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AUTHOR’S NOTE:

Pendragon Castle, Gamelands Stone Circle, and the military firing range outside Warcop exist. To lend more mystery to my story, I’ve relocated them closer to my fictional village. This gives my characters greater access and, hopefully, increases the story’s drama.
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A thread of fog slipped over the car’s windscreen, disappearing into the twilight wallowing in the wood. Gloom smothered the forest’s interior, yet had not fully consumed the tarmac that cut through it like a knife slash. Even now, in the thickening dusk, the wood seemed a place for legends and ghost tales. Or murder. 

McLaren hunched over the steering wheel, peering into the thinning light. The wipers did little to dissipate the mist, for the breeze replaced what moisture and fog were swept away. He slowed the car’s pace and glanced at the road sign emerging from the murkiness. Village of Moorton, Cumbria.

He stopped the car on the verge, near a patch of snow snuggled against the base of a tree, and pawed through the regional pamphlets and sightseeing brochures sprawled across the passenger seat. He found his mobile phone beneath the stack, extracted it, and brought up an area map to check mileage. From Moorton back to Windermere, where he’d started that afternoon, was only twenty-five miles. The short distance surprised him; he felt as though he should be closer to Whitby, his destination on the Yorkshire coast. It was still more than one hundred miles away.

The phone bounced as he dropped it onto the passenger seat. He tilted his head back, rubbing his forehead. He was tired. Much more than he thought he should be for his thirty-eight years. Tired physically and emotionally—as an unwilling suspect in the police investigation of a woman’s murder, and from his battle coping with his fiancée’s death. Throw in his recuperation from a vicious assault...

He grabbed the small rucksack from the car floor, unzipped it, and withdrew the flask.  He unscrewed the cap, poured out the hot tea, and sipped it. Dena had given the pack and carafe to him, joking that a man working all day in the wilds of Derbyshire should have something nice for his teatime. He brought them with him on all his stone wall repair jobs and day outings. Right now, it did more than warm his hands and insides—it warmed his heart to think of her, his fiancée.

Yawning, he glanced at the sign again. Moorton, one mile ahead. The Yorkshire town could wait until tomorrow. He returned the flask to the rucksack, shifted into first and headed toward the village.

A fistful of snow from an overhanging bough splatted onto the windscreen, and he watched the wiper throw it over the side of the car. In another quarter hour night would engulf the wood’s eastern edge. Perhaps he should get going if he was to get to sleep at a decent hour... When he focused again in front of him, he jammed on the brake. A figure stood in the middle of the road.

The form seemed to slide from the shadows of the half-light with the ease of a wraith floating across the landscape. Stark white in the deepening dusk, it appeared more ghost than human, with ashen hair and light-colored clothing. Its silence, too, whispered of the netherworld.

The figure kept his ground as the car skidded to a stop barely a yard away, as though he knew McLaren wouldn’t harm him. 

McLaren lowered his window and stared at the figure, glaringly bright in the car’s headlights. Tall and thin, the man looked to be anywhere between his late forties or fifties, his face holding lines and furrows testifying to age or years enduring wind and sun. His mouth remained open; his free hand waved excitedly, and a glint of fright shone from his eyes.

“Need any help?” McLaren asked as he stepped out of his car. His voice sounded thin in the open and he wasn’t certain the man heard him, for he remained rooted to the spot.

McLaren walked to the front of the car, and the man rushed forward. He leaned against the bonnet, glanced around as if looking for anyone watching, and grabbed McLaren’s hand. The interior car light threw his face into a strange relief map, accenting his wrinkles and deep set eyes with shadows. He seemed oblivious to the light, glancing into the car for a moment before pulling McLaren to the right.

“Is there something you want me to see?”

The man nodded as faint guttural sounds escaped his throat.

McLaren glanced at the forest. The sun had dropped behind the western hills, leaving the trees now clumped into barely distinguishable bunches. He frowned, unable to fathom the situation. “I need to get my torch from the car, then. Hold on.” He returned to his car, retrieved the torch from the glove compartment, and shut the door. The interior light snapped off, creating a different sense of seclusion. He flicked the torch on. The light threw a black shadow behind the man. “Before we proceed, though, I’d like to know your name and what’s going on. My name’s Michael McLaren.” 

The man gave McLaren a look halfway between impatience and anxiety. His hand moved, and for an instant McLaren thought the man was going to shake his hand. But he merely tightened his grip in desperation. He cleared his throat. “I’m Barry. I live in the church. There.” He gestured up the road and McLaren saw the rip in the man’s plaid jacket. And his soiled hand. “Come. Please. It’s not far. Just in the wood a bit.” He tugged again, his knees slightly bent. “Hurry.”

McLaren shone the beam of the torch at the nearest cluster of trees. Their black bulk appeared impenetrable. “What’s in the wood? Is someone hurt? Do you need an ambulance?” He started to reach for his mobile phone in the car but Barry leaned toward the trees, pulling McLaren across the tarmac.

His voice rose in pitch, a thin whine that could’ve been the moan of a wraith. His eyes shone in the light from the torch, staring from McLaren to the forest. “In there. Not far. The man. He won’t get up. He’s dead. He’s one of them, now. His ghost. It’s joined the others.”
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Chapter Two
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Barry yanked McLaren to the edge of the wood, then released his grasp as he stepped over a fallen log. He moved with the assurance of a deer, obviously at ease in the night and the environment, and quickly seeped into the darkness beyond the torchlight.

McLaren yelled for Barry to wait up, and flashed the beam around the area. All that greeted him were patches of snow and menacing boughs.

Receiving no answer, he entered the forest. He played the light behind trunks and boulders, illuminating depressions and logs, and kicked mounds of leaves. Barry had vanished as surely as if he were a phantom.

The wind shifted, stirring branches overhead and carrying with it the fragrance of damp leaves and soil. McLaren zipped up his jacket against the February chill as he stopped beside a boulder. Snow capped the stone and clung to its fissures, giving him a fleeting impression Barry stood there. But the light revealed nothing else humanlike, so McLaren moved on.

Snow and leaf-covered tree roots grabbed his boots, hindering his progress, and he paused to catch his breath. A sweep of the torchlight revealed no disturbed leaves or broken ice, but he listened despite his impression Barry had taken another route. The murmur of the wind and creaking of boughs filled the forest, stirring childhood fright. He shook off the feeling and retraced his steps.

He tried a direction angling more toward the village, hoping Barry’s trek would be noticeable. Barry had said the unmoving man, whether hurt or dead, wasn’t far, just in the wood a bit. But distances like that were tricky. A short walk for one person could be a grueling journey for another. Perhaps Barry was disoriented now that it was dark. Perhaps he was lost.

Perhaps he was a nutter, McLaren admitted, recalling Barry’s last few sentences. The man in the wood was dead, was a ghost, had joined the others.

Daft. 

He retraced his route and walked past the way he’d entered the forest. He continued for several minutes, considering Barry might’ve turned south. If he had, he must’ve floated. No footprints or disturbed snow showed the man’s passage.

Despite the sun’s setting, the moon had not yet risen. Darkness closed in. He was glad of torchlight and flicked it over roots and logs as he picked his way through the undergrowth. When he’d gone on another minute, he stopped, his breath ragged in his throat and cold in his lungs. A suspicion niggled at him. Barry had disappeared. Had the dead man in the wood been a ruse to steal the car? If so, Barry had moved swiftly and quietly to double back so quickly. McLaren abandoned the idea of pinpointing Barry’s location and turned back.

He crashed through the tangle of thickets and drooping branches, oblivious to the clawing of thorns and brittle twigs. When he came to the fallen log marking the spot where they had entered the forest, he ran down the bank, nearly stumbling onto the road, and flicked the beam along the black asphalt smear. His car was there.

McLaren drew in a deep breath and eased into his car. The passenger seat looked vaguely odd in the light from the interior ceiling fixture. He stared at it, then realized the entire stack of brochures and pamphlets was gone.  As was the rucksack.

He got out, panic threatening to envelope him. He opened the rear doors and looked in the back seat. It was a futile move, but bewilderment did that. His overnight case and his guitar case were there. Did Barry have time just to nick the two things?

Cursing his gullibility, he dropped back into the driver’s seat and made his way to Moorton.

* * *
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A LARGE SIGN ANNOUNCED his arrival at the village. He paused at the branch of the road. The section he’d been traveling appeared to continue to the right. A smaller thoroughfare turned off to the left. It seemed to be comprised of houses. He followed the main artery for several minutes and came to another street peeling off on the left. Green Lane, the street sign stated. Shops huddled together along the road in an unbroken front. A pub sat among the group.

Light spilled from the windows, brightening the night and McLaren’s spirits. He glanced at the wooden sign. It swung in the breeze but not enough to dislodge the snow coating its upper edge. A blue dragon adorned with gold claws, spines and spade dangled from a noose. The Hanging Dragon. He parked and wondered again if he should just ignore the pilfering. Then he remembered Dena’s happiness when giving it to him. The theft was more than losing the items; it was losing part of her.

He got out of the car, opened the pub door and walked inside.

For the second time that evening he felt transported into a television plot. The pub’s interior could’ve been lifted from Arthurian legends. Or at least the Middle Ages. A mural depicting a man wearing a tunic and furred mantle claimed the far wall. He stood on a castle rampart, staring at a comet blazing across a night sky. The remaining walls were left bare stone.

“You’re out on a black night. What’s your pleasure?” The publican, a tall man with greying brown hair, smiled, coaxing McLaren from the doorway. He set a dish of crisps on the bar top and nodded toward the window. “Dark early, tonight. Wouldn’t be surprised if it were to storm afore morning.”

A mobile phone sounded, playing a song phrase. The publican excused himself, glanced at the Caller ID, and ignored the ring. It stopped seconds later. 

“Sorry for the interruption.”

McLaren tore his gaze from the mural. “That was a nice tune. ‘Under the Oak Tree’, isn’t it? No, the title’s ‘Under Yonder Oaken Tree’, I think. It’s not played much anymore.”

“You know your folk music. Yes, that’s it.” The publican smiled and leaned across the bar top. “I haven’t seen you in the village. Passing through, or staying awhile?”

McLaren stood at the bar, his left hand on the countertop, and glanced around the room. “I’m not certain,” he said, undecided if the man were an actor or the barman. “Right now I’m more interested in eating. After that, I’ll decide my immediate future.”

“Well, it’s not my intent to dictate to anyone, but if you’ve a day or two, you might want to consider staying on. Many interesting things to see in and around the village. And we’re a friendly lot.” He set a bowl of peanuts on the other end of the bar, then wandered back and stood in front of McLaren. He grabbed a glass and placed it on the overhead rack. “If you find you need a room for the night, there are a few places in the district where you might get lodgings.  And there are one or two B&Bs as well.” He smiled, looking helpful.

“You know for certain there’s a free room here in the village?” McLaren picked up a menu and read the dinner choices.

“There’s The Laurels. It’s a B&B a bit farther up this lane. About a minute’s drive. And The Bridge Guest House. That’s east of here, near the beck. Maybe, oh, a two minute drive.”

“You’ve a brook near the village?”

“If it were any nearer, we’d be standing in it, mate.” He winked, evidently having used the line before. “The brook runs through us—well, through the village, that is. Dragon Beck. It comes near enough to the pub so it’s named after the water, and the beck twists a bit to warrant the few bridges we have in the village. That’s where The Bridge Guest House gets its name.  Both them and the pub back up to the beck. If none of them two places suit you, I’ve a room here, if you’d like it. But that’s about it for the village proper.” He pulled a pint of beer for the man at the end of the bar and returned. “I hesitate about including the pub in the list as I don’t like folks to think I’m striving to acquire all the business.” He grinned, showing yellow teeth, and indicated the stairway in the far corner of the room. “Six rooms upstairs, dating from the mid seventeenth century. I’ve kept the ambience. Just improved on the appointments. Ensuite in each room, tea making facilities, telly.” He held out his hand. “My name’s Stuart Kellie.”

“Michael McLaren.” He gripped the man’s hand and was aware of the calloused skin. The man did more than stand behind the bar, evidently.  McLaren turned his gaze from the stairway back to Stuart. “I’ve not decided if I’m staying the night, yet. I hope you don’t think I’m being choosy.”

“As I said, Mr. McLaren, I hesitate to offer my rooms just for that reason. I can’t abide pushy salesmen. You decided what you’d like yet for your tea?”

“Yes. The duck in cider sauce, farmhouse potatoes, and a green salad.” He returned the menu to the stack on the counter.

“Anything to wash it down?”

“Theakstons traditional mild, if you have it.”

“Certainly.” Stuart drew a glass and set it by McLaren’s hand. “I’ll just give your order to the kitchen. Won’t be a minute.” He disappeared through the swinging door and McLaren stood up.

“Anything else I can get you?” Stuart asked as he returned from the kitchen. He wiped his hands on a towel and looked hopeful.

“I suppose the village is part of a neighborhood policing group. No station here or nearby,” he elaborated when Stuart looked confused.

“You need the coppers?”

“Perhaps.” McLaren took a sip of his ale, determined not to advertise his problem.

“Well, Moorton’s set up like that, yes. There are five sections to the group, with Upper Eden, Appleby and Penrith Rural police stations probably closest.”

“Which one does the village use?”

Stuart shrugged and rehung another glass over his head. “Makes no difference. The police are all out of Penrith town. Phone number and building address are the same, no matter what policing group you call.”

“And if I want to go to police headquarters in Penrith, how long of a drive is it?”

“Oh, I’d say near to eighteen miles, no matter if you take the M6 or shoot up to Crosby Ravensworth and then take the A6 into Penrith. Some folks are shy about the motorway.” He set the last glass in the rack and hung the towel up behind the bar.

“Do you know Penrith station’s hours?”

“It’s part time, I’m afraid. Nine o’clock in the morning to one in the afternoon. Windermere might be closer, though they’ve the same hours. Still, it may suit you best, if you want to avoid the longer drive.”

He exhaled, wrapping his fingers around his glass. He’d had enough of the Windermere police station. Suspected of murdering the woman next door had been bad enough, but when the police had found out he was a former police detective, and made it a personal vendetta to frame him... Well, that decidedly colored his outlook on Windermere’s boys in blue. He took a swallow of ale, hoping his face didn’t reveal his anger from the past few days.

“You’ve another choice. Kendal’s not too far from here. It’s full time. Open from eight to six, I believe. That suit you better?” He eyed McLaren, obviously wanting to know why the police were needed.

McLaren traced his fingers down the side of the glass. He had no great desire to spend the night in Moorton, especially if he might be a target for more thefts. But he wanted to recover the rucksack and flask. It wouldn’t be a high priority case, not on the same level as the theft of the crown jewels. What was Dena’s gift worth—£35-£40? Not even that, now that it was used. But the sentimental value was beyond calculation. He had to stay in the village to locate Barry and recover the items, even if the police wouldn’t help. Perhaps the B&B would offer a good base for all this. He inched the glass toward the man. “I’ll think it over.”

Stuart nodded and waited on another customer before bringing McLaren’s food from the kitchen. “I can draw you a map, if you need it,” he added as he picked up McLaren’s empty glass.

“Thanks, but I’ve not made any definite plans about that yet.”

“Well, I’m here if you need me.” He walked through the swinging door, leaving McLaren to finish his dinner in peace.

* * *
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MCLAREN PAUSED OUTSIDE The Hanging Dragon, inhaling deeply of the cool February air. His breath escaped in puffs of white and floated skyward. He ignored the coldness in his throat and tried to get his bearings.  Stuart had mentioned The Laurels bed-and-breakfast farther up the road.

The lane lay dark amid the buildings and faded into the distance beyond the crossroad. Pools of yellowish light dotted the road, thrown from two streetlamps and a handful of shops with half-drawn shades. Smears of snow seemed whiter for the surrounding night. He got into his car, started the engine, and gave the pub one last look as he headed for The Laurels.

* * *
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ONE MINUTE’S DRIVE beyond the junction he came to the house, a two-story residence of stone and timber that kept its ancient air. Several lamps shone from the front rooms, the light spilling from the windows and onto the snow hugging the foundations. Snow also capped the spotlight illuminating the wooden sign in the front garden. 

He parked in the small area whittled out of the front lawn and parenthesized by boxwood hedges. A Range Rover snuggled up to the far hedge was the only other car there. He retrieved his luggage and guitar from the back seat, locked the car and walked to the front door.

The bang of the brass knocker had barely faded when the door opened. A woman of medium height and dark blonde hair stood in the hallway and smiled tentatively at him. She was tugging at the hem of her pullover, as though she had hastily dressed, but she pushed the door back in a gesture of hospitality. “Good evening. Welcome to The Laurels.”

Light from wall sconces fell onto the flagstone floor and illuminated her face, showing McLaren a flushed complexion and deep blue eyes. A snatch of a Liszt prelude floated from a room down the hall. He shifted the duffle bag to his other hand. “Evening. I wonder if you have a room available. I need a place for the night.” He suddenly wished quite fervently that she could accommodate him.

She stepped back, indicating accommodation, and her smile widened. “Certainly. Won’t you come in?” She glanced at his luggage and guitar case as she closed the door and turned back to him. “My name’s Melanie Travers.”

“I’m Michael McLaren. I apologize for the hour and for not calling ahead, but I just found myself here rather unexpectedly and I’m hoping I don’t have to drive any farther tonight.”

“Have you come far?”

He hesitated, wondering what to answer. If he said he’d come from Windermere, a mere forty miles away, he’d look a fool. Who’d be so tired that he’d need a rest after an hour? He swallowed and took a breath. “I got a late start this afternoon and had a spot of trouble during my drive. I ended up in your village just now and decided not to travel any farther tonight. As I said, I hope I’m not too late or that this is an inconvenience.”

She moved over to the small wall-hugging table and flipped open the registry. “I’m sorry you’ve had trouble. If it’s with your car, do you need a mechanic or tow?”

“No, the car’s fine. The problem just made me later than I’d have liked.” He glanced at her. She appeared to accept his narrative. Maybe she’d had other late-arriving guests. Maybe she didn’t care, merely glad of another paying lodger.

“Then we’ll cross that job of work from our list.” She laughed lightly and consulted the book. “Your luck seems to be holding. I have two rooms of which you may have your choice.” She eyed his height, as if mentally measuring if he’d fit in the bed. “The front bedroom has two twins. The one in the back has one king-sized bed and a twin. Both rooms are ensuite, have tea and coffee making facilities, an electric fire and telly. We’ve Wi-Fi, if you would like to use the Internet. I think that’s the main differences in them, aside from décor. If that does influence your choice, we better have a look.” She made a start for the stairs, but his question stopped her.

“They both sound good. Color doesn’t influence me, but the price may. What’s the difference?”

“Twelve pounds. The two twins is £77 per night. The king-size is £89. That room also has a Jacuzzi bath, if that sways your decision either way.”

He put down the bag and accepted the pen she offered. “I’m on holiday. I’ll do it up proper and go with the king-size.” He registered and grabbed the duffle bag and stuffed the overnight case under his arm. 

“The price would come down by five pounds if you stay longer than tonight.”

“I’m not certain at this point. It depends on what I decide tomorrow. I hope that won’t make a problem if I stay on a bit.”

“Not at all. February’s not high tourist season. I’ll show you where the room is. If you’ll come with me...” She shook her head when he reached for the instrument case, and picked it up.

McLaren followed her upstairs and down the hallway. A thick carpet in maroon and grey muffled their footsteps and he wondered at the age of the house. Timber and plaster walls looked to be original.

Melanie unlocked the door and motioned him inside as she flipped on the light switch. A color scheme of navy and white greeted him, expressed in wallpaper, duvet and curtains. A king-sized bed claimed the majority of the room. A chest of drawers, dresser and small table—all walnut-hued and probably antique—snuggled against the three walls but left space for an upholstered chair. A window seat that overlooked the back yard held an assortment of magazines and tourist publications. “Will this do?” She looked at him, her eyebrows raised in expectation.

“Couldn’t have done better if I’d built it. It’s perfect. Thanks.”

“I am glad. Thank you. The ensuite is just here.” She crossed the floor, set the guitar case on the bed, and opened a door in a corner. “Towels, soap, shampoo and such are there. If you need anything else, you have only to ask.” She glanced around the area as she returned to the door. “I think that should do it.”

McLaren nodded and set his duffle on the window seat. “I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’m not very high maintenance.”

She laughed again and moved into the hallway. “Breakfast is from eight to nine-thirty. I can leave a tray of cereal, fruit, scones and milk outside your door if you need to leave earlier.”

He stretched and shook his head. “I’m in no rush. I’ll be down on time. I suppose I can find the dining room easily. Follow the chatter and such.”

“Or follow your nose.” She hesitated in the hall, as if debating about something. Her fingers twisted the edge of her pullover, and he thought that it gave her the air of a young girl about to broach a delicate subject. “I usually have a pot of tea right about now. Would you like to join me in the front room? I’ve a nice fire going.”

McLaren shrugged out of his jacket, laid it over the back of the desk chair, and smiled. “Thank you, yes.” He eased the door closed, then followed her downstairs and into the living room. It, too, was comprised of timber and plaster walls, but a large fireplace took up half the wall opposite the door. A massive timber ran horizontally above the firebox, serving as the mantle. He took a chair by the fire.

“Won’t be half a tick.” She left and he sank into the upholstered softness. The piano music drifting in from a back room faded to pianissimo before it stopped. The house seemed empty without it.

He’d finished calculating when he needed to leave tomorrow when Melanie appeared with a tray of tea things and a plate of scones. She set them on a side table and handed him a mug of tea. “Sugar or milk?”

“A bit of both. Thanks.” He stirred his tea and took a sip before taking a scone. The fire popped, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney. “This is extremely pleasant. Thank you for letting me invade your private time.” He glanced at a sepia-toned photo of a village. A team of horses hitched to a wagon loaded with barrels was prominent in the foreground. The men clustered around the dray looked serious. McLaren downed another sip of tea before asking, “Have you lived here long?”

“Not terribly. It was my grandparents’ home. I don’t know when they bought it. As you can see, it’s quite old.”

“Mid seventeenth century?”

“About then. The house passed to my parents and they left it to me. Now my daughter and I run it as a bed-and-breakfast.”

“It certainly is a beautiful place. You’re quite lucky to have it.”

“Thank you. I feel the same.” She stirred her tea before saying, “You mentioned you’re on holiday. Going somewhere nice?”

“Whitby.”

“That’s a magnificent town. Ever been there?”

“No.” He wouldn't mention he’d begun his holiday in Windermere more than a week ago, leaving his home in Derbyshire and the memory of Dena’s death.

“There’s a lot to see, and it’s not all tied to its whaling and ship building. North Yorkshire, too, is picturesque.”

McLaren glanced at the watercolor above the mantel. “I don’t know about Whitby, but that’s picturesque. I assume it’s your place here. I couldn’t see the house very well when I came in.”

“It’s rather dark outside right now to be making mental notes, I agree. Yes, that’s The Laurels. My daughter painted it. You’ll be able to see the shrubs in the morning. They’re quite old and quite massive. They’ve probably reached twenty-five feet height, or thereabouts.”

“She’s very talented. Does she want to pursue art as a career?”

“I think her passion is music. That was her on the piano a bit ago.”

He turned in his chair, as though expecting the girl to be in the room. “Really? She’s very good.”

“She’s improved greatly in the last year. Ever since...” She took a breath, averting her eyes from him and staring at the front window. “Well, her fiancé died last year.”

“So young! I’m sorry.”

“It was a shock. He...he was murdered. Shot to death. Lilwen, my daughter, threw herself into her music. It’s been an anchor for her.”

His breath caught in his throat and he felt the flush of heat in his neck. “I’m glad she’s had her music to help her through her grief.”

“Thank you.” 

“The arrest of whoever killed her fiancé must’ve helped heal her somewhat.”

Melanie ran her fingers over the rim of her mug. She lowered her head, took an audible breath, then looked at him. “No, unfortunately. His murderer was never tried. Not even arrested. The police followed what few leads they had, but nothing ever came to fruition.” Her fingers wrapped around the mug and she held it on her lap. “I don’t know if distance had anything to do with it or not, the station being in Penrith and us a good twenty miles away.” She brought the mug to her lips, steadying it with her other hand, and took a sip.

“I doubt that was it, Mrs. Travers. Surely they had an incident room set up somewhere in the village. A room in the pub or the church hall, perhaps,” he explained when she looked confused. “A private space, apart from the public, where the police could work on the case. They conduct their investigation from there, assemble their case and review their evidence. It’s more economical, both in time and money, to establish this type of office in the village. Usually the officers will stay over if bed-and-breakfasts or the pub have accommodations for them. I’d be astonished if they hadn’t done that.”

“You seem to know a lot about such things, Mr. McLaren. Not from a loss of your own, I hope.”

He hesitated, not wanting to lie, but not wanting to get into details of his life. He knew if he spoke much more, Dena would become more than a whisper in his mind. He felt for Melanie, could imagine her heartache, but he was trying to lay his own ghosts. A log settled in the grate, splitting in half to reveal a row of red embers. He shifted in the chair, suddenly uncomfortable. “I used to be a police officer. A detective. That’s how I know.” The words escaped with a quickness that shocked him. He glanced at the door, wondering how he could gracefully exit.

“A detective?” She said it more as a prayer than a question.

He nodded, certain of what was coming.

“Do you ever look into unsolved cases?”

A clock on the mantle cleared its throat, ready to strike.

The familiar rush of heat came to his cheeks. What was he to say? He didn’t want to become embroiled in an investigation. He was going to Whitby. He was going to have a damned good time and forget Dena and Windermere and police investigations...

Melanie laughed nervously and set her mug on the tray. The clatter startled her. “Oh! What a racket. I’m not very graceful at times.” She edged the plate of scones away from her mug, setting up a sort of safety zone. “I— I’m sorry, Mr. McLaren. I’d no right to say that. Please forgive me. You’re on holiday. Besides, I’ve no idea about such things, if a former officer can just jump in and start investigating. I suppose there are rules. There usually are about most things.” She flashed a smile, then nudged the sugar bowl away from the scones.

“It’s not that I don’t want to help, Mrs. Travers. I’ve had a difficult week and I’ve been involved in a lengthy police inquiry myself. I really need to get on with my trip.”

“Of course! I didn’t mean for you to actually look into this. I— It just slipped out. I’d no more expect you to investigate Hadley’s death than I’d expect Sir Laurence Olivier to come over for tea.”

“I’m afraid he’s no longer with us.”

Melanie smiled and sat back. “See what I mean? Now, don’t give my foolishness another thought. I do apologize for intruding upon your time off.”

Quiet lay over them, heavy and smothering in the awkwardness of uncomfortable subjects. McLaren stared at the fire, searching for something to say. The clock chimed the hour and he set down his plate and mug. He cleared his throat and tried to sound nonchalant. “Is my car all right where I parked? There are no restrictions or...other problems, are there?”

Melanie blinked, as though torn from her memories. “Oh, yes. That’s what the little car park is for, Mr. McLaren. It’ll be fine. We’ve never had any problems with theft, if that’s what you mean.”

He stood up and placed the dishes on the tray. “I hate to end our chat, but I’ve a bit of planning to do for tomorrow, so I’ll say good night. Thanks for the tea. I’ve enjoyed it...and talking with you.”

“I hope you sleep well. See you at breakfast.”

* * *
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MCLAREN PERCHED ON the window seat in his room, a map open on his lap. He located Moorton and Whitby. The trip would take him nearly three hours.

He folded the map and grabbed a brochure from the stack beside him. He was thankful the bed-and-breakfast had publica-tions for tourists, especially since Barry had pinched his. The publication gave a brief history of the area and highlighted some of the local attractions. Three in particular piqued his curiosity: Gamelands Stone Circle, Pendragon Castle, and two scars: Orton Scar and Great Asby Scar.

The stone circle, actually oval shaped, originally consisted of forty stones but thirty-three now remained. None of them stood taller than one meter above ground. The circle sat in the middle of farmland, undisturbed but for weather, time and sheep.

Pendragon Castle, though little more than a ruins now, had been established by Uther Pendragon, father of King Arthur. The four walls of the square-shaped structure were still intact, and the structure topped a slight hill. Numerous openings cut through the rock walls, no doubt windows and doorways. A corner tower, crumbled to perhaps two stories in height, looked to be climbable. The castle rose phoenix-like from fires and Scottish raiding parties, but was more likely to have been built five hundred years after King Arthur. Still, it held the mystery of the legends.

He let the brochure go limp between his fingers, staring ahead at nothing particular. His fingers went to his throat, to the necklace Dena had given him. It was a simple leather thong strung with an assortment of ceramic and wood beads. He toyed with one, rolling it between his thumb and index finger, aware of the relief pattern and the warmth from his skin. Maybe he should stay for another day. The circle and the castle intrigued him, called to his curiosity. As did the two scars, stretches of limestone outcroppings resembling split pavement. He’d like to walk across it and to its summit, to gaze over the uplands and the Eden Valley. He wanted the peace these attractions offered.

I could stay, he thought as he filled the electric teakettle and put the water on to boil. Why do I have to rush to Whitby, or even go there? Nothing wrong with the North Sea town, but I could save it for another trip. I hadn’t planned to leave Windermere until the murder nudged me out, so I certainly have no reservation anywhere...

He dropped a tea bag and sugar into a mug, poured in the water, and let the tea steep. He took Dena’s photo from his wallet. Her smile gazed back at him and he felt a quickening of his breath and heart rate. 

An owl called from somewhere nearby and he laid the photo on the bedside cabinet. Why was he going to Yorkshire? Jamie’d said a change of scene would help the healing process. But could the real reason be his fear of facing a future without her, of admitting he’d failed to protect her, failed as a person, as an ex-cop, as a lover? Was Whitby a conveniently invented flight plan, distancing himself from memories of her murder so he could shift the blame from himself or not think about the future?

He finished fixing the tea and took a sip as he walked to the window. Dark shapes that were probably bushes crouched in the corners of the garden and trembled under a buffeting of wind. A snow-shrouded bench loomed out of the gloom, seeming oddly closer than the bunches of blackness spotting the area. Beyond the sentinel-like shrubs, the land stretched out in soft waves of cultivated pasture and wilderness. A twinkle of moonlight on a nearby river beckoned in the quiet. 

The wind banged into the window, scraping the fingertips of the tree against the glass. McLaren let the curtain fall closed. He undressed, turned off the light, and got into bed. But images of Pendragon Castle and a murdered man kept him awake until after midnight.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


“There are more eggs, if you’d like some.” Melanie stood by the kitchen doorway, looking into the dining room resplendent in apple green and fuchsia hues and white-painted furniture. She smoothed the non-existent wrinkles from her apron before her hands sought the bow at her back. They hesitated there as she evidently waited for McLaren’s decision.

McLaren sat at a table near the window, finishing his coffee. He turned from watching a sparrow drinking from a puddle of melted snow. “I’ve had more than enough, thanks. I don’t usually eat this much, but it was all so good. I won’t be able to move if I eat anymore.”

“You said you’re on holiday. You wouldn’t have to worry about moving if you sit by the fire all day. Nothing wrong with that. It’s allowed on trips.” Her eyebrows rose in a gesture coaxing him to accept her suggestion as she removed her apron and folded it in half.

He got up and pushed in his chair. He tried not to stare at her, but the morning light accented her blue eyes and the pink tint to her cheeks. Trying to hide his attraction, he hurried on. “Except that we’d know I’m lazy. I’d like to walk around the village for a bit, if you don’t need me out of my room right away.”

“Go right ahead, Mr. McLaren. We’ve two historical halls that are worth a look. They date from Elizabethan time. And a fine thirteenth century church, as well as old cottages. Did you bring your camera?”

“I’m afraid not. But there’s always the camera in my phone.”

Melanie grimaced, looking embarrassed. “Obviously I’m not into the twenty-first century. Lilwen, my daughter, keeps trying to show me how to set a GPS and other electronic things, but they’re beyond me. So I stick with what I know.”

“The world’s changing too fast for most of us, Mrs. Travers. Me, included.”

“Lilwen’s fiancé knew about any electronic thing that came along. He had that sort of mind.”

“Is this the young man whom you mentioned last night, the lad who was murdered?”

The back door banged open and Barry ran into the house, calling for Melanie.

“In the dining room, Barry.” She apologized to McLaren as she turned to greet the man. He rushed into the room, looking as though his hair hadn’t met a comb in weeks. He held a sheet of paper.

“They’re here, Miss Melanie! I saw them. Whole handfuls of them. All sizes!” He waved his hands, looking very much as he’d done last night when he’d stopped McLaren, his eyes bright in his excitement.

McLaren started to ask Barry if he’d taken his rucksack, but Melanie said, “Who’s here, Barry?”

“The fairies. The little folk. They’ve come back.”

“You said you knew they’d come. You were right.”

McLaren blinked, his gaze shifting from the man to Melanie as he sought an explanation. Had he walked into a theater rehearsal?

Barry nodded, his tongue hanging over his lower teeth. “I knew, didn’t I, Miss Melanie? I can tell.”

“I never doubt you, Barry.”

“They’re up at the castle. They moved from the lake to get ready. I’m ready, too, ‘cause I’m Lancelot.” His smile faded momentarily as he added that he had a lot to do. “I heard the fairies singing. All last night they sang and again this morning just afore sun up. Waving their lanterns to show him the way and singing the ancient songs. In honor of him who’s coming back.”

“They must be happy he’ll be here soon.”

Barry looked thoughtful and gestured toward the east. “They always sing at the castle when Pendragon comes.”

McLaren cleared his throat, drawing the man’s attention to him. “It’s good to see you again, Barry. Remember me?”

Barry nodded vigorously. “On the lane last night. In the forest. You helped him who was dead. Him whose ghost joined the fairies last night.”

“I tried to help him,” McLaren said, wanting to clear his confusion. 

Barry lowered his voice and glanced around the room. “You have to be quick. They don’t stay here long. But they come back if they know you believe them.”

Melanie put out her hand and laid it on the man’s upper arm. “You must tell me when Pendragon appears, Barry. We’ll have a celebration here, shall we?”

“With Victoria sponge and sausage rolls and orange squash and sweets. And singing hinnies,” he suggested, a hint of hope in his voice.

“Certainly. It’s a party, isn’t it?” She smiled at the mention of the Northumberland-born scone.

McLaren glanced at the paper the man held. It was one of the pamphlets taken from his car. Barry had his thumb on a photo of Pendragon Castle. “You like the castle, don’t you? Is that why you took the literature from my car last night?”  

Barry’s mouth dropped open and he stared at McLaren as though he’d just seen him for the first time. He nodded his head, ruffling his hair. “I need it for the king when he comes back. He will want all the news.”

“Did you take my rucksack?”

“The king will want it for his journey, to pack his food and books in.”

Melanie lowered her voice as Barry wandered into the kitchen. “He took your rucksack from your car?”

“Yes. I’d not pursue the matter and let him have it but it was a gift from a person very dear to me. I’d like it back.”

“Of course you would.” She called Barry, who meandered into the dining room. “Barry, I have a large, very nice new rucksack that I think the king will like. It’s bigger than the one you found last night
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