
[image: Cover for Can You Solve the Murder?]



[image: Penguin Random House]




Also by Antony Johnston

Can You Solve the Murder? Book One:
 The Flowers of Elysium

The Dog Sitter Detective

The Dog Sitter Detective Takes the Lead

The Dog Sitter Detective Plays Dead

The Exphoria Code

The Tempus Project

The Patrios Network

Atomic Blonde: The Coldest City

The Coldest Winter

The Fuse: The Russia Shift

The Fuse: Gridlock

The Fuse: Perihelion

The Fuse: Constant Orbital Revolutions

The Organised Writer: How to Stay on Top of All Your

Projects and Never Miss a Deadline




Antony Johnston



CAN YOU SOLVE THE MURDER?

Book Two:
 The Forest of Death

[image: Penguin Random House]




In memory of Joe Dever




How to Solve the Murder

The Forest of Death is no ordinary case … and this is no ordinary book.

Can You Solve the Murder? is an interactive novel. Unlike a normal book, you shouldn’t read it straight through from front to back. Reading the text sequentially won’t make any sense, and will spoil the experience – because this story is also a puzzle, in which YOU play the part of the detective and YOU must solve the crime by making decisions about the investigation.

Who will you interview? Which leads will you follow? What clues will you find? And, finally, who will you accuse? The choices are yours – and only by following the correct path can you solve the murder.

Here’s how it works:

NUMBERED SECTIONS

The story is divided into sections, each of which is numbered. First, pay close attention to the text, as important clues are hidden within – but be wary of red herrings.

At the end of each section, you will be given a choice of what you, as the detective, want to do. Each choice directs you to a different number; make your decision, then turn to the section matching that number and read on.

For example, let’s say you’ve just read a section and it ends with the following options:


	[image: Option icon] To examine the body, turn to 35

	[image: Option icon] To search the murder scene, turn to 143



You must now decide which of those two actions to perform. If you choose to examine the body, flick through the book until you find section 35 and read it – remembering that you’re looking for the section number, not the page number. If you choose to search the murder scene instead, find and read section 143.

(These numbers are only examples, and don’t reflect the actual contents of those sections within this book.)

If you’re reading the ebook edition, you don’t need to manually find each section.fn1 Instead, simply tap the bold number ‘35’ at the end of the option to be taken automatically to that section.

YOUR DETECTIVE’S NOTEBOOK

Every good detective carries a notebook to record information and evidence vital to solving the case. At the back of this book, you’ll find blank pages to use as your own notebook, and to record Clue Numbers.

(You’ll have to supply your own pen or pencil, though. Department budget cuts seem to get worse every day …)

If you’d prefer not to write in your copy of this book, you can use a separate notebook or even a digital document; whatever you feel comfortable with. What’s important is that you can easily write in it and review it while reading, as you’ll be performing both actions many times.

Record information about the story, the suspects and your theories. Write down each section number you visit, in case you later want to check something in the text. Solving a murder requires making good notes, and The Forest of Death is no exception.

CLUE NUMBERS

From time to time, you’ll be told to write a Clue Number in your notebook.

Clue Numbers consist of a letter and number, such as G2, P5, A4, and so on. It’s important you write these down when instructed, because later sections will ask you to check if you have a particular Clue Number in your notebook. You’ll then be directed to a specific section.

(There are many different paths to take in this story, so you may sometimes be told to write down a Clue Number you already have in your notebook. This isn’t an error – in fact, it’s a sign that you have good clue-finding skills! So don’t worry about it, and move on.)

Let’s say a section tells you to write P5 in your notebook. Then, later, a different section presents you with these choices:


	[image: Option icon] If you have P5 written in your notebook, turn to 45

	[image: Option icon] Otherwise, turn to 118



In this example you would turn to section 45, because you have P5 written down. If you didn’t have that Clue Number in your notebook, though, you would turn to section 118 instead.

Sometimes you’ll be asked to check your notebook for multiple Clue Numbers. When this happens, compare them against your notes in the order listed and act on the first that applies.

For example, imagine you now have both P5 and A4 written down. Later, you read a section which ends with the following instructions:

Check your notebook in the following order:


	[image: Option icon] If you have G2 written down, turn to 87

	[image: Option icon] If you have A4 written down, turn to 165

	[image: Option icon] If you have P5 written down, turn to 45

	[image: Option icon] Otherwise, turn to 118



Your notebook doesn’t contain G2, so you ignore that instruction. You do have P5 written down – but you also have A4, and the instruction for that Clue Number precedes P5 in the list. Therefore, in this example you would turn to section 165.

Clue Numbers are vitally important to solving the case, and also determine your Detective Score once justice has been done, so pay close attention to them.

CAN YOU SOLVE THE MURDER?

Remember: YOU are the Detective, and it is up to YOU to solve this dastardly crime! An attention to detail, combined with your sleuthing skills and good notes, will be required to successfully determine whodunnit.


	[image: Option icon] Now begin your investigation by turning to section 1






1

‘A young woman, wearing strange clothes, found dead in a forest at midnight. Doesn’t get any more suspicious than that, does it?’ Sergeant McAdam says grimly as she changes gear and leans into a corner.

‘The devil, as they say, is in the details. What more do we know?’ you ask from the passenger seat, clinging to the over-door handgrip.

‘That’s all anyone told me. Constable Zwale’s already at the scene, though. No doubt he’ll fill us in.’

McAdam focuses on the road, racing through the dark as you head deeper into Grenholme Forest. You watch tree branches whip by at speed, making the full moon strobe in your vision, and hope the local wildlife is sensible enough to hear McAdam coming and stay well away. You’ve been working with the sergeant for a while now, since her transfer from Northumbria Police, but the night forest creatures are encountering her rally-like driving for the first time.

You bring up a map of the area on your phone. Reception out here appears to be slow and spotty, so it takes a while to load, but finally you see Grenholme village and its namesake forest, which completely surrounds and isolates it. The woodland is extensive, stretching for a mile in each direction around the village. Just one main road traverses the forest, and you’re currently on it. You notice several marked points of interest within the wooded area: viewing platforms, lookout points and even an area of marshland.

McAdam turns off the main road on to a narrow single-track lane through the trees, and soon you see flashing lights ahead. Police vehicles and an ambulance occupy a hammerhead parking area at the end of the lane, near the banks of a narrow river. If you crossed the river on the way, it was too dark to notice.

Also parked here are a few civilian cars, including a Transit van from a rental company. Judging by their positions, these vehicles predate the police presence.

McAdam pulls up and you get out, stepping into a low, intermittent mist that hugs the ground, sweeping across your feet and out on to the water. You shiver in the springtime night air, looking around in vain for the familiar blue-and-white crime scene cordon tape.

A uniformed officer, tall and wide-shouldered, approaches to greet you. You recognize him as Constable Zwale, an eager young man with ambitions to transfer to CID. He’s a good constable, if occasionally prone to distraction, but in your opinion needs more experience under his belt.

‘Evening, Inspector. We’ve secured the scene,’ he says.

‘Thank you, Constable. Um … where is it? I don’t see a cordon.’

‘A few hundred metres in that direction,’ Zwale explains, pointing into the trees. ‘This is as close as vehicles can approach.’

‘Do we need boots? The air feels damp.’

‘I gather that’s normal around here, but the ground’s mostly dry. The main problem is finding our way. I got the lads to tape a path between the trees so we don’t get lost.’

‘Good work. Lead on.’

He takes you and McAdam deeper into the forest, lighting the way with a handheld torch. Sure enough, police tape has been strung between trees to guide you to the crime scene. You pass uniformed officers and a pathologist’s assistant, all heading in the opposite direction, back to the parking area. After an almost ten-minute walk you see lights some distance ahead, hazy and indistinct through the trees.

‘The victim has been identified as Lori Velvet,’ Constable Zwale tells you, stepping over thick tree roots that wind across the path. ‘Female, twenty-two years old, unmarried, no children.’

‘Lori Velvet?’ McAdam says, surprised. ‘As in the singer of Killer Velvet?’

‘That’s right, Sarge. They were out here filming a music video. The other members of the band have positively identified the body.’

McAdam chuckles. ‘So much for the reports of strange clothing. I suppose folk around here don’t go much for leather and studs.’ The sergeant’s taste in music runs to the loud and raucous, so it’s not entirely a surprise to you that she should know of this rock band.

‘Who found her?’ you ask.

‘A local astronomer, in the forest with the village club,’ Zwale explains. ‘I’ve informed him, and the victim’s bandmates, that you’ll want to talk to them.’

At that moment the ground fog rises and sweeps across the path, obscuring your vision. An owl hoots somewhere near by. Then the flap of broad wings, a rush of air—

‘Aaah! Bloody hell,’ McAdam yelps, stumbling backwards.

You turn to find her doubled over, hands on her knees, with a pale expression. McAdam is short and wiry, the sort of copper who looks like she punches things to relax, and you’ve never seen her so spooked.

‘Are you all right, Sergeant?’

‘Like a face … came out of the fog … at me,’ she says between breaths.

The hoot comes again from somewhere in the trees.

‘Just an owl,’ you say, trying not to laugh. ‘Come along.’

She grumbles about how inconsiderate it is of people to get themselves killed in places like this rather than, say, a nice shopping centre with bright lights and ample parking.

The thought makes you wonder: why would a rock band choose to make a music video here?

You break through the trees into a clearing, and what you see suggests an answer.

Eleven pale, waist-high stones with strange chalk markings on them stand in a circle, fifteen metres across. The markings are abstract shapes of some kind, possibly ritualistic in nature. You don’t recognize them, but pagan symbolism is far from your area of expertise. Presumably the rock band thought the monument would make a good backdrop for their music video.

Unfortunately, that turned out not to be the case. At last, you’ve found the familiar blue-and-white cordon; it surrounds the stone circle, in the centre of which stands an equally familiar white forensics tent. Uniformed police officers guard the cordon, talking to a surprisingly large number of people who have gathered around, while forensic investigators in protective gear move in and out of the tent.

‘These are the known as the Lock Stones,’ Constable Zwale explains. ‘Dr Wash is in there with the body.’

Ribbons of mist sweep out of the trees and through the circle as you take in the scene.

‘Blast. No signal,’ McAdam says, checking her phone. ‘I was going to look up the stones.’

You duck under the cordon and make your way to the tent, followed by McAdam. The interior is illuminated with bright LED lamps. A police photographer takes pictures of the scene, while an elderly white-haired pathologist examines the victim. Seeing you enter she stands upright, groaning as she straightens out her back. You’ve worked with Dr Wash many times before, and trust her judgement implicitly.

‘Good evening, Detective Chief Inspector,’ she says, beckoning you over. ‘I’m afraid it’s not pretty, though at least it’s clean. Let us be thankful for small mercies.’

Lori Velvet lies on her side, with one arm outstretched and legs crooked. You might think she was asleep, if not for her glassy, staring eyes.

Her clothing is even stranger than you expected. She wears baggy trousers and a billowing top, both made of multiple layers of coarse fabric with tears and holes in them, and over it all a heavy coat, also worn and holed. A variety of accessories such as feathers, twigs and scarves are sewn and clipped on to the skirt and sleeves. Bracelets and bangles cover her wrists, and she wears heavy black boots, as if she was about to go hiking.

‘We may have different definitions of the word “clean”, Doctor. Sergeant, weren’t you expecting leather and studs?’

‘Aye,’ she confirms, peering at the strange outfit. ‘I’ve never seen her in anything like this before. She must have been trying out a new look.’

Behind Dr Wash is a fold-up table holding tools and equipment. From it she retrieves a sealed evidence bag, which she hands to you. ‘We found this just a metre or so from the body.’

Inside the bag is what looks like a hood made from fur and hessian, covered in twigs and moss, with plastic goggles over the eyeholes. Its bottom edge is soaked in blood.

‘How odd,’ you remark. ‘Sergeant, you’re sure this wasn’t how she normally dressed?’

McAdam shrugs. ‘I’m not their biggest fan, but I reckon I’d remember this.’

‘Perhaps she wore it for the music video,’ you suggest. ‘How about these rips and tears in her clothes, Doctor? Also part of the costume, or signs of a struggle?’

The pathologist shakes her head. ‘None of the cuts look fresh, so I think they’re by design. As was the manner of her death, if you take my meaning. Despite the rather eerie surroundings, which I don’t mind telling you give me the heebie-jeebies, for once it’s fairly straightforward. Look here.’ She indicates the woman’s throat. ‘A single, clean cut rupturing the carotid artery. Exsanguination would have been rapid, causing the victim to quickly lose consciousness and die shortly thereafter. I doubt she would have had time to even register what had happened.’

‘Like you said, small mercies,’ Sergeant McAdam murmurs, crouching to examine the wound. You hang back a little – even from here you can clearly see the crimson ruin of the victim’s neck, the blood having covered her skin and soaked into her upper clothing.

‘Looks left to right,’ McAdam observes, glancing at Dr Wash to check.

‘I concur,’ she says. ‘Very well done, Sergeant.’

Her tone is somewhat patronizing, and you brace yourself to step in should things escalate. Sergeant McAdam is old-fashioned, aggressive and unfiltered; Dr Wash is well-bred, vegetarian and erudite. The two have clashed before, both giving as good as they get – particularly on McAdam’s first case when she was newly transferred to this area. Tonight, though, she doesn’t rise to the bait.

‘So it’s either a left-hander from the front,’ the sergeant says, ‘or a right-hander from behind. My bet’s on behind, or they’d be covered in blood. Not that you can see much out there.’

‘It would be a very brave or foolish killer who relied only on fog to conceal their bloody clothes,’ you say. ‘On the other hand, it could have concealed their presence from the victim. Look at the blood on the bottom edge of this hood. It seems reasonable to assume Ms Velvet was wearing it when she was killed. Those two factors combined would make it easy to sneak up on her, so I agree it’s likely she was attacked from behind. Finding the murder weapon may help.’

‘On that point I have good news and bad news,’ Dr Wash says, holding up another evidence bag for your examination. To your surprise, it contains a bloody knife. ‘I see that look in your eye, but don’t get too excited,’ she warns. ‘The good news is that, like the hood, this was found near the body so there’s a high chance it’s the weapon you seek. The bad news is that it’s symmetrical, so doesn’t help you determine left or right-handedness. It also appears to be a regular knife that you can buy in a thousand places. There’s nothing really distinctive about it at all … except this.’

She lifts the bag up to the light and something catches your eye. ‘Sergeant, could you shine your torch on the hilt, please?’

McAdam does so, using the torch she keeps in her pocket. You peer closely at the knife and, beneath the blood, make out a shallow carving in its hilt that seems to have been scratched with a penknife. The strokes form an unusual pattern … but it’s one you’ve seen before.

‘This is the same as those symbols chalked on the stones outside. What the blazes is going on here?’

Dr Wash shivers a little. ‘I fear you may be looking for a ritualistic motive.’

A rock singer, in a bizarre costume, filming in a forest on the night of a full moon, killed inside a stone circle with a knife that bears a symbol found on the stones.

‘It certainly doesn’t feel like a random, impulsive killing,’ you murmur in agreement. A silence falls over the scene.

‘What a waste,’ McAdam says at last. ‘Poor woman had her whole life ahead of her.’

‘Doctor, do you have anything more to tell us?’

‘Not at this time. Frankly, I’ll be glad to get out of here as soon as possible. The last thing I need is ghosts looking over my shoulder.’

‘You never struck me as the superstitious type.’

She regards you over her glasses. ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Inspector, than are dreamt of in your philosophy. I’ve lived long enough to understand that only a fool discounts the unknown.’

You bid the pathologist goodbye and step out of the tent. The haze has lifted, and you look up at the sky in time to see a shooting star pass overhead; a momentary streak of light slashing across the dark before it vanishes. You return your gaze to the more mundane crime scene, and the people around you. Having now seen the body, you recognize a certain uneasiness in some of the uniformed police standing guard; shuffling of feet, murmurs of disquiet. You’re not superstitious yourself, but a murder scene like this would be enough to make anyone uncomfortable.

‘If this wasn’t an act of impulse, who knew Lori Velvet would be here at this time of night?’ you wonder aloud. ‘Who else would even have been out here at the time, besides her bandmates?’ You look at the people gathered beyond the cordon, who appear to be massed in three groups, as Constable Zwale approaches.

‘More than you might think,’ he says. ‘As I mentioned, in addition to the band and video director, the Grenholme Stargazers were out here. It was their secretary, Glenn Davis, who found the body.’

‘What was an astronomy group doing in the forest?’ McAdam asks.

‘All the fields around here are private farmland, so off-limits,’ Zwale explains. ‘And Grenholme Forest has some good overlook points and clearings with a view if you know where to find them. The Lyrids are out at the moment, you see. Quite exciting.’

You both look questioningly at the young constable.

‘The what-ids?’ McAdam says. ‘How do you know all this, lad?’

Zwale looks abashed. ‘Sorry, sorry. The Lyrids are a meteor shower that come around once every year at this time. I was planning to watch them myself at home tonight, but then we got the call out here.’

You wouldn’t have pictured the young constable standing in his back garden with a telescope, but it takes all types.

‘Sounds like that’s our suspect pool, then,’ McAdam says. ‘Unless Aaron Warrior finally killed her, it’s likely not someone from the band, so let’s talk to Mr Davis.’

‘Not so fast, Sergeant,’ you say. ‘First of all, who’s “Aaron Warrior”?’

‘Killer Velvet’s guitarist. He and Lori used to be an item, and everyone knows they’ve had ups and downs, as they say. Come to think of it, maybe we should speak to him first after all.’

Zwale clears his throat. ‘There’s more. A local pagan group, known as –’ he checks his notebook – ‘The Disciples of the Green. They were also in the forest, on their way to the stone circle for the first night of the full moon, when they heard Lori Velvet scream.’

‘Did you say first night?’

‘Yes, Sarge. Technically a full moon phase lasts for three days, you see. Tonight is the first.’

You exchange glances with McAdam. If tonight’s killing really is linked to the full moon in some way, that doesn’t bode well for the next forty-eight hours.

‘All right, then we’ll speak to the beardy weirdies as well,’ McAdam says. ‘Who’s in charge of them?’

‘Bill Thomas,’ Zwale says, pointing out a man standing beyond the cordon. ‘Calls himself the “First Disciple”.’

‘It’s going to be a long night,’ you say, and McAdam groans. But she knows as well as you that this is the job. The first hours following a murder are vital, and even in this dark post-midnight time you must learn all you can.

The first decision to make, then, is in what order you’ll interview people.


	[image: Option icon] To talk to Aaron Warrior, the guitarist, turn to 38

	[image: Option icon] To talk to Glenn Davis, the astronomer, turn to 113

	[image: Option icon] To talk to Bill Thomas, the pagan leader, turn to 148



2

You call McAdam over and point out the plastic rounders set.

‘Didn’t you say you wanted Douglas to get outside more?’

‘Aye,’ she says, taking it from the shelf hook. Hanging behind it are child-sized fishing nets, the kind of thing you’d use to trawl rock pools on the beach or the shallows of a river.

‘Or you could look for minnows with him in the local stream,’ you suggest.

McAdam shakes her head. ‘He needs to be doing stuff that doesn’t rely on me,’ she says quietly. ‘It’s great that he’s bookish, but … plenty of other kids at his school aren’t. He’s got to toughen up and gain some confidence.’

‘I understand. A tricky situation for any parent.’

She calls out to Raven, holding up the rounders set. ‘Can I get you to put this aside, and I’ll collect it at the end of the day?’

‘So long as you pay for it, you can do what you like,’ the shopkeeper replies.

McAdam does, and Raven puts it behind the counter. ‘Come and collect it any time.’


	[image: Option icon] Write R5 in your notebook

	[image: Option icon] Then turn to 30



3

‘I told you, it’s ceremonial,’ Bill says, getting to his feet. He walks to the shrine you saw earlier: a display cabinet featuring the Disciples paraphernalia. Inside is a knife with an intricately carved handle and a slim blade. He opens the cabinet’s glass door and withdraws it.

‘All this blade ever cuts is ferns and leaves, when we perform a ritual. We’re planning one tonight, seeing as last night’s ceremony was interrupted. But you can see for yourself, it’s clean.’

He’s right. It’s possible for microscopic blood traces to remain on knives after they’ve been washed, of course, but there are certainly none visible to the naked eye here. Combined with the fact that you already have a knife that Dr Wash confidently believes to be the murder weapon – Lori’s own, which is quite different – you’re satisfied this one wasn’t involved.

Nevertheless, one question remains: is it likely that Bill would simply forget to take his knife on a Disciples outing?


	[image: Option icon] Turn to 115



4

‘Thank you for the tea,’ you say. You only took a couple of sips, but it was a polite gesture to get Glenn talking, and it worked.

‘I won’t be bullied, you know,’ he says suddenly. ‘Tonight is forecast to be ideal for meteor-watching, and I intend to take to the forest over any objection.’

‘I wish I could join you,’ Zwale says, smiling. ‘The Lyrids were superb last year. I managed to swap shifts so I could be out observing three nights in a row.’

Glenn smiles back, despite his earlier enmity towards Zwale. Given recent events, perhaps he senses that any ally is worth cultivating.

‘I don’t think the rest of the group would be too pleased to see a policeman this evening. But there’s always next year.’ He turns to you. ‘If you want to do something useful, tell Bill and his pagans to stay away tonight. You know they’re planning to perform some nonsense ritual at the stones, don’t you? They may claim to respect nature, but they have none for the dead.’

‘Lori Velvet was removed from the circle in the small hours of last night,’ you tell him, ‘and as I understand it, forensic examination of the site was completed this morning. There’s no reason the Disciples of the Green shouldn’t be able to gather at the circle.’

Glenn grumbles his disapproval, and you take your leave. Outside the street is clear, with no sign of angry locals or other trouble-makers.


	[image: Option icon] If you have A1 written in your notebook, turn to 197
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‘Doctor,’ you ask as a thought forms, ‘could Lori Velvet have done this to herself? Is there any possibility the wound was self-inflicted?’

The pathologist shakes her head. ‘You know I don’t deal in one hundred per cent certainties, but in this case the chances are so low as to be effectively zero. The cut was too deep, too confidently done.’

You ponder what this all means.

‘For some reason, Lori carried a knife with her into the woods. But her attacker took it from her, killed her with it, then dropped the knife on the ground and fled. This raises all sorts of questions. Was she already holding the knife, because she saw her attacker and feared for her life? That would fit the bruise and her screaming. Or is it possible the attacker knew she would be carrying the knife? Did the killer wear gloves simply because it was a cold night in the woods … or did they go with the intent of killing Lori?’

‘That’s your department, not mine,’ Dr Wash says. ‘And there’s more I’ve still to show you. Look at this.’

With an assistant’s help she removes the sheet covering Lori’s body, revealing many more tattoos, then turns her over. It takes you a moment to see what the doctor is showing you, amid the swirling shapes and colourful patterns. There, in between her shoulder blades, is a symbol you’ve seen before.

‘That’s the same as what’s carved into the knife hilt,’ McAdam notes.

‘And also chalked on one of the Lock Stones,’ you add.

‘How old would you say that tattoo is, Doctor?’

‘Dating body art is always tricky,’ she says, turning Lori’s body upright once more. ‘That particular piece isn’t brand new, but neither is it very old, as there’s no fading and very little spread. Given she’s only aged twenty-two, it can’t be more than three or four years old anyway.’

So it’s possible Lori had the tattoo done as soon as she was old enough. It must have been important to her.

‘You were right about the surprises, Doctor. This is already shaping up to be a very tangled case.’

Dr Wash snorts. ‘Oh, I’m not finished. There’s the matter of the victim’s identity, for a start.’

‘What do you mean?’ McAdam asks, gesturing at Lori’s face. ‘She’s a rock star. I know she looks different without the make-up, but thousands of fans could tell you who she is. Her bandmates identified her. There’s no question this is Lori Velvet.’

You see a glint in the doctor’s eye, and recalling Lori’s enigmatic behaviour in interviews, hazard a guess at where this is going.

‘I’m sure you’re right, but I suspect the real issue is of a deeper nature. Doctor?’

‘That’s correct. To wit: who is Lori Velvet? Yes, she’s a rock star. In my experience with such people, what you see on stage, in videos and in interviews is only what they want you to see. In a way they are their own creations, and “Lori Velvet” was a prime example.’

McAdam rolls her eyes, realizing what the doctor is implying. ‘It’s a stage name.’

‘Yes and no. I assumed the same, and attempted to find out her real identity. What I found is that she almost certainly adopted the name for the stage … but it is also her legal name, because she changed it by deed poll. Her birth name was Lucy Isherwood, something which I don’t think is common knowledge. Even her Wikipedia page doesn’t mention it.’

‘That could explain why she never talked about her past in interviews,’ you observe. McAdam looks at you with surprise. ‘I may not be a fan of her music, but research is research,’ you say. ‘Not to mention that her appearance “in character” was highly stylized. Seeing her like this, you’d hardly know it was the same person.’

‘Was she running away from something?’ McAdam suggests. ‘Wouldn’t be the first kid to change their name and join the circus.’

‘Indeed. I wonder if the name change and tattooing were done around the same time, too. On the bright side, at least now we know where to look for her family. Perhaps they can help us understand what happened, and if it may have some connection to her murder.’

‘She was born in London, but I didn’t dig any deeper than that,’ Dr Wash says. ‘Before you talk to her family, though, there’s one more thing you should know. I’m sorry to tell you that Lori Velvet was pregnant.’

Silence falls across the mortuary room. Not of shock so much as an acknowledgement of tragedy.

‘She doesn’t appear to be showing,’ you observe quietly.

‘No, it was early,’ Dr Wash explains. ‘But there’s no question.’

‘So, who was the donor?’ McAdam asks. ‘I mean, she was in a relationship with a woman, remember. Emma and I adopted both our kids, but first we were offered IVF. I assume that’s the case here.’

‘But she was previously in a relationship with her bandmate Aaron Warrior,’ you point out. ‘Evidently Lori was bisexual.’

‘Aye, but that ended months ago. If it was his child, she’d be a lot further along.’

Dr Wash consults her notes. ‘I found no record of IVF, which does rather imply the pregnancy was from good old-fashioned intercourse. Are you sure she wasn’t seeing a man?’

‘I suppose she must have been,’ you say. ‘The question is, did her girlfriend Julie know anything about it?’

You exit the mortuary in low spirits. It’s bad enough dealing with the death of a young woman, whom you strongly suspect was already troubled, but to learn that she was also carrying a baby somehow makes solving this case even more important.

‘Do you think the killer knew?’ McAdam asks.

‘It would have to be someone very close to her. Neither her bandmates nor her director-slash-girlfriend mentioned it, and one assumes they would have if they knew.’

‘Unless they were hiding something. What if Julie found out, and killed her in a jealous rage? She knew where Lori would be, and that she was wearing the costume.’

You climb into McAdam’s car, ready to return to Grenholme.

‘Remember that the band and Julie are each other’s alibi. Lori herself aside, they were all together. I could imagine a band member perhaps slipping away without the others noticing, but it seems unlikely the person actually filming them could have.’

Your phone rings with a call from Constable Zwale.
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You proceed into the village, contemplating your next move as you wind through the old, narrow streets. Passing a small cafe, you recognize Keith and Steve, the Killer Velvet rhythm section, taking brunch in the window.

You nod in greeting and walk on, but after a few yards someone calls out from behind you. Turning, you see one of the musicians – you think it’s Keith, the drummer, though you wouldn’t swear to it – running to catch you.

‘How’s it going?’ he asks.

‘Not bad,’ McAdam replies. ‘Yourself?’

Keith looks confused, then tries again. ‘No, I mean, how’s the investigation going? Everyone’s talking about it.’

‘Oh? What do they say?’

His enthusiasm to talk evaporates. ‘Well, you know. Just … stuff. About Lori, and the guard bloke.’

‘The Stone Warden.’

‘Yeah, him. I mean, it’s obviously someone just dressing up, isn’t it? But there are people saying Lori deserved it, which is totally out of order. They didn’t even know her.’

It occurs to you that they actually did, though perhaps without realizing it. Certainly, Lori Velvet was a very different person to Lucy Isherwood, if nothing else by having grown up and seen the world.

‘Julie’s in bits, too, after they argued and everything. Imagine that, you call someone a bitch and it’s the last thing you ever say to her …’

‘Wait a moment,’ you say. ‘Julie and Lori argued? That’s news to us.’

Keith looks worried. ‘Oh, I – I thought she’d have said … I’ve put my foot in it now, haven’t I? Typical.’

‘It’s OK. Tell us what happened.’

He takes a deep breath. ‘Lori got mad at Julie because she only filmed half the encore last night. Julie thought we’d finished, and she was packing away her stuff when Lori came on in the costume. Then the situation blew up again later, filming in the woods. Lori said everything was taking too long, and we were going to miss shooting at midnight in the stone circle unless Julie bucked her ideas up. She, uh … she threatened to fire her.’

‘What happened then?’

‘Julie called her a bitch, and Lori stormed off,’ he says quietly.

This shines a new light on things. By all accounts, Julie isn’t a big-name director, so she was probably hoping this job with Killer Velvet would increase her credibility and worth. Not to mention that she was Lori’s lover, of course. To have both her job and relationship threatened gives her plenty of motive. Could this have been a crime of passion after all?

You thank Keith and walk on to the village square. It doesn’t seem to have become any busier while you were in the forest, and you notice that Stones & Spirits has closed for lunch. But the quiet is shattered by the unmistakable sound of smashing glass, followed by raised voices – from inside the Watching Warden.

McAdam is already running towards the pub. You follow, and quickly assess the scene. Patrick the landlord is behind the bar, telling everyone to calm down; Aaron holds a smashed bottle in his hand, threatening Glenn; beside Aaron stands Raven, looking stunned; Bill remains at the bar, watching with detached interest; and Julie is filming it all with a handheld camera.

‘What the hell’s going on here?’ McAdam shouts. For a small woman she has a surprisingly large voice, and everyone freezes in their tracks. ‘Aaron, drop that bottle immediately!’

He wavers for a moment, then relents and throws the bottle to the floor where it smashes among the shards of its other half.

‘He said I killed Lori,’ Aaron growls, pointing at Glenn. ‘I’ll sue him for defamation!’

‘For something said in a pub? Don’t be daft,’ McAdam says. ‘Mr Davis, why would you accuse Aaron of such a thing?’

Glenn huffs. Wearing tweed, a fly-pinned hat and wellington boots, you assume he came to the pub directly from fishing. ‘I should think it’s obvious. They’re heathens, practising blood rituals and black magic. They sacrificed that girl on the altar of fame in order to become more popular.’

‘You can’t seriously think they killed Lori for publicity,’ Raven says, stepping between the men. ‘Glenn, be serious.’

‘All right, I don’t need you to defend me,’ Aaron says tetchily. ‘Especially when I’m not the one drumming up publicity from it.’ From his back pocket he pulls a piece of paper, unfolding it and turning on Raven. ‘This was you, wasn’t it? Trying to generate some extra business. And you lot call us sick!’

Patrick emerges from behind the bar holding a long-handled dustpan and brush to sweep up the broken glass. This action neatly forces the arguing parties to separate; as Aaron moves aside, distracted, you pluck the sheet of paper from his hand.

Handwritten in black marker, it reads:

THE STONE
 WARDEN HAS
 A HUMAN FACE

The same words Lori Velvet spoke on stage last night.

‘Where did you find this? Did Lori write it?’ you ask.

‘Pinned to the front door of the pub,’ Aaron explains. ‘I saw it this morning when I went out for a smoke. It’s not Lori’s handwriting.’

‘It’s not mine either,’ Raven protests. ‘Aaron, believe me, I would never do something like this. You know I wouldn’t.’

You look at the note again, and a memory triggers in your mind. Raven is telling the truth; she didn’t write this. How interesting.

Having watched proceedings with amusement up until now, Bill peels himself away from the bar and puts a comforting arm around Raven. Then he turns on Aaron.

‘Look, you cocky sod, you can see how upset she is by all of this, especially now it turns out she used to know your singer. We don’t need to stir up trouble to generate business. We were doing fine long before you got here, thanks very much.’

Glenn tuts loudly. ‘Your pocket is all you ever really care about, isn’t it, Bill? How much extra business will tonight’s ridiculous pageant bring in, do you think? Are you planning to get her to film that, too?’ He flings an accusing finger at Julie, who smirks from behind her camera.

‘Maybe I will,’ she says. ‘After the gig, of course.’ She glances at Aaron.

Patrick finishes sweeping up the glass and turns to her. ‘I think we’ve all had enough of cameras, don’t you? Stop filming, please.’

‘Freedom of the press!’ Julie protests. ‘This is a public place.’

‘No, it’s a public house,’ he corrects her. ‘Which is still a private establishment, and I didn’t give you permission.’

‘He’s right,’ Raven says, turning on Julie. ‘You’ve got no right to be filming us like this, you ghoul. You were supposed to be in love with her! Give me that.’ She reaches for the camera.

‘No!’ Julie recoils, moving out of the shopkeeper’s reach. ‘I’m making a documentary. The public has a right to know.’ She turns the camera on you and McAdam. ‘Tell me, Inspector, are you any closer to finding out who murdered Lori? Or are you running around in circles, as usual?’

To you, such insults are water off a duck’s back, but McAdam’s temper matches the woman herself: short and explosive.

‘How dare you!’ she shouts at Julie. ‘Every minute since we got here has been spent trying to find Lori’s killer, with less help from most of you than we’d prefer, I might add. You’re not a journalist, and you’ve already been asked to stop by the establishment owner. Now put that thing down before I put it down for you!’

Julie is backed into a corner, and McAdam reaches for the camera.

Perhaps this has gone far enough … or perhaps Julie needs to be shown that a murder investigation is serious business.


	[image: Option icon] To prevent McAdam doing something rash, turn to 185

	[image: Option icon] To let McAdam carry out her threat, turn to 74
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Before you leave, one final question comes to mind.

‘Mr Davis, you said you’ve lived here all your life, so I assume you’re familiar with the legend of the Lock Stones and the Stone Warden. Did you know the band had written a song about it?’

He sighs. ‘Yes, I gathered. I consider it even more evidence they were merely out to exploit the good people of Grenholme.’

‘I’m not so sure. It seems Ms Velvet herself composed the song, and her fellow band members didn’t know it was connected to this place until they arrived in Grenholme today. It’s why they came here to film a music video.’

‘Didn’t know? Absurd. People visit the Lock Stones from all over, you know. No, it’s impossible.’

You wonder about that. It’s natural that a man who’s always lived here would assume everyone else has heard of a local legend. But you don’t live so far away yourself, yet this is the first time you’ve encountered the Lock Stones. Is Aaron telling the truth when he says he didn’t know about the song’s connection? If so, and Lori was insistent they come here to film the music video … why didn’t she tell them?


	[image: Option icon] If you haven’t yet spoken to Bill Thomas the pagan leader, turn to 148

	[image: Option icon] Otherwise, turn to 88
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‘You told us you were with the band the whole time last night, shooting the video in the forest,’ you say, and Julie nods. ‘Is there anything more you’d like to tell us?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘Ms Grafton, we’ve been advised that you were in fact absent from the shoot for about ten minutes, around half past eleven. Ring any bells?’

The director thinks for a moment. ‘Oh, that. Well … yes, I suppose technically I was by myself for a few minutes. I was shooting B-roll footage of the forest, so obviously I wasn’t with the band.’

‘I keep hearing this term “B-roll”. What is it?’

‘It means shots that don’t feature people or sound sync, so we can use them as cutaways and interstitials. In the edit we might show Aaron playing for five seconds, then cut to the woods at night for one second, then Lori singing for five seconds. The shot of the woods in the middle is from B-roll.’

‘Why didn’t you mention your time apart from the band earlier?’

Julie shrugs. ‘It’s standard practice.’

‘One that took you out of sight for ten minutes.’

‘All I did was film some trees. I can show you—Oh no, I can’t, because someone smashed my camera.’ She glares at you resentfully. ‘Someone’s aura is going to be well out of alignment for that, I tell you.’


	[image: Option icon] If you have J2 written in your notebook, turn to 93

	[image: Option icon] Otherwise, turn to 128
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Bill Thomas is not best pleased to see you again.

‘Can we go home yet, or what?’ he says when you approach. ‘We’ve all given statements, and it’s very late.’

‘I thought you normally hang out here all night anyway,’ McAdam says scornfully.

‘Yeah, not in these circumstances,’ Bill replies. ‘Just because we’re pagans, doesn’t mean we perform human sacrifices.’

‘Speaking of which …’ You show him the bloody knife in the evidence bag, holding it up. ‘If I could keep you for a moment more, Mr Thomas, I hoped you could possibly shed some light on this. Do you recognize it?’

‘No. Should I?’

‘I’m told you often carry a knife like this.’

Bill peers at it, looking puzzled, then groans with realization.

‘You’ve been talking to Glenn, haven’t you? I shouldn’t be surprised he’d say that. Yes, I carry a knife, but purely for ceremonial purposes as First Disciple. It looks nothing like that.’

‘Let’s see it, then,’ McAdam says. ‘Or have you conveniently mislaid it?’

The ‘First Disciple’ narrows his eyes. He’s almost twice the sergeant’s size, and looms over her. But she doesn’t back down, and you know which of them you’d put your money on in a scrap.

Suddenly, you wonder if that scrap might come sooner rather than later as Bill reaches under his robe and pulls out a knife. McAdam steps back, instinctively putting herself beyond his immediate range.

But he quickly flips the knife in his hand and offers it to her hilt-first. ‘Ceremonial, like I said. Check it all you like, it’s clean as a whistle.’

He’s right. The knife looks pristine, as if it’s never been used to cut anything more than an envelope, with a thin, smooth blade. It’s also very different to the knife found by Lori’s body, with an ornate hilt that’s decoratively carved in a filigree style, and lacking any particular symbol like the one in the evidence bag.

McAdam grudgingly returns the knife to Bill, and you change tack.

‘Mr Thomas, do you see this symbol carved into the hilt? It matches one of the chalk markings on the Lock Stones, over there. Does it mean anything to you?’

‘No. We’ll be cleaning those markings off the stones at the first opportunity, anyway.’

You raise a warning finger. ‘Not before our investigation is finished, if you please. Those symbols could be important evidence.’

‘It’s vandalism,’ Bill snorts. ‘Local kids messing around. Do you know how many empty lager cans we clean up from the forest every week? How many fire pits and used disposable barbecues we find? Caring for this forest is practically a full-time job.’

‘Nevertheless, I must ask you to leave everything here as it is for the moment. Let us do our job, and I promise we’ll clear everything up when we leave.’


	[image: Option icon] Write B10 in your notebook

	[image: Option icon] Then turn to 85
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McAdam counts off on her fingers. ‘The same symbol here on the stones, carved into the hilt of her knife, and tattooed on her back.’

‘And now we know it wasn’t just chalked on any stone. It was specifically on the stone where her brother’s blood was found after he disappeared.’ A chill wind passing through the stones makes you shiver. ‘That’s no accident.’

You both stare in silence at the markings, wracking your brains. You simply can’t put your finger on what it could mean.

[image: A row of eleven arched stones, representing a sequence of markers within the mysterious forest setting. Seven of these stones feature distinct, etched white symbols, including geometric shapes and patterns, while the first three and the final stone are blank.]
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‘We are still in the early stages of both cases,’ you say to the camera, ‘but rest assured we’re doing everything we can to determine who’s behind them. Now would you kindly stop filming?’

‘Or what, you’ll smash my phone like your maniac partner did to my camera?’

‘I fear you’re mistaken, Ms Grafton. I understand you’re upset about the death of Lori Velvet, but you can’t go around accusing the police of such things and stirring up trouble.’

Julie curls her lip in disgust. ‘You’re


	[image: Option icon] Write J7 in your notebook
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