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Prologue

The dog was gaining on them. Paws scrabbling across the land as the light faded, taking with it their chances of escape.

‘Faster!’ A voice guttural with effort and fear came from the man in front.

A grunt, nothing more, from the second man. He was weakening. Legs stumbling. Face stricken with terror. Behind him, the Rottweiler a black mass, two further figures some way beyond it.

There would be no mercy if they were caught. Not least from the beast on their tails, a coil of lethal energy working efficiently, its sole task to hunt them down. A task it was currently doing very well, the distance reducing with every bound of muscle. No bark. Just that heavy panting. And those teeth, stark against the growing gloom.

A short cry as the second man stumbled over the uneven terrain, staggering forward, exhaustion showing as he struggled to recover his balance. ‘I can’t make it,’ he gasped. ‘Go on without me.’

‘No!’ The rebuke from the older man sharper than intended, even though their flight was useless. They were dead. Nothing ahead to offer shelter. No one around. Just the isolated hills that loomed over them, hemming them in as the dusk slipped further into night.

A last desperate glance over his shoulder, the dog even closer. It would only be a few minutes before the animal leaped. Taking the weaker of the two.

‘Please, Grigore, just leave me.’ It came out as a plea. ‘For Mama’s sake.’

Grigore didn’t reply. The thought of going back without Pavel worse than neither of them making it home. Instead, he grabbed his brother’s elbow, bone prominent beneath his fingers as he dragged him on. And he found himself praying. Hopelessly.

But still that relentless pursuit from the dog. A shout carrying from the chasing party. Would they shoot? Take the risk? From what he’d seen of them, Grigore didn’t think they’d care. They were ruthless.

‘Grigore! I can’t . . .’

His brother slipping from his grasp, one foot sliding out from under him, his full weight – what was left of it – falling onto Grigore and then they were both sinking, the soil sucking at them, dragging at their shoes.

Sinking!

The miracle he’d been praying for.

With a superhuman effort, Grigore hauled Pavel back to his feet and onto a clump of reeds. They were at the edge of a wide expanse of bog, the bleak brown land stretching in all directions, the ground underfoot no longer firm. No longer safe. Impossible to cross, which meant turning back and facing their pursuers.

Unless you were born to it, raised in an area where such terrain was second nature . . .

It was risky. One wrong step and it would be fatal. But it was their only chance.

‘We can do this!’ Grigore said. ‘Just follow me the way we used to follow Papa.’

Pavel nodded, a spark of hope as he looked back once more at the Rottweiler and then at the land ahead, moss gleaming wetly, the white heads of cotton grass bobbing in the wind.

With a leap of faith, Grigore started striding, feet landing on tufts, confident in his footing as he pushed thickets of reeds over underneath him. His brother the same, both of them fuelled by sudden optimism. Four strides, four more. Zigzagging haphazardly further and further across the uncertain terrain, their direction dictated only by the solidity of the land beneath their feet. Two more long leaps and he looked back.

The dog had faltered, a whine of confusion as his paws hit the moist ground. He retreated, turned an unsure circle. A vexed shout met its hesitation, commanding it on. It was trained to obey. And so it jumped, a huge leap, covering most of the distance the brothers’ erratic progress had put between them.

‘Grigore!’ Pavel screamed, as the dog lunged.

The Rottweiler landed just short of him, front paws hitting the ground with all its weight, preparing to spring again. Pavel froze, Grigore awash with terror.

Then that sound. The squelch of wet land. The dog clearly puzzled as its legs started to sink. Panic set in, the Rottweiler beginning to thrash around. Doing exactly what it shouldn’t as the mire began to claim it.

The men behind were gaining, still yelling at the dog, ordering it to attack, oblivious to what was happening. They were close enough that Grigore could make out the glint of guns in their hands.

‘Hurry!’ he shouted, urging Pavel after him as he resumed his negotiation of the treacherous land. It might have stopped the dog, but it wouldn’t stop the bullets the men would soon be firing. And if they made it to the other side, what then for the brothers? In his weakened state, Pavel wouldn’t be able to run for much longer.

Curses now, carrying over the darkening landscape. The men had reached the edge of the bog. Had realised the double impediments to their pursuit, their first means of attack yelping in pain. In normal circumstances, Grigore would have turned back to help, never one to ignore animals in distress. But these weren’t normal circumstances.

A loud splash. More curses. The men trying to reach the distraught Rottweiler.

Grigore kept striding, his brother’s shadow in his peripheral vision, until his feet hit solid ground. Or what passed for solid ground in this sodden wilderness. Only then did he turn, helping Pavel to his side and staring back across the morass. The men had managed to reach the Rottweiler and were hauling it to safety. It wouldn’t be long before they circumvented this obstacle and were back on the hunt again.

The ragged breaths from his brother told Grigore all he needed to know. Running was out of the question. They needed to find somewhere to hide. And quickly.

He scanned the hills encircling them on three sides. He was well acquainted with this terrain even though he’d never been here before. The crag-topped fells, the spectacular limestone pavement. He’d been born in mountains such as these and knew the wealth of opportunities to hide up there – a cave perhaps, some hollow in the limestone that could offer them sanctuary until the hunters gave up?

A harsh cough from Pavel, who was leaning against his brother, one hand clasped to his side. Broken ribs, Grigore suspected. The man was in no shape to make it up the steep slopes. And besides, the dog would track them easily up there.

‘What now?’ Pavel asked wearily.

What indeed. In an ideal world, treatment, food and warmth. And a guardian angel to keep them safe.

Even as he thought it, Grigore felt the wind change, as though he’d conjured up a divine messenger which was now whispering to him from behind. He turned, feeling the breeze on his cheek, seeing the hunters across the bog. Hunters who were no longer able to rely on scenting their prey. No longer able to rely on the light either.

‘This way,’ said Grigore, pointing away from the safety of the hills, to where the valley narrowed into a bottleneck.

Trying to look more confident than he felt, he led his brother into the dark.
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Barbara Hargreaves wasn’t one for losing her temper. A working life lived serving the good folk of Bruncliffe their weekly rations of meat across the counter of her husband’s shop had smoothed away any of the irascible edges she’d once had. But if there was one thing that was likely to rise her ire in these her middle ages, it was having her time wasted. And so as she sat in the office of the Dales Detective Agency on that Monday morning, late spring sunshine shining down on the narrow street outside, she was doing her best to bite her tongue.

Because her time was most certainly being wasted.

She didn’t in any way suspect it was personal or malicious. It was just that the place was in meltdown.

The desk before her was littered with paperwork, pages spilling out of folders, post-it notes stuck haphazardly on whatever bits of the surface could be seen, and three abandoned mugs were perched perilously close to the edge, dull, milky residues of undrunk tea in the bottom. The multiple circles staining the metal suggested the mugs had been there for some days, if not weeks. In the corner of the room, the ancient filing cabinet had two drawers hanging open, a pile of suspension files dumped on the floor as though someone had been interrupted in the process of trying to impose order on the chaos, but had only added to the disarray. And the dust balls collecting on the peeling lino were doing nothing to alleviate Barbara’s sense that things were falling apart. Not to mention she’d been in the office more than ten minutes and hadn’t even been offered a cuppa.

As to how her issue was being dealt with? Well, it wasn’t what Barbara had come to expect from Bruncliffe’s detective agency.

‘Two weeks ago I asked you to look into this,’ she stated, arms folded across her substantial front. ‘I’ve yet to hear a word on how you’re progressing.’

‘We’ve been a bit busy,’ came the terse reply. ‘Just remind me what went missing—’

‘Stolen!’ said Barbara sharply. ‘It was stolen. Two pairs of Ken’s jeans, a couple of T-shirts, a Bruncliffe rugby top and a hoodie, taken off the washing line the day everything kicked off.’

She had no need to elaborate as to which particular day she was referring to. The entire town was still reeling from the events that Saturday a fortnight ago, when a hitman had come to Bruncliffe to target Samson O’Brien, the man behind the very agency she was now calling on.

‘As I said the following Monday when I stopped by to report it, I don’t normally leave washing out overnight, but things got a bit out of hand across the road.’ She tipped her head towards the Fleece, its sullen front visible through the window. ‘Happen I wasn’t best sorted for dealing with it when I got home.’

Staggered home, her and Ken, his arm around her as she sang her way back to the butcher’s shop and their apartment over it, her good mood oiled by more than a couple of glasses of prosecco in the post-hitman celebrations. So oiled in fact that she hadn’t been able to rise from her bed the next day until the morning was well advanced. And hadn’t in fact realised her washing had been stolen until late afternoon when she’d finally remembered it was still out on the line.

‘And they haven’t turned up?’

Barbara snorted. ‘A fortnight on and that’s all you’ve got to offer me?’

‘Like I said, we’ve been busy!’ The tone was sharper, a defiant jaw sticking out like a pugilist intent on fighting. But the sudden burst of a phone ringing broke the brittle tension, prompting a flurry of searching on the desk before the mobile was located under what looked like a packet of dog biscuits. ‘Dales Detective Agency?’

The curt greeting prompted a torrent of language on the other end, Barbara hearing only muted squawks. Judging by the heavy sigh they triggered, she was guessing it was yet another dissatisfied customer.

She waited while the call was dealt with, using the time to gather in the loose ends of her fraying patience, while another phone rang unanswered somewhere in the building.

‘Right!’ The mobile was slapped back onto the desk, a glare cast in its direction, before Barbara became the centre of attention once more. ‘Where were we? The missing laundry—’

‘What you need,’ said Barbara Hargreaves, her mood swinging to one of compassion for this fellow townsperson who was unravelling so spectacularly before her eyes, ‘is some help.’

Ida Capstick lowered the pen she’d been holding, rubbed a hand across her weary face and nodded. ‘Tha’s not wrong there,’ she said.

On the floor above, James ‘Herriot’ Ellison was in a meeting in a room in a similar state of dishevelment, and was similarly ill at ease. But unlike Mrs Hargreaves, his discomfort didn’t arise from the air of neglect being fostered by the unwashed mugs, the messy desk, the piles of paperwork on the nearby sofa and the slightly stale air that smelled of damp dog and running shoes. His discomfort was all of his own making.

He wasn’t the most outgoing of folk anyway, apart from when it came to sheep or cows or the pets of Bruncliffe. Then he was confident in his knowledge, providing an exceptional level of veterinary care that had earned him both the respect of the town and, given that this was the Yorkshire Dales, his nickname. But this?

He was in a whole new world. One that made him squirm and pull at the collar of his checked shirt, which seemed to have shrunk around his Adam’s apple in the last few minutes. The constant ringing of the mobile on the desk in front of him wasn’t helping any.

‘Are you going to get that?’ he finally asked.

The woman opposite glanced up from her laptop screen, looked at the phone and shook her head. ‘Too busy,’ she said. ‘Last thing I need is more clients.’

‘Not a bad way to be,’ said Herriot, with a lopsided smile.

Delilah Metcalfe grimaced. ‘Time was I’d have agreed with you. But now . . .’ She exhaled, a sigh far older than her years, the frown on her forehead making her look like she was carrying the world on her shoulders. ‘So, Speedy Date night, is it?’

The tone was devoid of nuance but still Herriot blushed. ‘Yes. Please. I mean, you know, thought I’d give it a try. I mean, what harm could it do?’

The words of encouragement he’d been hoping for from the owner of the Dales Dating Agency, something to calm his nerves, didn’t materialise. Instead Delilah had her head tipped to one side, pen resting against her bottom lip as though she was giving his question serious thought. Deciding he didn’t want to hear whatever answer she might conjure up, he changed the topic.

‘How’s the arm?’

She shrugged, her right hand going to her left shoulder. ‘A bit stiff. But healing.’

A bit stiff. An innocuous way to describe the after-effects of being shot, Delilah having been one of several walking wounded following the shocking events of two weeks ago.

‘Does it hurt still?’

Delilah shook her head. ‘Not so much,’ she said. ‘Just as well, as I haven’t had time to rest it seeing as we’re a man down.’

‘Have you had any word from Samson? Do you know when he’s coming back?’

In the corner of the room, a grey head lifted off crossed paws, Delilah’s Weimaraner Tolpuddle suddenly looking alert at the name. Delilah, however, winced, her hand dropping to her heart, as though that was where the worst pain resided.

‘He’s busy.’ Her words were clipped, inviting no more enquiries. ‘Right, you’re booked in for three weeks from now, Tuesday twenty-first.’ She clicked a few more keys and then looked at him expectantly. All business. ‘Anything else?’

There was something else, but somehow he couldn’t force the words past his lips. So instead he heard himself saying something completely different.

‘Actually, just an oddity I thought I’d run past you and Samson. Someone dropped a dog off at the surgery last week. Left it outside on the doorstep, rang the bell, and did a runner. By the time I opened the door, they’d gone.’

‘You don’t know who they are?’

‘Not a clue.’

‘How bizarre.’ But despite her acknowledgement that this was indeed strange, Delilah’s eyes flicked to her watch, her attention being pulled back to her mountain of work.

‘Anyway,’ Herriot continued, speaking faster, ‘the dog had a bad cut to its leg which was infected and needed urgent treatment. But what was more interesting was that whoever brought it to me had sedated it before dropping it off. With ketamine.’

Her focus sharpened back onto the vet, an eyebrow going up. ‘Ketamine?’

It was a drug which had unfortunately become common parlance in Bruncliffe over the last seven months, showing up most recently in the lurchers left behind by Pete Ferris when he’d taken his own life, the poacher having presumably intended to bring them with him to the afterlife. Luckily for the dogs, the dose had been non-fatal.

‘Thought that might interest you.’

But Delilah was merely nodding, turning back to her laptop, her mind moving onto the next task. ‘I’ll make a note,’ she was saying, and Herriot found himself standing and walking towards the door.

He was almost there when he turned around, trying so hard to be casual. ‘Oh, I meant to ask, is anyone else going to the date night? I mean, anyone I know?’

The mobile started ringing again and this time Delilah reached for it, answering him distractedly.

‘Off the top of my head, Elaine Bullock, Frank Thistlethwaite, Hannah Wilson . . . Oh, and Lucy. She signed up on Friday.’

Delilah’s widowed sister-in-law, Lucy Metcalfe, would be at the Speedy Date night. Which, of course, Herriot already knew. Which, of course, was why Herriot was here.

‘Thanks,’ he said, feeling the sense of reassurance he’d been seeking; a sensation that was swiftly followed by terror.

Delilah smiled, nodded, but was already talking on the phone. He’d reached the door when she called his name.

‘Herriot, just a sec,’ she said, covering the mobile with her hand, her gaze finally curious. ‘Why did they need to anaesthetise the dog?’

‘Because it was a Rottweiler.’

Her eyes widened. Then she turned back to the call, leaving Herriot to depart the building in a turmoil of emotions.

Grigore woke with a start, torn from a dream where Pavel was being dragged to the ground by the strong jaws of the Rottweiler. Heart thumping, he lay there, listening. Wondering if he’d shouted. If he’d given them away.

The sound of hens clucking and scratching unconcernedly came from the other side of the closed door, a crack of light filtering through, telling of a fine day outside. Of a warm sun, which Grigore suddenly had an overwhelming desire to feel on his face after so long confined to the chill air of their hiding place. Beside him came the uneven rasp of Pavel’s breath. He was asleep. A combination of pain and hunger having finally worn him out.

It wasn’t ideal, this situation they were in. But Grigore couldn’t see any way out of it. To keep running was impossible with Pavel’s condition as it was, yet every day they waited was a day closer to being discovered. A day closer to being found and forced back into the hell they had fled from. Something he would do anything to avoid, even kill again if necessary.

Another few days, and then they might be able to resume their escape. But even as Grigore tried to convince himself of this, his brother’s breath caught and he woke with a sharp cough which made him groan in pain.

‘Shush!’ Grigore clamped a hand over Pavel’s mouth, the panic that had subsided flooding back as the hens fell silent. He could imagine them, heads raised, looking round for the source of the unexpected noise.

One second passed, another, countless more, as the brothers lay there, Pavel’s face damp under Grigore’s touch. And then the sound that Grigore had been dreading. The loud screech of the door being pulled open below. Sunlight flooding the interior and bringing with it men’s voices.

Pavel whimpered and tucked himself even tighter into Grigore’s side in the confines of their hiding place.
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‘Tha needs to call him. Tell him to come back.’

Delilah shook her head with a strength of feeling that belied her exhaustion. ‘It’s not happening.’

‘Aye, well, it’s either that or we throw in the towel,’ Ida muttered, thumping her mug onto the small table in the upstairs kitchen where the two women had sat to share the details of their respective mornings, neither of which could have been termed successful. ‘Because there’s no way we can keep going as we are, lass.’

The shrill demand of unanswered phones emanating from the two empty offices punctuated Ida’s weary words, underlining her point. They were overworked and understaffed.

Lying in front of the cooker, Tolpuddle was watching the women with an anxious gaze. Not only was he mourning the abrupt termination of the treats he’d become accustomed to, Ida no longer having time to clean, let alone rustle up bacon butties first thing, but the Weimaraner also hadn’t taken particularly well to the recent changes in personnel. Or to be more precise, the recent loss of a certain person. Already ridden with anxiety, Delilah’s dog looked on the verge of lapsing back into the stress-induced behaviour that had once been his hallmark.

He wasn’t the only one.

Two weeks they’d been staggering under the weight of trying to keep the Dales Detective Agency going while also managing the ridiculously successful Dales Dating Agency as well as Delilah’s website design business, not to mention Ida keeping up her various cleaning commitments. And while Delilah had to give Ida Capstick the credit she deserved, the cleaner having turned herself into an admirable admin assistant in the last few months, the brusque Daleswoman was no detective.

Delilah wasn’t even sure she deserved the mantle herself, come to think of it.

‘He’d come if tha called him. Tha knows he would,’ Ida persisted. ‘Like a shot.’

It was true. But it didn’t mean Delilah was going to succumb and make the call. Because if there was one trait she’d inherited from the Metcalfe side of the family – her fiery temper and strong right hook having always been attributed to her mother’s folk – it was stubbornness. And over this particular issue, she felt very stubborn.

She would not be begging Samson O’Brien to come home any time soon.

For a start, the memory of waking fully clothed and alone in his bed on the top storey of the office building a fortnight ago, full of expectation for the start of their new relationship, was still too raw. The expectation had held until she’d padded out onto the landing and realised how quiet the place was. No sound coming from the kitchen on the floor below. No affectionate reply to her shout of good morning. Arm in a sling, she’d made her way down to the ground floor and found Tolpuddle, lying outside Samson’s office, head on his paws, a note tucked into his collar.

Samson was gone. To London. No kiss goodbye – not one she was awake for, at any rate. No idea of how long he’d be away. His previous life had come calling and he hadn’t been able to leave quickly enough.

The hurt had been intense. Almost as bad as being shot. But Delilah Metcalfe was nothing if not pragmatic, every bit as durable as the stone walls that criss-crossed the fields and fells beyond the town. So she’d set about running things until such times as Samson returned, Ida volunteering to help out.

Thus stubbornness was one obstacle in the way of her making the first move. The other factor was even harder to overcome: Delilah wasn’t sure that Bruncliffe was home for Samson any longer. Events in the last month had granted him the opportunity to resume his former profession, and although at present he was only helping out with enquiries into his corrupt former boss, DI Warren, it wouldn’t be long before he was fully reinstated and offered the chance to pick up where he’d left off. To resume his life as an undercover officer with the National Crime Agency.

Which was where the problem lay. Because while Delilah loved Samson with a passion that befitted her temperament, she wasn’t prepared to stand between him and his career. Deciding to come back to Bruncliffe had to be his choice. And his alone.

‘Not like I can get hold of him anyway,’ she muttered, gesturing over her shoulder towards the incessant ringing from downstairs, where Samson’s mobile lay on what was now Ida’s desk. Helpfully left behind by its owner so that the running of the Dales Detective Agency could carry on uninterrupted in his absence, its continued presence in the office had effectively severed communication between Bruncliffe and its black sheep. Samson had disappeared as suddenly and as totally as he had fifteen years ago, and had shown no inclination in the last fortnight to make contact.

If Delilah had needed any further impetus to withhold communication, this was it.

‘I don’t have a number for him,’ she concluded churlishly.

Ida snorted before reaching in the pocket of her apron and slapping a business card on the table like an ace out of her sleeve. ‘That DC Green lass gave me this before she left. She’ll be able to get a message to him.’ A stern finger jabbed at the number of the woman who’d been Samson’s support officer while he’d been suspended, and a key part of the investigation into Warren. ‘If tha doesn’t make the call, I will!’ She grunted, rubbing her knees with a bony hand. ‘Not sure as I can take much more of this sitting behind a desk lark. Not something I’m cut out for. Besides, I’ve got enough on my plate.’

There was something in the grumble, a quaver of worry beneath the gruff tone, sufficient to make Delilah put down her own mug and focus on this woman who had become such a large part of her life.

‘Is everything okay?’

Ida pursed her lips, as though deciding how much to divulge. Then she shrugged. ‘It’s George. He keeps on saying that there’s something paranormal going on up at the house, like he thinks the place is riddled with ghosts.’

Anyone else uttering those words, Delilah would have laughed. But this was Ida, a no-nonsense woman who didn’t make light of life. Especially not when it came to her brother.

‘He’s stressed,’ Ida continued. ‘Even more than usual.’

‘Have you tried talking to him?’

‘Aye, but all I get is some witterings about supernatural activities and then he starts back up with those blasted tractor statistics.’ Ida sighed. ‘Reckon I’ll know more about the Fordson Model N than anyone at this rate.’

Delilah didn’t say anything, thinking about the man in question and the way he anchored himself through life by reciting random information about whichever vintage tractor he was working on at the time. She was also thinking about the remote cottage at the start of Thorpdale, the brother and sister living there alone since their parents had passed away. With its ramshackle outbuildings and the wild land around it, it was a property that would inspire talk of the paranormal in the most orthodox of minds. And George’s mind was far from orthodox.

‘Have you had a look around? I mean, checked to see if—’

‘If there’s a ghoul lurking in the barn?’ The look Ida gave Delilah was as withering as an easterly wind blowing over the Crag that loomed above Bruncliffe. ‘Happen tha’s getting as addled as George. Must be all this work. Talking of which, these cases won’t solve themselves.’ She got to her feet, a red marker pen in her hand, and turned to the whiteboard which she’d insisted on being installed above the table the week before, in an effort to bring order to their chaos.

‘Right then, lass, where do we start?’

Delilah looked at the items listed in Ida’s neat, unpretentious handwriting, and her heart plummeted. While her colleague’s idea to provide a place where all of the agency’s cases – plus the business generated by Delilah’s own enterprises – could be seen at one time had been a good one, in the current situation, seeing the sheer volume of projects they’d agreed to take on felt overwhelming. It was tempting to just pull down the privacy cover that had come with the board, and hide it all from sight.

Even Ida seemed to blanch as she stared at her creation.

‘What you need to do,’ said a voice from the landing, ‘is triage!’

Delilah and Ida turned to see young Nina Hussain standing there, holding up Samson’s mobile and Ida’s notebook in her right hand.

‘I heard you needed help,’ she said. ‘So I took the liberty of answering the phone on my way up. And I’ve brought some treats from the restaurant.’ She held up a brown bag in her other hand, smells wonderful enough to have Tolpuddle lifting his head in anticipation issuing from within.

With the light from Delilah’s office spilling over her shoulders and the wide chiffon sleeves of her summer top hanging down from her slender arms, the teenager looked the closest to an angel the beleaguered Dales Detective Agency team had ever seen.

While Delilah and Ida were seeing angels, up above Bruncliffe, in the shadow of the abandoned quarry on Gunnerstang Brow, PC Danny Bradley had a feeling that whatever was behind the back door of the unoccupied foreman’s cottage, it was going to be far from divine.

He looked at the broken pane of glass, a jagged hole punched just above the handle. Large enough for an arm to fit through and turn the key protruding from the lock on the inside. A classic method of breaking and entering.

Trying not to let his nerves show, the stark landscape of Rainsrigg Quarry always giving him the jitters, he turned the handle and pushed the door open. A loud screech of oil-starved hinges made him jump.

As did the voice from behind.

‘Probably summat and nothing,’ Jimmy Thornton was saying, a farmer who’d been raised at Quarry House and whose mother had been its last tenant. Since her death at the beginning of the year, the cottage had lain empty. ‘Just thought I’d best call it in. You know, after all the goings on up here the other week.’ He gestured over his shoulder at the crime-scene tape flapping in the slight breeze over by one of the Portakabins.

‘You did right,’ said Danny, managing to steady his voice as he stepped over the broken glass and into the kitchen.

Jimmy made no move to follow him, remaining at the back door, the scarred wall of the quarried fellside rearing up behind him.

‘Did you notice anything missing when you arrived?’ Danny asked, casting a glance around the room. No longer the heart of the Thornton family home, it had adopted the same aura of desolation as the worksite it had once presided over. Cupboard doors hanging open revealing bare shelves. A chipped cup and a handleless saucepan left on the dusty worktop. And that smell – the damp, lonely scent of a place unloved and unlived in.

‘Not as such. Thing is, I was only popping into the barn to pick up the last of Mother’s stuff as I’ve just been informed the owners are putting the quarry on the market. Rumour is Rick Procter’ll snap it up – turn it round like he’s apparently going doing with the Harrisons’ old place.’ Jimmy nodded in the direction of the road and the abandoned cafe that sat at the top of Gunnerstang Brow, a hint of derision entering his voice. ‘Because more chic flats are just what the town needs.’

Not in a position to question the farmer’s theorising where Bruncliffe’s most successful property developer was concerned, Danny gently steered the conversation back onto topic.

‘So you didn’t come in the house at all?’ he asked.

The answering shrug was accompanied by an embarrassed grin. ‘No. To be honest, I got a bit spooked.’

Danny didn’t blame him. The oppressive rockface looming over the place, the rusting machinery and the melancholy moan of the wind were enough to give anyone the creeps, notwithstanding the fact that there’d been two major incidents up here in the last four months. The young constable had been involved in both and was still having nightmares about the latest, waking up sweating in the small hours, haunted by the image of Delilah Metcalfe lying in a pool of blood on the dusty ground.

‘Do you think it’s connected, like? To that nasty business Samson was caught up in?’ Jimmy’s questions had mirrored Danny’s thoughts.

‘Possibly. Although I’m surprised the detectives didn’t notice this when they were up here processing the crime scene.’

The kidnap and shooting which had transpired two weeks ago had been serious enough to warrant a major police presence in its aftermath, the quarry a centre of activity in the following days in a way it hadn’t been in years. And yet, no one – including Danny himself, who had shadowed the investigators, eager to add knowledge to that gained so far in his fledgling career – had noticed the broken door.

Jimmy scratched his head. ‘To be fair, I almost didn’t spot it. It was only as I was carrying the boxes to the car that I saw the light glinting on one of the broken shards and walked over to see what it was.’

‘So I’m guessing there was nothing much in here to steal?’

‘Bugger all. Livvy and I cleared it out before she went back to Australia. We left the bedroom curtains and a few bits of furniture that came with the place, but they’re so old, no one in their right mind would take them.’ He looked at his watch and pulled a face. ‘Sorry, Danny, but I’ve got to go. Got a feed delivery coming and I don’t want Gemma trying to lift those bags because I’m not there – baby’s due soon.’

‘No worries.’ Danny waved away the apology. ‘Tell her I was asking after her.’

With one last nod, Jimmy turned and left, the sound of his Land Rover rattling into the distance until it disappeared, an eerie stillness falling once more on Quarry House.

Danny’s unease came stealing back, too. ‘It’s just a routine break in,’ he muttered as he took another long look around the kitchen. ‘Just kids larking about—’

He paused. Something wasn’t right. He’d sensed it when he walked in but hadn’t been able to put a finger on it. Now, in the ghostly silence, it seemed obvious.

Dust. A thick layer of it over pretty much everything. But not in the sink or on the taps.

He crossed the slate floor and examined the saucepan, picking it up with the sleeve of his jumper. Clean inside, a few drops of water in the bottom. Same with the cup.

They’d both been used recently. And if he was sticking to his kids-having-fun theory, they’d had their fun while sitting at the table, one end of it and a couple of chairs also free of dust. Which didn’t seem remotely realistic.

He turned to the old Rayburn that dominated one wall, no longer confident he was investigating something as simple as bored locals. A quick glance at the hotplate cover on the left showed recent use, unlike its dusty counterpart on the right. He lifted it, saw a smear of something yellow on the cooking surface beneath. Egg?

Knowing Jimmy’s mother had been extremely houseproud, he doubted it was a remnant from her time, so what on earth . . .?

Someone had broken into the house to eat their breakfast? And stayed a while. Until something had made them move on.

Danny stooped down and checked the fuel control valve at the side of the range. It was switched on, and yet the stove was cold. There was no way Jimmy would have left the Rayburn running after he’d finished clearing out the house, which suggested that whoever had broken in had turned it on, and then run out of oil.

Perhaps that was what had made them leave? While it was almost the end of May and the daytime temperatures were hitting the high teens, the nights were still capable of dropping down to low single figures. Especially up here in the bleakest of spots. The house wouldn’t have been the warmest of havens once the Rayburn stopped working.

Better than sleeping under a hedgerow, though. Especially as hedgerows were few and far between in this part of the Dales, where stone walls lined the fields.

The fluttering blue-and-white tape outside caught Danny’s eye. He stared out of the window, revising his theory. Maybe it was heat problems of a different sort that had caused the departure? Perhaps all the commotion when the police descended on the quarry in the wake of the shooting had been enough to scare the squatter off?

A sound from overhead made Danny startle.

Or perhaps, he reassessed nervously, whoever it was hadn’t been scared off at all?

Feeling far from brave, he eased open the door into the hallway and began to inch his way towards the stairs.

It was the Devil. Grigore was sure of it. That voice. He’d only heard a few muffled words through the floor but it had been enough to make his insides twist with terror.

Next to him, Pavel had gone unnaturally still, the statue-like stance of a rabbit cornered by a stoat, he too sensing the danger.

They’d lain there while the men murmured below, Grigore having to fight the instinct to steal a glance down, knowing that any movement at all would give them away. Finally there’d been the sound of a car departing. But the relief had been short-lived.

A period of silence and then small noises, someone pottering around, prying into things, as though looking for something. Someone.

And now, footsteps, coming closer.

Grigore could feel Pavel beginning to shake. If they were discovered, it was all over. There’d be no second chances. Just a bullet each in the head, bodies disposed of somewhere remote. Because Grigore had seen the Devil’s work first-hand and knew to expect no mercy.

Of all the places they could have hidden, somehow they’d ended right back in the same trap.

He cursed himself for not having taken a chance on the limestone hills, which would have at least provided a last glimpse of the blue sky and the warmth of the May sunshine on his face before death came calling. Better than this grim hideout where they’d been holed up in the dark for eight days.

Another sound below.

Grigore softly got to his feet, reached out his hand and curled his fingers around cold metal. The closest thing he had to a weapon. Stupidly he’d left behind the one he’d made. The one that had proved so useful. He picked up the substitute, knowing he’d have no qualms in using it to protect himself and his brother if anyone appeared up here. He’d killed before. Condemned a second man to certain death through his actions. A third time would be easier.

Taking up his stance by the only exit, he was fervently hoping it wouldn’t come to that.

But then Pavel coughed again.
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‘Triage?’ Out of Ida’s mouth, the word sounded like something fancy on a menu she had no intention of ordering.

Having shocked the Dales Detective team into silence, Nina had entered the kitchen, found some plates in a cupboard, served up the samosas – earning Tolpuddle’s eternal devotion by popping one in his bowl – and then leaned up against the counter, arms folded across her chest, a challenge Delilah recognised from the repertoire of her teenage nephew, Nathan.

‘So, can I work here or what?’ she’d demanded.

‘How did tha hear we needed help?’ Ida had been first to find her voice.

‘I was in Peaks Patisserie with some friends and heard Mrs Hargreaves telling Elaine Bullock that she thought you were understaffed, and seeing as I’m on half-term this week, I thought I’d offer my services. But if you’re not interested—’

‘What makes thee think tha’s qualified, lass?’

A shrug. Less confident now. ‘I know how to answer a phone. And take notes.’ Nina looked at Delilah. ‘I’m a hard worker. You can ask Dad.’

Delilah didn’t need to ask Kamal Hussain about the work ethic of his oldest child. She’d seen if for herself at Rice N Spice, the teenager helping run front of house in her father’s restaurant three nights a week. ‘What does your dad think about you working here?’ she asked instead. ‘Haven’t you got your GCSEs coming up this summer?’

‘He’s fine with it.’ Nina grinned. ‘He thinks you and Samson are good role models.’

‘Huh!’ muttered Ida, reaching for her second samosa.

‘But why here?’ Delilah had continued. ‘Why this line of work?’

Nina’s face had become serious. ‘Actually, I was already planning on asking if I could work the summer with you, as an intern or something. See, thing is,’ her head dipped, her bravado dropping with it until she became almost shy, ‘I want to join the police. And I was thinking this would be good experience.’

‘None better,’ said Ida. ‘But tha’ll need to have an interview.’

Delilah glanced at her colleague, wondering how this criteria had suddenly become mandatory when Ida had added herself to the team without so much as an informal chat. As had Delilah, come to think of it.

But Nina had nodded, as though she’d expected nothing less.

‘In the meantime, get the kettle on, lass, and tell us what tha meant by . . . what was that expression tha used?’

‘Triage,’ Nina had offered, pouring warm water into the teapot and swilling it round while the kettle boiled. 

Which was when Ida repeated the word with her own unique inflection.

Nina wasn’t put off. ‘It’s a medical term,’ she continued, scooping three teaspoons of tea into the pot. She added the boiling water, pulled on the tea cosy and turned back to her audience. ‘My cousin is a doctor in A&E. She uses it all the time. Basically we sort out which of these cases deserve urgent attention and which can wait. Then we target our focus where it’s needed most.’

Ida looked from the newcomer to the whiteboard and back again, this time granting a small nod in Nina’s direction.

‘Sounds like a brilliant idea,’ said Delilah.

Nina’s grin re-emerged, her arms folding across her chest once more. ‘Reckon I’ll be good at this detecting lark.’

‘Lark?’ Ida’s face fell back into its customary scowl, her tone harsh enough to make Tolpuddle pick up his ears. ‘This is no game, lass. Happen as Samson and Delilah have had enough brushes with death in the past seven months to make Lazarus seem like an amateur. If it’s larks tha’s looking for, tha’s in the wrong place.’

‘I didn’t mean . . . I wasn’t . . .’ Nina stammered, her cheeks darkening.

‘It’s okay,’ said Delilah. ‘No one is suggesting you’re taking this lightly. But Ida is right. This job has its dangers. It’s important you understand that.’

Nina nodded, turning to pour the tea in an attempt to hide her upset. When she turned back, it was to place a mug each in front of the two women.

‘Thanks,’ said Delilah.

Ida said nothing. Just stared at the liquid, its milky colour, the strong odour of well-brewed tea rising from it. She raised the mug to her lips, took a sip, and grunted, a look akin to bliss passing over her granite features.

‘Go grab a chair from Delilah’s office, lass,’ she said to Nina. ‘Tha’s hired.’

Danny Bradley’s heart was rattling as he paused on the dog-leg of the stairs of Quarry House. He’d been climbing slowly, back against the wall, feet placed right on the inside of each step in an attempt to avoid squeaky boards. But as his pulse reached levels he wasn’t sure were safe, he found himself debating the wisdom of this approach, wondering if a fast run up to the landing wouldn’t have been better, offering the element of surprise.

Then he heard the cough.

A hacking sound. Definitely from above. From the room on the right of the small hallway, where the door was ajar.

Baton in hand, he flung caution to the wind and took the remaining steps two at a time, hurling himself towards the door. Through it. Shouting ‘Police!’ as he burst into the room to be confronted by . . .

A feral cat standing on a pile of material, hissing back at him, a hairball in front of it on the threadbare carpet.

They stood there for a few seconds, staring at each other, both almost dead with fright. Then the cat shot out between Danny’s legs and thumped down the stairs, leaving the constable to sag against the old dressing table inside the door.

A cat. Bringing up a hairball. Danny was already making the decision that this incident wouldn’t be finding its way into his report. It would be all over town and he’d hear nothing but cat-burglar wisecracks for the rest of his career.

Deciding he might as well do a thorough inspection of the property while he was there, he crossed the room for a closer look at what the cat had been using as a bed. The bedroom curtains Jimmy had mentioned, he surmised, glancing at the bare window as he pulled the material up off the floor. But not just one set, judging by the six lengths of varied cloth in his hands.

Someone had taken down the curtains and dumped them all on the floor in this one room. Jimmy and his sister, Livvy, when they were clearing out the place? Danny doubted it. Why would they have done that?

The policeman stared at the faded fabric, aware of the weight of it. Aware it would have provided warmth for someone sleeping rough. A makeshift bed which had since been usurped by the cat.

He gave the curtains a speculative shake, something falling from their folds to the carpet. Not sure what it was at first, he prodded it with his boot, the light catching the sharp edges and making it clearer.

A knife, crudely fashioned from a spoon, the handle honed to form a blade, twine wrapped around the other end. Basic but effective, judging by the dark smear encrusted on the metal.

Deciding this definitely hadn’t been left by the Thorntons, Danny reached into his pocket for one of the plastic bags he always carried in case he happened upon evidence – much to Sergeant Clayton’s amusement – and placed the knife inside it. He’d been right to be cautious when he’d begun searching the premises – here was an indicator of yet more violence at Quarry House, a property that seemed to be seeped in it. 

Spurred on by his find, he began conducting a more thorough inspection of the remaining rooms. Which is how, when he went back down to the kitchen, he spotted something else. Something under the table. He bent down, looked at it, and felt his memory stirring.

Unable to forge any connection between his two discoveries, Danny realised he needed help. Luckily, he knew just who to call.

At about the same time as Danny had arrived at Quarry House, across town and up over the fells to the north, at the start of the isolated Thorpdale, George Capstick’s morning had begun to get interesting. And in George’s world, interesting was not something to aspire to.

Having spent an hour replacing a tap in the kitchen that had finally died after a long life of servitude, he’d crossed the yard, ready to continue work on the troublesome carburettor from a Fordson Model N he was restoring. He’d been in the process of opening the barn door when he heard two unwelcome sounds. One was like the tortured moan of the wind through the porch when an easterly blew down the dale. The other was a vehicle in the distance, coming up the track from the direction of Bruncliffe.

The vehicle took prior claim on his attention, making him pause, the barn door half open behind him. Because George recognised the engine.

A Range Rover.

He stood facing the road, waiting for the 4x4 to come into sight, hoping it would drive straight past and on to Twistleton Farm, the only other dwelling in this remote dale. But it didn’t. It pulled into the yard and the driver got out.

‘Where’s Ida?’ the man demanded.

‘Three-speed gearbox hand-cranked not here,’ George muttered back, the tractor statistics his buffer against the jangle of agitation which had set up in his finely wired brain at this intrusion into his ordered world.

He shifted from one leg to the other, focus fixed on the ground because he found communication with other people difficult. Looking them in the eyes just added to the trauma.

‘Right. Well, I need to check your barn.’

George blinked several times, trying to process the statement. The barn was his space. His alone. Even Ida never went in it without asking him first. It was the one place on the planet where he didn’t have to try to fit in with the rest of humanity. He was still striving to formulate a reply to this impossible situation when, to his consternation, the man started striding towards him. George snapped his gaze up from the concrete and took a step backwards, blocking the door.

‘Four-cylinder gasoline no entry!’

‘Don’t be stupid, George,’ snapped the man, still walking forwards. An arm reaching out to push him aside. ‘This is really important—’

The sentence ended abruptly as George found himself brandishing the tool he’d been using that morning.

‘Twenty-four-inch forged-steel adjustable extra-large wrench no entry!’ he shouted, reciting the merits of the weapon he was now wielding in a manner that needed no further explanation.

There was a long pause, during which George stared at the man, huge spanner held aloft, making himself maintain eye contact as he overcame the white noise in his head by murmuring to himself. More tractor stats.

‘Christ!’ The man took a step back, watching him warily. ‘You should be locked up! You’re a bloody nutter!’

The words didn’t hurt. George had heard them and worse before. But the wrench was getting heavy, his wrist starting to shake with the effort of holding it. Then the man walked away, the loud slam of the car door making George flinch. It was followed by the rapid acceleration of the Range Rover, scattering the hens as it tore onto the rough track that led out of Thorpdale.

George remained standing there, arm up, weapon ready. Long enough for silence to descend back on the dale. Long enough to remember that he’d heard something else just before his unpleasant visitor had arrived.

That unearthly moan.

He lowered the spanner, let it drop to the ground as he contemplated an uncomfortable truth. Because if George was honest – which he always was, not possessing the devious wiring that duplicity demanded – the anguished wail couldn’t have been caused by the wind. Not when it was blowing so gently, and from the west.

It had to have been the ghost.

That’s what Ida had called it. Only it couldn’t be a ghost, because George didn’t accept the existence of anything so irrational. Except . . .

What else could it be?

For the last week he’d had the sense that something wasn’t right. A low buzzing disquiet vibrating his hypersensitive antennae, bringing disruption to the tranquillity he liked to surround himself with and leaving a ridge of anxiety in his chest. An anxiety that was getting in the way of his work, diminishing the pleasure he usually took from the methodical restoration process, his progress on his current project even slower than usual thanks to these supernatural occurrences.

Supernatural, in that, to George’s scientific mind, they were unexplainable.

Like the odd smell one morning when he opened the barn doors, as though a fox had stolen in during the night. He’d conducted a search of the cavernous space, but found nothing. Then there was the old kitchen chair with the missing spindle which Ida had given him to use. Twice he’d entered the barn first thing and it had been moved from its night-time resting place. Not so much as anyone else would have noticed, but for George, who calculated everything in his life to the nearest inch, the slight shift out of position had been as obvious as if someone had painted it bright pink.

And the egg shells? Were they part of it, too?

A few flakes of beige on his oil-stained workbench the other morning, which had crunched under his touch. At the time, he’d worked through the options and decided that a weasel or a wild ferret must have been to blame, sneaking into the barn to eat its plunder via the fist-sized gap at the bottom of one of the doors where the wood was rotting. Wanting to calm the static the discrepancy had caused, he’d allowed his theory to hold sway, notwithstanding the obvious contradiction the contented hens pecking away outside posed.

Because every county person knew that if a weasel or ferret had somehow managed to get inside a chicken coop to steal an egg, there would have been nothing but a pile of dead hens and bloody feathers left behind.

Following this latest unexplained noise, however, George was having to confront the fact that his egg-theft theory was lacking in substance.

Already agitated from his encounter out in the yard, he entered the barn and cocked his head. First one way. Then the other. Listening for the groan, which had definitely come from inside the building.

Nothing. Or rather, lots of noises but all part of the normal daily cycle of life at Croft Cottage. The contented clucking of the hens, the call of a lapwing from the fells, the buzz of a hopeful bee, attracted by the faded red cover of George’s Evil Knievel lunch box, which was on the floor where he’d left it while he opened the barn.

He gazed around. At the workbench and the precisely arranged pieces of the old carburettor he’d been struggling to fix for the last couple of days. At the Fordson Model N parked to the right. Then he raised his eyes to the baulks, the old hayloft that covered half of the overhead space and which currently served as storage for the bits and pieces of machinery he no longer had use for but couldn’t bear to throw out.

Not having the best of tolerances for heights, George hardly ever went up there. In fact, Ida had forbidden him from going up the ladder unless she was present after she’d once found him clinging precariously to its rungs, his head so dizzy he couldn’t think how to get down. He’d had no idea how long he’d been there. Couldn’t even remember what he’d been going up into the baulks for. All he knew was that by the time Ida entered the barn when she got home from work, his legs had started to go numb and his fingers were cramping.

So from that day on, as a permanent reminder of Ida’s injunction, the ladder had lain along the ground, leaning against the opposite wall of the barn. A physical barrier to George accessing the loft. Not that he would deliberately disobey her – he wasn’t one for breaking rules. But when consumed by the passion of a restoration project, he was capable of forgetting such strictures if there was something he really needed up there.

Right now, staring up at the rough boards that formed the loft floor, he was aware of Ida’s warning. Aware too that his sister was out at work, as she had been pretty much every day of late. So he wouldn’t be using the ladder to investigate the mysterious sound. But he could use his chair, conveniently positioned in its night-time resting place under the outer edge of the baulks. That hadn’t been included in Ida’s ban.

‘Four-point-four litre hand-cranked not breaking the rules,’ he murmured, attempting to quell the panic as he strapped on his head torch, switching the illumination to its highest setting. Holding on to the back of the chair, he stood up on it, one foot at a time, and slowly straightened, the supporting beam of the baulks still some distance above him, his fingertips just grazing its underneath. ‘Liquid-cooled standard-tread more height needed.’

He stepped back down and surveyed his workshop for something suitable, rejecting his toolbox and the large cardboard box stuffed full of gaskets, his gaze settling instead on the two plastic crates used to house bottles of dirty engine oil. Emptying the contents of one onto the floor, he turned the crate upside down and placed it on the seat of the chair.

‘Twenty-six brake horsepower be careful,’ he muttered as he climbed back onto the chair and then up onto the crate, arms outstretched to grab the edge of the loft.

Still he was too short, his fingers able to wrap around the railings that rose from the loft floor to form a protective barrier from the deadly drop below, but his eyes unable to see over the edge. He glanced down at his workspace and everything dipped and swayed, so he snapped his vision back onto the railings, mooring himself by concentrating on the wood beneath his grasp, holding him steady.

Then he heard it. The sound. A harsh cry. Like a cough. Definitely coming from the space above him.

Heart racing now, he pulled on the railings and hauled himself up off his tiptoes until his chin was level with the loft floor and the light from his torch was shining into the dark void, spotlighting the distorted humps and bumps of the tarpaulin draped across boxes and bits of old tractors. He was turning his head, trying to inspect the entire space before his arms gave way, when it flew out at him with a shriek. A flutter of wings, something warm and soft brushing his hand.

A bat. In close-up. Enough to make George let go of the railings and lurch backwards. Only there was nothing to lurch back against. Just the emptiness of the air above the crate that was balanced on the chair, neither of which had been designed with their current employment in mind.

He felt his arms windmill uselessly, struggling to regain his equilibrium, and then he was falling, the chair and crate kicked out from underneath him. It was a short fall. One mercifully cushioned by something that yielded to his weight but still knocked the breath from him.

He lay there, aware of pain in his left arm, aware of the rubber gaskets he’d landed on sticking to his face. Aware that someone – or something – was standing over him.

George Capstick didn’t believe in ghosts. And yet, as he blinked his eyes fully open, he was staring at one right now. A pale, emaciated figure looming over him, holding a corroded David Brown 850 exhaust pipe at an angle that suggested violent intent.

‘Two-point-five litre thirty-five horsepower diesel,’ recited George in panic as he waited for the fatal blow to fall.




Epilogue

Grigore Vlaicu exited the hospital into a perfect summer’s day. The sky was a soft blue, the sun was shining, and the wind was no more than a gentle kiss. But what was even better was that he felt himself again. A complete person. Not someone on the run. Not someone who’d had to use violence in order to survive.

And his brother was making good strides, flirting with the nurses, making the most of being able to take it easy, those ribs of his getting a chance to recover.

The police had said they would be free to go once the investigating officers had finished interviewing them. But Grigore found he was in no rush to head home to Romania. Ida had agreed to let him stay with her and George as long as he wanted, and Grigore was enjoying his time there. He was even getting used to the weird concoction she called tea. Of course, he’d made sure his mother knew they were safe. She’d been crying down the phone in relief and had then insisted on having a conversation with Ida, Manfri serving as translator.

A very practical lady, was his mother’s verdict on Grigore’s hostess.

Grigore smiled at the thought of how similar they were. Both so forthright. Both so courageous. The gods had been looking down on him and Pavel the day they’d staggered into the barn at Croft Cottage. And he had to conclude that in his short time in Bruncliffe, while he’d experienced the worst of humanity in the evil that was Rick Procter, he’d also seen the very best in the community that bound the people of that special place.

He walked up the path towards the car park, George’s old-fashioned mobile in his hand. Manfri had texted him to say that Ida hadn’t been able to come and pick him up but had sent someone else to give him a lift back to Croft Cottage instead. He was hoping it wasn’t George on the Little Grey tractor, when he heard his name being called.

‘Grigore!’

He turned into the sun to see who it was, blinded for a moment. As he blinked away the brightness, he saw her. Blonde hair shimmering like a halo, that beautiful face of hers illuminated with a smile. She waved. Something in her hand.

He hurried towards her, aware of the stupid grin on his lips. Then he saw what she was carrying. A Serbian–Romanian dictionary.

She was speaking. Pointing at a car by the kerb. Gesturing for him to get in. A picnic basket on the back seat.

Grigore had no idea where they were going. Or what his angel was saying. But he would have followed Ana Stoyanovic to the ends of the earth.
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