rummaged around inside the vehicle to find the pair of binoculars he had stowed in there within the first few days of the vehicle turning up in Hawes for the use of the team.

      The flash came again. He lifted the binoculars to his eyes.

      ‘What is it?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Nosy bastards, that’s what,’ growled Harry. ‘Just up there on the left, in the layby near the red flag.’

      ‘Want me to go and have a word?’ Matt asked.

      Harry didn’t answer right away. He continued to stare for another moment or two.

      ‘It’s a white saloon,’ he said, ‘four individuals as far as I can tell. One female is standing outside the car facing up the hill and … yep, thought so; taking selfies.’

      ‘With a crime scene as a backdrop,’ said Matt. ‘Certainly explains the camera flash.’

      ‘Doesn’t sound like a coincidence to me,’ said Fenwick.

      ‘Another individual is on the other side of the fence and it looks to me like they’re recording the whole area.’

      Harry lowered his binoculars.

      ‘The red flag is still flying,’ he said, and turned his attention to Fenwick.

      ‘Shouldn’t be. We shut the ranges down for the search,’ the soldier replied.

      ‘Gives me an idea though,’ Harry grinned, though there was no humour in it. ‘Looks like I might have just one more job for you, Corporal, if you don’t mind …’
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      Harry stayed where he was, binoculars held up to his face.

      ‘They might just be sightseers,’ Matt suggested, who was staring through a pair of his own.

      ‘There’s no sight to see up here right now other than us,’ replied Harry. ‘And I don’t take kindly to being stared at at the best of times, never mind having my photograph taken. We don’t know how long they’ve been up there, why they're up there in the first place, or what they’ve seen.’

      Matt shook his head.

      ‘Sending in the army, though, Boss? Bit extreme, isn’t it?’

      ‘The red flag is still flying,’ said Harry. ‘And that flag means keep the hell out unless you want to find yourself wondering why you’ve a bloody great bullet hole in your head.’

      ‘It’s not really that dangerous though, is it? The ranges are all way off from where we are, and the direction of fire is nowhere near anywhere public.’

      ‘Rules are rules,’ said Harry. ‘And I want whoever that is to stick to them in the future.’

      ‘This’ll certainly get the message across,’ said Matt. ‘That’s for sure.’

      With his eyes on the car, Harry caught movement in the darkness. The occupants were now all outside the car, unaware of what was happening around them. As far as Harry could tell, they were rather enjoying themselves, all of them with their phones out, the bright screens clearly visible to him as they held them up in the air.

      The movement in the darkness took shape as half a dozen individuals, all in camouflage, crept out of the moorland, having made their way in the shadows to surround the car.

      The occupants of the car still hadn’t noticed. Harry heard laughter in the air. Then a shout, as six soldiers raced out of the night and up to the car.

      Laughter turned to screams.

      Harry lowered his binoculars.

      ‘Shall we go and have a chat, then?’ he asked, looking over at Matt.

      He didn’t wait for an answer and set off up the hill towards the now-surrounded car.

      On the way, he saw Sowerby, packing away the last of her equipment. The collision investigator had already left, along with Ian Sutton’s smashed-up bike, and everything else they had found at the scene.

      ‘I’ll be in touch as soon as I have anything from the autopsy,’ Sowerby said.

      ‘None of it makes sense,’ Harry said. ‘Why he was here, who hit him, where the car driver is now, where his girlfriend is, why we’ve only found his rucksack and not hers.’

      ‘It’s a puzzle, for sure,’ agreed Sowerby. ‘But we’re good at solving them, aren’t we?’

      Harry said nothing more, and with a farewell nod, continued on his way. He realised then that he’d not asked after Sowerby’s mum, Margaret, who was also the divisional surgeon. He’d make sure to do that when they spoke again.

      As they drew closer to the car, Harry was able to make out the four individuals who had, as far as he was concerned, been spying on them. They were all girls, and none of them looked older than eighteen. The soldiers were standing around the vehicle, making any attempt at running away or driving off impossible. Corporal Fenwick walked over to meet Harry and Matt.

      ‘They’re not happy,’ he said.

      ‘They’re not supposed to be,’ said Harry.

      ‘Loving the car. Not what I was expecting.’

      Harry stared at the vehicle.

      ‘That’s a Ford Escort,’ he said.

      ‘It’s more than that,’ Fenwick said. ‘It’s a 1992 Escort XR3i. Sweet little motor.’

      ‘You sound envious.’

      ‘I am,’ Fenwick said. ‘That’s a classic motor and in mint condition. Wouldn’t mind one myself.’

      ‘Any idea what they’ve been up to?’

      ‘They won’t say. Though they have threatened us with various lawsuits, that kind of thing.’

      Harry laughed at that, then followed Fenwick over to them, Matt at his side.

      ‘Good evening,’ Harry said, coming to stand at the front of the car, but before he had a chance to say anything else, one of the girls stepped forward.

      ‘You can’t do this! It’s assault, that’s what it is! And what’s up with your face? It’s horrific!

      ‘My name is Detective Chief Inspector Grimm,’ said Harry, ignoring the less than tactful comments about his appearance.

      ‘Then arrest them!’ the girl said, her voice sharp and pitched high enough to make Harry wince. She pointed at the soldiers, then jabbed a finger at Fenwick. ‘He’s in charge. He should be locked up. They all should. I’m going to sue! We all are!’

      Harry said nothing for a moment, but kept his eyes on the girl, waiting for her to quieten down.

      ‘A quick question,’ Harry said, and pointed up at the red flag fluttering above them on a thin, white pole. ‘Do any of you know what that means?’

      ‘We’re not idiots,’ said another of the girls. ‘Of course we do.’

      ‘If you do, then you are,’ said Harry.

      Shock at his words wrote itself into the four young faces staring at him. Before any of them could voice their objection, he spoke again.

      ‘That flag means live rounds are being fired. Have any of you ever seen the kind of damage a 5.56mm round can do to the human body?’

      ‘A what?’ asked another of the girls.

      ‘It’s the most common round used by these gentlemen standing around you,’ Harry explained, drawing now on knowledge that had been drilled into him as a paratrooper to such a degree it was effectively part of his DNA. ‘Fired from an SA80 assault rifle at a rate of up to seven-hundred-and-seventy-five rounds a minute, and with an effective range between three- and twelve-hundred metres, depending on the variant being used.’

      Harry saw confusion and fear in the girls’ eyes. Good, he thought, because they needed to understand just how dangerous things could be if they went wandering around where they shouldn’t.

      ‘Back to the damage,’ Harry said. ‘I’m sure you’ve seen people get shot in the movies, on TV, but it’s not like that in real life. It’s messier, more brutal. Death isn’t always instant. There’s screaming, blood, and the stink of it you just can’t wash out for days. Not everyone dies, but the wounds they go home with, they’re life-changing, inside and out.’

      The girl who had spoken first, and was clearly the de facto leader, said, ‘You can’t scare us.’

      ‘No, but I can arrest you,’ said Harry.

      ‘What for?’

      ‘Trespass for one, but let’s start by chatting about why you’re all up here in the first place, and what you’re up to.’

      ‘We weren’t doing anything,’ the girl said, but Harry held up a hand. ‘It’s a free country, isn’t it?’

      ‘Names,’ he said, with a look at Matt, who pulled out his notebook. ‘Contact details, please.’

      ‘That’s our business.’

      ‘And mine,’ said Harry. ‘Detective, remember? Names. Now.’

      ‘Vicky,’ the girl said. ‘Vicky Spencer.’ Then she gave her address and telephone number. The other girls did the same, albeit reluctantly.

      ‘Who’s the driver?’

      The girl Harry now knew was called Maggie Walton, Mags for short, raised a hand. Harry asked for her licence and it all checked out.

      ‘Your vehicle?’ he asked.

      ‘Who else’s would it be?’

      ‘It’s just you’re young to own your own vehicle,’ Harry said. ‘Especially one like this.’

      ‘Dad gave it to me,’ said Mags.

      ‘Then let’s get back to you telling me why you’re up here, then,’ Harry said. ‘Because the only way you got here at all, Mags, was to drive through a sign at the end of the road which makes it pretty clear it was shut.’

      The girls said nothing, though Harry saw a flicker of fear on their faces.

      ‘Did you not see it, then?’ Harry asked, eyes on Mags.

      ‘Yes,’ Mags replied.

      ‘And yet you ignored it.’

      Mags went to speak, but then clearly thought better of it and closed her mouth.

      ‘Let’s make this easy,’ Harry said. ‘Either you tell me right now why you’re here, or we take you all back to Hawes, call your parents, and—’

      ‘We just came to have a look, that’s all,’ Vicky said. ‘We knew something was going on, didn’t we? After that policewoman came to school to speak to us.’

      Realisation dawned then in Harry’s mind.

      ‘Vicky Spencer,’ he said. ‘Now I recognise the name; you’re the girls that Detective Constable Blades spoke with, then? So, you know Ellie Hodgson?’

      ‘We don’t know what’s happened to her, though, if that’s what you’re implying,’ Vicky said. ‘We saw her yesterday afternoon round at her house.’

      ‘And why were you there?’ Harry asked, remembering what Jen had said about how she had suspected they weren’t exactly Ellie’s friends. He also remembered that it was these very girls that Jen and Jadyn were on their way to see right now. Well, that wouldn’t be happening now, would it?

      Once again, the girls fell quiet.

      ‘There must’ve been a reason to be at her house,’ Matt said.

      ‘We had her phone,’ said the girl who had given her name as Cass Dobson.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘We found it on the way to school,’ Cass answered. ‘Wanted to give it back to her.’

      ‘And that’s all there is to it, is there?’ Harry said. ‘An entirely altruistic act? Except, what I don’t understand is if you found it in the morning, why you waited the whole day to give it back to her.’

      ‘There was something on it,’ said Mags, blurting the words out.

      There were audible gasps from the rest of her friends at what she had just said.

      ‘What?’ Mags said, looking at them. ‘They’re going to find out, aren’t they? What does it matter anyway? Anyway, I wish we hadn’t bothered, the way her dad and those friends of his treated us. That’s who you should be arresting, you know, not us.’

      Harry wasn’t really interested in playing games about who he should be arresting.

      ‘Find what out, exactly?’ he asked.

      ‘That Ellie was planning to meet up with her boyfriend, Ian, and run away, wasn’t she?’ Mags said. ‘The phone was open when we found it.’

      ‘So, you looked through her messages,’ said Matt.

      The last of the girls, who was called Dee Barker, said, ‘We didn’t mean to; they were just there, weren’t they? Like open on the screen, and we didn’t know whose phone it was immediately, but those messages told us.’

      ‘You could’ve stopped reading them,’ said Harry.

      The girls had no answer to that.

      Harry said, ‘I need to ask you if you have any idea where Ellie is, if she’s contacted you, if you’ve tried to contact her? This is very, very important.’

      ‘The Lake District,’ said Vicky. ‘That’s all we know. Ian used to be in the Scouts. He’s done lots of walking and camping over there. Still does. That’s where they were going.’

      ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘Yes,’ Vicky said.

      ‘And you were only over here because you were being nosey, is that right?’

      ‘Suppose so, yes,’ Vicky answered.

      Harry turned his back on the girls to speak with Matt.

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘That they all need grounding for a year at least,’ Matt replied.

      ‘Agreed. What else?’

      ‘That this road doesn’t lead to the Lake District, not by a long shot. And if that’s where Ian and Ellie were heading, then how on earth did Ian end up over here?’

      Harry nodded in agreement, then looked back at the girls.

      ‘We have all of your details,’ he said. ‘There’s a very good chance one of my team will be in touch. If there’s nothing else you can think of to tell us, then I think we can let you head home.’

      ‘You should speak to Ellie’s dad, though,’ Vicky said. ‘About his friends, because they’re not nice. They threatened us. They were horrible.’

      Harry relented, took out his notebook.

      ‘Can you describe them?’

      The girls did exactly that, talking over each other as they described two men and a woman, and swung between saying they had physically assaulted them and slapped them to the ground, to sworn at them and called them names.‘Well, we will certainly look into this,’ Harry said, slipping his notebook away. Then Dee said, ‘We found something,’ and pointed up the road. ‘Between here and the roadblock.’

      ‘You did?’ Harry asked. ‘What?’

      Dee ducked back in the car to grab whatever she was talking about, then handed it to Harry.

      ‘It’s a bit smashed up, isn’t it?’ she said.

      Harry looked down at what was in his hand.

      ‘And you found this on the road? How?’

      ‘I needed a wee,’ said Dee. ‘We pulled over and there it was, right where I, well, you know …’

      The phone was a mess. Getting any kind of data from it would be a challenge. But Harry knew they would have to try, because the small photo stuck to the back of the phone was enough to tell him who it belonged to.

      ‘That’s Ian,’ Matt said, looking over Harry’s shoulder at the photograph.

      ‘And next to him,’ Harry said, remembering the photographs Allen Hodgson had given them that morning, ‘is Ellie.’
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      By eight-thirty the next morning, the whole team had arrived at the office, including the two four-legged unofficial members, Smudge and Fly. Harry sometimes found himself wondering if there would come a day when he would turn up to find that Jen had brought Steve along to join in the fun. The lizard knew both dogs well enough and was as good at ignoring them as they were it. The weather was much improved on the day before, and Harry wanted to take that as a good sign for the job in hand and the work they would all now have to do. Jadyn was at the board, pen at the ready.

      ‘This needs to be short,’ Harry said. ‘So, let’s run through everything quick as we can, and then get everyone out sharpish; we’re going to be busy.’

      The team stared back at him, alert and keen.

      ‘As you all know, what started yesterday as a search for a young couple, namely Ellie Hodgson and Ian Sutton, has turned into something considerably more serious. We have a suspected hit-and-run on the road from Leyburn to Grinton, the victim of which was Ian Sutton. Despite surviving the night out on the moors after being hit, and being found by the search team, he died in theatre. Ellie Hodgson has still not been located, and neither has the person responsible for Ian’s death.’

      Matt spoke next.

      ‘An extensive search was carried out yesterday, a joint operation between the Mountain Rescue Team and a large number of soldiers, to try and find Ellie. Ian was found some distance from his motorbike. The search turned up Ian’s rucksack, which is now with forensics. Constable Okri also found a broken wing mirror, which may or may not be linked to the incident. It’s also with forensics. Ian’s phone was also recovered from the scene later on.’

      Harry looked over at Detective Inspector Haig. Off to the side, the squeak of Jadyn’s pens on the board was sign enough that he was taking everything down.

      ‘I broke the news to Ian’s parents yesterday,’ Gordy said, the pain of doing that evident in her voice. ‘I’ve arranged to visit them today and to also do a search of Ian’s room, to see if any clues can be found as to Ellie’s whereabouts.’

      Harry left it at that, deciding no further questions were necessary on the matter; everyone knew the awful pain that Ian’s parents would now be suffering, and news of the tragedy would already be around the dale.

      ‘Jen?’ he said, looking now at the detective constable.

      ‘We’ve not yet managed to interview Ellie’s father, but I’ve already been in touch with him and am heading over there this morning to see if we can get more details about what might have happened, and also conduct a search of Ellie’s room. We will also be looking to speak with John Churchill again, as we now believe he could well have been the last person to see Ellie and Ian before they left Middleham.’

      ‘We’ll also be carrying out a search of the castle,’ added Jadyn, ‘and will be looking to speak to Mr Hodgson’s business partner, a Mr Philips.’

      ‘Any thoughts from that side of things as to what might have made her want to run away?’ Harry asked.

      Jadyn said, ‘Penny, one of the trainers who work for Mr Hodgson, mentioned something about the death of his wife, Rachel, Ellie’s mother, a few years ago.’

      ‘Hard to see how that’s relevant to what’s happened,’ said Matt. ‘What did she say?’

      ‘Mr Hodgson didn’t cope well,’ Jadyn explained. ‘Took to drinking a lot, which we know about anyway, and gambling, and that his business partner came in to help soon after. Mr Hodgson had a meeting with him the same day I took him home from the pub. Penny also thinks he might have visited Mr Hodgson yesterday morning as well as she saw him driving through town heading that way.’

      ‘Something must’ve set him off drinking though,’ said Harry. ‘And yesterday morning was when he was over at the Suttons.’

      ‘Business is tough as well, apparently,’ said Jen. ‘Could be that.’

      To her,Harry said, ‘We had planned for you to speak with the group of girls who saw Ellie the afternoon before she disappeared. However, it turned out that they weren’t actually at home at all, but up on the moors having a good look at the crime scene.’

      ‘As well as stumbling on Ian’s phone further up the road, we also learned something very interesting from them,’ said Matt. ‘It looks like Ian and Ellie were heading off to the Lake District.’

      ‘Adding weight to the idea that their trip wasn’t done on a whim,’ said Harry. ‘It was planned in advance; Ian and Ellie meant to leave.’

      ‘How did those girls know that, then?’ Jim asked.

      ‘Turns out they found Ellie’s phone yesterday morning,’ Harry explained. ‘Went round to her house after school to give it back to her, and I’m guessing to wind her up about the fact they knew what she and Ian were planning. The screen wasn’t locked, so they were able to see her and Ian’s messages.’

      ‘Not sure what Ian and Ellie’s plans were after that,’ continued Matt, ‘but what we do know is that the road where we found Ian in no way leads to the Lake District. So, why he was there at all, we just don’t know.’

      Harry said, ‘With finding Ian’s rucksack, it makes me wonder just where the hell Ellie’s bag is, because there’s no way she would’ve gone off without taking a few things of her own. Plus, there’s the slim chance that we find something on Ian’s phone, which, as Matt said, the girls found when they were out being nosey last night.’

      With a glance at the board, now filled with Jadyn’s detailed notes, Harry set the team to their individual tasks.

      ‘Jen, as you’ve said, you’re away to Middleham to speak with Ellie’s dad and to search her room. Jim, I want you to go with her, and you can go and have a look around the castle as well. And Liz, you may as well head over and see if you can’t track down John Churchill.’

      Without a pause, Harry turned his attention to Jadyn. ‘I want you to contact this business partner of Allen’s, Mr Philips, and go speak with him. Also, the girls we spoke to last night mentioned that a man and a woman were at the house with Philips, so I’m assuming they’re colleagues of his, but worth checking. Not really sure what happened between Ellie and those girls, but if you could get some more details on that as well, that would be useful. Oh, and maybe pop in and speak to Geoff Moore at the pub; not sure what light he can shed on what’s been going on, but you never know.

      ‘I could speak with Penny again as well,’ Jadyn suggested. ‘Just to help build up a picture.’

      ‘And I can speak to Geoff,’ said Liz. ‘I know him anyway; I was a waitress at the pub for a while.’

      Gordy raised her hand and said, ‘Anna is already away to the Suttons, and as I’ve said, I’ll be heading over there as soon as we’re done here. They will be carrying out the official identification later today, so …’

      ‘No further explanation needed,’ said Harry. ‘Matt?’

      ‘Knocking doors,’ Matt said, ‘so I’ll be heading over to Middleham as well. And once anyone finishes what they’re on with, they can join in.’

      ‘As for me,’ Harry said, ‘I’m heading over to speak with Sowerby, see if there’s anything we can learn there yet.’

      ‘She’s finished the autopsy, then?’ said Matt. ‘Doesn’t sleep much, does she?’

      ‘Lives on a diet of bad tea, coffee, and biscuits,’ said Harry, and pushed himself away from the board. ‘There’s not going to be anyone in the office,’ he said, ‘so I want everyone to come through me if they have any information for anyone else. Ellie is out there somewhere, and as far as I’m concerned, she’s still alive, because, as yet, we have no reason to believe otherwise. So, let’s find her.’

      Meeting over, Harry walked over to Smudge to take her with him, then thought better of it and sent a quick message off to Grace to see if she was okay to have her. The smiley-face emoji was enough to tell him it wasn’t a problem. He shot her another text letting her know he’d have someone from the team drop Smudge off for him.

      Heading for the door, Harry heard the office phone ring. Jim answered it, and everyone hushed expectantly. When he was finished he turned to face Harry.

      ‘That was a farmer from up Whipperdale Bank,’ he said, ‘the road you were on last night.’

      ‘Found something?’ Harry asked.

      Jim shook his head.

      ‘Not exactly, no.’

      ‘Well, what, then?’

      ‘The road’s blocked. Cars are parked up and down the side of the road, with people all over the place, by the crash site.’

      Harry was confused.

      ‘Why? What the hell’s going on?’

      ‘She doesn’t know, but she wants it sorting out,’ Jim said. ‘Said she’s already nearly run over a couple who were standing in the middle of the road filming themselves.’

      ‘I thought we’d had enough of that nonsense last night with those girls,’ Matt said.

      ‘Seems not,’ said Harry. ‘You mind heading over to see what’s what, before you go door-knocking?’

      Matt grabbed his coat.

      ‘On my way already,’ he said, quickly taking the details from Jim, including the number of the farmer, so he could give her a call back to let her know that he was on his way.

      Outside, Harry headed over to the Land Rover, wondering then why he’d not heard anything from Mike the mechanic about his Rav. Pulling his phone out to give him a call, Harry stuffed it back into his pocket, happy to go along with the notion that no news was good news. And if it was bad news, well, there was nothing he could do about it right then, so why worry himself? He climbed into the Land Rover, turned around, and headed off, rolling out of Hawes and on towards Sowerby.
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      Before heading over to Middleham to attempt to track down the mysterious John Churchill, and to speak with Geoff Moore, the landlord and barman at the pub, Liz jumped onto her motorbike and, as per Harry’s instructions, called the hospital. She felt fairly sure that regardless of what they’d been told when John upped and left of his own accord, that they would have contact details somewhere. Hospitals were busy places staffed by the best of people doing the hardest of jobs and in often the worst of circumstances. She thought it was perfectly understandable that sometimes the person you spoke to wouldn’t be able to put their hand on the information you were after at that exact moment. And, amazingly, she had been right.

      ‘We’ve a next of kin,’ said the man at the other end of the line. ‘Mr Churchill himself didn’t actually give an address.’

      ‘Really? Why?’

      ‘Not a clue. I wasn’t there. There’s a note here that just says “caravan, no fixed abode”.’

      Liz took down the name and number of the next of kin.

      ‘Daughter or wife?’ she asked, seeing that the surnames were the same.

      ‘That I don’t know either,’ came the reply.

      Conversation over, Liz called the number.

      ‘Patricia Churchill?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘This is Police Community Support Officer Coates, and I was wondering if—’

      ‘This is about Dad, isn’t it?’ came the reply. ‘Is he okay? Look, I’m sorry if he’s caused you any bother. He means well, I promise, he’s just a bit, well, you know …’

      No, I don’t know, Liz thought. ‘I need to speak to him as soon as possible. Do you know where he is?’

      ‘In his caravan,’ Patricia said. ‘That’s where he’s lived for the last goodness knows how long.’

      ‘Caravan?’

      ‘Bought it at least forty years ago. It’s vintage, very nice, too, actually. Probably worth more now than what he paid for it. We used to go away in it as a family. Mum didn’t like it. That’s not why she left him, though.’

      ‘Ms Churchill,’ said Liz, trying not to get bogged down in conversation, ‘I really do need to speak to your father. Do you have a phone number for him?’

      ‘It’s Mrs, not Ms,’ said Patricia. ‘It’s my third marriage, but you know what they say, don’t you?’

      ‘No, I don’t,’ said Liz.

      ‘No, neither do I,’ Patricia replied. ‘But I’m hoping that whatever it is means this time I got it right.’

      ‘Your father, Mrs Churchill,’ Liz said. ‘You say he’s living in a caravan? Do you know where it might be?’

      ‘He sent me a message a couple of nights ago,’ Patricia said. ‘Does that a lot, does Dad, always trying to prove to me that he’s not mad, that he’s not wasting what time he has left chasing goodness knows what.’

      ‘And what did the message say?’

      ‘It wasn’t so much what it said, more what it showed,’ said Patricia. ‘Though to be honest, what it said was one of the craziest things I’ve had from him in a long time. Something about ghosts or knights, or was it both? I’m not sure. But anyway, he sent a video with it as well.’

      At this, Liz sat up.

      ‘A video?’

      ‘It’s a bit wobbly at points, but you can make it out well enough. Though it’s definitely not knights, I can tell you that right now, because of course it isn’t.’

      ‘He never mentioned a video.’

      ‘So, you’ve spoken to him already, then?’

      ‘Yes, but I need to speak with him again. He didn’t say anything about video though.’

      ‘Well, I wouldn’t get too excited,’ said Patricia. ‘He’s forgetful. I don’t mean like he’s completely losing it in his old age, nothing like that, just that he’s really easily distracted. Attention span of a gnat. Always been like that. It’s got worse, obviously, which is a worry, and he has regular checkups.’

      Liz was thinking back over the past couple of days, everything that had been going on, what John Churchill had thought he’d seen, and what Jen thought it might have been instead. So, was that what was on the video? It wasn’t like it was going to be anything else, was it?

      ‘Are you able to send it to me?’ Liz asked.

      ‘It’s a big file,’ said Patricia. ‘Might take a while. No, wait, I’m at home, aren’t I? I can email it over the Wi-Fi. We’ve just had that fibre or whatever it is fitted. It’s amazing!’

      Liz gave Patricia her number, and a moment or two later, her phone pinged.

      ‘I’ve got it,’ Liz said. ‘Did you say you know where his caravan is?’

      ‘No, but I do,’ answered Patricia. ‘You’ll be wanting to make your way over to someplace called Pinker’s Pond.’

      ‘He’s parked there?’

      ‘As far as I know.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Liz said, and closed the call.

      Liz opened the attachment Patricia had sent through. At first, it was difficult to make out exactly what she was looking at, and she found herself bringing her phone closer to her eyes and squinting, but soon the image became steady and she could make out the dark shadows and craggy silhouettes of the walls of Middleham Castle.

      Liz saw movement amongst the broken medieval walls. She imagined what this must have looked like to old John Churchill, how easy it would have been for him to think that what he was seeing was something else. Because this wasn’t the ghosts of knights replaying an ancient fight at all, and when Liz realised what it actually was, a chill swept through her lightning quick.

      On the screen were four people struggling or fighting with each other. Two of them were dressed in dark, tight-fitting clothing, and of those, one had long hair pulled back in a ponytail, and the other was wearing a motorbike helmet. She knew without a shadow of a doubt that it was Ian and Ellie, meeting up before heading off into the night. The two other figures Liz had no idea about. She watched the video a few times to try and work out what was going on, but what she thought she saw was two other people slip out of the darkness and grab Ellie, one of them dragging her away, while the other not so much held Ian back, as had beaten him back. Then, as Ellie was pulled out of view, and with Ian still on the ground, the figure attacking him pointed down at him and Liz saw a bright flash. Then the figure turned and disappeared into the dark.

      For a moment, Liz just sat, staring. Not only had Ellie and Ian been attacked by two strangers, but Ellie had been dragged away and, judging by the flash, one had fired a gun at Ian while he was on the ground.

      Liz sent a message with the video attached, then punched in another call.

      ‘It’s Liz,’ she said, when Harry answered. ‘I’ve just sent you something. Might take a moment to come through.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘A video,’ Liz said. ‘I think it’ll make more sense when you see it for yourself.’

      ‘Not in the mood for a mystery,’ Harry said. ‘Can I call you once I’m done with Sowerby?’

      ‘I think Jen was right about John Churchill seeing Ian and Ellie at the castle,’ Liz said, ignoring Harry’s request. ‘But there’s something else on there, too; I think Ellie was actually kidnapped, but not by Ian.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I know it sounds crazy, but once you see the video … and I think they tried to shoot Ian. Well, one of them did. Someone pointed something at him while he was on the ground and then there was this flash and …’

      Liz stopped speaking.

      ‘Did you get this from John himself?’

      ‘No,’ Liz said. ‘From his daughter. He sent it to her the same night.’

      ‘And forgot to tell us and then buggered off, it seems. Do you know where he is?’

      ‘Pinker’s Pond, over near Middleham. At least that’s where his daughter thinks he might be. He’s parked up in a caravan there. I’m heading over now.’

      Liz heard a ping down the line.

      ‘That’ll be the video,’ she said.

      ‘I’ll look at it as soon as I can,’ Harry said. ‘Good work, Liz.’

      Call over, Liz pulled on her helmet, stowed her phone, and headed off up the dale. The journey was over almost as soon as it had started, Liz’s mind so taken up by what she had just witnessed that she had done the journey on autopilot.

      Arriving at the pond, Liz spotted the caravan right away. John had pulled it far off the road and parked it as close to the edge of the pond as he could. Beside it was parked an old car, the paint faded by age and the weather, rust showing through in blotches.

      Pulling off the road, Liz headed over to the caravan, stopping just far enough away to give herself a few metres to walk to help gather her thoughts for her chat with John.

      As she came around the front of the caravan, the first thing she noticed was the sharp smell of gas in the air. The next thing was that through the window, lying on the floor, the figure of a man she assumed to be none other than John himself.

      Liz dashed to the door, yanking it open. The reek of gas hit her in the face, knocking her back. Inside, the caravan was a mess, the cupboards emptied, the drawers turned out, and on the floor was John, unconscious.

      Ignoring the gas, Liz jumped into the caravan and tried to lift John, but he was far too heavy. With no other choice, she grabbed his feet and dragged, heaving him out of the door until his legs were outside, his torso was still in the caravan. Then she leaned over, wrapped her arms around his waist and, bracing her legs, managed to lift him outside and lower him onto the ground. Going back to his feet, she dragged him a little further away, then flipped him onto his back. She checked his breathing. It was shallow, but it was still there. She quickly put him into the recovery position, then called emergency services.

      The caravan exploded. Knocked back by the force of it, Liz’s head crashed against the wheel of John’s ancient car.
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      The mortuary was as unpleasant as ever, a cold room of stainless steel haunted by the scent of death. The quiet of the place seemed heavy, expectant, as though it was waiting for something. They’d done the polite chitchat and Harry had asked after Sowerby’s mum, but now it was time to get down to business.

      ‘You ready?’ Sowerby asked.

      Harry glanced across at her. Between them on a metal slab, a white sheet hid the remains of a young man whose life had been taken from him.

      ‘Whether I am or not doesn’t really matter, does it?’ Harry said. ‘Let’s just get on with it.’

      Sowerby reached out and carefully lifted the white sheet, pulling the edge of it down to reveal Ian Sutton’s torso. She rested the top of the sheet just below his belly button, then turned to the bottom of the sheet and pulled it up to just below his hips.

      ‘You okay?’

      Harry shook his head, then muttered, ‘Yes.’

      Dealing with any kind of wrongful death was hard, but the younger the victim, the worse it was to handle. He’d had a look at the video Liz had sent. It certainly hadn’t been ghosts or knights that John Churchill had seen, but a full-on assault. Though difficult to make out, one of the figures had clearly been wearing a motorbike helmet, at least for some of the time, taking it off mid-assault to then get hit to the ground, where he pulled it on again.

      Had it been Ian, and had that been Ellie with him? It was hard to think it could be anyone else. But who were the other two, and what the hell had they been doing? As far as Harry could tell from the shaky video, Ian had been pushed to the ground after being beaten up, someone had shot at him, and Ellie had been dragged away. And now, here he was, staring at Ian’s body, but something wasn’t right.

      ‘There’s no bullet wound,’ Harry said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘We’ve come across a video of who we think is Ian and his girlfriend Ellie, taken the same night he died.’

      ‘What’s that got to do with a bullet wound?’

      ‘The footage seems to show Ian being shot at,’ explained Harry. ‘I’m not absolutely sure on that, obviously, because what we’ve got isn’t exactly in high definition, and seeing Ian here now, I’m even more unsure. Nothing seems to make sense.’

      ‘The parents are coming in later today to identify him officially,’ said Sowerby, ‘but we already know this is Ian, from the wallet he was carrying and the photographs we’ve been sent.’

      Harry stared down at the young man’s body, unable to find any words. Death was so final, so unavoidable, he knew that, but to take someone so young? The shock of that finality always struck him so hard. And yet he forced himself to take it all in, to give Ian that moment of respect, and in the quiet of his own mind, Harry promised him he would do everything in his power to find who was responsible.

      ‘The worst of it is that he survived,’ he said at last, pushing his thoughts deep down. ‘He was out there on the moors for hours before anyone found him. Imagine that … And if we’d got there earlier …’

      ‘If it’s any consolation—and I know it’s not—I doubt it would’ve made any difference,’ said Sowerby. ‘His injuries were catastrophic. How he survived as long as he did, I just don’t know.’

      ‘The cold, maybe?’ Harry suggested.

      ‘Possibly. Also, the way he was lying, the fact that he was unconscious, maybe it slowed the loss of blood. It’s impossible to say.’

      ‘What can you tell me, then?’ Harry asked.

      To him, Ian was a pale thing ruined by cruel bruises and the evidence of Sowerby’s investigations.

      ‘At first glance, not much,’ Sowerby said. ‘The injuries are all commensurate with a road accident. It’s not like a motorbike provides much in the way of protection if something goes wrong at the best of times. There’s only so much that a helmet and the right clothing can do. And the helmet was a mess. On that, has Caitlin been in touch?’

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘The collision investigator? Not that I know of.’

      ‘She will be,’ said Sowerby. ‘She’s some information for you, photographs, that kind of thing. Don’t ask me what, though. I’ll give her a push once we’re done.’

      ‘That would be appreciated,’ said Harry. ‘Anyway, back to Ian; my understanding is that he was a competent rider. His parents are bikers as well. He knew what he was doing. Another reason none of this makes any sense.’

      ‘Accidents happen.’

      ‘I know,’ Harry said, ‘but is that what this was?’

      Sowerby said nothing for a moment, then moved down towards Ian’s legs.

      ‘Like I said, the injuries he sustained are all as you would expect from a vehicle crash. He has broken bones, bruising, internal bleeding. The reason he was able to stumble as far away from the site of the crash as he did is because his right leg is relatively unharmed. There are a few fractures, but he would have been able to walk on it, dragging his other leg behind him.’

      ‘The pain, though,’ said Harry.

      ‘Adrenaline would’ve kept him moving,’ Sowerby explained, ‘and distracted him from the sensation. Throw in the massive endorphin dump he would have experienced, which is the body going into survival mode, then he wouldn’t have had any for a while. Plus, he was undoubtedly concussed.’

      Harry looked up at Ian’s face. Oddly peaceful, he thought, considering all that had been done to him, before and after death.

      ‘Those injuries …’

      ‘Some of those are from before he was knocked off his bike,’ Sowerby said.

      Harry remembered what he had seen on John’s video, of the figure he believed to be Ian, taking off his helmet, perhaps to try and reason with whoever was trying to take Ellie, only to be punched in the face and beaten.

      ‘I get the impression there’s more you want to tell me,’ Harry said.

      ‘There is …’

      Sowerby moved down towards Ian’s feet and lifted his left foot.

      ‘Look here,’ she said.

      Harry joined her.

      ‘All I’m seeing is bruising,’ said Harry.

      ‘Look at the shape,’ Sowerby said. ‘Remind you of anything?’

      ‘Should it?’

      Sowerby lowered the foot, then reached behind her to a metal trolley to retrieve a thin paper file. Opening it, she showed Harry a photograph.

      ‘That’s the wing mirror Jadyn found,’ he said.

      ‘And the shape corresponds with the bruising on the foot,’ said Sowerby. ‘I would’ve expected him to be wearing biker’s boots if he was such a keen rider, but he was wearing trainers.’

      ‘He was saving for them,’ Harry said, remembering the conversation with Ian’s parents.

      ‘There’s something else as well.’

      She pointed to bruising which ran all the way down the side of Ian’s left leg.

      ‘Having examined the body, and after a chat with the collision investigator, we think Ian was hit here by another vehicle.’

      ‘He didn’t sustain these from the crash?’

      ‘Some, yes, but not all,’ Sowerby said. ‘From the impression in the heather and the ground where he landed, and from his injuries, our best guess is that he landed on his back. The heather broke his fall to some degree, as did the soft peat beneath it.’

      ‘He was hit, then.’

      ‘That’s not all there is to it, though, as you can see for yourself.’ Sowerby said.

      ‘The bruises on the foot, you mean?’

      ‘He would’ve had to be on the right-hand side of a vehicle, the driver’s side, to sustain these injuries.’

      ‘How can you know that?’ Harry asked. ‘What if someone swerved at him from the other side of the road, coming the other way?’

      ‘Then his injuries would have been different,’ said Sowerby. ‘And by different, I mean more severe. Two vehicles hitting each other from opposite directions is an entirely different level of force compared with those of two vehicles travelling in the same direction and at a similar speed. And with Ian being on a motorbike? There’s no way in hell he would have got up from an impact like that.’

      ‘Over-taking them, then,’ Harry said, and reached out for the file with the photograph for a closer look.

      He moved back down to Ian’s feet, looked at the bruise, found himself running through what he had seen on the video Liz had sent through earlier.

      ‘Only way he could’ve got that is to stamp on something really, really hard,’ he said.

      ‘Hard to stamp on anything if you’re busy riding a bike, don’t you think?’ said Sowerby.

      ‘What if it was a kick?’ Harry said.

      ‘A wing mirror? Why would he do that? Or, for that matter, how?’

      Harry’s mind was racing ahead now, his thoughts spilling out of his mouth almost as they came to him, pushed on by what was in front of him, what he’d seen on the footage from Liz, and from everything else they had or had not found so far.

      ‘You mentioned that those bruises on his leg are from an impact, where another vehicle hit him, right? So, as you said, he would have to have been on the driver’s side of the car to be hit on his left leg, travelling in the same direction, so that makes me think he was overtaking it.’

      Harry saw disbelief in Sowerby’s eyes.

      ‘You’d be insane to try that on that road in the day,’ she said, ‘never mind at night and when the road’s wet. Why would he even attempt it?’

      ‘What if he was desperate?’ Harry asked. ‘Because they had his girlfriend.’
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      For DC Jenny Blades and PCSO Jim Metcalf, their journey to Middleham and Allen Hodgson’s house was interrupted by a stop off at Grace’s to drop off Smudge, who seemed very happy indeed to be met at the door by Arthur, Grace’s dad, and his own dog Molly.

      ‘Just us today,’ Arthur said, dropping down to ruffle the fur on the dog’s head. ‘Grace is already out, but we’ve plenty to be on with.’

      ‘Busy, then?’ Jim asked, as Smudge, done with her greeting, trotted off through the door of Grace’s house, no doubt attracted by the smell of cooking slipping out into the day. ‘And whatever that is, it smells delicious.’

      ‘Just a little bit of venison pie,’ Arthur said. ‘Had some in the freezer, so thought I may as well make use of it.’

      ‘Smudge obviously thinks it’s for her.’

      ‘Not a chance of it,’ Arthur said, then added with a wink, ‘I’ve kept a bit of the meat back for the dogs like, as a treat. Just don’t tell Grace.’

      Jim laughed at that. For all of Arthur’s tough countryman image, he was a softy at heart. But then, Jim knew that anyone who truly loved the countryside, and the animals they worked with and looked after, was the same.

      A soft bark came at Jim from the back of the vehicle and he turned to see Fly looking at him, head cocked, eyes beckoning, tail wagging.

      ‘This one would join you in a heartbeat,’ he said.

      Fly’s tail only wagged harder, thumping the seat.

      ‘What else are you on with, then, other than cooking delicious pies?’ Jen asked.

      ‘Well, with it being spring, Grace is out at the rearing sheds to check on the pheasant poults. So, I’m on with a bit of woodland management, that kind of thing, making sure there’s plenty of cover, plenty of food. There’s a fair amount of ratting to be on with as well, but I’ll be doing that tonight, lamping.’

      At that, Jim said, ‘If you need a hand, let me know. I’m happy to come along and help out. Not been out with the rifle in a while.’

      ‘Might take you up on that,’ said Arthur. ‘Now, best you get on your way; I’m sure Harry’s got other things for you to do than blathering on with an old crock like me.’

      ‘None of that pie going, then?’ Jim asked, as he and Jen walked back to their vehicle and climbed in.

      Arthur followed them over.

      ‘Get away with you, go on!’ he said, then tapped the car roof and headed back inside the house.

      Heading off, Jim smiled to himself.

      ‘I’ve known Arthur probably my whole life,’ he said. ‘I mean, he’s as much a feature of Wensleydale as Aysgarth Falls, isn’t he? But if you’d have told me when Harry turned up he’d end up dating the man’s daughter, there’s no way I’d have believed you.’

      ‘I think it’s gone a bit beyond dating,’ said Jen, taking them on towards Redmire, where Arthur actually lived.

      ‘Looks that way, doesn’t it? Not heard any suggestion of them moving in together yet, though.’

      ‘It’ll happen.’

      Jim said, ‘So, how’s things with you and Jadyn, then?’

      ‘Good,’ Jen replied.

      ‘Is that all I’m getting, then; good?’

      ‘It’s early days,’ said Jen. ‘And I’m not exactly going to sit here and talk relationships with you, am I?’

      ‘Why not?’ Jim asked.

      ‘I don’t need to,’ said Jen. ‘I’ve Steve for that.’

      Jim laughed at that.

      ‘You talk to a lizard about Jadyn? That’s amazing! Does he know?’

      ‘Not unless Steve’s told him, no.’

      ‘Jadyn’s fairly convinced Steve doesn’t like him.’

      ‘He’s just not made up his mind, is all.’

      ‘What about you?’

      Jim saw Jen roll her eyes.

      ‘You’re persistent, I’ll give you that.’

      ‘Is it working?’

      ‘No.’

      Leaving the conversation at that, Jim reached behind him to give Fly a scratch under his chin, then faced forward again to stare out of the window. The village of Wensley was just ahead, and they would soon be in Middleham.

      ‘Not a bad place to live and work, is it?’ he said. ‘Can’t see me ever living anywhere else, really.’

      ‘Not a surprise,’ said Jen. ‘You’ve the farm after all, haven’t you?’

      ‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’

      ‘Not at all,’ said Jen. ‘This is where you belong, isn’t it?’

      ‘And you don’t?’

      ‘Not what I said.’

      At Wensley, Jen took a right onto the main road, then a left soon after, with the church in front of them, leaving the main road behind, as it crossed the bridge of the River Ure to head back up the dale to Hawes.

      Jim had never in his life considered leaving Wensleydale. It just wasn’t in his DNA. This was home. His family had been here for generations. He simply couldn’t imagine what it would be like to live anywhere else, and neither was he in any way interested in finding out. As his dad would sometimes say, when you live somewhere that other folk visit for their holidays, then what need is there for us to visit anywhere else?

      ‘You’d think about leaving though, is that it?’ Jim asked.

      ‘Wensleydale will always be home,’ Jen said. ‘How could it be anything else? But that’s not to say I wouldn’t head off and do a bit of exploring.’

      ‘Where would you go, though?’ Jim asked. ‘I mean, just look at the place; where can match it?’

      ‘Do you work for the tourist board or something?’ Jen asked.

      ‘I just don’t know where I’d look, that’s all,’ said Jim. ‘I mean, I’ve been out of the Dales, of course I have, but it’s just never crossed my mind to live somewhere else.’

      Soon, the castle-like visage of Middleham Bridge came up to greet them.

      ‘I’m not saying I would,’ said Jen. ‘I’m just saying that it might happen and I’m open to it.’

      Once in Middleham itself, she slowed down, and soon they were outside Allen Hodgson’s house.

      ‘Not a bad place to live, this, is it?’ Jim said, looking at the grand house before them. ‘Clearly not lacking in a few bob, is he?’

      ‘He trains and races horses,’ said Jen. ‘Money comes with the territory, doesn’t it?’

      Fly was asleep on the back seat and didn’t stir as Jim climbed out of the car. He walked around to join Jen.

      ‘Look,’ Jen said, ‘I’m not saying I’m moving, okay? I’m not even suggesting that I would think about doing so. I love it here as much as anyone. I’ve a good job, family—’

      ‘And Jadyn, and Steve,’ added Jim.

      ‘Yes, clearly,’ agreed Jen. ‘I’m just open to the idea, that’s all. You never know what’s around the corner, do you?’

      ‘Well, for me, leaving Wensleydale very much isn’t,’ said Jim. ‘I’m staying put, and that’s final.’

      ‘Glad to hear it,’ said Jen. ‘Now, let’s go and see how Allen’s doing.’

      ‘Not that well, I should think,’ said Jim. ‘How was he when you spoke to him?’

      ‘I didn’t,’ said Jen. ‘I tried to call, but he didn’t answer. I sent him a text, and he responded to that.’

      ‘Must be rough for him, though,’ said Jim. ‘I mean, having your daughter go missing is bad enough, but after what happened to Ian? He must be worried sick.’

      Jen walked up to the gate across the drive.

      ‘We’ll just take it easy with him,’ she said. ‘Nice and gentle. We’re here to find out as much as we can to help us get Ellie back, and we’re here to support him as well; that’s how we work. We may be the police, but this is Wensleydale and everyone’s family.’

      ‘Even Matt,’ Jim said, and Jen laughed at that.

      As they went to head through the gate and up to the house, a voice called out.

      ‘Oh, you’re the police … Sorry, thought you were that other chap.’

      Jim turned to see a middle-aged man standing outside the gate to the house next door. He was tall, smartly dressed, and smoking a cigar.

      ‘Detective Constable Blades,’ Jen said. ‘And this is Police Community Support Officer Metcalf.’

      ‘Been some funny goings on these last few days,’ the man said, walking over.

      Jim glanced at Jen then back at the man, and took out his notebook.

      ‘Would you mind if I took your details?’ he asked.

      ‘Mr Wood,’ the man said.

      Jim took his telephone number and address as well.

      Jen said, ‘What do you mean, exactly, by funny goings on?’

      Mr Wood took a long drag on his cigar then puffed out the thick, grey smoke. Jim coughed as he waved the smoke away with his hand.

      ‘It was a couple of days ago,’ Mr Wood said. ‘Awful lot of shouting there was. Went on for most of the day. And Allen, he was brought home drunk that night as well, you know? Not seen him like that since I don’t know when. Actually, no, I do; when he lost his wife, Rachel. Awful, that was.’

      ‘Yes, we know about that,’ said Jen, but Mr Wood was still speaking.

      ‘The shouting, it went on for the whole day,’ he said. ‘Lots of raised voices, slamming of doors. No idea what it was about, like, but I don’t think he’s a happy man, our Allen. I mean, I know he’s not, because he hasn’t been since he lost Rachel, like I said, but I thought he was more together now. Seemed very out of character.’

      ‘Have you known him long?’ Jim asked.

      ‘Long enough to know if something’s up,’ Mr Wood said. ‘And it is, I’m sure of it. Heard him come back home, too; well I heard him brought back by the police, to be more accurate, drunk as a lord. I think he went off for a wander later on as well; I was woken up by a car outside the house with those ridiculously bright lights. I mean, why have them? What’s the point? Anyway, he raced off again yesterday morning, didn’t he? Left his front door open, too, but I shut that for him; don’t want people just walking in, now, do we?’

      Jim glanced at Allen Hodgson’s house and noticed that the door was open now as well.

      ‘Have you spoken to him?’ Jen asked. ‘Have you seen his daughter at all?’

      ‘Ellie? Lovely lass. No, I’ve not seen her for a few days, but she’s usually out and about with that young lad of hers, or at school, you see.’

      Jim said, ‘A moment ago, you said you thought we were someone else.’

      ‘That skinny fellow,’ Mr Wood said. ‘He was around here yesterday morning, banging on Allen’s door. But Allen wasn’t in, was he, remember? He’d already headed off in that mad rush to who knows where. I know I don’t, because I’ve not seen him since.’

      ‘Have you seen this man before?’ asked Jen.

      ‘I have, it’s his business partner,’ Mr Wood said. ‘He’s the one he spent the whole day shouting with; him and a woman. Not seen her before, though. Anyway, like I said, there was a day of shouting, then Allen’s brought home drunk, then he races off yesterday, that business partner is round banging on the door, but obviously Allen doesn’t answer because he’s not in so he can’t. Then Allen comes back a good while later; early afternoon I think. But then he was out again, slamming the door as he went, and slamming it when he came back. And that’s the last I’ve seen of him. Not that I’m nosey, like, it’s just that it’s been kind of difficult to ignore, if that makes sense.’

      ‘Do you know if he’s in now?’ Jim asked.

      Mr Wood shook his head.

      ‘House has been quiet since last night. I mean, there’s been a few knocks and I’ve heard mumbled voices, but nowt else, really; certainly none of that racket of the last few days. And this is the first time I’ve been out of my own place this morning as it is. Bit of a dicky tummy you see. Must’ve eaten something that hasn’t agreed with me; been on and off the loo most of the night. Don’t think I’ll be able to sit down properly for a while, proper raw down there I am. Not pleasant.’

      And with that, Mr Wood gave a polite nod, and headed off.

      ‘Well, that was … different,’ Jim said.

      Jen said, ‘Penny mentioned yesterday that she’d seen Allen’s business partner town, so what Mr Wood said confirms it.’

      ‘Wonder what he wanted,’ Jim asked. ‘And what all the shouting was that Mr Woods heard.’

      ‘Well, I’m sure Allen will be able to tell us,’ Jen said. ‘Come on.’

      Following Jen through the gate and along the path to the house, Jim pointed at the open door.

      ‘Seems like leaving that open is a bit of a habit,’ he said.

      At the door, Jen rapped her knuckles against the wood.

      ‘Mr Hodgson, it’s DC Blades …’

      No reply.

      Jen tried again, still nothing.

      ‘Bit odd,’ said Jim. ‘Can we go in?’

      ‘We can’t just walk into someone’s property,’ Jen said.

      ‘But we’re the police.’

      ‘Still need a good reason,’ Jen said, and called out for Mr Hodgson once more.

      Jim heard a dull thud from somewhere in the house, followed by a muffled yelp.

      ‘We both heard that, right?’ he asked.

      ‘We did,’ said Jen, then stepped into the house. ‘Come on …’

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Driving down Whipperdale Bank Road, Detective Sergeant Matt Dinsdale wasn’t entirely sure what he would find. Having called the less-than-happy farmer before setting off, the only information he’d been given amounted to little more than Mrs Mason shouting down the phone, ‘A bunch of bloody idiots just walking all over the shop, like’, and, ‘I’m not towing any of the silly bugger’s cars out, either, Matt, I can tell you that for nowt!’

      Driving past the army ranges, all of them empty and silent, Matt continued on, the road lined to the left by a pristine dry stone wall, and to the left a fence tight enough to cause you serious damage if you ran into it in the dark. All around, the moors stretched out, almost beckoning him to park up and go for a wander. The sky seemed vast, he thought, the clouds high, with faint sprays of blue showing through. He had walked these moors and fells for years, and even though he was cocooned in his vehicle, his memory provided him with its sounds and smells, the call of curlew, pheasant, and sheep, the rich, heady scent of grass and damp peat, heather, and bracken.

      A couple of miles on, the wall to his left gave way to a fence, and soon enough that, too, was gone, and all that remained was open moor, a blanket of browns and greens, mottled with the silvery shimmer of still pools.

      With about half a mile to go before he was at the site of Ian Sutton’s crash, Matt was a little too distracted by the glory of Wensleydale, thinking about the weekend and of where he, Joan, and little Mary-Anne might go exploring, when a flash of orange ahead brought him up sharp. Stamping his foot on the brakes, he brought the car to a dead stop.

      The flash of orange grew hands and the smiley face of a young woman, before waving at him, mouthing an apology, then carrying on to the other side of the road to join a young man wearing the most impractical footwear Matt had ever seen.

      Matt climbed out of his car to have a word but was immediately drawn by the view on the road before him, which was so thickly lined with cars and people milling around that it looked like they were all spectators at a sporting event he hadn’t been informed about.

      ‘Matt? Matt! Over here! Matt!’

      At the sound of his name being bellowed, Matt looked down the road to see a woman marching towards him. She was dressed in Wellington boots, corduroy trousers, a checked shirt rolled up to her elbows, and a waxed waistcoat with suede patches on the shoulders. At her side was a chocolate brown Labrador, its body rippling with muscle.

      ‘Now then, Kaye,’ Matt said, lifting a hand in greeting.

      He had known Kaye for years, not well, but well enough to have a chat now and again, and share a wave as they passed each other if he saw her while out driving somewhere, or walking the fells.

      ‘Don’t you now-then me,’ Kaye said, coming to stand in front of him. ‘I’m not in the mood for pleasantries. Who the hell are this lot, and what the hell do they want, that’s what I want to know?’

      ‘You and me both,’ Matt said, though he had a feeling that he knew. What bothered him, though, was not only how so many people had found out about what had happened here, but what they were all doing now.

      As Kaye had marched up to meet him, Matt had quickly taken it all in; the cars, some of which were clearly grounded and bogged down where they had parked, the dozens of people walking around, some ducking down to look at the road or to rummage around in the heather, others with their phones held up, either filming themselves or whoever they were there with.

      Something tapped against his thigh, and Matt looked down to see a huge paw resting on his leg, the Labrador’s enormous face staring up at him.

      ‘Ignore him,’ Kaye said. ‘He’s only after food. It’s all he ever thinks about, don’t you, Lad?’

      Kaye patted the dog on his head.

      ‘What’s he called?’ Matt asked.

      ‘Lad,’ Kaye said. ‘Like I just said; were you not listening? Anyway, what are you going to do with all this, then?’ She pointed down beyond the ravine, where Matt remembered the smashed remains of Ian Sutton’s motorbike had lain, towards a well-used blue Toyota Hi-Lux, behind which a small stock trailer was attached. ‘I’ve a couple of animals in that, and I need a hand changing a tyre.’

      ‘Puncture?’

      ‘No, I just thought I’d do it for fun,’ Kaye said, then apologised. ‘Sorry about that; wasn’t in the best of moods when I set off today, courtesy of one of the alpacas giving me a kick as I loaded them up, so seeing this lot hasn’t exactly helped.’

      ‘Alpacas?’

      ‘Yes, and don’t you go looking at me like that either.’

      ‘I’m not looking at you like anything.’

      ‘You are,’ Kaye said. ‘You’re looking at me like you’re saying, “What the hell is Kaye doing with alpacas?” Well, I’ll tell you, I’ve not the faintest idea.’

      ‘But they’re in your trailer,’ Matt said.

      ‘And the sooner they’re out of it, the better,’ said Kaye. ‘Bought them from this couple over near West Burton. Moved to the area a few years ago. You know the type; lots of money, bugger all idea what to do with it, or so I thought. So, they bought some alpacas and now run a little walking business with them. And it’s doing well, so I thought I’d give it a go myself.’

      ‘By buying alpacas,’ said Matt.

      ‘Yes. Just two, like, to get started with, but there’s a problem.’

      ‘And what’s that, then?’

      ‘I don’t like alpacas. Don’t get me wrong, they’re lovely creatures, if not a bit funny looking, but my heart’s not in it. They’re not Swaledales, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘No, they’re not,’ Matt said. ‘Longer necks for a start.’

      ‘Anyway, I’ve sold them to another couple, so I need to get them over there this morning. But then I came round that corner back there, nearly ran over some daft sod taking a selfie, skidded a little, and I think the trailer just swung out a bit and caught a rock or something.’

      Matt was about to suggest they get on with sorting out Kaye’s tyre, when someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around to find himself being stared at by two young men in what Matt could only describe as ill-fitting clothes and unnecessary haircuts.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Saw the police car,’ one of the men said.

      ‘Where?’ Matt replied, looking around in mock surprise. ‘Oh, yes, just over there.’

      ‘You’re the police, then?’

      ‘Not all of them, no,’ said Matt.

      ‘So, you’ll know what happened here, then? The girl who vanished?’

      Matt narrowed his eyes.

      ‘You mind repeating that?’

      The other man said, ‘There was an accident here couple of nights ago, a motorbike. The rider was killed, but his passenger disappeared. No explanation. Nothing. Do you have any idea what might have happened? Were you up here at the crime scene?’

      ‘Have there been any UFO sightings in the area?’ the other man asked, cutting in over his friend. ‘Lights in the sky, that kind of thing? Has anyone else been abducted?’

      Matt stared at Kaye.

      ‘You’re hearing this too, aren’t you?’

      ‘I am,’ Kaye said. ‘And a right load of old bollocks it is, too. I’ve more important things to be on with, namely dropping off those alpacas. The sooner we get that puncture sorted, the sooner I can get on.’

      ‘I’m not roadside assistance,’ Matt said. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

      ‘Of course, but you’re here, aren’t you, and two pairs of hands and all that?’

      Kaye headed back to her vehicle and trailer, leaving Matt with the two young men. One of them went to speak, but Matt held up a hand, shushing him before he said a word.

      ‘I’ve a question,’ he said. ‘Actually, first, I’ve an observation, and that would be me assuming that everyone here right now is investigating this supposed disappearance you’ve just mentioned, yes?’

      ‘Yeah,’ said the man who had spoken first. ‘We’re not the only ones who think it might be aliens, either.’

      ‘Now, to my question,’ said Matt. ‘Would you mind telling me how you know that something happened here in the first place?’

      ‘Is that a confirmation that the girl did actually disappear?’ the other man asked, thrusting his phone in Matt’s face, attached to which was an odd device he assumed to be a microphone. ‘Can we have that on record?’

      ‘When a police officer asks you a question, it’s polite to answer,’ Matt said.

      ‘It’s all over the internet,’ the man said. ‘These girls posted something on TikTok about it, and it’s kind of just blown up.’

      ‘Indeed it has,’ Matt said. ‘And which girls would these be?’ he asked, though he already thought he might know.

      One of the men turned his phone around for Matt to see the screen.

      ‘Here,’ he said, then pointed up the road. ‘This is them. They filmed this from up there, I think.’

      ‘All they want is to find their friend,’ said the other. ‘So, everyone’s here to help.’

      Matt could feel a bubble of anger growing in his gut, so he sucked in a deep, slow breath, then exhaled even more slowly to try and quell it.

      ‘Just a moment, would you?’ he said, then walked away from the two men and over to his car.

      Opening the boot, Matt rummaged around for a moment before finding what he was looking for. Then he made his way over to stand in the middle of the road and lifted a megaphone to his mouth.

      ‘Right then,’ Matt bellowed, his voice loud enough to get the attention of everyone around him, ‘my name is Detective Sergeant Dinsdale, and I would advise you all to listen very, very carefully to what I am about to say …’

      Matt paused for a moment to make absolutely sure that he had everyone’s undivided attention, most of them moving closer to him so they could hear what he was about to say.

      ‘Not only are you all in danger of obstructing the police in carrying out their duty, but you are also trespassing, blocking a road, and preventing the delivery of two no doubt very irate alpacas.’

      Someone raised a hand. Matt ignored it.

      ‘I’m going to give you exactly five minutes to pack up and leave. If you don’t, then I will have no choice but to start arresting you. Yes, there’s only one of me and an awful lot of you, and obviously, I doubt I’ll be able to arrest you all. But do you really want to be one of the ones that I do?’

      The hand was still raised. Matt stared at its owner, a woman dressed all in black with pink hair and far too many bangles on her wrists.

      ‘What?’ he asked.

      ‘We’re only trying to help,’ she said.

      ‘No,’ Matt said, ‘you’re not, are you?’ He walked over to the woman, megaphone at his side, his voice more than loud enough for everyone to hear. ‘What you’re doing now? It’s all about you, and don’t even try to pretend it isn’t. You’re all here, with your phones, making your little videos, taking your selfies, and not one of you has given any thought to what’s really happened, the people involved, what the police are doing, and the damage you’re causing by being here.’

      ‘That’s not fair …’

      ‘Not fair?’ Matt was incredulous. ‘I’ll tell you what’s not fair; you using the pain of others to get likes on social media, that’s what’s not fair. You thinking you can just trample all over, not just a crime scene, but a person’s right to privacy, just to make yourself feel popular.’

      Matt looked away from the woman and lifted the megaphone to his mouth once again, so that no one could mistake that he was talking to them all.

      ‘So, at risk of repeating myself—and if you remember, I’ve already given you five minutes to do what I’ve asked—it would be hugely appreciated if each and every one of you could just bugger off!’

      For a moment, no one moved.

      ‘Now!’ Matt bellowed.

      The megaphone crackled with the sound of his voice as the small gathering scattered.

      ‘Move!’ Matt shouted. ‘Come on, shift it!’

      Car engines started as people threw themselves into the numerous vehicles up and down the road. Then, wheels were scratching and scrabbling at the dirt, heaving themselves out of where they had parked. Matt saw panicked faces amongst those who were stuck, then the passengers jumped out to push, wheels spinning and covering them in mud as the vehicles struggled to free themselves from the muck.

      ‘One minute!’ Matt shouted into the megaphone, lifting his watch to emphasise his point.

      When the last car had left, and the moors were again silent, Matt lowered the megaphone, then headed down to see Kaye.

      ‘Rare thing, that,’ she said. ‘Seeing you angry.’

      And it was, Matt thought. For some reason, what all those people had been doing had really rubbed him up the wrong way.

      ‘You mind helping me with that puncture, now?’ asked Kaye.

      As Matt walked around to the trailer, he made a mental note to pop into Leyburn school as soon as he could. Vicky Spencer and her friends wouldn’t be expecting him, but he knew that once he’d had a little chat with them, they’d never forget him, either.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Following Jen into the house, Jim found himself in a grand hallway with large doors leading off left and right. A photograph hanging on the wall showed a happy family, the young girl in the middle of her parents he guessed to be Ellie when she was still in primary school.

      In front of them, a staircase rose to a landing with a large window, then continuing on and sweeping around on itself to the next floor. It was from up there that Jim heard laughter.

      ‘Whoever that is, it definitely isn’t Ellie or her dad,’ Jen said.

      ‘Do you think we should call for backup?’ Jim asked.

      Jen’s serious face cracked with the briefest of smiles.

      ‘This is Wensleydale,’ she said. ‘We are the backup.’

      Fair point, Jim thought, and followed Jen deeper into the house.

      There was another thump from upstairs, more laughter, and the muffled sound of voices.

      ‘Who the hell is it, then?’ Jim asked. ‘Burglars?’

      ‘Could be,’ Jen said. ‘But it’s a bit early in the day, isn’t it? A house like this, you wouldn’t generally go sneaking around it in broad daylight.’

      Jen placed a foot on the first step of the staircase.

      Another thought struck Jim.

      ‘What if they’re armed?’

      Jen ignored him and continued on her way.

      At the landing, a floorboard creaked underfoot, and Jim froze.

      A voice from somewhere in one of the rooms ahead of them hissed a whisper, the words inaudible.

      ‘They heard that,’ Jim said.

      Jen headed up the next flight of stairs. Jim followed. Then, as he breached the top step, with Jen just a few steps ahead of him, a door ahead of them flew open and two bodies fell out of it, slamming into the wall opposite.

      For a moment, Jim and Jen stared at the two strangers, no one moving. Then the two strangers turned and bolted back into the room, slamming the door behind them.

      ‘Stop!’ Jen yelled, and raced to the door, managing to jam herself against it hard and fast enough to prevent it from closing fully.

      Jim crashed in next to her, his added weight and momentum swinging the door into the room. He stumbled as the door swung open, tripping over his own feet as he tried to stay upright, then he was on his knees.

      Looking up, he saw the two strangers, a man and a woman, staring at them from over by the window, which was open, with the man already half out of it.

      ‘Don’t be a bloody idiot!’ Jen shouted, and she let go of the door and leapt across the room, grabbing his legs to drag him back inside.

      The woman looked at Jen, then at Jim, and he knew then that she was deciding what to do next: fight or flight.

      ‘Whatever you’re thinking of doing, don’t,’ Jim said, still on his knees.

      He reached up for the doorknob to pull himself to his feet. At the same moment, the woman bolted, sprinting at him from the other side of the room.

      ‘Stop!’ Jim shouted, as the woman raced past him and into the hall, knocking him sideways as she went.

      Jim jumped to his feet and raced after her. She was already at the landing, so he took the stairs three at a time, his left hand sliding down the banister. Then he was on the next flight, and she was already heading for the door. With a final push, Jim catapulted himself after her, catching her legs with the first rugby tackle he had done since leaving school, enough years ago to forget just how painful it could be.

      They crashed to the floor, knocking into a small side table and pushing it against the wall. It toppled, depositing a small collection of very heavy, horse-themed glass paperweights onto his head.

      The woman tried to pull away, kicking out at Jim, but he held on. Then Jen was there with him, and the woman stopped moving.

      Jim sat up, as Jen made sure that the woman wasn’t going anywhere.

      ‘What did you do with the other one?’ Jim asked.

      ‘Handcuffed him to the bed,’ said Jen. ‘And that’s not something I’ve done to anyone in a long time.’

      Not quite sure what to say to that, Jim stood up, then helped Jen pull the woman up off the floor.

      ‘No handcuffs, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘PCSO, remember?’

      ‘I usually carry two sets,’ said Jen, ‘but the other set is in the car. You mind grabbing them?’

      Jim dashed out to the car and when he returned, Jen had moved the woman into the lounge.

      ‘Here,’ he said, handing them over.

      ‘You don’t have to handcuff me,’ the woman said. ‘I’ve not done anything wrong.’

      ‘Breaking and entering is right up there when it comes to doing something wrong,’ Jen said, readying the cuffs.

      ‘The door was open. We just walked in, got a bit carried away, that’s all.’

      ‘You do know that doesn’t make it sound any better, don’t you?’ said Jim. ‘Anyway, what are you doing here in the first place?’

      ‘Am I under arrest?’

      Jen didn’t answer, and instead put on the cuffs and started to read the woman her rights.

      ‘Please,’ the woman begged, ‘you have to believe me! We knew this was where the girl was from, so we came for a look. The door was open. We knocked—’

      ‘Then just let yourselves in,’ said Jim.

      ‘We heard something,’ the woman said.

      Upstairs, a voice shouted down to them to come and take the handcuffs off.

      ‘What did you hear?’ Jen asked.

      ‘Look, I know we shouldn’t be here, and I know we shouldn’t have filmed him, but—’

      Jim and Jen shared a look.

      ‘Filmed who?’

      ‘He’s upstairs,’ the woman said, ‘one of the other bedrooms. I don’t think it’s his.’

      Leaving the woman in the hall, Jen raced up the stairs, Jim at her heels. They checked every room. In the last one they searched, the one at the end of the hall, they found a man lying on top of a bed, which itself was covered with sheets of paper. The walls of the room were decorated with posters of bands and various bits of art, each piece a window into a fantasy world of dragons and other strange creatures, cast in landscapes of mountains, flame and ice.

      ‘It’s Allen,’ Jen said, rushing to the man’s side and checking him over.

      ‘Allen? This is Detective Constable Blades. Allen? Can you hear me?’

      Jim asked, ‘Is he okay?’

      ‘He stinks of alcohol,’ Jen said, leaning away from him.

      Allen groaned.

      ‘He’s going to be sick …’

      Jen rolled the man over so that his head was off the bed and pointing at the floor, sending a flurry of papers into the air. Then he vomited, the rancid spray of it gushing out of his mouth to splatter on the soft carpet.

      The stink of it hit Jim’s nose, cloying at the back of his throat, and he gagged.

      ‘Bloody hell, Jen …’

      ‘Ambulance,’ Jen said. ‘Now!’

      Jim pulled out his phone and dashed out into the hall to call it in, as behind him, Allen vomited again.

      ‘You bloody idiot!’ Jen said. ‘Why do this, Allen? What the hell were you thinking?’

      Allen retched again but didn’t reply.

      ‘They’re on their way,’ Jim said, as Jen made sure that Allen was comfortable, and not about to choke himself to death if he threw up again.

      She came over to join him outside the bedroom.

      ‘That’s Ellie’s bedroom,’ Jen said, looking back over at Allen Hodgson, who was belly down and unconscious on the bed. ‘My guess is that he’s not dealing well with what’s going on.’

      Jim remembered something that Liz and Jen had mentioned in a meeting back at the office.

      ‘Maybe it’s bringing back memories of losing his wife,’ he said.

      ‘Perhaps.’

      ‘So, what are we going to do with those other two?’ Jim asked.

      ‘Find out who they are and why they’re here,’ Jen said. ‘But one of us needs to stay up here with Allen, just to keep an eye on him.’

      ‘That’s me, isn’t it?’ Jim said.

      ‘Detective, remember?’ said Jen.

      Jim laughed at that.

      ‘You sound like Harry!’ he said. ‘And what about all those papers on the bed?’

      ‘Collect them,’ said Jen. ‘Might be important.’

      A man’s voice called up to them from downstairs.

      ‘Hello? Allen? Are you there?’

      The voice was answered by a shout from the woman handcuffed in the lounge.

      ‘What the hell’s going on?’ Jen said. ‘What’s with all the visitors?’

      They walked to the stairs and Jim saw a man dressed in a brown leather bomber jacket and jeans coming up them the other way, two at a time.

      ‘Police,’ Jen said, pausing his advance at the landing.

      The man stopped, shock in his eyes.

      ‘Police? What? Why? Where’s Allen? What’s he done? Is he okay? I’m not too late, am I? I came as soon as I could. What’s happened?’

      Jim was confused.

      ‘Who are you?’ Jen said. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I’m Andy,’ the man said. ‘Andy Hardcastle. Allen called me..’

      ‘You’re a friend?’ Jim said.

      ‘I’m his sponsor,’ said Andy. ‘Allen … he’s …’

      ‘An alcoholic,’ said Jen.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then you’d better come and see him,’ she said. ‘Ambulance is on its way.’
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      Arriving at the stables owned by Allen Hodgson, Jadyn expected to find the place busy with activity. It was clear from when he and Jen had briefly met with Penny the day before that she was busy, and she was just one of several staff working there. In many ways, that’s exactly what he found, with the car park at the front of the building full, and people rushing everywhere, clearly busy.

      Parking up, Jadyn headed to the main building, on the way having to manoeuvre between people who, no matter how politely he asked them, refused to point him in the direction of Penny.

      Once inside, Jadyn pushed through the door he had seen Penny use, deciding that perhaps the best thing was to just find her himself. And if she wasn’t in this building, then she would be elsewhere on the site, so he would just have to look out there as well.

      About twenty minutes later, and still unable to find Penny inside, it was only when he made his way back out into the car park that Jadyn realised something was off about what was happening. First, the car park looked a little emptier than when he’d arrived, which struck him as rather odd. And second, he noticed people weren’t so much busy with work, as removing things from offices or elsewhere on site, dumping the stuff in their cars, and then leaving. What on earth was going on?

      From the car park, Jadyn headed along a gravel drive which led around the back of the office building and towards various stables, outbuildings, and fenced-off paddocks beyond. And it was there, amongst the horses, that Jadyn finally found Penny. She was leaning against a stable door, the top half of which was open, stroking the dark brown head of a horse.

      Jadyn walked over.

      ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Penny? It’s Constable Okri. We met the other day.’

      Penny didn’t respond, just went right on stroking the horse, which let out the softest of neighs.

      ‘Penny?’ Jadyn asked.

      Jadyn saw Penny’s shoulders sag, then she turned her head and looked at him. Her eyes were bloodshot, her cheeks blotchy.

      ‘What’s happened?’ Jadyn asked. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘No,’ Penny replied. ‘I’m not.’

      She pushed herself away from the stable door, reaching out to stroke the horse one last time before turning round to face Jadyn.

      ‘He’s sold it,’ she said.

      ‘Who’s sold what?’ Jadyn asked, a little confused.

      ‘Allen,’ Penny said. ‘The business. It’s gone. That’s it. It’s gone. It’s over, it’s all over. Finished.’ Penny clicked her fingers in the air as her voice broke on her words, the pain raw and sharp. ‘Just like that.’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘Neither do I. None of us do. You’d think he’d have learned, wouldn’t you, back then? But no, seems not.’ She gave a shrug and her shoulders, if it was possible, fell even lower. ‘And now, here we are,’ she said. ‘What a bastard …’

      Jadyn frowned, confusion writ large on his face.

      ‘Just let me get this straight,’ he said. ‘You’re saying that Allen Hodgson, the same Allen Hodgson whose daughter is currently missing, has sold the business, just like that? No warning, nothing?’

      ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying,’ said Penny, and there was venom in her words now. ‘In the end, turns out he couldn’t give a fuck about any of us. Everything we’ve done, the work, the time, just our whole damned lives, and for what? So he can throw the whole thing away, just waste it like none of it mattered in the first place? I could kill him! And you know what, if he comes back here, I bloody well will!’

      With that said, Penny turned on her heel and stormed off. After a few paces, she screamed and kicked at the ground, then dropped down, grabbed a stone, and threw it high into the air, where it soared before landing on the roof of one of the stables.

      Jadyn’s mind was scrambled by this. Why would Allen Hodgson up and sell his business? It just made no sense at all. And try as he might, he just couldn’t see any connection between the two events. Had the man just lost the plot completely?

      ‘What happened?’ Jadyn asked, walking over to stand with Penny, who was now just staring off into the middle distance.

      ‘Apparently, he’s had an offer that he can’t refuse. I mean, what the hell does that actually mean? Why can’t he refuse it? Why is he even considering it? What’s going on?’

      ‘This can’t have anything to do with Ellie going missing, can it?’

      Penny said nothing, offered no answer.

      ‘No,’ Jadyn said, answering his own question. ‘Why would it? This doesn’t make any sense at all.’

      ‘It doesn’t,’ said Penny. ‘And now we’re all out of a job. Just brilliant!’

      Jadyn was shocked to hear this.

      ‘All of you? You’ve been fired?’

      ‘Given notice,’ said Penny. ‘Garden leave, whatever you want to call it, we’re out. Business is closed.’

      Jadyn’s shock quickly turned to confusion.

      ‘Why would the new owner give you all the boot? Why get rid of the very people who run the place, who make it the business that it is?’

      Penny turned to face Jadyn and now he saw not only anger in her eyes, but the deepest sorrow. This was someone whose world was falling apart around them, and they had nowhere to turn to find any hope at all.

      ‘Because they’re not buying the business, are they?’ Penny said. ‘That’s my guess, anyway. They’re breaking it up. The stables, the buildings, that’ll all go on the market. The horses? That’s what they’re really after because that’s where the money is, trust me.’

      ‘I know nothing about horses,’ said Jadyn, as Penny moved over to the horse once more and stroked its head.

      ‘This here is Judge,’ Penny said. ‘He’s a stud, aren’t you, boy?’

      The horse whinnied softly and pushed against Penny’s hand. Jadyn could see a real connection between them.

      ‘Again,’ he said, ‘I don’t know anything about horses. I’m assuming that what you’ve just said means he’s important.’

      ‘Not just important, bloody expensive,’ Penny said. ‘If I told you how many champions he’s fathered, you wouldn’t believe me. Getting on a bit now, but he’s still got a few years left in him, haven’t you, Judge?’

      Another soft noise from the horse.

      ‘How expensive?’ Jadyn asked.

      This question made Penny laugh.

      ‘For a stallion like Judge? You’re looking at getting on for fifty grand for the stud fees.’

      Now Jadyn understood.

      ‘You mean another owner will pay you that much money to have Judge, well …’

      Jadyn stopped talking, unsure how to put what he wanted to say.

      ‘Get all Barry White?’ Penny said. ‘Not bad, is it? Stud horses, they can be worth millions. The most expensive was one-hundred-and-eighty.’

      ‘Million?’ Jadyn said, in disbelief.

      ‘Million,’ said Penny. ‘Judge isn’t anywhere near that, but he’s not cheap, and neither are any of the others. They’ll all be sold, shipped off, and that’ll be the last I’ll ever see of them.’

      Penny leaned in and rested her forehead against Judge’s brow, and Jadyn heard the faintest of sobs catch in her throat.

      ‘We don’t just train here, you see. We breed,’ said Penny. ‘It’s big money. And Allen has just sold it all to the highest bidder. Actually, no, he hasn’t, has he? No one’s bid on this; he’s just sold it.’

      ‘I don’t know what to say,’ said Jadyn. ‘I came here to talk to you about Allen and Ellie. To see if I could find out anything that might help us find her. This, though? It’s … Well, I just can’t get my head around it.’

      Penny said, ‘You know, I thought he had everything together, his life sorted. He’d been through enough with what happened to Rachel, but it turns out I couldn’t have been more wrong.’

      ‘Still doesn’t make any sense, though,’ said Jadyn, joining Penny and giving Judge a pat. ‘If the business, the horses, is all worth as much as you say it is, why sell it?’

      Penny was quiet for a moment.

      ‘In those days and months after he lost Rachel, some days he would turn up to work so pissed I’d have to drive him straight back home again,’ she said. ‘He would walk down here, but I could never be sure if he’d actually make it back. He got that under control, got himself a sponsor, but then the next thing we heard was that something else had taken over, almost like he just couldn’t help himself, that he needed some addiction to dull the pain of his loss.’

      ‘You mean the gambling you mentioned?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Penny. ‘I know he got into serious trouble, and that the arrival of that new business partner, Mr Philips, was what saved him. There was a bit of remortgaging, new loans, that kind of thing, but that’s business, isn’t it? What was it he used to say? Turnover is vanity, profit is sanity, cash is king. Something like that, anyway.’

      ‘Sounds like he knew what he was doing,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘Then why are we here?’ Penny snapped back.

      Jadyn pushed himself away from the stable, about to make his excuses to leave, when Penny called him back.

      ‘And you know what the worst thing of all is?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He didn’t even have the balls to come down here and tell us himself. Gutless or what?’

      ‘But he’s the owner,’ Jadyn said. ‘If he didn’t, then who did?’

      ‘That Mr Philips, the partner,’ Penny said. ‘I mean, I suppose that’s all right, but it’s not like he’s the owner, the day-to-day person we all know and supposedly trust, is it?’

      ‘He was down here this morning?’

      ‘Yes,’ Penny said. ‘Came in, got everyone together, gave the news, and sodded off.’

      ‘Tough job to do, though,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘He wouldn’t even discuss it,’ said Penny. ‘Told us the decision had been made, that we needed to collect our things and blah fucking blah blah blah. Then he was off, that creepy weird silent driver of his whisking him away before any of us could even process what had just happened. So, he’s just as gutless.’

      Jadyn reached into his pocket and pulled out the business card that Penny had given him the day before, on it the address of Mr Philips. Not too far away, he thought.

      ‘Do you know where he is now?’ Jadyn asked. ‘Mr Philips, I mean.’

      ‘The address you have is the only one that I know of,’ said Penny. ‘Best you try there.’

      Jadyn turned to leave.

      ‘Are you going to be okay?’ he asked. ‘Obviously, I know you’re not, but you know what I mean; is there anything I can do, anyone I can speak to, to come and help?’

      Penny managed the weakest of smiles.

      ‘No, I’m good, thanks,’ she said. ‘I’ll survive this. We all will. Because we have to, right?’

      ‘Right.’ Jadyn nodded and headed back to his car.

      On the way, and before calling Mr Philips himself just to check that he was in, he sent a quick message to Jen to tell her what he had just found out about Allen’s business. It made sense, he thought, for Jen to see if she could find out what was going on straight from the horse’s mouth, a phrase that, under the circumstances, was more than a little apt. Jen’s reply was short, but told him enough. Having already dealt with Mr Hodgson when he was worse for wear, Jadyn was more than happy to be driving in the opposite direction.
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      With his visit to the mortuary over, Harry was in the Land Rover and heading back up to Wensleydale when his phone pinged, then started ringing. He was making his way back to the office, as it made sense to be there to then get updates from the rest of the team. The message was from Jadyn, so he would check that once he had answered the call.

      ‘Grimm,’ he said, shouting to be heard on the hands-free over the drone of the vehicle’s tyres, and the rattling rumble of the engine.

      ‘Hello, is that DCI Grimm?’

      ‘It is,’ said Harry, not immediately recognising the woman’s voice on the other end of the call.

      ‘Hello? I’m sorry, but it sounds like you’re in a cement mixer.’

      ‘Well, I’m not, am I?’ Harry replied. ‘Who am I speaking to?’

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Bloody phones!’

      Harry killed the call, then looked for somewhere to pull over as soon as possible. He managed to find a gated entrance to a field large enough and deep enough to take him off the road completely. If the farmer needed access, he would just move on.

      Reaching for his phone, and with the engine now off, Harry pulled up the number and called back.

      ‘This is DCI Harry Grimm,’ he said. ‘I believe you just called?’

      ‘It’s Caitlin Price,’ came the reply. ‘The collision investigator.’

      ‘Sorry about cutting you off,’ Harry said. ‘Couldn’t hear you above everything else.’

      ‘Not a problem,’ said Caitlin. ‘I’m not a fan of phones myself. People always call when you’re in the middle of something, don’t they?’

      ‘So, how can I help?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I think it’s the other way round, actually,’ said Caitlin. ‘Unless you’re really good at cryptic crosswords.’

      ‘I’m not,’ Harry said.

      ‘That’s a real shame; I’ve been doing this Times one for days now, and I can’t get it at all.’

      Harry had zero interest in crosswords at the best of times, never mind during a phone call at the side of the road in the middle of an investigation. He waited for Caitlin to get to the point, hoping it wasn’t going to take too long. Lunchtime had passed, and although he was tempted to grab something terrible from a service station, he preferred the idea of grabbing something decent when he was back in Hawes.

      ‘I understand you’ve been to see the body,’ Caitlin said.

      ‘I have,’ Harry said.

      ‘So, Rebecca will have explained about the wing mirror and the bruising?’

      ‘She has. And that’s led me to think about what actually happened.’

      ‘That he was trying to get the driver’s attention, you mean?’ Caitlin said.

      ‘Exactly that.’

      ‘It’s the only thing I could come up with as well, otherwise why would he do it? Anyway, the reason for my call …’

      Harry’s stomach rumbled; Hawes was beginning to seem a little too far away.

      ‘First of all, the collision,’ Caitlin said. ‘I’ll send you all the details, the photos and whatnot later, but from what we found on the road leading up to where the motorbike was found, and some initial very fancy and clever computer modelling we’ve done, it seems fairly clear that the victim was in a high-speed pursuit of the car which knocked him off.’

      ‘Not an accident, then,’ Harry said, asking for confirmation more than anything, because he knew that it had been anything but.

      ‘Everything points to the victim riding alongside the car, swerving at points prior to the collision to avoid being hit, until finally I guess his luck ran out.’

      ‘Sounds like the act of a desperate man,’ said Harry, and thinking back to what he had concluded when talking to Sowerby, he had an inkling as to why. If Ellie had been in the car, and thus the reason behind what happened, then they needed to find out why she was there. Harry felt sure establishing that would not only point them in the right direction of who was responsible, but also help them find Ellie herself.

      ‘Also, the phone found at the scene; as it’s evidence from the collision, it was passed to my teamto have a look at. We were able to pull a few things from the sim card.’

      ‘Such as?’

      ‘Not loads, I have to say, as most of the data was stored to a cloud account. We’ve put in an information request to access that, but I can tell you what we have found.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘A few messages, which I will send through, some contacts, that kind of thing, but there are some photos as well, and they’re the most interesting. Once we’re finished with our chat, I’ll send those through as well.’

      Harry was intrigued.

      ‘Go on …’

      ‘They’re a little blurred, which is no surprise, really,’ Caitlin said. ‘They were taken at the time of the collision, or at least in the moments before, anyway.’

      ‘What are they, then? What’s in the photos?’

      ‘A car. Hard to see what the make is, but we will try and analyse the images further, see if we can’t narrow that a bit. Plus, besides the driver, we can make out someone in the back of the car, as well. Again, it’s hard to tell, due to the quality of the photos—they were taken at speed on a motorbike in the middle of the night, after all—but there’s definitely someone in the backseat.’

      Ellie, Harry thought.

      ‘Now, onto something else,’ Caitlin said, ‘because I’ll be honest, it really wasn’t what I was expecting, and it doesn’t make much sense either.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘The helmet.’

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘Well,’ said Caitlin, ‘as you are aware, collision investigation involves examining everything to do with just that, so in this case, the protective gear worn by the rider is key. The leathers show damage I would expect from just such an incident, but there’s something off about the helmet.’

      ‘Off in what way?’ Harry asked. ‘He was a competent rider, knew what he was doing; I can’t imagine him having a helmet that was dodgy.’

      ‘It wasn’t dodgy,’ said Caitlin. ‘Far from it; all of the victim’s kit was of a good standard. Probably helped him survive as long as he did.’

      Harry didn’t want to talk about that, and wondered how long he would be haunted by the knowledge that Ian had been out there on the moors for so long and still alive.

      ‘So, what exactly are you getting at?’ Harry asked.

      ‘The bullet,’ said Caitlin.

      Harry was sure he had misheard.

      ‘A bullet?’

      ‘Well, I say bullet,’ continued Caitlin. ‘What we actually found is enough forensic evidence to suggest that a bullet passed through the side of the helmet. We can’t be sure when it happened, but it was very recent and yes, it was definitely a bullet.’

      ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘Forensic ballistics is clever stuff,’ said Caitlin. ‘It was a nine millimetre round, fired at close range.’

      Harry thought back to the short conversation he’d had with Liz on his way to see Sowerby, the flashes they’d seen on the video taken by John Churchill.

      ‘And the bullet isn’t in the helmet?’ Harry asked.

      ‘No, I’m afraid not. No surprise, really, though; motorbike helmets may stop your head cracking open like a fresh egg during a crash, but they won’t stop a bullet; different forces, you see. It went straight through. In fact, the only way a motorbike helmet would ever protect you from a bullet is if you tripped over the helmet, causing the person aiming at you to miss.’

      ‘Where did it strike?’ Harry asked.

      ‘It entered just behind where the victim’s ear would’ve been inside the helmet, then popped out at the back, taking a fair chunk of the helmet with it. He was lucky.’

      ‘Anything else?’ Harry asked.

      ‘At the moment, no,’ said Caitlin. ‘That’s quite a lot to be going on with though, isn’t it?’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘And you’re sure you’re no good at crosswords?’ Caitlin asked. ‘What about, One hooked and held by a mad dictator?’

      ‘I appreciate the call,’ Harry said.

      ‘It’s only six letters,’ Caitlin said. ‘I should be able to get it, really, shouldn’t I?’

      ‘Best you get on with it then,’ Harry said. ‘If you find anything else, let me know.’

      Call over, Harry waited for Caitlin to send the files, and his phone pinged a few seconds later to announce their arrival. The phone records he wasn’t fussed about, it was the photos he wanted to see.

      Pulling the images up, Harry could see that Caitlin was right to describe them as blurred, but there was enough detail there, not only to have a chance at matching the car should they ever find it, but more importantly, to identify the passenger in the backseat: it was Ellie. Some of the other images provided blurred glimpses of whoever was up front, but the only thing Harry could make out was a splash of dark red, and he put that down to the reflection of lights from the bike Ian had been riding as much as anything else.

      Harry stowed his phone and was about to pull out onto the main road again when he remembered the message from Jadyn. He quickly read it and called him immediately.

      ‘Allen’s done what now?’ he asked, not even giving Jadyn a chance to speak. ‘Sold his business? Why the hell would he do that?’

      ‘That’s what I want to find out, Boss,’ Jadyn said. ‘I’m halfway there already.’

      ‘Makes no sense. He has his daughter to be worrying about, not this.’

      ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I have anything.’

      ‘And this Penny you spoke to, she couldn’t give you any reason for it?’

      ‘Not one,’ said Jadyn. ‘She, well everyone, actually, they’re all confused and clearly very upset.’

      ‘As well they should be,’ said Harry. ‘Why would he want this kind of stress on top of everything else?’

      Jadyn said nothing, but Harry hadn’t expected an answer.

      ‘Where is he, then, this Mr Philips?’

      ‘The address is over Richmond way, so not too far.’

      ‘He must know something,’ said Harry. ‘If he was the one who broke the news, then it’s likely that our Mr Hodgson told him why.’

      ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I can,’ Jadyn said.

      Harry was about to kill the call when another call came through, the buzz on his phone making him jump enough to drop the phone into the passenger footwell.

      ‘Bloody hell!’

      ‘You okay, Boss?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘Just a minute, there’s another call …’

      Harry answered to find Liz at the end of the line. She tried to speak, but her voice cracked before any words made their way out. ‘Liz? What’s wrong? Are you okay?’

      ‘There was an explosion,’ Liz said. ‘John Churchill’s caravan.’

      ‘What? An explosion? How? Are you injured? Where are you?’‘Pinker’s Pond,’ Liz said. ‘It was gas, I think. Looks like an accident, but I’m not sure. I called an ambulance and it’s just arrived. I’m okay, but John was unconscious when I arrived. Managed to get him out before it exploded.’

      ‘When did this happen?’

      There was a pause, then Liz said, ‘Not long ago. I headed over to the caravan after I spoke to John’s daughter and then called you.’

      ‘And you’re absolutely sure you’re okay?’

      ‘Ambulance is on its way. I’ll get checked over by the paramedics once they’ve seen to John.’ ‘Good,’ said Harry. ‘I’m on my way.’

      ‘That’s not necessary.’

      ‘It’s entirely necessary,’ Harry said, and checked the time. ‘I’m half an hour away, max; I’ll be there as soon as I can.’

      Harry didn’t give Liz a chance to reply, killed the call, then was back on the line to Jadyn.

      ‘Forget Philips,’ he said. ‘Liz is hurt.’

      ‘What? How?’

      ‘Explosion at Pinker’s Pond, over by Middleham. You know it?’

      ‘I’ll find it.’

      ‘See you there.’
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      Back at Allen Hodgson’s house, Jen and Jim were deciding what to do with the two individuals they’d found in the house. Neither of them was all that communicative, each refusing to even give their names, and both seemed more than a little shocked to have been arrested in the first place, never mind placed in handcuffs.

      Allen had been taken off to hospital to get his stomach pumped. He had been in no fit state to answer any questions, least of all the one Jadyn had sent through in a message. If Allen had actually gone and sold his business, then they were no closer to finding out why from him.

      Jim was in the lounge with the still-nameless home invaders, keeping an eye on them until Matt turned up. Jen had decided to give the DS a call to ask for his advice on what to do with them, and as he was now finished over in Swaledale, he was on his way. Until he arrived, she decided a chat with Andy Hardcastle, Allen’s sponsor, made the most sense. She also had the papers with her that they’d found upstairs in Ellie’s bedroom. As yet, she’d not had a chance to look through them, but gave them a quick shuffle now. She found herself looking at what she assumed were the original estate agent details for the house, back when Allen had purchased it. There were also credit card and bank statements, other financial information Jen didn’t really understand, and strangest of all, a photograph of Ellie printed on a sheet of A4 paper, in an envelope with Allen’s name written on the front in blue ink.

      There’s something off about that, Jen thought, but she couldn’t work out what.

      ‘Do you want me to make some coffee?’ Andy asked. ‘I know where everything is.’

      ‘No, I’m good, thanks,’ said Jen. ‘Probably best to leave everything as it is anyway; we’ve no idea what those other two were here searching for, what they might have touched or taken.’

      ‘And they’ve not said?’

      ‘Not a word,’ said Jen. ‘Well, that’s not quite true; there’s been a lot of swearing and threatening of legal action, but nothing we’ve taken any notice of. My DS is on his way. He’ll be able to help with what we do next by persuading them to talk.’

      ‘Good at that, is he?’

      ‘He’ll make them see sense, I’m sure,’ said Jen, unable to hide her smile. ‘Anyway, perhaps we can just have a chat, just the two of us? Might help us get to the bottom of what’s going on.’

      Andy leaned back in his chair, shook his head.

      ‘I don’t understand it,’ he said. ‘He’s been sober for years now. Something must’ve really knocked him to send him back like this. But Ellie going off like that … Clearly something isn’t right.’

      Jen had told Andy why they were at the house and it was obvious from his reaction that he was surprised to hear about what had happened. She also mentioned what Jadyn had learned from his visit to the stables.

      ‘Do you know if there was anything about his business that was bothering him?’ she asked.

      ‘Not that he’s mentioned. Things were tough, but that was way back, and the booze was all wrapped up in it. Part of his escape, you see? Then there was the gambling, but that didn’t last for long, and that business partner of his, he sorted everything out. Allen’s been fine now for years.’

      ‘So, you’ve not noticed anything at all?’

      ‘We speak regularly,’ Andy said. ‘He goes to the meetings. He was there last week, even. There was no sign then that anything was wrong.’

      ‘It does seem strange, doesn’t it?’ said Jen.

      For a moment or two, Jen allowed silence to sit with them, giving Andy a chance to gather his thoughts.

      She asked, ‘What about his relationship with Ellie?’

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘One of my team met her a couple of nights ago,’ she explained. ‘When he was called to a pub to deal with Allen.’

      ‘I knew nothing about this. He never said.’

      ‘But you’re here now.’

      ‘That’s because he called me this morning.’ Andy paused. ‘Look, the way this works—being a sponsor, I mean—is that it’s confidential. There’s only so much I can say or tell you.’

      ‘And I’m sure you can understand that, as part of an investigation into the whereabouts of Ellie, and what happened to her boyfriend, Ian, I need to ask you certain questions.’

      ‘Of course I do,’ agreed Andy. ‘Of course.’ He leaned forward, clasped his hands together. ‘When he called, he was a mess, just crying and making no sense. I can’t remember the last time he was like that, if he ever was, to be honest. He did say Ellie’s name a few times, but nothing I could make sense of.’

      ‘Nothing at all?’

      ‘No,’ Andy said. ‘If there were words, I couldn’t hear them. I’m sorry, I wish I could be more useful.’

      Jen wasn’t sure how much she should share, mainly because there was only so much she knew.

      ‘Maybe a bit of background might be useful,’ Jen suggested. ‘Help us build a clearer picture of what we’re dealing with.’

      ‘You think it’s connected, then?’ Andy asked.

      ‘I think that the more we know about everything, the better chance we have of finding Ellie,’ Jen said. ‘You’d be surprised how information that seems irrelevant at the beginning of an investigation eventually ends up being really important.’

      ‘Would some water be okay?’ Andy asked.

      Jen saw no problem with that, and watched as the man stood up and quickly grabbed a jug and two glasses, filled the jug at the sink, then returned to the table and sunk into his chair.

      He drank a full glass, poured another, and one for Jen.

      ‘Thanks,’ Jen said, taking a sip and realising then just how thirsty she was.

      ‘When Rachel was killed, Allen fell apart,’ said Andy. ‘I didn’t know him then, you understand, but that’s how it was. I came in after; when he’d faced up to his problem and decided to go sober. Like I said, there was the gambling for a while, almost like he needed an addiction to something to survive, but that didn’t last long. When he got himself together, he realised that Ellie was all he had left, so he focused on his business. For her.’

      ‘Doesn’t explain why Ellie would leave, though,’ said Jen, shuffling through the papers on the table between them. ‘Or why he would fall off the wagon.’

      Andy shook his head.

      ‘No, I can’t get my head around it.’ He gestured to what Jen was looking through. ‘What is all that?’ he asked.

      ‘Found it upstairs with Allen,’ Jen said. ‘There’s house details for this place, old ones, though. Plus bank and credit card statements, other financial stuff I think, and this…’ She showed Andy the photograph of Ellie.

      Andy held the photograph up in front of him.

      ‘Why would he have this in an envelope?’ he asked.

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

      ‘I mean, it’s not even a very good photograph, is it? It’s all blurry and Ellie isn’t exactly smiling, is she? He’s much better photos of her. I know he doesn’t have them around the house, but his phone is full of them; sometimes, it’s hard to get him to stop looking at them and talk to me.’

      Andy shuffled through the papers before once again picking up the photograph of Ellie.

      ‘What’s that she’s wearing?’ he asked, turning the photograph around for Jen to see.

      Jen leaned in.

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘Just looks a little strange to me, that’s all,’ Andy said. ‘She’s usually in this old army jacket. It’s covered in badges and patches. This, though, I’ve never seen before.’

      Jen looked closer to see if she could work out what Andy meant.

      ‘Looks like a leather jacket,’ she said. ‘Or something like that, anyway.’

      ‘Yes, but it’s tight, isn’t it? And the photo itself, that’s odd, too.’

      ‘There’s definitely something off about it,’ Jen said. ‘And teenagers aren’t usually fans of having their photo taken unless it’s a selfie.’

      ‘I know, but that’s not what I mean,’ Andy said. ‘She looks startled, to me, like she’s surprised or something.’

      ‘Maybe her dad took the photo when she wasn’t expecting him to,’ Jen suggested.

      A knock from the front door interrupted the conversation.

      ‘Jen? Jim?’

      ‘That’ll be the DS,’ Jen said. Then called out, ‘In here.’

      Matt walked into the room. Jen introduced him to Allen’s sponsor.

      ‘So, have they said anything yet, then?’ Matt asked.

      ‘No,’ said Jen. ‘They’re still refusing to speak.’

      Matt grinned.

      ‘Time to put a little bit of the fear of God in them, I think, don’t you?’ he said.
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      Harry stared at Liz, Jadyn crouched on the grass beside him.

      ‘How you doing?’ he asked.

      Having arrived twenty-five minutes after Liz had called him, the Land Rover was still complaining about how fast he had gone. Warranted, fast in theold Land Rover was a little different to fast in most other vehicles, and he’d not broken the speed limit once. However, he’d pushed it hard, and he could hear the old thing complaining, the occasional pop and ping coming from the engine as it cooled. Jadyn had arrived a few minutes later, having turned around after speaking with Harry.

      ‘I’m okay,’ Liz said, though she didn’t look it.

      Liz was sitting on a large rock, her head back, her eyes closed, and wrapped in a blanket. She was still a little pale, but that was understandable. The adrenaline that had surged through her system when she had pulled John out of the caravan was now gone.

      When Harry had arrived, not only had he seen the smouldering shell of a caravan, and John’s old car, but also the ambulance, and instead of stopping in the parking area, he had simply driven over to where he now was, parking far enough away, just in case anything else went boom.

      ‘You were lucky.’

      ‘I know,’ said Liz.

      ‘Rushing into a caravan that stinks of gasis never going to end well.’

      ‘I’ll remember that next time. How’s John doing?’

      Harry had briefly chatted with the paramedics when he’d arrived and was almost surprised to find that it wasn’t Spider and Lauren who had turned up this time. They had administered whatever first aid John had required immediately, given him a good check-over, and once they were happy that he could be moved, strapped him to a gurney, and were now securing him in the back of the ambulance.

      ‘You wait here, I’ll go check,’ Harry said.

      Leaving Jadyn with Liz, he walked past John’s car, seeing the old man’s metal detector laying on the backseat.

      ‘I’m not going to hospital again, I won’t have it,’ John said as Harry approached. ‘Can’t you tell them that I’m okay?’

      ‘No,’ Harry said, ‘I can’t.’

      ‘I just fell asleep, that’s all. Nothing to be worried about, is there?’

      ‘When Liz arrived, you were unconscious and the gas stove was on, but wasn’t lit. She got you out just in time.’

      ‘I know all that,’ John said, trying to sit up. ‘But I’m fine, really I am.’

      Harry looked at the two paramedics.

      ‘He’s not fine,’ one of them said. ‘He was unconscious, as you know. He’s vomited a couple of times, and for a while when we first turned up, he was convinced that not only were we his mates, but that we were here for his stag do.’

      ‘One of the side effects is hallucinations,’ the other explained.

      ‘Can you give me a couple of minutes with him before you go?’ Harry asked.

      With a nod, the paramedics left Harry alone with John, heading over to check up on Liz again.

      ‘You heard that, right?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I did.’

      ‘So, I think you’ll agree then, that you’re not fine at all. Going to hospital is a precaution. You’ll be out soon enough. And we’ve called your daughter. She’s on her way.’

      ‘Patricia? Why? Honestly, I don’t need all this fuss.’

      ‘Looking after family is not fuss,’ Harry said.

      ‘But I’ve already been once this week,’ John said. ‘Anyway, I was just a little confused, that’s all. It’s nothing to worry about. And it’s certainly nothing for Patricia to be worrying about, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Do you know what happened?’ Harry asked, ignoring John’s grumbling.

      John shook his head.

      ‘I was asleep,’ he said. ‘After what happened up at the castle, I’ve just been taking a bit of time out down here, you see? It’s nice and peaceful.’

      ‘It would’ve been useful if we’d known where you were,’ Harry said.

      ‘Didn’t want to cause you any more bother. Anyway, I was fine.’

      ‘The only reason Liz was here at all is because she spoke to your daughter,’ Harry explained. ‘It was Patricia who sent us that video you recorded.’

      ‘Video?’

      Harry frowned.

      ‘That night at the castle, you must’ve recorded what you witnessed on your phone and sent it to her.’

      ‘I did?’

      ‘Yes,’ Harry said, seeing John’s frown deepen. ‘And it’s not only proved that you weren’t seeing things, but is also very useful toour current investigation.’

      ‘And what investigation’s that, then?’ John asked.

      Harry wasn’t sure how much to tell John. He looked tired, he thought, and more confused than he had back when he’d first met the man at Jen’s house.

      ‘It’s a missing person case,’ Harry said. ‘What you filmed could prove to be hugely valuable.’

      ‘Well, that’s something,’ said John, though Harry could tell that he was unaware of the seriousness of what it was he had witnessed, which was probably no bad thing. ‘Life’s funny, isn’t it? There’s me searching for some treasure, I stumble on something and film it, and then my caravan blows up.’ John laughed, which then quickly turned into a dramatic yawn. ‘Why am I tired? All I’ve done is sleep since making myself a sandwich for lunch.’

      ‘A sandwich?’ Harry said. ‘I thought you left your gas on?’

      John shook his head.

      ‘When did I say that?’

      ‘It’s why your caravan exploded,’ Harry explained. ‘You’d left the gas on and something must’ve sparked and caused it to ignite.’

      John tapped the side of his head.

      ‘Brain’s mushy, maybe I should get to hospital after all, but I’m fairly sure I had nothing but a sandwich, and a nice bit of cake, too. I’ve heard that folk round here have it with cheese. Can you believe that? I didn’t even make a cup of tea! Old age; I’m getting forgetful. And I reckon my brain’s all muddled and jumbled by that gas. I mean, the paramedics came after the explosion, didn’t they? But my brain’s telling me I saw one of them before it happened. And that doesn’t make any sense at all, does it? No, it was definitely a sandwich I had. Cheese and tomato. And the cake, it was a nice slice of coffee cake. Can you imagine that with cheese? The thought of it!’

      Harry cut John off.

      ‘What you just said, about there being three paramedics …’

      ‘What about it?’

      Harry went to ask again, but the paramedics returned to give John another check over.

      ‘Your officer is fine,’ one of them said. ‘Just a few bumps and bruises, but nothing to worry about. A bit of rest and she’ll be right as rain.’

      Harry heard what the paramedic was saying but wasn’t really listening; his mind was still on what John had just said.

      One of the paramedics leaned past Harry to close the ambulance door, leaving the other inside to keep an eye on John during the journey.

      ‘One last thing, these three paramedics,’ Harry said, and gave a wave to catch John’s attention. ‘The one you think you saw before the explosion …’

      ‘I didn’t though, did I?’ said John. ‘There’s only two. So, it must’ve been one of them, right?’

      Harry asked, ‘Do you know which one it was?’

      John’s face scrunched up with confusion.

      ‘I don’t see why that matters, do you?’

      ‘John, this is important …’

      John sighed, stared at the paramedics.

      ‘I must’ve been hallucinating,’ he said, ‘because it wasn’t either of these fine chaps, that’s for sure.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘I just know,’ said John. ‘And now I come to think of it, he didn’t turn up in an ambulance either, did he? Actually, I didn’t see him turn up, so I can’t say for sure about that, but I saw him leave, that I do know. Posh car it was as well. Very nice wheels indeed.’

      ‘We’d best get going,’ said the paramedic outside the ambulance, and went to shut the door on John.

      Harry caught it before it closed completely.

      ‘Don’t suppose you can remember what those wheels were, can you, John?’ he asked.

      ‘BMW,’ John replied. ‘Lovely white one it was, like the one that nearly ran me over outside the pub. Never owned anything like that in my life. Never will, either, that’s for damned sure.’

      Harry removed his hand.

      The paramedic shut the door with a firm clunk.

      ‘You following along?’ he asked.

      ‘No,’ Harry replied, then pointed over to the caravan. ‘We’ve his contact details, and we’ll have to sort all of this out, move his car.’

      Harry watched the ambulance head off across the grass, onto the main road, then on towards Middleham. He walked back over to Liz and Jadyn.

      ‘You look confused,’ Liz said.

      ‘I am,’ Harry replied. ‘Did John mention seeing anyone else when you arrived?’

      Liz shook her head.

      ‘He was out for the count. Only really came to once the paramedics arrived.

      ‘Why?’ Jadyn asked.

      Harry explained what John had said about seeing someone outside the caravan, how he had thought it was another paramedic, and how whoever it was had left in a white BMW.

      ‘There was no one here when I arrived. It could be the gas,’ said Liz.

      ‘Hallucinations, perhaps? But you don’t think it was, do you?’

      Harry stood up.

      ‘Jadyn, I’m making you responsible for this crime scene. I need it cordoned off and Sowerby called.’

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘Caravans don’t just go boom,’ Harry said. ‘And I need someone from the team here to take Liz home.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Liz said. ‘Even the paramedics said so.’

      ‘If I recall, it’s me you work for, not them, so home you will go, and that’s final.’

      Liz said, ‘I still need to speak with Geoff Moore, over at the pub.’

      ‘Not today you don’t,’ Harry said, and walked over to John’s car and grabbed the metal detector.

      ‘What are you going to do with that?’ Jadyn asked.

      Harry lifted the metal detector up and grinned.

      ‘Find me some treasure,’ he said, and before either Jadyn or Liz could say anything, he was back in the Land Rover and heading off towards Middleham.
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      By the time Harry pulled up outside the castle, it was already late afternoon. He wasn’t surprised that the day had gone so quickly; it was par for the course with police work. He didn’t mind that aspect of the job at all, though sometimes he wondered just how fast his life was going, and why he was spending so much of it digging around in the darker corners of humanity’s existence. He knew why, obviously; it was a job he loved, and it was important, vital even. But sometimes, just sometimes, Harry couldn’t help but think that somewhere in amongst it all he’d lost bits of himself, small fragments that he would never get back. It was a sacrifice he had been willing to make, but that didn’t make it any easier.

      Clambering out of the Land Rover, and with John Churchill’s metal detector in his hand, Harry was about to head up the path towards the castle when something caught his attention; coming towards him, was a child riding a bike. There was nothing unusual about this at all, except for the fact that they were wearing a motorbike helmet.

      Harry stepped out. The rider braked hard, skidding to a stop just in front of Harry, then flip up the visor and stared at him.

      ‘I nearly ran you over and made you dead!’

      ‘That helmet,’ Harry said. ‘Where did you get it?’

      ‘It’s mine.’

      ‘That’s not what I asked.’

      ‘I found it.’

      ‘Did you now?’ Harry said. ‘Where?’

      The rider pointed at the castle.

      ‘In there. Why? It’s mine. Finders keepers.’

      ‘Let me show you something,’ Harry said, and took out his ID. ‘Know what this is?’

      The rider leaned forward and stared.

      ‘You can’t arrest me.’

      ‘I just need you to hand it over, that’s all,’ Harry said.

      For a moment, the child on the bike didn’t move.

      ‘I’ll sell it to you.’

      Harry laughed at that.

      ‘What? I’m the police, we don’t generally buy stolen goods.’

      ‘I didn’t steal it, I found it.’

      ‘Which means it’s not yours and you need to give it back, don’t you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Are you sure about that?’

      The child said nothing, then started to wheel the bike backwards, away from Harry.

      Before Harry knew what he was doing, his wallet was in his hands.

      ‘Here,’ he said, and waved a ten-pound note in the air.

      The child’s eyes widened.

      ‘Is that a tenner?’

      ‘It is,’ said Harry. ‘We have a deal?’

      The child pulled off the helmet, and Harry found himself staring into the eyes of a blonde girl with mischief in her eyes. She handed Harry the helmet.

      ‘What’s your name?’ Harry asked, as the girl took the money.

      ‘Evie,’ she replied, and with a wild grin, spun the bike round and peddled off.

      ‘Nice doing business with you, Evie,’ Harry said to himself, and placed the helmet in the Land Rover before continuing on his way over the small wooden bridge, then on into the castle.

      The last time he had been here, it had been the middle of a very wet night. Now it was the afternoon of a grey day, and he wasn’t alone. The castle wasn’t busy, but there were certainly plenty of people milling about the place.

      Harry looked around to try and remember where he had been with Jen that night, when a cough caught his attention. He turned around to find himself being stared at by a woman in a brown tweed jacket and skirt. Harry guessed her to be in her mid- to late-fifties, her grey hair tied up neatly in a bun. Everything about her said that she was important, and that she worked here. And this was all backed up by the shiny metal badge clipped to the lapel of her jacket, which said exactly that, and also her name, Mrs E. Barker.

      ‘Afternoon,’ Harry said.

      Mrs Barker lifted a finger and pointed at the metal detector in his hands.

      ‘Those are not allowed,’ she said. ‘At all.’

      ‘Pardon?’

      ‘The metal detector,’ she said. ‘You can’t use it here in the castle. This is an important historical site, not a theme park for treasure hunters.’

      ‘I’m not a treasure hunter, I’m a det—’

      ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

      Before Harry knew what was happening, he was being guided by Mrs Barker back out of the castle and across the small wooden bridge, very aware of numerous pairs of eyes staring at him.

      ‘I think there’s been a misunderstanding,’ he said. ‘If you’ll just give me a minute …’

      ‘Misunderstanding?’ said Mrs Barker. ‘I should say there has, and a very serious one, too. What on earth were you thinking, just walking in here with that? You weren’t, were you? You can’t have been. Thinking, I mean. Honestly, I’ve seen some things in my time, but this? Have you no shame?’

      ‘Please,’ Harry said, not looking to make a scene. ‘Allow me to explain …’

      ‘That metal detector is enough of an explanation. Now, off you go, before I call the police.’

      ‘I am the police.’

      Mrs Barker laughed, and the sound bounced back at Harry from the castle behind her.

      ‘Of course you are!’

      Harry shoved a hand in his pocket and once again pulled out his ID. He showed it to Mrs Barker, who was still laughing, like it was the funniest thing she had ever heard.

      ‘I’m Detective Chief Inspector—’

      ‘Grimm,’ Mrs Barker said, reading the ID, the laughter gone. ‘Well, you still can’t come in here with that. No one can. I don’t care who you are. Those are the rules.’

      ‘This is part of an investigation.’

      ‘Well, you’ll need to write to the head office about it. I can’t just give you access with that. It’s impossible.’

      ‘And by investigation, I mean something that needs to be looked into immediately,’ Harry said, but instead of answering, Mrs Barker turned on her heels and headed back towards the castle.

      Harry followed her back into the castle and into to the small, wooden gift shop and ticket office.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘but maybe we got off on the wrong foot. This really is important.’

      ‘And so are historical sites,’ Mrs Barker said.

      ‘I completely understand that,’ said Harry. ‘Couldn’t agree more, actually. And who doesn’t love a castle, right? What if you stood with me; would that work?’

      ‘I’m far too busy.’

      ‘You would be helping the police in an investigation. And I will do my best to be as quick as I can. What do you say?’

      Mrs Barker shook her head.

      ‘I’m really not sure …’

      Then Harry had an idea.

      ‘Look,’ he said, ‘what if I give you this, and you use it instead of me?’

      Harry handed the metal detector to Mrs Barker who took it and held it as though it could, at any moment, burst into flame.

      ‘This way, you will see everything we find, yes?’ Harry explained. ‘And if it’s historical or whatever, you can keep it and do whatever you need to do. You can also be sure that if we do find what I’m looking for, then that’s all I’m taking from the site.’

      ‘And what is it you are actually looking for, Mr Grimm?’ Mrs Barker asked.

      ‘A bullet,’ Harry said.

      Mrs Barker frowned.

      ‘You can’t be serious.’

      ‘I’m rarely anything else,’ Harry said. ‘Well? What’s it going to be, Mrs Barker?’

      ‘You really think there’s a bullet in the grounds of the castle?’

      ‘That’s what I’m here to find out,’ Harry said. ‘I’m trying to find a missing girl and this could—’

      Mrs Barker’s eyes went wide.

      ‘You mean Ellie Hodgson? Why didn’t you say so?’

      Harry was given no time to respond, as Mrs Barker turned on her heel and headed off into the castle.

      ‘Come on, then,’ she called back over her shoulder, ‘where do we start?’

      

      Having finished at the castle, Harry headed back to Pinkers Pond. The place was a hive of activity. The large, white vans of the Scene of Crime team were parked on the grass and various people dressed in white, full-body PPE were walking to and from the smoldering remains of John’s caravan like ants. One of them stopped, stared, waved. Harry returned the gesture and headed over.

      ‘Busy week, then,’ Sowerby said, removing her facemask.

      ‘Found anything?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Not much to find really,’ Sowerby said. ‘The explosion and subsequent fire did a good job at destroying just about everything there is that would be of any use. On the plus side, it also rather effectively cleansed what was clearly a deeply unhygienic caravan that no one in their right mind should have ever been living in.’

      ‘Was it started deliberately?’

      ‘Yes,’ Sowerby said. ‘We’ve found evidence of a flare being the ignition source.’

      That answer confused Harry.

      ‘A flare? Why would there be a flare in a caravan?’

      ‘My guess is that it was brought here to start the fire,’ Sowerby said.

      ‘Military?’ Harry said, thinking then how close the area was to Catterick Garrison.

      ‘We’ve found traces of the waterproof packaging,’ Sowerby said. ‘We’ve also identified evidence of deliquescent materials in the immediate area, which absorb moisture, to help keep a flare dry.’

      ‘It was a marine flare, then?’

      ‘It was.’

      ‘And we’re nowhere near the sea.’

      ‘Not exactly, no.’

      Harry was reminded of something, and realised he was still carrying it in his pocket.

      ‘We found this a couple of nights ago,’ he said, holding up an evidence bag. Inside was the cork float and key from his and Jen’s first search of the castle. ‘With everything that’s been going on, I forgot to get it to you. Didn’t seem important at the time, but now I’m not so sure.’

      Sowerby took the bag.

      ‘Bit of a coincidence, isn’t it?’ she said.

      ‘No such thing,’ said Harry.

      ‘Exactly.’

      Harry revealed another evidence bag.

      ‘And where I found that, I also just found this.’

      Sowerby took the second bag.

      ‘Caliber looks nine millimetre,’ she said. ‘Where did you find these, then? And what on earth do they have to do with exploding caravans?’

      In many respects, Harry wished that he knew.

      ‘We think that the owner of this caravan may well have been the last person to see Ian Sutton and Ellie Hodgson two nights ago,’ he explained. ‘He was up at the castle, saw some kind of struggle. We’ve managed to get hold of some footage he took on his phone from that night, and it does look like it shows them being assaulted, one of them being dragged away—Ellie, I thinkand the otherIanbeing shot. That key fob was found during an initial search before we knew there was any connection between the events. That round you’re holding went through his helmet and buried itself in the ground. I found it just a little while ago.’

      ‘You did?’

      ‘I’m as surprised as anyone.’

      Harry saw that Jadyn was busy as the Scene Guard.

      ‘Best I go have a word with my officer,’ he said.

      ‘You do that,’ said Sowerby. ‘We’ll be done here soon enough I should think.’

      Harry headed over to Jadyn.

      ‘How’re you doing?’

      ‘Fine,’ Jadyn said. ‘Liz got home okay by the way. You heard from any of the others?’

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘With everything that’s been going on, and considering the fact it’s evening now, I think it’s time we called it a day and meet up tomorrow morning, have a chat, see if we can’t move things on a bit.’

      ‘Makes sense.’

      ‘I’d like to think some of the things I say do,’ said Harry.

      Harry saw Jadyn’s eyes go wide.

      ‘That’s not what I meant,’ he said, shaking his head.

      ‘I know,’ Harry smiled. ‘So, get yourself home as soon as you’re done here, okay?’

      ‘What about Mr Philips? I was on my way over to see him when you called me over here.’

      ‘Leave that till tomorrow,’ Harry said. ‘Head over first thing.’

      ‘Will do,’ Jadyn said. ‘See you tomorrow, Boss.’

      Back at the Land Rover, Harry called Grace.

      ‘How’s your day been?’ he asked.

      ‘Dad had a funny turn earlier, but other than that, just your usual gamekeeping stuff; wearing Wellington boots, cleaning guns, talking to pheasants, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Funny turn? Is he alright?’

      ‘Oh, he says he’s fine and dandy,’ said Grace. ‘Doctor’s been round to give him a check-over and there doesn’t seem to be anything wrong, other than the fact that he needs to slow down. I think the doctor’s actual words were, Stop running around like you’re eighteen years old, you bloody idiot.’

      ‘It’s a fair point.’

      Grace asked, ‘You heard from Ben at all?’

      ‘No,’ Harry replied. ‘Should I have?’

      ‘I bumped into him earlier and he mentioned the Rav, that’s all.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound good,’ said Harry.

      ‘It’s just a vehicle,’ said Grace. ‘Don’t sound so worried. So, yours or mine tonight?’

      ‘Yours, I think,’ Harry said. ‘I’m over near Middleham anyway. And I don’t know about you, but I fancy a pint and a pie.’

      Grace laughed.

      ‘You really do spend far too much time with Matt. So, a stroll along to the Wheatsheaf, then?’

      ‘I’m on my way.’
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      Harry attempted to rub the tiredness out of his eyes, but it didn’t work, and he stifled a yawn. It hadn’t been a late night; the food and beer at the Wheatsheaf Inn had been very welcome, not least because he’d missed lunch that day, and he’d ended up in bed at dead on ten PM, falling asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. Trouble was, though his body had been weary, his brain had kept on whirring.

      There was simply far too much going on with what the team had been investigating to allow it to stop, no matter how much he had wanted it to. So, the night had been restless, and at one point he had even ended up downstairs in Grace’s lounge, Smudge lying across his lap on the sofa, staring into the dark. Grace had joined him, made them both a mug of hot chocolate, and eventually persuaded him to go back to bed. But his brain had kept on ticking over, and he’d woken up feeling as though he’d barely slept at all.

      The team wasa in front of him, quietly waiting for him to begin. The only one who wasn’t there was Jadyn, who was on his way to meet Allen Hodgson’s business partner, Mr Philips. He’d sent Harry a quick message earlier that morning to let him know that he was heading over there first thing. Jadyn was nothing if not keen.

      Harry clapped his hands together to get everyone’s attention.

      ‘Let’s run through everything as quick as we can,’ he said. ‘I can’t help but think that we have all the pieces of the puzzle in front of us now; all we have to do is try and put them together to complete the picture. Which I know isn’t exactly as easy as it sounds.’

      Gordy was first to speak.

      ‘Not much I can add to what we already have,’ she said. ‘Ian’s parents, they’ve identified his body, and …’ Her voice faded and whatever she was about to say caught in her throat.

      ‘You don’t need to say anymore,’ Harry said. ‘You’ll be there today, I assume?’

      Gordy gave the slightest of nods.

      ‘They’ve a good network of friends, family, the local community; everyone’s come together to support them as best they can. But something like this?’ Gordy shook her head. ‘You can’t help but feel helpless.’

      ‘You’re doing the best you can,’ Harry said.

      He could see the toll the week had taken on Gordy and he was pleased she had Anna in her life to help.

      ‘Sometimes, this job, it’s, well, you know …’

      Gordy’s voice gave way to silence.

      ‘I do,’ Harry said.

      ‘It’s not just the job, though; it’s people, Harry.’

      Harry stayed quiet, guessing that Gordy just wanted to speak. He noticed the looks of concern from the rest of the team as well.

      ‘I’m usually a positive person,’ she continued. ‘And I’m only saying any of this because this is a safe space, okay? I try to see the good, the brighter side, look for a bit of hope. But sometimes, I just want to bloody well scream.’

      ‘We all do,’ said Matt. ‘You’re not alone, none of us are.’

      Gordy paused. Harry waited.

      When she spoke again, there was a steely edge to her voice, and Harry recognised it all too well because he’d heard it in the voices of so many other officers over the years, including his own.

      ‘Eighteen, Harry. Eighteen! And that’s it, isn’t it? He’s gone. Forever. What a waste! His parents, they’ll be stuck right here, in this moment, this bloody awful week, for the rest of their lives. Every waking moment, every single thing they do, Ian will be with them, a hole they can never fill. I mean, what’s the point? What’s the bloody point of any of it?’

      The room was quiet.

      ‘Sorry,’ Gordy said. ‘It’s been a tough one, that’s all.’

      ‘Don’t apologise,’ Harry said. ‘You’ve had the worst job.’

      ‘I’ll be okay.’

      Harry watched as Liz reached out a hand and rested it on Gordy’s leg, gave it the gentlest of squeezes.

      ‘If you can’t say that stuff here, then what use is any of this?’ Jen said.

      Gordy sat back, and Liz removed her hand.

      Harry caught Gordy’s eye, gave a nod, then cracked on.

      ‘A quick run-through of the timeline,’ he said. ‘Just to refresh, because various other things have come to light as we’ve gone along. And as we’ve no Officer Okri, right now, who’s volunteering for board duty?’

      Jen was on her feet and at the board in a beat, pen at the ready.

      ‘From the top, then,’ Harry said. ‘And jump in at any point, everyone; last thing we want is me doing all the talking.’

      ‘Then I’ll start,’ Jen said, ‘because even though we didn’t know it at the time, and because of what we now know, what John Churchill saw is very important.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Harry said.

      Jen quickly ran through the night John had turned up, what he’d said, and then her and Harry’s subsequent visit to the castle.

      Liz said, ‘Due to the footage I was sent by his daughter, we’re now certain that what John actually saw was not only the assault of both Ian and Ellie, but also Ellie’s subsequent abduction.’

      ‘Penny also told us that Ellie and Ian used to meet up at the castle together,’ said Jen.

      ‘We’ve also got some physical evidence from the site to back this up, notably Ellie’s helmet, and a 9mm bullet, both of which have been sent to forensics.’

      ‘And there’s that note from Ellie,’ said Matt.

      ‘There is,’ nodded Harry. ‘That’s what triggered Allen into heading over to the Suttons in the first place. The note was all the evidence he needed that Ian had run off with his daughter. Calling it kidnapping was a bit strong, but somehow, it looks like that’s exactly what’s happened.’

      ‘We also found a key attached to a cork fob, the kind used by someone on a boat,’ Jen said.

      ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ said Harry.

      ‘So have I,’ said Liz. ‘That fire at the caravan; it was started by a marine flare, wasn’t it? So, there’s a connection there, right?’

      ‘There is,’ said Harry. ‘But it’s hard to see how it links to anything else, or what it tells us.’

      ‘We spoke with Allen Hodgson’s neighbour,’ said Jim. ‘As well as confirming what we know about Allen’s whereabouts and actions that night and the day after, he also mentioned that he heard a lot of arguing and shouting from the house throughout the day.’

      Jen said, ‘We know from Penny, down at the stables, that Allen had a meeting that day with his business partner, Mr Philips. We now know that someone else was involved; a woman who we have no further information on as yet.’

      Matt spoke next.

      ‘She was mentioned by the girls who saw Ellie earlier that day, the ones Jen spoke to at the school, and who I stopped in to have a word with yesterday, after the debacle up on the moors. They didn’t speak very highly of her, or of Mr Philips, so we’ll be needing to talk to them today about that anyway.’

      Harry looked at Matt.

      ‘You mean the ones who were eyeballing us from that car?’

      ‘That’s not all they were doing,’ Matt said, then explained what had happened with the traffic jam, before handing over to Jen to tell them about the two intruders she and Jim had found at Allen’s house.

      ‘Social media is a bloody curse,’ Harry muttered, once Jen and Matt finished.

      ‘The neighbour also thought he heard Allen heading out again that night,’ Jim said. ‘But we think that was Ellie leaving to meet Ian at the castle. Oh, and he said he saw Mr Philips at the house the following morning, which was when Allen was over at the Suttons.’

      ‘Penny confirmed that,’ said Jen. ‘She saw him in town heading that way.’

      ‘As puzzles go,’ Liz said, ‘I can’t say I feel we’re any closer to solving this one.’

      ‘But how does any of this link to what happened to Ian and Ellie?’ Jim asked.

      ‘And why did Allen suddenly decide to sell his business?’ asked Matt. ‘I had a quick chat with Jadyn about what Penny had told him yesterday; hard to make head or tail of it.’

      ‘That’s not a decision made lightly,’ said Gordy, and looked over at Jen. ‘You found his accounts at his home, right?’

      ‘We did,’ said Jen. ‘They were all over Ellie’s bedroom, where Allen had once again drunk himself unconscious.’

      ‘Not just accounts though,’ added Jim. ‘There were the old details for the house from the estate agent, and that photo of Ellie.’

      ‘This one,’ Jen said, and picked up an envelope from a table beneath the board.

      She opened it and slipped the photograph out, lifting it for everyone to see.

      ‘Not the best of photographs, is it?’ Harry said. ‘It’s just been printed out on a piece of A4.’

      ‘That jacket she’s wearing though,’ Matt said, ‘I recognise it.’

      ‘You do?’ Harry asked.

      ‘That’s a motorbike jacket. Looks new as well, doesn’t it? To my eyes, anyway.’

      Harry leaned in for a closer look. As he did so, he spotted something at the top of the sheet of paper the photograph was printed on; a very faint email address, and a date.

      ‘That’s yesterday,’ he said.

      ‘So?’ said Matt.

      Harry picked up the envelope, flipped it over, saw the name Allen written on the front.

      ‘If Allen printed this off, then why would he shove it in an envelope and address it to himself?’

      ‘He wouldn’t,’ said Liz.

      ‘No, he wouldn’t …’

      Harry was on his feet.

      ‘Someone printed this off yesterday, and it wasn’t Allen,’ he said. ‘They printed it off and then they posted it through his letterbox.’

      ‘Who would do that?’ Liz asked.

      ‘Well, it’s not those two idiots Jen and Jim found at the house, that’s for sure,’ said Matt.

      ‘And the only other person we know of who’s visited the house—’

      ‘Is Mr Philips, Allen’s business partner,’ said Jen. ‘Jadyn also said last night that he was the one who told everyone down at Allen’s stables that the business had been sold.’

      Harry stared at the board, thought back to the day before, the caravan, speaking with John about what he’d seen, the mention of a third paramedic, a car …

      ‘Bloody hell,’ he said, and grabbed his phone.
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      Even before the meeting had started back in Hawes, Jadyn had already set off good and early to get himself over to the address on the card Penny had given him the day before. He knocked on the door. Standing back to wait for an answer, he took another look at the building, having almost missed the place when he had turned up a few minutes ago.

      The building was located on a small cobblestone road just a walk away from the centre of Richmond. Like those around it, the place had some age to it, the walls worn, the windows sitting on deep sills like eyes drooping with weariness. Shadows danced with each other as clouds shifted high above, and Jadyn noticed then how cold the place was, as though the sun had never truly bathed the place in warmth.

      The door opened to reveal a thin man in a brown suit.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Mr Philips?’ Jadyn said, then introduced himself.

      ‘Yes?’ the man said. ‘And how can I help?’

      ‘I rang earlier,’ Jadyn said, ‘to speak to you as part of an investigation into the whereabouts of Ellie Hodgson. I was due to see you yesterday, but was called away.

      ‘Ah yes, I remember now,’ Mr Philips said, but made no move to invite Jadyn off the lane.

      ‘It’s probably best if we talk inside,’ Jadyn said.

      Mr Philips hesitated for a moment, then stepped back into the building.

      ‘I suppose you had better come in, then,’ he said.

      Jadyn stepped off the street and through the door. Mr Philips closed it behind him.

      The room was small, dark, and sparsely furnished with a desk, a couple of chairs, and a filing cabinet. The walls were plain, the ceiling low, so much so that Jadyn felt like he should stoop.

      Mr Philips pointed to one of the chairs, then sat himself down at the other side of the desk.

      ‘So, you were saying something about Ellie …’

      Jadyn leaned back in the chair.

      ‘When was the last time you spoke with Mr Hodgson?’

      ‘I was over with Allen yesterday morning to finalise a few things.’

      ‘The business, you mean?’ said Jadyn.

      Mr Philips leaned forward, his elbows on the desk.

      ‘Such matters are, as I’m sure you understand, confidential.’

      ‘You’ve sold the business,’ Jadyn said. ‘Well, Mr Hodgson has, but I understand that you were the one who broke the news to the staff.’

      ‘He felt unable to do it himself, under the circumstances,’ said Mr Philips. ‘I’m sure you can understand that. He is rather worried about Ellie.’

      ‘Had he been planning to sell the business?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘He was presented with an offer he couldn’t refuse.’

      ‘I’ve spoken with some of the staff, and they seem very surprised by it,’ Jadyn said. ‘Shocked would be more accurate, actually.’

      ‘Business decisions can be hard sometimes, but they will be looked after, I can assure you of that.’

      Jadyn took a moment, reaching for his notebook as though checking on something.

      ‘How long have you known Mr Hodgson?’

      Mr Philips placed his hands together.

      ‘Can I ask if there is a purpose to this? I am Allen’s business partner, yes, but I’m not sure what help I can be with what has happened with his daughter.’

      ‘How was Mr Hodgson’s relationship with Ellie?’ Jadyn asked.

      Mr Philips frowned.

      ‘If you mean, were they close? I’m not sure I can say. But I do know that he loved her and would do absolutely anything for her. Like any father. He may not have been the best at showing it, but as I said, he would do anything for Ellie.’

      Jadyn thought back to the first time he met Allen, at the Richard III pub, in Middleham, then remembered something Jen had mentioned to him last night that Allen’s neighbour had told them.

      ‘The night Ellie disappeared, I understand that you spent the day with Allen.’

      ‘We had a lot of issues to discuss. Time flies, and all that.’

      ‘And how was Mr Hodgson?’

      ‘He seemed fine to me.’

      ‘Not unduly upset or concerned about anything?’

      ‘Not at all,’ Mr Philips said, then added, ‘Look, I really don’t see how—’

      Jadyn asked, ‘Can you think of any reason why Ellie might run away?’

      ‘She’s seventeen,’ Mr Philips said. ‘Running away is a little strong, don’t you think? She’s old enough to leave home and live on her own, after all.’

      ‘But that’s not what she’s done, is it?’ Jadyn said.

      ‘I have no idea what she’s done,’ Mr Philips said. ‘If she wants to go running off with her boyfriend after secret trysts in castles, then who am I to think ill of her? She’s young, she’s in love, what else are we to expect?’

      ‘I wasn’t suggesting that you would think ill of her at all,’ said Jadyn, a little taken aback by Mr Philips’ tone. ‘I’m simply trying to gather any information that may help us locate her.’

      Mr Philips leaned back in his chair.

      ‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘Ellie is a lovely girl, but a little strong-willed, if you know what I mean. I never knew her mother, but I have a feeling she takes after her, rather than her father. I’m sure that wherever she is, she’s fine, and that she will be home very soon. Now, if there’s nothing else?’

      Jadyn watched Mr Philips rise from his chair and gesture towards the door.

      ‘No, I think that’s all for now,’ Jadyn said, and stood up. ‘Thank you for your time.’

      ‘Not a problem,’ Mr Philips said, coming around the desk to show Jadyn to the door. ‘If there’s anything else, then you have my contact details.’

      ‘I do,’ said Jadyn, as Mr Philips leaned past him and opened the door.

      ‘And please,’ Mr Philips said, as Jadyn stepped back outside, ‘do let me know as soon as you hear anything.’

      ‘I will,’ said Jadyn, and then he was back outside, alone on the cobbles, staring at the door.

      As conversations went, it hadn’t been the best, Jadyn thought, walking back to his vehicle. Something was bothering him about it, though, but he wasn’t sure what.

      He pulled himself up short at the end of the lane, looking back towards Mr Philips’ office. Something the man had said was niggling at the back of his mind, but what was it?

      His phone rang.

      Jadyn answered it to find Harry at the other end of the call.

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘I’ve just been over to speak with Mr Philips,’ Jadyn said.

      ‘And what have you found out?’

      ‘Not really sure,’ Jadyn said. ‘He wasn’t exactly offering up much of any use, but …’

      ‘But what?’

      ‘Has anyone spoken to Mr Hodgson since we found out Ellie is actually missing?’

      ‘How do you mean?’ Harry asked.

      Jadyn closed his eyes for a moment to help himself concentrate as he sifted through what he could remember of everything that had happened these last few days, searching for something. He just wasn’t sure what.

      ‘Gordy contacted him, but that was just to update him on Ian being found, wasn’t it? We didn’t have the footage Liz got yesterday from John Churchill’s daughter, so we didn’t know about the castle, that it was where Ellie and Ian met.’

      ‘Go on …’

      ‘He wasn’t around when Jen and I tried to see him, and then yesterday, which was the next time any of us were with him, he was drunk and taken to hospital.’

      ‘In answer to your question, then,’ Harry said, ‘no. I don’t think anyone has actually spoken to him. Not for any length of time, anyway. Why?’

      Jadyn scratched his head, and stared back at Mr Philip’s office.

      ‘It was something that Mr Philips said while I was in his office a few minutes ago about Ellie, I mean. Struck me as a little odd.’

      ‘What was it?’

      ‘I don’t remember the exact words, but it was about her having secret meetings in castles,’ said Jadyn. ‘With her boyfriend, I mean.’

      Harry was quiet for a moment. ‘And how would he know that, then?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Jadyn said. ‘And that’s what’s bothering me.’
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      Harry could feel the eyes of the rest of the team staring at him as he spoke to Jadyn.

      ‘So, where is Mr Philips now?’ he asked.

      ‘In his office,’ Jadyn said. ‘You think he’s involved?’

      ‘I think Mr Philips said something that seems a bit odd, and that he knows a lot more about what’s going on than anyone else.’

      ‘What do you want me to do?’

      Harry was about to tell Jadyn to go and question the man again, and to keep him busy until could get there himself, when the young constable was back on the line.

      ‘Boss, he’s just left his office And is getting into a car. Do you want me to follow him?’

      ‘Is your car close enough?’

      ‘It is,’ Jadyn said. ‘He’s not too far away from where I parked. Want me to tail him.’

      ‘Yes,’ Harry said.

      ‘He’s on his phone I think,’ said Jadyn.

      ‘Right, keep me updated,’ Harry said. ‘I’m setting off now, just send through directions when you can, so we can follow. Understood?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And be careful! Hang back, try to make sure he doesn’t know you’re following him. But if he does, don’t worry about it. Just keep me informed, so that I know where I’m going.’

      Harry hung up and turned back to the rest of the team.‘Right then, Jadyn’s over in Richmond. He’s spoken with Philips, who is now in his car. Jadyn is going to follow him and keep me updated on where he’s going, so I can get over there sharpish. Matt, you’re with me.’

      Matt stood up.

      Harry turned his attention to the rest of the team.

      ‘Gordy, you’re on with the Suttons. However, I think someone else should go with you; Liz?’

      Liz looked up at Harry.

      ‘You know the family, and those who will be there to support them. You’re part of that community.’

      ‘Makes sense,’ Liz said.

      ‘Jen, Jim, I want you to go and chat to those girls again. Another visit from the police while they’re at school won’t do them any harm anyway, but see if you can find out anything else about what actually happened outside Allen’s house, when they returned Ellie’s phone. I don’t know if it’s important or not, but I’d rather be sure.’

      With that said, Harry dismissed the team, grabbed his coat, whistled for Smudge, and headed outside and over to the Land Rover.

      With the dog clipped in, he climbed in behind the steering wheel, Matt in the passenger seat, a pile of papers and folders on his lap.

      ‘What’s the quickest route?’

      ‘To Richmond?’ said Matt. ‘Take the road through Askrigg and on through Redmire.’

      ‘How long?’

      ‘Forty-five minutes.’

      Harry started the engine, spun the steering wheel, and headed off out of Hawes. As they headed over the River Ure, Harry gave a nod at what Matt had with him.

      ‘What’s all that, then?’

      ‘This is what Jen and Jim found at Allen’s yesterday,’ Matt said. ‘It was all over Ellie’s bed, underneath the unconscious and very drunk Mr Hodgson. There’s mortgage and credit card statements here, loans, that kind of stuff. I took it home with me last night. Joan wasn’t impressed, but I thought I’d have a look through it all while the snooker was on.’

      ‘Living the high life,’ Harry said. ‘And?’

      ‘And I don’t really know,’ said Matt. ‘I mean, these are just piles and piles of figures and I’m no accountant, that’s for sure. But it’s not like I don’t know anything at all, is it? I looked after the finances for the Mountain Rescue Team for a few years, and they were a royal mess when I got handed them.’

      ‘But you’ve not actually found anything.’

      ‘All I can see is that a few years ago, the business was in the red, bleeding money, Allen spending it on goodness knows what, draining the profit like it was nothing more than his personal account. And then …’

      ‘And then what?’

      ‘Then everything’s fine. Debts are cleared, company is in the black; I can’t even find anything that shows a loan coming in. Well, I can, but what I can’t see is any evidence of that money being paid back in installments. It’s like someone waved a magic wand and everything was made good.’

      ‘That’s very odd,’ said Harry.

      ‘Isn’t it? We’ll need a forensic accountant to look through it all for sure, but yeah, definitely strange.’

      

      A few minutes later, and with what Matt had told him rolling around his mind and picking up bits and pieces from the past few days to carry along with it, Harry heaved the Land Rover around a corner, slamming him against his door, and causing Matt to hold on to his door to stop him falling sideways. The vehicle didn’t respond as swiftly as Harry would’ve liked, but it certainly made a lot more noise. He ignored it, eyes on the road ahead, the dales a green and gold blur around him.

      Over the roar of the engine, Harry’s phone blared out from the clip it was fixed into.

      He answered it.

      ‘Jadyn?’

      ‘Mr Philips is heading in the direction of Catterick, if that means anything. What do you want me to do?’

      ‘Keep on him,’ instructed Harry. ‘Call me if anything changes and we’ll see if we can’t end up at his destination together. Make sense?’

      ‘I think so.’

      They were soon through Askrigg and heading on towards Carperby.

      ‘So, what are you thinking?’ Matt asked, still holding onto his door.

      ‘Whatever it is, trying to make any sense of it all is making my head hurt,’ said Harry.

      ‘Let’s run through it again,’ said Matt. ‘If you think it’ll help. Two brains and all that, right?’

      Carperby came and went in a flash, the Wheatsheaf Inn where Harry had spent a lovely hour or two with Grace the night before flying past.

      ‘I’m just trying to think through the evidence we’ve got, what we know,’ Harry said. ‘Right now, the reason we’re racing off to see Jadyn is because he’s chasing after Mr Philips, who I think might be involved, but I don’t know why or how, or even if it’s deliberate, or just something he’s got caught up in. And he wouldn’t be the only one.’

      ‘Doesn’t make much sense, Hodgson selling the business, does it?’

      ‘No,’ said Harry. ‘What’s the reasoning behind it?’

      ‘Something drove Ellie to write that note to him and to head off with Ian,’ said Matt.

      ‘But that can’t be linked to her being kidnapped or abducted or whatever you want to call it, can it? This is that very rare time where I do actually think it’s just a coincidence; can’t be anything else.’

      ‘Allen was too pissed to do anything at all that night, wasn’t he?’ said Matt. ‘Jadyn dealt with him, and we’ve plenty of witnesses from the pub to back that up. I know we usually suspect close family in a case like this, but it’s not. It can’t be.’

      ‘So, why was he drinking that night in the first place?’ said Harry. ‘The man’s an alcoholic And he was a mess again yesterday.’

      ‘Horrendous, Harry,’ Matt said. ‘He’s still in hospital. I’ll phone to check on him later, obviously, but something serious must have happened to have him fall off the wagon like that. The second lapse we can explain as worry about Ellie, but that first one? We’ve got nothing at all.’

      ‘Actually, I think we have,’ Harry said, and pointed at the papers that had been on Matt’s lap, but were now piled up in the footwell. ‘All of that. We know that Philips and an unidentified woman were with him the whole day. My guess is something bad happened with the business. No idea what. Allen headed out to drown his sorrows. Next day, he wakes up, finds the letter from Ellie, and loses it completely. Then he sells the business, because of whatever happened that previous day, and gets drunk again, his world crashing down around him. It’s understandable. He could’ve done a lot worse.’

      Redmire had gone by without Harry even realising and he was now on a larger trunk road, the sides of which were lined with reinforced concrete curbs to protect them from the heavy military vehicles that would often use it.

      ‘You think there’s a link somewhere in all this, between the business, Ellie, and Ian?’ Matt asked.

      ‘All of this is connected somehow. It has to be,’ said Harry.

      ‘What else, then? What did you get from Sowerby? And you’ve spoken to the collision investigator; finding a reason as to why Ian was up on the moors would be a help, because as we said, that’s not really the most direct route to get to the Lake District, is it?’

      Harry had meant to cover what he had learned from both Rebecca Sowerby and Caitlin Price in the meeting that morning, but there hadn’t been time. As was often the case, circumstances had dictated otherwise, and now here they were, racing off towards Catterick, a place burned into his memory from his time there years ago as a young soldier.

      ‘I’m pretty sure now that Ian was chasing the car that eventually knocked him off the road,’ Harry said, ‘which links into what John Churchill saw at the castle. Ian and Ellie used to meet up at the castle. So, I’m guessing that’s what they’d planned all along; to meet there before heading off to the Lake District. No idea for how long, but that’s neither here nor there.’

      ‘Something must’ve happened at the castle, then?’

      Harry nodded.

      ‘There was a struggle or an argument, between Ellie, Ian, and whoever it is that took Ellie. There was a fight, a gun was fired, and Ellie was dragged away. Ian then chased them on his motorbike. And you know that photo of Ellie? You’re right about the jacket. I’ve seen it before; the collision investigator was able to pull some photos from Ian’s phone, the one those girls found at the scene. And they show someone in the back of the car Ian was chasing.’

      ‘Ellie?’

      ‘Ellie,’ said Harry. ‘There’s something else as well; Sowerby found bruises on Ian’s feet, and they match the shape of the wing mirror Jadyn found up on the moors; Ian must’ve kicked it off in a desperate attempt to stop the car and rescue Ellie.’

      ‘Trouble is, none of this explains where Ellie is or why she was taken,’ sighed Matt.

      ‘Or what, if anything, it has to do with Allen selling his business.’

      ‘Or John Churchill’s caravan exploding,’ added Matt.

      ‘There’s every chance that whoever took Ellie and killed Ian saw John filming them that night in the castle. If so, they could well have tracked him down and tried to get rid of him.’

      Matt rubbed his forehead as though it would help him process everything.

      ‘This is making my brain hurt.’

      ‘You and me both,’ said Harry. ‘John saw two flashes that night; one was clearly someone trying to shoot Ian; I found that bullet yesterday. The other could easily be a shot fired at John himself.’

      ‘Bloody hell,’ said Matt. ‘I tell you, whatever this is, it just seems to be going from bad to worse to absolutely horrific, doesn’t it?’

      Harry saw another call come up on his phone.

      ‘It’s Jadyn,’ he said, and answered it.
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      Jadyn was in his vehicle looking ahead at a lane leading off the one he was currently on. ‘I’m just past the racecourse,’ he said. ‘I’ll send you the location.’

      There was a pause before Harry replied.

      ‘We’ll be there in fifteen, Don’t do anything until we get there.’ Then he hung up.

      Jadyn had followed Mr Philips all the way from Richmond, working to stay far enough back, to not arouse suspicion. A number of times he had been a little too careful and lost sight of him altogether.

      Having arrived at the racecourse, Mr Philips had taken a sharp left off the main road, headed down a lane. Then further on, he’d taken another turning, this one through a large metal gate. Jadyn had parked up before following Mr Philips on foot, having noticed on the satnav that the road led nowhere, so turning up in a police car was perhaps not the best way to stay out of sight.

      Jadyn checked his watch; fifteen minutes wasn’t long, but he wasn’t about to waste those minutes either, so he quickly made his way to the gate for a closer look.

      On the other side of the gate was a rough, gravel drive leading down to a small collection of buildings about a hundred metres away, huddled around a courtyard. Jadyn wondered if they were old stables from the early days of the racecourse, long abandoned and now falling into disrepair. Why Mr Philips was here at all was a mystery.

      In the courtyard, Jadyn could see two white sports saloons, one of which he knew from the numberplate was the car he had just spent the past thirty or so minutes following. Mr Philips was nowhere to be seen. Jadyn was tempted to climb over the gate for a closer look, but in the end he decided it was better to wait.

      Heading back to his car, Jadyn grabbed a jacket, then made his way once again over to the gate. Ducking down out of sight, he focused on the buildings in front of him, and waited.

      A few minutes later, something tapped against Jadyn’s shoulder, and he jumped, turning around to find DCI Grimm and DS Dinsdale staring at him.

      ‘Thought I told you not to do anything until we arrived,’ said Harry.

      ‘I’m just looking,’ Jadyn said. ‘I wasn’t going in.’

      ‘And have you seen anything?’ asked Matt.

      Jadyn pointed at the cars.

      ‘The one on the right belongs to Mr Philips,’ he said. ‘The other one must’ve been here when he arrived.’

      Harry scratched his chin thoughtfully.

      ‘He’s meeting someone, then.’

      ‘Must be,’ said Jadyn. ‘Who, though? And this is a weird place to meet anyone, isn’t it?’

      Matt handed over a folded sheet of A4 paper.

      Jadyn opened it to find himself staring at a photograph of Ellie.

      ‘That was delivered to Allen Hodgson yesterday,’ Matt said.

      ‘We think by our friend Mr Philips,’ added Harry.

      ‘Why?’ Jadyn asked, staring at the photograph, which showed Ellie wearing a leather jacket and staring past the camera, a startled expression on her face. Behind her was a brick wall and what looked like a door made of wooden planks.

      ‘That’s exactly what I’d like to know,’ Harry said, then stood up and reached for the gate. ‘Which is why I would very much like to have a chat with Mr Philips as soon as possible; shall we go and see if we can find him?’

      ‘I’ve space in my diary,’ said Matt.

      Jadyn wasn’t so convinced.

      ‘You mean just walk in there?’

      ‘This isn’t a covert operation,’ Harry said.

      ‘But won’t he think it’s a bit weird that we know where he is?’

      ‘I’ve never been one for bothering much with what people think,’ said Harry.

      Matt then added, ‘And if there is anything weird here at all, then it’s the fact that this is where we’ve followed him to, isn’t it?’

      ‘Like Matt said, you followed him here, Constable,’ said Harry, ‘and we now want to find out what he’s up to. We’re the police, remember. We’re allowed to be nosy. All part of the job.’

      Jadyn still hesitated, but it made no difference to Harry, who opened the gate and headed up the gravel drive with Matt beside him, both of them striding out and clearly none too fussed about being seen.

      Jogging to catch up, Jadyn arrived at the buildings in step with Harry and Matt. They all came to a stop at the two cars.

      ‘Nice wheels,’ Jadyn said. ‘Imagine being able to afford cars like this.’

      ‘Someone else said that yesterday,’ said Harry, looking at Jadyn, eyes serious beneath a heavy brow. ‘The first bit, I mean, about the wheels.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘John Churchill. He thought there was a third paramedic, one who’d turned up before the explosion. He mentioned something about a car. And he said it was a white BMW.

      ‘Bit of a coincidence.’

      Harry was now standing beside one of the cars, and pointing at something.

      ‘Look …’

      Jadyn noticed the almost permanent frown on the DCI’s scarred face grow even more furrowed.

      ‘It’s missing a wing mirror,’ observed Jadyn.

      ‘Isn’t it just?’ agreed Harry.

      ‘Definitely not a coincidence then, is it?’ said Matt.

      ‘That wing mirror I found was black,’ Jadyn said, ‘so I just assumed the car it had come off was black as well.’

      ‘We all did,’ said Matt. ‘Looks like that’s not the case for this model.’

      Jadyn quickly took photos of both vehicles, including where the one was missing the wing mirror.

      ‘I’ll get the number plates checked as well,’ he said.

      ‘We’ll worry about that later,’ said Harry, ‘but right now, I think we’d better crack on. If that’s the same car that hit Ian, then …’

      ‘Ellie?’ said Matt.

      ‘Exactly.’

      Jadyn followed Harry around the cars and over to the first of the buildings. It was, like the others, old and run down, but in surprisingly good order, the roof not even missing a slate. So, someone was looking after them, that was for sure. Though for what purpose, he couldn’t imagine.

      Harry stopped, held up a hand.

      ‘Voices,’ he whispered, leaning in with a whisper, then he pointed over at the next building along, and led the way.

      At first, Jadyn couldn’t hear anything, then a faint mumble came to him, which soon formed into faint, muffled words. One of the voices he recognised as that of Mr Philips, but the other he had never heard before in his life.

      ‘I want to see her and I want nothing more to do with any of this. I’ve done everything you asked of me; everything!’

      ‘That’s Philips,’ Jadyn said, but Harry hushed him with a finger to his lips, as the other voice answered.

      ‘I said to meet here because she’s close by, but don’t think you’re out of it. And don’t go calling me again like you did today. Ever. Understood?’

      ‘You’ve destroyed me, destroyed a friend—’

      Laughter then, cold and mean.

      ‘You destroyed yourselves. We just took advantage of it. Business is business; you understand that.’

      ‘I don’t understand any of this. You can’t—’

      As Mr Philips continued to argue with whoever he was with, Jadyn saw Harry’s expression grow so dark he could’ve sworn daylight, for a moment, dimmed.

      ‘You want to say hello, don’t you?’ said Matt.

      Harry didn’t say a word. Instead, he stood up and lifted a hand to push through the door in front of them.

      From somewhere else in the buildings, a pained cry broke the moment and Jadyn saw Harry whip round to face him.

      ‘Call this in. Get anyone you can over here right now, put a couple of tyres out of action on those cars as well, and when you’ve done that, fetch yours in here as well to block these two in. And while you’re at it, make your arrival nice and loud.’

      ‘Blues and twos?’ said Jadyn, as another cry cut through the air. ‘But won’t that just tell them we’re here?’

      ‘It will, and that’s the whole point; it might just stop them from doing anything really stupid.’

      ‘Like what?’

      Harry didn’t answer the question.

      ‘You think they’re armed?’ asked Matt.

      ‘No reason to think otherwise after what I found at the castle,’ said Harry, ‘but we can’t wait for backup, not with that scream we’ve just heard.’ He looked over at Jadyn. ‘Shift it, Constable,’ he said through gritted teeth.

      Leaving Harry and Matt standing by the wall, Jadyn jogged back to the two cars. Ducking down behind the first, he pulled out his pen, then was on the radio to call it in, just as Harry had instructed. Once that was done, he used the pen to deflate the nearest tyre, pushing the end into the valve. The sound was a bright, harsh hiss.

      Too loud, Jadyn thought, and stopped, afraid that he had alerted Mr Philips and whoever it was he was meeting to the fact that they were there. When neither of them came out to investigate the sound, he continued until the tyre was pancake flat. He quickly moved onto the next car, did the same, then dashed back down the gravel drive, along the lane, and climbed into his vehicle. The Land Rover Harry and Matt had driven over in was parked directly behind him.

      Jadyn started the engine, then headed down the lane. At the gate, he flicked on the lights, hit the siren, and drove towards the buildings.
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      The siren on Jadyn’s car blasted out, and Harry looked past the two white cars and down the lane. The constable was driving at a pace towards the courtyard, lights flashing wildly. As he swung the car across the rear of the two white saloons, completely blocking their exit, Harry heard shocked shouts from the other side of the door. He stepped back, waited.

      Mr Philips crashed through the door.

      ‘What the hell is—?’

      Matt grabbed him.

      ‘Hello, there,’ he said. ‘Wonder if you and I could have a little chat?’

      ‘What? Who are you? What do you want? Look, I can explain. It’s not me you want, it’s—’

      Before Matt had a chance to answer, Mr Philips was thrust to one side, causing them both to stumble.

      Harry saw a man race out of the building and take off, first towards the parked cars, but on seeing Jadyn’s car blocking the way and the young constable climbing out of it, he skidded and changed direction.

      Jadyn, Harry noticed, was waving a sheet of paper in the air, then pointing at the building.

      ‘What?’ Harry called over.

      ‘It’s that building!’ Jadyn shouted, and jabbed a finger at the paper, then at the building. ‘That one! I know it is! Look!’

      He then waved his hand again, so vigorously this time that the thing he was holding got yanked out of it by the wind. He managed to catch it, then instead of saying anything else, sprinted after the other man.

      Harry looked at Matt, not exactly sure what was going on. He had set off after Jadyn that morning, expecting to find Mr Philips somewhere a little more everyday than some abandoned buildings by a racecourse, so they could sit down for a chat. He had questions that needed answering, a missing girl to find, and the death of a young man to solve, and his gut was telling him Philips knew more than enough to help him get to the bottom of it all. But none of that had so far happened, and it didn’t look like it was about to, either.

      ‘Go!’ Matt said, pointing at the man racing away from them. Then he smiled at Mr Philips. ‘We’re fine just as we are, aren’t we, chum?’

      Harry broke into a sprint and immediately noticed that the training Jen had been bullying him into these past couple of months had had an impact. His legs felt powerful and strong, and though he would never admit it, he felt sure that the amount of stomach bouncing over his belt had reduced a little.

      Jadyn was ahead and quickly closing the distance between himself and the man they were both pursuing. Harry wasn’t sure that was a good idea, not least because he was worried the man was armed. And if this was the one who had shot at Ian and John, then there was no reason to think he wouldn’t do the same again.

      ‘Get yourself back!’ Harry roared, still pushing on, trying to catch up. ‘Jadyn! Leave him to me!’

      But Jadyn wasn’t listening; he was getting closer and closer.

      Then there was no distance at all left between them, and the constable drove himself into the legs of the man he was trying to catch, bringing him down in a rugby tackle hard and violent enough to knock the wind out of a rhino.

      When Harry arrived, Jadyn already had the man’s hands cuffed behind his back.

      ‘Bloody hell, you can shift,’ said Harry, now suddenly aware of the exertion he’d just put his body through. He may have been a little fitter, but he hadn’t exactly been training for a sprint.

      ‘You’re no slowcoach yourself, Boss,’ said Jadyn, pushing himself up onto his feet and dragging the man up off the ground as he did so.

      ‘What was all that waving?’ Harry asked.

      Jadyn pulled something from his pocket and handed it to Harry.

      ‘It’s that photo of Ellie,’ Jadyn said.

      ‘And?’

      Jadyn pointed at the photo, then at the building Matt was standing outside.

      ‘And,’ Jadyn said, ‘if you look closely at what’s behind Ellie in the photo, then …’

      ‘Bloody hell.’

      ‘Bloody hell indeed.’

      Leaving Jadyn to deal with the man struggling against his handcuffs, Harry ran over to Matt. He heard sirens racing towards them and saw lights dancing along the lane, drawing closer to the gate at the end of the drive. But instead of waiting for them, he ducked into the building, his mind focused on finding the source of those cries they’d heard just a few moments ago.

      Inside, the room was dark, dusty, and dry. It was empty; no furniture, no carpet, just a dead space of shadows and cobwebs. Wherever the person who had cried out was, it wasn’t this room.

      Harry saw a door in the wall opposite. He headed over, opened it, and walked into another room, this one even darker than the first. The place was deathly quiet, but then Harry heard something, a faint sob, far off.

      He crossed the room, one hand outstretched, the other fumbling in his pockets for his phone. Finding it, he switched on the torch, saw another door ahead, and pushed through into air held still by the stink of urine strong enough to make his eyes water.Harry heard something, a scuffling sound from a dark corner. He swept the weak beam of his torch to glide around the room. The light glinted off the edge of a bucket against the wall. It was nearly full, the filth inside it the obvious source of the smell.

      Swinging the beam further around the room towards the sound, Harry saw what at first looked like a pile of rags and rough blankets. Then they moved, and from deep inside them, something emerged.

      ‘Ellie?’

      ‘Ellie?’

      Harry heard a cry, and the blankets scurried away to press against the wall.

      He crouched down and made his way over as slowly as he could.

      ‘Ellie, I’m Detective Insp—’ No, thought Harry, you can do better than that. ‘Ellie, my name’s Harry,’ he said, his voice softened. ‘I’m with the police. I’m here to take you home. So, let’s have you out of here, shall we?’

      The blankets gave a shiver.

      ‘You’re safe, Ellie,’ Harry said. ‘I promise you, no one is going to hurt you.’

      ‘Get away from me …’

      The voice was brittle yet also defiant, and the sharp edge to it took Harry by surprise; it was the sound of someone backed into a corner but who still hadn’t made the choice between fight and flight, and was seriously considering fight as an option. Harry drew closer to the blankets, saw a foot, a hand, a single eye staring at him.

      ‘Ellie …’

      The door behind Harry burst open and light flooded the room.

      ‘Out!’ Harry roared, his eyes still on the blankets. ‘Get the hell out! Now!’

      Behind him he heard feet shuffle quickly back out of the room, the lights died.

      The blankets were lowered, and Harry found himself staring into eyes wide with a mix of fear and rage.

      ‘It was him! He … he …’

      Her young woman’s voice broke, and Harry watched tears quickly and angrily wiped away.

      At the edge of the blankets now, Harry reached over and found an arm. The smell was terrible, and he couldn’t help being more than a little confused; Ellie hadn’t been here long enough to end up like this at all, only a couple of days, so what the hell was going on? What had they done to her?

      At the end of the arm, Harry found a hand. He grabbed it, expecting to have to pull Ellie to her feet, but instead, the young woman in front of him pushed him away and stood up to glare at him with wild fury.

      ‘I’m fine, I can walk.’

      ‘That you can,’ Harry said, removing his coat to place it over her shoulders for warmth, but she shrugged it off, and made her way to the open door.

      Outside, in the fading daylight of the afternoon, Matt came over, followed by Jadyn. Behind them, Harry saw the man Jadyn had chased down; he was standing with Mr Philips by one of a number of incident response vehicles now gathered in front of the buildings.

      ‘What the hell did they do to her?’ Matt asked.

      Harry wasn’t listening. Instead, his eyes were on Mr Philips and his accomplice. Mr Philips, Harry realised, was staring right back.

      ‘Just a moment,’ he said, and headed over. At the same time, Mr Philips broke free and bolted, not for an escape, but to Harry’s surprise, directly towards him.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Harry yelled, stopping mid stride, hands up in front of him. ‘Stop! Now! Stop!’

      Mr Philips did nothing of the sort. He just kept running, closing in on Harry.

      Caught off guard, the police officers who had arrived in response to Jadyn’s call woke up and charged, trying to get to Mr Philips, but it was too late.

      Harry stood his ground.

      Mr Philips slammed into him, crashing them both to the ground.

      Harry wrapped his arms around the man, who wriggled and squirmed like he was being electrocuted.

      ‘What the hell’s wrong?’ Harry hissed. ‘Just bloody well calm down, will you? Calm down! Now!’

      Then Harry heard another yell, only this time it was from behind him.

      ‘Dad!’

      Harry froze as the man in his arms, all fight gone, sagged, then sobbed, before he called out weakly in response: ‘I’m here, I’m here …’

      Two officers came over and lifted Mr Philips from Harry’s chest. Harry rolled over onto his knees, then pushed himself to his feet. He looked at Matt and Jadyn, then down at the girl between them. He walked over, crouched down in front of her.

      So, you’re not Ellie, then, he thought.

      ‘You have a name?’ he asked.

      ‘Jessica,’ the girl said, tears in her eyes.

      ‘Well, Jessica,’ Harry said, ‘you’re safe now, okay? You’re safe.’

      Harry felt a hand rest on his shoulder and he glanced up to see a woman in uniform beside him. She was carrying a blanket. He stood up and watched as she wrapped Jessica in the blanket and led her away to another vehicle. As she did so, Mr Philips was brought over to her, and they embraced.

      Harry stood for a moment, unable to think straight.

      ‘Not the ending in we were expecting, is it?’ Matt said.

      ‘It’s no ending at all, that’s why,’ said Harry. ‘What the hell is going on? And just where the hell is Ellie? None of this makes sense!’

      Except, Harry thought, it was starting to. Well, bits of it were, anyway.

      A uniformed officer approached.

      ‘DCI Grimm?’

      ‘That’s me,’ Harry said, looking over at the man.

      ‘He wants to speak to you.’

      ‘Who does?’

      The officer turned and stared across the yard. And there, staring back at Harry, was the man Jadyn had almost snapped in half with his rugby tackle.

      Harry walked over to where the man, still in handcuffs, was being held by two uniformed officers.

      ‘What?’ Harry asked.

      ‘I want to make a deal.’

      Harry rolled his eyes.

      ‘I’m sure you do,’ he said. ‘But after what I just found in that building, I’m not in a deal-making mood.’

      ‘I know where the other girl is.’

      ‘Of course you do,’ said Harry. ‘And I bet you know where Santa lives too, don’t you?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Where is she, then?’ Harry asked.

      The man shook his head.

      ‘I’m not saying anything until I’ve made a deal. No deal, no girls.’

      Harry did a double take.

      ‘Girls?’

      The man gave a nod.

      ‘I know where they are, I know who takes them, and I know where they go.’

      ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

      ‘No deal no—’

      Harry glanced at the two officers.

      ‘Give us a minute, would you, lads?’

      The officers looked at each other, then walked away.

      Harry reached over and took hold of the man’s arm, his grip firm enough to make sure it was more than clear who was in charge. He then led the man over to the building he had pulled the girl from.

      ‘Wait, where are we going?’

      ‘You want to make a deal,’ Harry said, ‘so let’s make a deal. You and me. In private.’
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      Harry led the man through the door and into the first room, and then on until they were standing in the one where he had found Jessica.

      ‘You can’t do this,’ the man said. ‘I want to speak to my lawyer.’

      ‘This is the UK,’ Harry said. ‘You mean solicitor.’

      ‘Do I?’

      Harry pulled out his phone, flicked on the torch, and shone it into the man’s face.

      ‘Before we talk about any kind of deal, there’s a few things I’d like you to clear up for me first, if that’s okay.’

      ‘I’m not talking to anyone unless we make a deal first.’

      ‘What do you know about Allen Hodgson?’

      The man laughed.

      ‘You don’t know the half of it.’

      ‘Oh, I’m beginning to think that I might, actually,’ Harry replied.

      It had taken a while, but at last, Harry was beginning to see the pieces of the puzzle slot into place. The picture wasn’t entirely complete, but he was fairly sure he wasn’t too far off solving it.

      ‘Blackmail,’ he said. ‘That’s what all of this is, isn’t it? Only I think it’s all got a little out of hand.’

      ‘I’m not talking.’

      ‘You’re listening though, and that’s good,’ said Harry. ‘Because I can tell, just by how you’ve already reacted to what I’m saying, that I’m on the right track.’

      ‘Whatever.’

      ‘A few years ago, Allen Hodgson’s life and business were in a mess. Mr Philips stepped into help, and lo-and-behold, the business was turned around. My guess is he was so relieved that he just let it roll over him, and Mr Philips was no doubt very happy to just look after things for him, reassure him everything was fine. But it wasn’t, was it?’

      The man turned away from Harry, but Harry kept on speaking.

      ‘You buy debt, don’t you? You—or whoever it is you work for, because you’re sure as hell not in charge of anything—find companies in trouble, do a bit of due diligence, work out if the assets, the potential in the company, outweigh the debt, and swoop in. And you use people like Mr Philips to wriggle into companies that are in dire straits, bail them out, then ruin them.’

      The man turned back to face Harry.

      ‘You’re not listening; no deal, no talk. You’re wasting your breath.’

      ‘How many other companies have done this to?’ Harry asked. ‘And how many other Mr Philips are there? We’ve seen what you did to his daughter, but I’d put money on that being nothing more than you tightening the screws. He’s been in your pocket for years; perhaps he was unlucky enough to wake up one day and find out that whatever debt he owed had been sold to you, and the only way to pay it back was to work for you.’

      ‘This one didn’t go so well though, did it?’ Harry continued. ‘I think Mr Philips tried to back out, so you kidnapped his daughter to put the pressure on; it’s an old tactic, but it works. Trouble was, Allen wasn’t such a pushover. My guess is that he went out, had a few drinks, and thought no, he wasn’t going to just give you the company. So, to make sure he got the message, you kidnapped his daughter, Ellie, as well. Then everything started to unravel, didn’t it?’

      Harry noticed that the man was really listening to him now, so even though he was joining the dots as he went, he was obviously getting a lot of it right.‘The girls,’ the man said, and Harry heard a note of desperation in his voice. ‘I know where they are. All of them. I know who’s in charge. But I want police protection.’

      ‘Of course you do, and you’re worried now, because what I’m saying is right, isn’t it? And the more I’m getting right the more you’re realising the less leverage you have. But anyway, maybe we should talk about what happened at the castle and why you then ended up killing a young man on a motorbike.’

      ‘I know where she is! I know where they all are!’

      Harry pointed the beam of his torch into the corner of the room.

      ‘We’re going to be a while yet,’ he said, ignoring the man. ‘Maybe you should make yourself comfortable.’

      ‘What? No, it stinks. And it’s not me you want. It’s not!’

      Harry stepped forward, forcing the man to retreat.

      ‘It was good enough for Jessica though, wasn’t it?’ he said.

      Another step, and the man shuffled back further.

      ‘Please, you can’t do this …’

      ‘How long was she in here?’ Harry asked.

      Another step.

      ‘Help!’ the man called out. ‘Help! Please, someone!’

      Harry flinched just enough to make the man jump, then stumble, then fall. He heard the sound of a bucket clatter, liquid splashing, then swearing, and the sound of retching.

      Harry had smelled worse, but not by much.

      He shone his light down on the mess of a man on the floor at his feet.

      ‘Here’s the deal,’ Harry said. ‘You’ve listened to me long enough, and judging by your reaction, I’ve been very, very close to getting all of it right. So, now you’re going to tell me everything you know. And when you have, you will be taken from here by other police officers, who will wash you down, lock you up, and at some point, you will end up in prison for a very long time indeed.’

      ‘This isn’t fair, it’s not right.’

      ‘Not really sure you’re in any position to talk about things being fair or right, do you?’ Harry said. ‘You want to help? Then help. Tell me everything that you know and it may go in your favour. If you don’t, I can absolutely guarantee that it won’t. The question you have to ask yourself right now is, are you willing to take that risk?’ Harry turned and walked out of the room. ‘I’ll be outside …’
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      The night was starless and fully dark, cloaked in a thick fog weaved so densely that the journey over from the cells at Harrogate had taken twice as long as it should have. Harry, along with Matt and Jadyn, had parked up just a short stroll away from the marina at Hartlepool.

      ‘Not the kind of weather I’d be looking to take a boat out in,’ Matt said. ‘Not that I’d be taking a boat out at all, I hasten to add. Sailing’s never really been my thing.’

      ‘And why’s that?’ Harry asked.

      ‘Too dangerous, if you ask me.’

      ‘Says the man who thinks burrowing through tunnels underground is a fun way to spend his free time.’

      Matt laughed at that.

      ‘I’ll get you caving again, I promise you.’

      ‘And I promise you that you won’t,’ said Harry.

      After Harry’s chat with the man they had found with Mr Philips, various things had come to light. Harry hadn’t got everything right, but he’d been close enough. The first, was that Mr Philips, after coming in to help Allen with his business, had got into a little bit of trouble himself. One thing had led to another and, to keep himself afloat, he had started siphoning funds from Allen’s business. Allen, his every waking hour clouded by the grief at the loss of this wife, and the additional fog from the alcohol, was too trusting and just never noticed. And when he eventually sobered up and pulled himself together, it was too late; the hole Mr Philips had dug for himself was eventually too deep to fill, so he borrowed money from the wrong kind of people, couldn’t pay them back, and then someone else came in, bought his debt, and made everything much, much worse.

      ‘So, what exactly are we doing, then?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘Paying someone a visit,’ Harry said.

      ‘And they’re on a boat?’

      ‘They are.’

      Closer to the marina, Harry saw one of the vans that had come out to the old stables near the racecourse park up. A moment later, the van’s rear doors opened and out spilled half a dozen police officers.

      It was the floating keyfob that had got him thinking, and the marine flare, which had been used to set fire to John Churchill’s caravan. The link to the sea had been there, but it was only as he had spoken with Mr Philips’ accomplice that he’d started to think what it might be. At first, he had wondered if it was drugs, and there was every chance that business was all part of the wider picture. But right now, that wasn’t what they were here for at all.

      Harry led Matt and Jadyn across the road.

      ‘Right then,’ he said, ‘won’t be long.’

      ‘Wait, we’re not coming, then?’ Jadyn asked.

      Matt rested a hand on the constable’s shoulder.

      ‘We’re the backup,’ he said. ‘If it all goes to hell in a handcart, it’ll be down to us to sort it out. Reckon you’re up for that?’

      Harry could see that Jadyn wasn’t entirely convinced, but the constable gave him a firm nod, and that was good enough.

      Leaving Matt and Jadyn behind, Harry jogged over to the group of police officers who had gathered behind the van.

      ‘So, how do you want to do this, then?’ one of them asked, a DI by the name of Small, which was ironic, considering the man’s towering size.

      ‘If everything we’ve been told is correct, the last thing we want is to spook them,’ Harry said. ‘Tempting though it is to go in hard, I’m not sure that’s the best plan under the circumstances.’

      He cast an eye over the other officers; four men, two women. They were all tough-looking individuals, dressed head to toe in protective gear, and though they didn’t look like they were gunning for a scrap, Harry had no doubt that if one came looking for them, they’d meet it head-on and win.

      ‘Also, we have zero idea how many people we’re dealing with. Could be two, could be twenty. I’ll be on point, do a recce, and if I think there’s going to be a problem, I’ll let you know. But my hope is that we can pull this off nice and quiet, no harm done.’

      ‘A little naïve, don’t you think?’ said Small.

      Harry shook his head.

      ‘I’ve seen violence,’ he said. ‘I’d rather avoid it when I can.’

      And with that said, he headed off.

      As weeks went, it had been one riven by tragedy. Families torn apart, a young man dead, and all for what? Money. Harry was sickened by it. Allen’s life had fallen apart, and in asking for someone’s help, he had unwittingly invited in the very opposite. There were still plenty of things he wasn’t too sure about, connections that needed to be made, but he knew that the night Ellie headed off to escape with her boyfriend, the man he had interviewed in the abandoned buildings earlier that day had followed her, having been parked outside her father’s house just in case further persuasion was required. But the worst thing of all, was that even that had been a lie. The promise of Ellie’s return in exchange for Allen’s business was as empty as the soul of the person Harry was now on his way to meet. He couldn’t wait.

      Walking through the boats, Harry’s steps were joined by the faint metallic tapping of the rigging of various boats caught in the breeze. The sound made him feel like the idea of travelling wouldn’t be such a bad thing, that maybe going on holiday, particularly as he was now with Grace, was something he could actually see himself doing, maybe even enjoying. The thoughts seemed so sudden and so at odds with why he was there that Harry almost walked past the very boat he had been looking for.

      Harry stopped and stared at the keel of a large sailing boat. It swayed as he looked at it and the motion made him feel dizzy, as though it was him that was moving, and not the boat.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, opened them, then slowly, carefully, walked down the side of the boat, its rear end sticking out into the waterway, its side tied to a narrow, wooden pier. gangway.

      At the rear, Harry found a place that looked the most likely way to board. He saw lights on in the boat, but the curtains were drawn and there was no noise. He reached up, grabbed hold of a thin railing, and pulled himself up.

      The boat shifted a little with Harry’s additional weight. Careful to make as little sound as possible, he crept over to a small, soft-roofed cabin that housed a wheel and a small door leading down inside the boat itself.

      Harry had no idea what was waiting for him on the other side, but he also had the element of surprise. He pulled the cork key fob from his pocket, and slipped the key into the door, giving it a twist. Then he heaved the door open and jumped through.

      Harry found himself in a large cabin containing a table and benches, a small kitchen area, and various doors heading off. Sitting at the table was a woman with a dark brown bob, and dressed in a blue striped top and jeans.

      ‘Oh,’ she said.

      ‘Evening,’ Harry said.

      The woman smiled.

      ‘No, sorry, I don’t mean oh as in surprise, I mean oh, as in it’s a shame what’s about to happen to you.’

      A door to Harry’s left opened and out came a man, a pistol raised directly at Harry’s face.

      Harry reacted, slapping the pistol one way, ducking the other, then throwing himself under the arm holding the gun and driving himself forward, pushing the man back into the small cabin from which he had just emerged.

      The pistol fired, shattering the quiet of the night, piercing the roof above, and nearly deafening Harry. Which only made him angrier.

      With a sharp snap of his head, Harry crashed his skull into the man’s jaw, heard a sickening crunch, then pushed again, toppling the man onto his side. Harry landed on him, winding him, sending the pistol spinning. And before the man could do anything else, Harry had him cuffed.

      Back in the cabin, he found the woman staring at him across the table.

      ‘Ms Davies,’ Harry said.

      The woman said nothing.

      ‘Where are they? Where’s Ellie?’

      Ms Davies didn’t move, but her eyes flicked to her right just enough to give it away.

      Harry headed to the front of the boat and kicked open the door. The room on the other side was dark and claustrophobic. He pulled out his phone, turned on the light.

      ‘Hello, Ellie,’ he said.

      Behind him, voices filled the cabin.
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      Harry was sitting in the passenger seat of Jadyn’s car as they rolled through Swaledale and on towards Marrick Priory. A week had passed since everything that had happened over in Middleham, and that night over in the marina, but Harry knew the echoes of such events would roll around the Dales for a long time to come.

      Smudge wasn’t with him; he’d left her with Grace, who was working hard on turning the animal into a good working dog, rather than just a pet. Not that Harry was too bothered; he rather liked having a dog that wanted little more from life than cuddles and a spot in the sun. ‘So, how’s the new vehicle, then?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘It’s not the Rav,’ said Harry, amazed to be hearing a note of sorrow in his voice.

      ‘That’s not strictly true, is it?’ said Jadyn.

      Harry laughed at that.

      ‘I mean, all you’ve done, is replace an old Rav with a newer model. Not very adventurous, Boss.’

      'Don’t blame me, blame Ben,’ Harry said. ‘He’s the one who sorted it all out for me.’

      ‘Could’ve got you something a little sportier though, don’t you think?’

      Harry glanced at Jadyn. ‘Do I look like someone who suits the word sporty?’

      ‘No,’ Jadyn said, shaking his head. ‘Not really.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      Having driven over the top from Hawes, they were now rolling out of Reeth and through Fremington. The day was bright and Harry had his window down to enjoy the fresh air rich with the scent of heather and peat.

      The rest of the team was busy with various jobs, enjoying the fact that the last few days had been considerably less stressful. Not that the stress had gone away, far from it in fact, but dealing with something like a stolen bike, or a few escapee sheep was a welcome change, that was for sure.

      Jen and Jim were over at the school, having yet another meeting with Vicky Spencer and her friends. The welded nails putting teachers’ cars out of action had been traced back to the garage belonging to Maggie Walton’s parents, the one who had driven them over to the crash site to turn it into a social media spectacle. Whether they would be expelled or not, that was in the hands of the headteacher, and though Harry knew they deserved such a punishment, he hoped that something else was done instead; kicking kids out of school did more harm than good, he was sure.

      Liz was back over at Jervaulx Abbey, dealing with the monk, and Matt, for once, had taken a few days off, having whisked Joan and their daughter, Mary-Ann to Alnwick in Northumberland for a few days. Gordy was still providing support to Ian’s parents, and Harry would have a chat with her later in the day to see how she was doing. Of all of them, she had been hit the hardest by what had happened, and he was going to make sure that he kept an eye on her.

      Jadyn indicated right, turning off the main road and onto a narrow track. To their right, Harry saw the River Swale flowing gently along.

      ‘How’s Grace?’ Jadyn asked.

      ‘She’s fine,’ Harry answered.

      ‘You’ve been together a while now, haven’t you?’

      ‘We have,’ said Harry.

      ‘What did she say about today? About what we’re doing, I mean.’

      ‘She’s pleased,’ Harry said. ‘Though obviously she thinks we should just take them out and shoot them …’

      Jadyn let out a shocked gasp, which was cut short by Harry’s laugh.

      ‘And you and Jen, you’re good?’ Harry asked.

      ‘What? Yes, I mean, it’s great,’ Jadyn spluttered. ‘Not serious, I mean it is, but it isn’t, and we know work’s there, isn’t it? And we er …’

      ‘We’re there,’ Harry said.

      Ahead of them, a farm came into view. Jadyn slowed down, pulled into the yard, and switched off the engine. In the fields between them and the river, Harry saw a scattering of expensive-looking shepherds’ huts, some finished, others halfway to being so.

      Harry climbed out of the car, and Jadyn followed.

      ‘Right, then,’ Harry said. ‘Shall we go and see a man about a van?’

      Then he stood back and allowed Jadyn to take the lead towards a solitary red van.
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        Harry and the team are caught in the grip of another terrifying case in Dead Man’s Hands
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        JOIN THE VIP CLUB!

      

      

      Want to find out exactly what happened to Jadyn when he headed over to Swaledale and met a dog called Tank? Of course you do! Then download it here and sign up to my VIP Club! You will also receive the exclusive short origin story, 'Homecoming’, to find out where it all began, and how Harry decided to join the police. By joining the VIP Club, you’ll receive regular updates on the series, plus VIP access to a photo gallery of locations from the books, and the chance to win amazing free stuff in some fantastic competitions.

      
        
        You can also connect with other fans of DCI Grimm and his team by joining The Official DCI Harry Grimm Reader Group.
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        Enjoyed this book? Then please tell others!

      

        

      
        The best thing about reviews is they help people like you: other readers. So, if you can spare a few seconds and leave a review, that would be fantastic. I love hearing what readers think about my books, so you can also email me the link to your review at dciHarrygrimm@hotmail.com.
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