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Introducing DI Walker and his team

This is the fourth book in the DI James Walker series. For those who haven’t read The Christmas Killer, The Killer in the Snow and The Winter Killer, here is a brief introduction to the man himself and the key members of his team.

DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR JAMES WALKER, AGED 42

An officer with the Cumbria Constabulary based in Kendal, recently promoted to DCI. He spent 20 years with the Met in London before moving to the quiet village of Kirkby Abbey. He’s married to Annie, aged 38, who was born in the village and worked as a teacher. The couple have a young daughter, Bella, and Annie is now pregnant with their second child.

SUPERINTENDENT JEFF TANNER, AGED 48

Now based at Cumbria police HQ in Penrith. James took over from him as DCI. He’s married with a son.

DETECTIVE INSPECTOR PHIL STEVENS, AGED 40

A no-nonsense detective who moved up the ladder to replace James as DI. He’s married with two children.

DETECTIVE SERGEANT JESSICA ABBOTT, AGED 35

A highly respected member of the team and of Irish and East African descent. She’s sassy, as sharp as a razor, and not afraid to speak her mind. She too was promoted to her current position as part of the department shake up. She got married to her boyfriend Sean, a paramedic, back in the summer.

DETECTIVE CONSTABLE CAROLINE FOLEY, AGED 29

The youngest team member and a new addition, having been transferred from Carlisle. Her three-year relationship to another woman had recently broken up and she’s now living with her widowed mother in Kendal.




PROLOGUE

As the clock in her living room struck 5 p.m. on Christmas Eve, Maria Payne decided that it was time to call the police. She felt she had no choice, even if it did get her husband into trouble.

Dylan and his three pals had set out almost ten hours ago. They were supposed to have finished up early afternoon but no one had heard from them.

They all knew from experience that it wasn’t safe to trek across the Cumbrian fells in the dark and had always made a point of returning before sunset. But this time they hadn’t, and that wasn’t right.

The other family members hadn’t been overly concerned until Maria contacted them and it became clear that all the mens’ mobile phones were either switched off or unable to receive a signal. That was when the fear started to set in.

Did it mean that something bad had happened to them? Perhaps there’d been an accident or they’d become stranded in one of the many mobile phone black spots that dotted the Lake District.

She had tried to persuade Dylan to stay at home this morning because the snow that was forecast would make the landscape particularly treacherous.

‘You’re being reckless,’ she’d told him. ‘And selfish. You said we could go for a pub lunch and you’d go with them on Boxing Day.’

‘But the weather looks even worse then so that might have to be cancelled. Besides, it doesn’t look like it will turn bad until this afternoon. This morning they’re only forecasting a few rain showers. And we can go to the pub tomorrow. The Bugle is always open on Christmas Day.’ 

It was typical of her husband, of course. He was stubborn, uncompromising, and too often put his own feelings before hers. But she had to admit that he more than made up for it in other ways, which was why he remained the love of her life five years on from the day they’d tied the knot.

She went to the window for the umpteenth time, hoping to see their Range Rover pulling onto the driveway. But there was no movement outside except for the snow falling from the sky. The sight of it made her even more anxious and fearful.

Swallowing hard, she stepped away from the window and grabbed her phone from the coffee table. She’d held off long enough in the hope that she wouldn’t have to do it. She knew that Dylan would be furious with her if it turned out that she’d overreacted, especially if the police got wind of what the guys had been up to. But, at the same time, she would never forgive herself if they suffered because of her inaction.

Seconds later she was through to an emergency service operator.

‘I’m worried about my husband and his friends,’ she said, while struggling to keep her voice steady. ‘There are four of them and they’re all missing. I think they might be in trouble.’




CHAPTER ONE

Day One 
Christmas Eve

It had been a long day and Detective Chief Inspector James Walker was looking forward to going home. He wasn’t looking forward to the drive, though.

It was twenty-five miles from police HQ in the market town of Kendal to Kirkby Abbey, the Cumbrian village he’d lived in for the past three years, and the brutal weather had turned the roads into potential death traps.

Looking out of his office window, he could see that the snow was thankfully easing off now and the gritters and snow ploughs were out in force. But they were having to contend with strong winds and sub-zero temperatures.

He was reminded of what Annie had said to him as they snuggled up in bed in the early hours.

‘The weather forecast is pretty dire, James. Is there any chance you can get someone to cover for you so that you can start your Christmas a day early?’

It had been tempting, but he’d decided that it wouldn’t have been fair on his colleagues, especially DI Phil Stevens and DS Jessica Abbott. They were taking charge through Christmas Day and Boxing Day, and he knew for a fact that they’d both made plans for today.

At least it hadn’t been a stressful shift and there’d been no call for him to leave the office. DC Colin Patterson had attended the mugging of a pensioner in Ambleside and DC Caroline Foley had driven to Sedbergh to interview a woman who claimed she’d been threatened by her ex-husband.

They were both back now, and like him they’d be heading home in the next hour or so, after the night shift officers reported for duty. Hopefully they weren’t going to be delayed by the inclement weather.

James returned to his desk and started tidying the paperwork that covered it. It still felt strange not to be out there in the open-plan office with the rest of the team, even after nine months.

It was back in April when he was promoted from Detective Inspector to Detective Chief Inspector, filling the shoes of Jeff Tanner, who himself got promoted to Superintendent and was now based at Constabulary headquarters in Penrith.

James’s promotion was unexpected, but not unwelcome. Having served as a police officer for over twenty years, most of it with the Met in London, he’d felt more than ready to take the next step up the career ladder.

He often wondered where he’d be now if he’d stayed in the capital. The move to Cumbria came about after Annie’s mother died, leaving her the four-bedroom family cottage in Kirkby Abbey.

By then Annie had lived in London for thirteen years, but it had got to the point where she’d no longer felt comfortable there. Street crime, unbearable levels of traffic, and the urge to start a family – but in a safer environment – had persuaded her that they should relocate to the place she grew up.

James came around to her way of thinking after he started to receive death threats from a violent criminal and so they upped sticks and headed north.

At first, he feared he wouldn’t adjust to being a copper in Cumbria, a county with one of the lowest crime rates in the country, but much to his relief he’d found the job far from boring. In fact, since moving here he’d had to grapple with three of the biggest and most disturbing cases of his career. And the fact that they had all taken place each year around Christmastime was the reason he’d come to secretly dread the festive season.

‘Sorry to bother you, guv, but something has come in that you need to be made aware of.’

The voice snapped him out of his reverie and he looked up to see DC Foley standing in the open doorway. She was the newest recruit to the team, a tall twenty-nine-year-old who had transferred from Carlisle six months ago.

‘What is it, Caroline?’ he asked her.

‘I don’t know the details, but it doesn’t sound good,’ she said. ‘Colin answered a call from Control and then signalled for me to come and get you. He’s still talking to them but he held up his notepad on which he’d scribbled “four people missing”.’

Those words sent a cold rush of blood through James’s veins and he shot straight to his feet.

‘Lead the way,’ he said to DC Foley and then followed her out of the room and across the office to Colin Patterson’s work station.

Patterson was still on the phone, scrawling notes on his pad as he listened intently. He now had the full attention of everyone in the office – one other detective, two uniformed officers, and three civilian support staff. James could see the tension etched into their features as they waited anxiously for Patterson to finish the call.

Another thirty seconds passed before he put down the phone and looked up, his face pinched with concern.

‘Four men and their dogs who went for a hike early this morning have been reported missing,’ he said. ‘They set out between seven and eight and were supposed to have returned to their homes early this afternoon. The call came in from a woman named Maria Payne, who’s the wife of one of the men. She says they’re all experienced hikers so the fact that they’ve not been in touch to warn that they’ll be late, and none of them can be reached on their mobiles, has given her cause for concern. Search and rescue have been alerted, but they’ll have a lot of ground to cover because Mrs Payne doesn’t know the route the men took.’

‘It could be that they’ve just been cut off by the bad weather and can’t get a phone signal,’ James said.

Patterson nodded. ‘Let’s hope so. But we’ve been asked to get involved right away because of the worsening conditions. The group set out from a farm that belongs to one of them, a Mr Ted Rycroft. The other three men are his pals and all live within a fifteen-mile radius of the farm, which is just north of Kentmere village.

‘Mr Rycroft, a widower, lives alone apparently, and though he has two employees, Mrs Payne doesn’t have their names or contact details.’

James drew a tremulous breath as dread swelled inside him. He was only too aware of the risks people took when they went walking across Cumbria’s sprawling fells and bleak, boggy moors, especially during the winter. The number of deaths due to accidents had more than doubled in the last three years. And so far this year over twenty hikers and climbers had perished. The most recent tragedy was only two weeks ago when a man’s body was found on Scafell Pike three days after he went missing during a lone hike.

‘In view of how bad the weather has been all afternoon and how many people are involved, we need to treat this as a serious incident,’ James said.

‘How do we play it then, boss?’ Patterson asked.

‘We liaise with search and rescue and get in touch with the families,’ James replied. ‘We also need the mobile numbers of all four men. See if we can make contact even though the families haven’t yet been able to. Meanwhile, the obvious place to start the ball rolling is the farm they set out from. I’ll go straight there in a patrol car and you can come with me, Caroline. It shouldn’t take us long assuming the roads are passable.’

James glanced at his watch and his heart skipped a beat when he saw that it was almost six o’clock already.

‘We need to move fast,’ he said. ‘In a situation like this every second counts.’




CHAPTER TWO

James returned to his office to grab his coat and call Annie. He’d told her to expect him home around seven-thirty and they had planned to have a Christmas Eve dinner together. He’d also been hoping to see Bella before she was put to bed.

But, as so often happened, he was going to have to disappoint them.

‘Is it likely to be another all-nighter then?’ Annie responded when he broke the news to her.

‘I sincerely hope not seeing as tomorrow is Christmas Day,’ he said. ‘But we have a serious situation to deal with. Four hikers have been missing for most of the day and can’t be contacted.’

‘Oh God, their families must be worried sick. Will you be joining in the search for them?’

‘We’ll be coordinating efforts to start with. Rescue teams have been informed and they’ll soon be on their way to the area.’

‘Well, don’t waste your time talking to me,’ she said. ‘Go and do your best to find those men, but please don’t place yourself in danger. It’s a rough night out there.’

‘I won’t. How’s Bella?’

‘She’s still full of energy and showing no signs of tiredness. Plus, she’s learned how to say “snow” and keeps toddling over to the back window to look out.’

James couldn’t help but smile. Bella was eighteen months old now and it seemed that with every day came another milestone. She was certainly a handful, but Annie was coping remarkably well considering she was five months pregnant with their second child. An ultrasound scan was booked for early in January, and they were hoping that would tell them if Bella was soon going to have a baby sister or brother.

‘I made us a beef casserole,’ Annie said. ‘I’ll leave yours in a bowl so if you’re hungry when you eventually come home you can just put it in the microwave.’

‘That’s great, thanks. And don’t wait up for me.’

‘I’ll probably go to bed about ten. Can you phone or text me just before then to let me know what’s happening?’

‘I will if I remember. But don’t worry if you don’t hear from me.’

‘I’ll try not to. Love you lots.’

‘Love you too.’

After the call, James wrapped a scarf around his neck and pulled on his fleece-lined parka. DC Foley, who was now tucked inside a long, quilted jacket, was waiting for him as he stepped out of his office.

‘The patrol car’s warming up downstairs, guv,’ she said. ‘But first Colin wants to show us where the farm is.’

DC Patterson was still at his desk, looking at a map on his computer screen.

‘There’s Kentmere village,’ he said, pointing. ‘The farm is a few miles north of it in a fairly remote location. You get there by following this narrow lane.’

‘I’m familiar with the area,’ James said. ‘I know that it’s popular with walkers but it doesn’t get as busy as many other parts of the Lakes.’

Patterson nodded. ‘That’s right. And the latest info we have is that the roads from here to there are passable.’

‘We’ll get going then,’ James said. ‘Phone through any updates as and when you get them. And make sure the Constabulary press office is alerting the media. We need to spread the word about those missing men as quickly as possible.’

Minutes later James and Foley climbed onto the back seat of a sturdy Land Rover. The driver, PC Seth Malek, was the only officer of Egyptian heritage on the team. As efficient as always, he had the engine running and told them he’d already looked up directions to the farm.

As they set off, James took a deep breath and tried to push back on the foreboding that was growing in his chest. But it proved difficult because he knew that on a night like this the Cumbrian landscape was a dangerous place to be, even for experienced hikers. Trails got lost in the snow and tiredness-induced errors were more likely to occur.

The task facing the volunteer search teams was not going to be an easy one. It would take them time to respond and when they did it seemed they weren’t going to know where to start. Plus, if the weather got worse as the night progressed, they would have to be mindful of their own safety. Only light snow was falling now, but one thing James had learned since moving to Cumbria was that the weather had a habit of changing dramatically from one hour to the next.

They drove through the brightly lit streets of Kendal, which were busy with people enjoying the Christmas break. The pubs and restaurants appeared to be doing a roaring trade and a festive atmosphere prevailed.

‘Did you have any plans for this evening?’ James asked Foley, knowing that she now lived in the town.

Shaking her head, she said, ‘I was going to have a quiet night in. I really haven’t been able to enter the Yuletide spirit this year, what with the break-up and my dad’s passing.’

Her three-year relationship with a woman named Tessa had only just ended when her father died from sepsis back in early spring. It was what had prompted her transfer request from Carlisle to Kendal, where she now shared a house with her widowed mother.

She’d proved herself to be a real asset to the team and James was pretty sure that she’d go far on the Force if she stuck with it. James also admired the way she had made a conscious effort to build a rapport with DC Patterson, who had recently turned his own life on its head by coming out of the closet and admitting to his wife of four years that he was gay.

They’d split up in the summer and the divorce was pending. Foley saw how Patterson was struggling to deal with it and struck up a close friendship with him in a bid to help him rebuild his confidence. And it had worked.

‘What about you, guv?’ she said. ‘Were you intending to do anything with the family?’

‘Just dinner and early to bed,’ he replied. ‘Tomorrow is going to be all about our daughter. I can’t wait to see her opening her presents. Having said that, my gut is telling me that neither of us will be going home any time soon.’

‘What do you expect to find when we get to the farm?’

James shrugged. ‘I’d like to believe that Ted Rycroft and his mates are already back there but for some reason they don’t want anyone to know so they’ve switched off their phones.’

Foley raised her brows. ‘That sounds highly unlikely to me.’

‘Exactly. But any other scenario is as bleak as this bloody weather.’

It continued to snow as they drove out of Kendal and headed west along the usually busy A591. There was very little traffic this evening even though the gritters and snow ploughs had done a good job of keeping the road clear.

Soon they were passing through more countryside, but the lush meadows and rugged slopes were barely visible.

They were almost six miles into the journey and approaching the village of Staveley when James’s phone rang. It was DC Patterson with an update and he put him on speaker for Foley’s benefit.

‘I’ve now got the names of all four hikers and I also managed to get through to one of the two people who work at the farm, a Miss Rebecca Carter,’ Patterson said. ‘She’s employed as a part-time clerical assistant and lives in Windermere. She told me that she and the guy who works there as a farmhand were both off today and that they knew their boss was planning a Christmas Eve trek. She has no idea where they were going, though, and she wasn’t aware they were missing until I told her.’

‘Did she say anything else?’

‘Only that she’s worked at the farm for just a few months, but her colleague has been there for years. Her boss rents out quad bikes and organises hikes for tourists, and she handles the bookings and paperwork. He used to focus on dairy farming but scaled back on that after his wife died five years ago. He now has only twenty sheep and they provide a small income from milk, wool and meat.’

‘Does she know if he’s gone missing before?’

‘She doesn’t believe so. He goes on lots of walks even though he’s almost seventy, and he knows the area well.’

‘What about the farmhand? Have you spoken to him?’

‘Not yet. Miss Carter gave me his name and number, but when I called it was busy. I’ll try again in a sec … Guv, I’ve got the Constabulary press office trying to get through to me on another line and I should probably take the call.’

‘You do that. We’re about halfway to the farm and I’ll phone you from there.’

The next stage of the journey took them off the A591 and through Staveley. From there they followed the Kentmere Road as it meandered northwards between hills, meadows and miles of dry-stone walls. Along the way they passed a few isolated farms and houses, but not a single vehicle.

They soon reached Kentmere village, a small, scattered community of fewer than a hundred homes. It was slow going beyond that on a narrow, twisting lane that lay under several inches of pristine snow.

Another lane took them off to the left and within minutes they came to Ted Rycroft’s farm.

The gate was open and PC Malek drove onto a yard that was already occupied by four other vehicles – a Jeep and three cars. These were parked between the stone-built farmhouse and two outbuildings, one of which looked like a barn.

The farm was small and James sensed an ominous stillness about the place. It was in darkness and the only sound was the wind that swirled and howled around them.

‘Oh my God, look at that,’ Foley blurted suddenly, just as the Land Rover pulled up in front of the line of parked vehicles.

It took James a moment to realise what she was referring to and when he saw it every muscle in his body stiffened.

The windscreens and side windows of all four vehicles had been smashed and fragments of glass dented the snow that covered the bonnets.

‘That’s not something the wind could have done,’ PC Malek said.

James knew he was right and a heavy weight settled in his chest.

Throwing open his door, he jumped out of the Land Rover. As he did so the cold air rushed into his lungs.

‘Let’s go straight up to the house,’ he said. ‘And Seth, bring a couple of torches.’

The three of them hurried towards the two-storey building and when they reached it, they got another shock. The front door was wide open and the windows either side of it had also been smashed.

‘Brace yourselves because Christ only knows what we’re going to find inside,’ James said.




CHAPTER THREE

James had to stiffen his spine and take a deep breath before stepping through the front door, Foley and Malek right behind him.

‘Is anyone here?’ he shouted at the top of his voice. ‘We’re the police. Make yourselves known to us.’

After getting no response, he used a torch to cast a pale, yellow light into the short hallway ahead of him. What it revealed sent a rush of blood through his veins.

The carpet was a mess, littered with various objects, including a broken vase, a framed picture with shattered glass, and the remains of a plant that looked as though it had been crushed underfoot.

‘The light switch is on the wall to your left, guv,’ Foley said, but when James flicked it on nothing happened.

‘Could be the power’s been turned off,’ he said. ‘Keep an eye out for the fuse box.’

He dragged in a deep breath before taking careful steps along the hall. There were open doors on either side and at the end of it a staircase.

‘We’ll stick together and search the ground floor first,’ he said. ‘Keep close and stay alert.’

The first door on the left gave access to the kitchen and it was obvious that a degree of effort had gone into wrecking it. Chairs had been overturned and bottles, tins, plates and utensils were strewn across the tiled floor. The fridge door stood open and liquids had been poured over the worktops and table.

As the wind roared through the broken window, James made a mental note of the scene while questions raced through his mind.

‘Who the hell was responsible for this carnage?’ he said to himself. ‘And do we assume it happened after Mr Rycroft and his pals left the farm this morning?’

‘It’s the same in here, sir,’ Malek said and James turned to see that the PC and Foley were staring into the room opposite, a small office. A metal filing cabinet lay on its side and the floor was cluttered with plastic folders, loose documents, newspapers and a laptop. There were also a number of framed photos that had been ripped from the walls, which showed people riding quad bikes and hiking through the fells.

Malek tried the light switch, but again nothing happened.

The next door along led into the living room and the scene inside was much the same. No sign of life, but their torches highlighted more extensive damage.

The television screen was smashed; a large artificial Christmas tree with all the trimmings had been pushed over. Baubles were smashed into the carpet along with still-flickering Christmas lights and even a small, beheaded glass angel. Other objects were piled on the floor including several framed pictures that had been pulled off the walls, and bottles from a drinks cabinet. The only window was broken and cold air was rushing in.

‘Whoever did this must have a serious grudge against the farmer,’ James said.

Foley then drew his attention to a low table to one side of a long, deep leather sofa.

‘There’s the house phone,’ she said, shining her torch at it.

There was one more door off the hallway, which turned out to be a toilet, but the room was intact.

‘Now let’s check upstairs,’ James said.

He led the way and when he reached the landing, he saw that there were four doors leading off it and they were all open.

‘We’ll go from left to right,’ he said. ‘Stay behind me while I look inside.’

He was sure it was the safest approach given that they might well be in for another nasty surprise.

His heart shunted up a gear as he cautiously entered the first room. There was a double bed and a tall, freestanding wardrobe. But no occupants. Drawers had been pulled out and emptied of their contents. The duvet was on the floor and what looked like soil was sprinkled over the sheet covering the mattress. And yet again the glass was missing from the only window.

The second room contained a single bed and not much else, and there didn’t appear to be any damage.

After that came a bathroom with a toilet in which the mirror behind the sink had been smashed.

Room four was the most vandalised, but that didn’t stop James from realising straight away what he was looking at.

‘This is Rycroft’s trophy room,’ he said.

He pointed to the far wall on which there was a tin sign that read:

MAN CAVE

HUNTERS ONLY

Another wall must previously have been covered with mounted fox heads and deer antlers, but most had been removed and dropped on the floor. They lay alongside a collection of trophies that had been tipped out of a glass-fronted display cabinet. The front to what looked like a tall gun cupboard had been wrenched open and it was empty inside.

This was all disturbing enough, but when James’s torch beam landed on a framed print on the wall behind the door, he felt a sharp stab of alarm.

The picture depicted a group of red-coated fox hunters on horseback and surrounded by a pack of hounds. Scrawled roughly across it in what looked like black paint was one word: Murderers.




CHAPTER FOUR

DC Foley reacted to the sight of the defaced picture by letting her breath escape in a low whistle.

‘This whole thing is becoming more bloody unsettling by the minute,’ she said.

James nodded in agreement and shivered despite the heavy coat he was wearing.

What they were looking at was causing his mind to spiral with fresh fears and questions. He was well aware that fox hunting was a controversial subject. Despite the fact that it had been banned across England, Scotland and Wales since 2005, he knew that illegal hunts still took place in many areas, including the Lake District. As a result, opponents of blood sports were as active as ever, making clear that they saw hunters as cruel animal killers.

‘Given that Farmer Rycroft is obviously a keen hunter himself,’ Foley said, gesturing at the scene around them, ‘perhaps some local animal rights activists decided to seize the opportunity to wreak havoc here while he was out hiking.’

‘Or perhaps he and his pals didn’t go on a hike,’ James said. ‘Maybe they went hunting instead.’

‘But that’s not what Mrs Payne told the emergency operator when she rang in.’

James shrugged. ‘Well, she could have been lying so she wouldn’t get them into trouble. Or maybe her husband thought it best not to tell her the truth.’

Foley nodded. ‘I suppose that’s possible seeing as more and more hunts are taking place these days across the whole of the Christmas period.’

Fox hunting had played an important part in rural life for years but had always provoked serious opposition. In fact, earlier today, James’s colleagues in another part of the county had been called out to a gathering after violent clashes broke out between hunt supporters and protesters. And the Constabulary was now bracing itself for Boxing Day, which was by far the busiest day on the hunting calendar.

The problem was that although conventional fox hunting was no longer permitted, it had been replaced by so-called trail hunting. This involved people on foot or horseback with hounds or beagles following a laid-down trail of animal-based scent along a pre-determined path, effectively replicating traditional hunts but without the animals being chased and killed.

However, this was frequently being used as a smokescreen for illegal hunting. The hunters in question only pretended to lay down the scent and instead went after the real thing, just as they did before the ban was introduced.

‘It’s too soon to draw any conclusions,’ James said. ‘First, we need to get the lights on in here and check the rest of the farm. Then I’ll call for backup and forensics. You go and look for the fuse box, Seth, while Caroline and I check the other buildings. And keep an eye out for any shotguns and rifles. I think it’s safe to assume that cupboard wasn’t empty before today.’

Outside it remained a cold, unpleasant evening. There were still no breaks in the cloud cover and the wind continued to tear across the yard.

James wondered with mounting dread how Ted Rycroft and his pals were coping. Right now, he didn’t care if they’d been hiking or hunting. He just wanted to hear that they were safe. If they hadn’t managed to find shelter in a bothy or cave then he reckoned they’d be in real trouble. The search would soon be under way, of course, but it was going to be seriously hampered by the arctic conditions.

They went to the barn first, which had stone walls and a thatched roof. It wasn’t locked and inside there were about twenty sheep looking cosy and comfortable in rows of small, individual pens. James couldn’t see any signs of vandalism and none of the sheep appeared to have been harmed.

There were double doors at the back that opened onto a small, fenced-in field. Beyond it they could just make out the dark fells in the distance.

The other outbuilding had clearly once been a stable housing up to a dozen horses. But there were no horses now and between the stalls were four mud-spattered quad bikes.

‘These must be the ones he rents out,’ Foley said. ‘They’re all the rage nowadays, especially around the Lakes. I’ve been out on them a couple of times and I know of several farmers who invested in them as a way of supplementing their dwindling incomes.’

As soon as they stepped back into the yard, they saw that the lights were on in the farmhouse so PC Malek must have found the fuse box.

‘You go and start taking some photos while I phone Colin,’ James said to Foley. ‘But tread carefully because we don’t want to compromise anything. Like it or not, this is now a crime scene.’

He took out his mobile and climbed into the Land Rover to make the call.

Patterson answered straight away and the first thing James told him was that Ted Rycroft and his friends had not returned to the farm.

‘But you need to send a forensics team here pronto along with some uniforms,’ he said. ‘The place has been deliberately trashed and there’s evidence to suggest that it was carried out by one or more people with a grudge against Mr Rycroft. And it appears that several guns or rifles have been taken.’

He described what they had found in the house and made specific mention of the trophy room and picture daubed with the word murderers.

‘It makes me wonder whether those men went out on a hunt and not a hike. If so, then—’

‘Can I stop you there, guv?’ Patterson interrupted. ‘You should know that a couple of things have come to our notice that suggest you could be right and they did go on a trail hunt, or even an illegal hunt.’

‘Really? What have you got?’

‘Well, after the details started to circulate about the men, Ted Rycroft’s name rang a bell with one of the team. He ran a check and found that about a month ago a guy contacted us claiming that Rycroft had vandalised his car outside a pub. The bonnet was scratched with a sharp object, probably a knife, and all four tyres were punctured. The two men had apparently got into an argument inside the pub. Rycroft left first and when the other guy left an hour or so later, he discovered the damage and naturally assumed it was Rycroft who did it. Uniforms attended and spoke to Rycroft. He denied it and since there were no witnesses or security footage, they had to take his word for it.’

‘I vaguely recall it being brought to my attention at the time, but I was working on something else and didn’t get across it. So, who was the bloke who made the allegation?’

‘He’s also a farmer. His name is Neil Hutchinson and he’s Rycroft’s nearest neighbour. The report that was filed says the pair have been involved in a long-running feud and it’s occasionally boiled over into acts of aggression and even vandalism.’

‘Do we know what the problem is between them?’

‘It’s all about fox hunting apparently,’ Patterson said. ‘Rycroft loves it and Hutchinson hates it. And since they live so close to each other, I suppose clashes are inevitable.’

‘We’ll need to talk to this Neil Hutchinson then,’ James said. ‘Find out his address and text it to me. If he is responsible for trashing the farm – and it’s a big if – then he might well know where the group was headed this morning.’

‘Will do,’ Patterson replied. ‘Meanwhile, we’ve now contacted all the next of kin and they’re worried sick.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me, but try to make sure that no relatives come here. They’ll only be in the way. If the men haven’t turned up by morning, we should make arrangements to bring the families together at headquarters. We can then update them on the search and tell them about the state of the farmhouse before the news gets out.’

‘I’ll put the wheels in motion, guv.’

‘DC Foley and I will have to stay here for now so if there are any developments at your end then let me know immediately.’

Before getting out of the Land Rover, James checked the time. It was after seven so he decided to let Annie know that he’d probably be working through the night after all, which would not have been such a big deal if tomorrow wasn’t Christmas Day.

After sending her a message, he used his phone to take photos of the registration plates on the four vehicles in the yard. There was the Jeep, a Range Rover, a Ford Explorer and a battered Skoda. He forwarded the pictures to Patterson, asking him to confirm who the owners were.

He then returned to the farmhouse and when he stepped inside, he experienced another blast of shock and outrage. With all the lights on the extent of the mess was more evident. It surely would have taken quite a while to inflict so much damage, and it had presumably happened this morning either before or after Ted Rycroft and the others had set off.

And that raised a disturbing question – did the person or persons responsible for the mess also have something to do with why the men were missing?




CHAPTER FIVE

‘Take a look at this,’ Foley said when James entered the living room. She held up a framed photograph, adding, ‘I’m guessing this is Mr Rycroft and his late wife. It was one of several lying on the floor.’

James snapped on latex gloves before taking it from her. The couple looked to be in their late sixties and were bundled up in thick coats. He had grey hair and a square, craggy face, and she was much shorter with thin, pale features and narrow eyes.

‘Seth is looking around upstairs, but I’m not sure we’ll find anything that will help lead us to the missing hikers,’ Foley went on. ‘And we haven’t come across any shotguns or rifles. It might be best to leave it to forensics and wait outside for the search teams to arrive. They should be here soon.’

James nodded. ‘You’re probably right.’

He told her about the feud between Rycroft and his neighbour and how the other man had claimed Rycroft had vandalised his car.

Foley nodded knowingly. ‘It comes as no surprise to me that two farmers are at war over it. Having lived in Cumbria all my life, I know well that fox hunting is a very divisive issue around here.’

‘We’ll interview Neil Hutchinson as soon as we can,’ James said. ‘Given their history, it’s easy to believe that he could be responsible for all this, but harder to accept that he knows where the men are. We need to be careful not to go down the wrong track and waste valuable time.’

He placed the photo he’d been holding on the coffee table and snapped a picture of it.

‘I’m going upstairs to check in with Seth. When I come back, we’ll carry out a quick recce of the fields around the farm just to be on the safe side.’

He took some photos of the trophy room, including one of the framed picture with the word murderers painted on it.

PC Malek pointed to a small tin of black paint on the floor and a brush that was lying next to it.

‘If we’re lucky, forensics might find some prints on them,’ he said.

James shook his head. ‘I very much doubt it. Whoever did this put a lot of thought into it. I don’t suppose for a second that they didn’t think to wear gloves.’

They went back downstairs and before stepping outside, James took some more photos in the living room, kitchen and office. He then attached all those he had taken to an email and sent it to Patterson.

Foley was standing in the yard with her phone pressed against her ear. James walked over to her while Malek took it upon himself to venture out into the fields surrounding the farm.

The snow was still falling lightly, but the wind was increasing in strength. James didn’t like to imagine what it must be like out on the moors and fells that stretched for miles in all directions.

When Foley came off the phone, she said, ‘I just checked in to see what’s happening with the Mountain Rescue Teams. They should be here at any minute but because of the bad weather it’s unlikely a helicopter will be able to take part in the initial search. Oh, and the press are now across the story and appeals for people to be on the lookout for the men are being broadcast across social media and the radio.’

James swallowed hard as a tremor of unease rippled through him.

‘Things are not looking good for those poor sods,’ he said. ‘I just wish we knew which direction they went off in.’

Just then both their phones pinged and they opened them up to see an email from Patterson, which provided information on the missing men.

Ted Rycroft, 67, a widowed farmer. No next of kin.

Nigel Marr, 57, a farmer near Selside. Has a wife named Francesca.

Rhys Hughes, 60, a gamekeeper near Ambleside. A widower who lives with his son Owain.

Dylan Payne, 49, runs an outdoor clothing and equipment store in Kendal. Wife Maria.

Registration check as follows:

Jeep belongs to Mr Rycroft

Range Rover belongs to Mr Payne

Ford Explorer belongs to Mr Hughes

Skoda belongs to Mr Marr

They’ve all known each other for some years apparently and often meet up and go on hikes and trail hunts. Mr Hughes owns three hounds and he took them with him, according to his son. Mr Marr owns the other dog that’s with them.

They both finished reading the email but before they could discuss it their attention was suddenly drawn to a pair of approaching headlights.

James immediately assumed it was a rescue vehicle, but when it pulled into the yard, he saw that it was a silver Ford Escort, and a man and a woman were in the front seat.

It came to a stop, the lights were turned off, and the couple got out. As James approached them the woman, who was wearing a fur-trimmed puffer jacket, fixed her eyes on the broken windows of the farmhouse.

‘Oh my God,’ she yelled. ‘What’s happened? Who did that? Is Ted inside?’

She started to walk towards the building with the man in tow, but James rushed forward to intercept them.

‘Please don’t go any closer,’ he said. ‘I’m Detective Chief Inspector Walker and I’m afraid I can’t let you enter the farmhouse.’

They stopped and looked at him, the shock evident on their faces.

‘We both received calls from the police to tell us that Ted and the others were missing, so we came to see if they’re back,’ the man said, and then pointed to the front of the building. ‘But we didn’t expect to see this. What the hell is going on?’

‘I’ll tell you in a moment,’ James said. ‘But first I need to know who you are.’

‘I’m Greg. Greg Pike. This is Rebecca Carter. We both work here with Ted. He gave us today and tomorrow off.’

‘Well, Mr Rycroft and his friends are still missing, but a search is about to get under way. The damage you can see is another matter and unfortunately extends inside. I’ll explain the situation in a moment, but first I have to ask you both some questions.’




CHAPTER SIX

The yard wasn’t the ideal place to have a conversation, but they didn’t have much of a choice and James intended to keep it short.

Greg Pike and Rebecca Carter were clearly concerned and keen to help. They both appeared to be in their late twenties or early thirties, and James learned that after the police phoned Greg, he’d called Rebecca from his home in Ambleside. They decided to come straight to the farm and he picked her up from her place in Windermere.

Greg was short and slim, with sandpaper stubble coating his chin, and he told James he had worked as a farmhand for Ted Rycroft for six years.

‘I used to have a lot more to do,’ he said. ‘Since Ted and his wife never had children there was just them and me running the place. But after Lisa died, he lost interest in farming and decided to scale back and opt for an easier life. He sold most of his land along with his chickens and reduced the number of sheep he bred.’

‘We were surprised not to see any horses in the stable,’ James probed.

‘He used to have several but he decided they were too expensive so he cut back to just the one, but she had to be put down three months ago after breaking a leg during a hunt. Ted hasn’t got around to replacing her. The same has happened with his dogs. He used to have eight
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