
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Your FREE PI Blake Hollow Crime Thriller
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Copyright
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Books by Malcolm Richards
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Title Page
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        This book is written in UK English
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Circle of Bones
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Down in the Blood
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Dark Below
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Your FREE PI Blake Hollow Crime Thriller
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Note from Malcolm
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  
[image: image-placeholder]
Get your free copy of House of Echoes—an exclusive PI Blake Hollow short thriller set in Cornwall—not available anywhere else!


Tap the image or the following link:

www.malcolmrichardsauthor.com/readers-club








  
  This omnibus collection first published in 2025 by Storm House Books. 
Copyright
Circle of Bones © Malcolm Richards 2021
Down in the Blood © Malcolm Richards 2021 
The Dark Below © Malcolm Richards 2023
Omnibus Collection © Malcolm Richards 2025
The right of Malcolm Richards to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance  with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
eBook ISBN 978-1-914452-65-9








  
  Books by Malcolm Richards

PI Blake Hollow

Circle of Bones

Down in the Blood

The Dark Below

The Devil's Hand

The Devil’s Cove Trilogy

The Cove

Desperation Point

The Devil’s Gate

The Emily Swanson Series

Next to Disappear

Mind for Murder

Trail of Poison

Watch You Sleep

Kill for Love

Wish  Me Dead (prequel)


Standalones & Shorts

Prey for Night

After Midnight

The Hiding House














  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  This book is written in UK English.

Some spellings and vocabulary will differ from other variants of the English language.








  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
    	
       
         1
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         2
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         3
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         4
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         5
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         6
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         7
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         8
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         9
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         10
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         11
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         12
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         13
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         14
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         15
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         16
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         17
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         18
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         19
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         20
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         21
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         22
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         23
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         24
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         25
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         26
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         27
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         28
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         29
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         30
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         31
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         32
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         33
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         34
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         35
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         36
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         37
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         38
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         39
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         40
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         41
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         42
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         43
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         44
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         45
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         46
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         47
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         48
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         49
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         50
      
      
    

  
      

    
  


  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  1


The front door flew open and crashed against the wall as Blake Hollow came hurrying in. Her face was pulled into a scowl and her shoulder muscles ached with tension. Setting her mother’s carry case on the floor next to the coat stand, she stepped to one side as her father struggled to get the wheelchair over the front doorstep. 
‘Careful, Dad,’ Blake said. ‘Mum doesn’t need another broken leg.’
The wheelchair came over the threshold with a bump and Mary Hollow’s extended left leg almost smacked against the wall.
‘Dad!’
Blake’s mother held up her hands. ‘Honestly, will you leave your father alone for one second? He’s doing the best he can. And were you born in a barn? Close the front door before we lose all the heat.’
Blake did as she was told, then watched her father awkwardly wheel her mother into the dining room. Mary had reached the age of sixty-one with a vibrant youthfulness and just a few silver strands that were only starting to peek through her dark brown hair. But the accident and her time in hospital had aged her.
‘You can’t sleep in those places,’ she had complained on the journey home. ‘All those sick people moaning and groaning, it’s any wonder you don’t die from exhaustion.’
Two weeks ago, Mary had been carrying a basket of dirty laundry downstairs when she’d slipped on the top step and tumbled head-first to the hallway, snapping her femur in the process. The injury had required surgery, and now her leg would be in an immovable cast from hip to toe for at least two months, which meant upstairs was off limits and someone else needed to take care of the household. Dressing, bathing, and just about any practical act of self-care would also require assistance.
Blake had done her best to convert the dining room into a temporary bedroom for her parents. She had dismantled the table and propped it up against the wall, stacked the chairs neatly in the corner, and then single-handedly dragged the sofa-bed from the living room into the dining room. Now, her gaze settled on the sofa-bed, which was still upright, the sheets and pillows draped over one of the arms.
‘Dad, you were supposed to make the bed! That was the one thing you were meant to do.’
Ed had positioned Mary in front of the window and now he stared out at the rear garden. At the age of sixty-two, he was developing a slight stoop. His skin was lined from years of outdoor work. His hands were still strong, but starting to show telltale signs of osteoarthritis. Even so, at just over six feet tall he was still an imposing figure. He rolled his shoulders and let out a deep sigh, before settling his icy blue eyes on Blake.
‘There wasn’t time. I had paperwork to finish.’
Blake crossed her arms over her chest. ‘So, I’m supposed to do everything, am I? I literally got here six hours ago and I haven’t sat down for a second.’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Mary said. ‘It won’t take five minutes now. Ed, why don’t you make a cup of tea while Blake makes up the bed?’ 
Ed’s face softened as he leaned over to kiss the top of his wife’s head. He left the room. Blake’s eyes burned into his back. A moment later, running water could be heard, followed by cupboard doors opening and mugs clinking together.
Snatching up cushions and dumping them on the floor, Blake reached inside the sofa and pulled out the bed frame. She grabbed the cotton sheet from the arm and shook it out.
‘Oh, bird,’ Mary said. ‘You’re so short tempered these days.’
Blake shot a glance over her shoulder. Since she’d arrived that morning, her father had barely lifted a finger in preparation for her mother’s return. Blake had cleaned the house from top to bottom, converted the dining room, and even scrubbed the toilets. All she had asked of her father was to make up the sofa-bed. She knew she could have done it, but it was the principle of it all. And yet he’d failed.
Blake grabbed a pillow and stuffed it inside a pillowcase.
Mary rubbed her plaster cast, as if it would somehow soothe the pain. ‘Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. Are you sure you can afford the time off work?’
‘What work?’ Blake said. ‘I’ve had one case in the last six weeks. One. It’s a good job I have savings or I’d be shafted.’
‘Do you have to talk like that?’
‘Yes, I do.’
‘Have you tried getting more work?’
‘You don’t just go out and find private investigator work, Mum. You advertise or you’re hired. It comes to you.’
Finished with the pillows, she set them down on the sofa and started on the duvet.
‘Maybe it’s just a quiet patch,’ Mary said.
‘I don’t think so. Since Axis Investigations arrived on the scene, they’ve been snapping up every job in the city. Even my regular insurance gigs. I can’t compete with their prices.’
‘But a place as big as Manchester, surely there’s —’
‘There isn’t. A big agency like that will eat us independents for breakfast. Anyway, I’m here for a few weeks and it’s fine. Maybe I can use the time to think about a career change.’
She threw the duvet on the bed and brushed out the creases.
A career change. The idea of it filled Blake with horror.
She was thirty-seven years old, and had been a private investigator for most of her adult life. What else could she do? She was sure she had transferable skills, even if she didn’t know what they were. What she did know was that she enjoyed the solitary nature of private investigation and the unsociable hours. The work for hire she did for criminal defence lawyers was varied and sometimes even exciting. The routine insurance jobs not so much, but there was the occasional case that involved more than sitting around in a car for days, slowly destroying her spine.
Then there were the private cases. Men and women who suspected their spouses of cheating. Missing person cases when initial investigations had dried up and families were desperate to find their loved ones. And very, very occasionally, a years-old cold case, such as an unsolved murder. They were so infrequent that each time one landed on Blake’s desk, her pulse would start to race. She knew she should turn them down, but the client was always desperate and out of options. For Blake, a cold case was always a challenge to test her skills. A challenge that she had so far failed every time.
She wasn’t a bad private investigator. In fact, she was a damn good one. But if the British police force couldn’t solve a cold case with entire criminal investigation departments and forensic specialists at their disposal, not to mention a vast arsenal of computer technology, including the famous criminal database HOLMES 2, then how was Blake going to solve it when all she had was an internet connection and her own ingenuity?
Blake glanced at her mother, who had grown a shade paler since they’d arrived home.
‘Have you heard from Alfie?’ she asked.
A smile lit up Mary’s face. ‘Dear of him. He called the hospital yesterday morning. He feels terrible he hasn’t been able to visit, but you know what those city jobs are like. He works all hours, and with the baby on the way and Violet about to go on maternity leave, he’s got his hands full, bless him.’
Blake turned away and rolled her eyes. Her brother could take a weekend out of his busy London life if he wanted to. Besides, there were still two months until the baby was due. But as usual, it was Blake who had come to the rescue, driving down from Manchester to Cornwall, and giving up her life for the next few weeks. She tried to remember the last time she’d talked to Alfie. A month ago, maybe. It wasn’t as if he ever called her, either.
‘So,’ she said. ‘You want to get into this lovingly made bed?’
‘Not just yet. I’ve been in bed for days. Besides, I need to keep this leg elevated.’
‘Do you need the toilet?’
‘Heavens, Blake. Stop fussing. Anyway, you need to go to the supermarket.’
‘I thought Dad was doing that.’
‘He’s got to go into work.’
Blake clenched her jaw. ‘He’s meant to be taking the whole day off.’
‘It’s just for an hour. One of the boys called this morning. Something about building materials not showing up. They can’t build houses out of air.’
‘So, I just leave you to fend for yourself? What if I wasn’t here at all right now? What if you have an accident?’ She crossed her arms again. This time she couldn’t stop shaking her head. ‘Why can’t Dad pick up the shopping on the way home?’
‘Honestly, the way you talk about your father it’s like he’s some sort of monster. He tries his best, you know.’
‘Well, his best isn’t good enough.’
As if on cue, Ed returned carrying a tea tray.
‘There you go, love.’ He put it down on the side table next to the sofa-bed. Blake stared at the single mug and the spilled tea pooling on the tray. ‘Let’s get you into bed before I head out.’
‘Mum said she’s had enough of being in bed for now.’
‘I’m fine, Blake. Stop fussing.’
She watched her father scoop her mother up as if she were made of paper, then gently deposit her on the bed and bolster her plastered leg with pillows. Mary smiled at him. Ed brushed a strand of hair from her forehead.
Blake glowered at them both. If there was one thing that she had learned about people over the years, it was that they were creatures of habit, governed by rules and routines. Ed and Mary Hollow were stuck in their ways and nothing would ever change them. It didn’t mean that Blake had to like it.
Pulling her car key fob from her jeans pocket, she expelled a deep breath. ‘I guess I’ll go to the supermarket, then.’
‘There’s a list on the fridge,’ Mary said.
Of course there was.
‘What about you, Dad? You want a lift to work?’
‘I’ll take the van,’ he said, then smiled at Mary. ‘I’ll be an hour. Two at most.’
Blake glanced at her father, who was still avoiding her gaze, and headed for the front door.

    
  A weight pressed down on Blake’s shoulders as she drove into town. Now that she had confessed her lack of work to her mother, she couldn’t stop thinking about the future. She had never bought her own house, so there would be no missed mortgage payments to worry about, and her rent was paid in advance for the next six months. Despite having lived in the same tenth floor flat at the heart of Manchester’s metropolis for eight years now, she didn’t feel particularly attached to it. That was the downside of renting; it never truly felt like home. The same could be said about Manchester. Blake liked the city well enough and enjoyed living there, and although she’d never established any deep-rooted friendships, she knew enough passing acquaintances to not feel lonely. But there was an emptiness at the centre of it all. A pit needing to be filled. With what, she didn’t know. At least her lack of emotional attachment would make it easy to leave if work continued to dry up.
Her parents’ house stood alone in half an acre of land. The nearest town was Wheal Marow, which was a ten-minute drive along a winding, tree-lined road flanked by fields and meadows. As a teenager, Blake had found living on the peripheries difficult. The bus to Wheal Marow would stop just once an hour on a good day, or longer on a bad day, which left Blake at the mercy of her parents’ schedules whenever she wanted to meet friends. By the time she’d reached womanhood boredom had set in, and she’d had her suitcases packed and ready to go before her university application had even been accepted. Now, driving along in her dented blue Corsa, she was amused by how perception shifted with age and experience. Eighteen years ago, Blake would have barely looked up. Today, she glanced at the crisp blue sky, which was a rarity for winter in Cornwall, and at the flashes of fallow fields flitting between the trees. She smiled, momentarily forgetting her worries.
With a population of just eighteen thousand, Wheal Marow was a small town. Located inland, it went unnoticed by millions of tourists flocking to Cornwall during the holiday season. Growing up, Blake had envied the coastal towns and villages that buzzed with energy and a multitude of fresh faces come the summer. Wheal Marow remained insidiously quiet. No one wanted to come to a dying town, even if it did have a rich history connected to mining.
As Blake drove through the one-way high street, she noted closed-down shops and boarded-up windows. Pedestrians milled up and down, most of them in their later years. It was a far cry from the busy streets of Manchester. Pulling into the supermarket car park at the far end of town, Blake switched off the engine. The weight on her shoulders grew a little heavier.
Well, she thought, let’s get this over with.
Grabbing a shopping trolley from outside, she made her way through sliding doors and squinted in the harsh glare of the overhead strip lights. The supermarket was reasonably busy, with food shoppers trawling the aisles and toddlers stuffed into trolley seats. Adjusting her jacket collar, she took out her mother’s handwritten shopping list and headed for the fruit and vegetable corner. She shopped quickly and strategically, heading down each aisle at a brisk pace and throwing items into the trolley. She had managed to get a third of the way down the list when a sing-song voice called her name.
‘Blake, darlin’? Is that you?’
Blake brought the trolley to a halt, then let out a breath. ‘Hello, Mrs Moon. How are you?’
‘It is you! I thought it was, after all this time. And what’s all this Mrs Moon business? You know well and good you call me Tina.’
Tina Moon was a large, squat lady, with an apple-shaped face and grey-white hair that was gloriously unkempt. She smiled widely and planted a kiss on Blake’s cheek. ‘It’s good to see you, flower.’
Blake smiled. Sometimes she missed the host of affectionate terms the Cornish used to greet each other. Flower. Bird. Me luvver. My ’ansum. And it wasn’t just reserved for friends and family. Go into any shop and the chances were you’d be addressed just as warmly by the shopkeeper. Unless you weren’t born in Cornwall. Then you were just an emmet.
‘How’s your mum?’ Tina asked. ‘She get back home all right?’
‘Oh, yes,’ Blake said. ‘She’s currently propped up in bed and hating every minute of it.’
Mary and Tina had been friends since school, and they had run the textile shop in town together for decades, until Mary had taken an early retirement. Although they saw less of each other these days their friendship hadn’t waned.
‘You come home to take care of her then, have you? Dear of you. I expect she can’t do much for herself right now. How long are you here for?’
Blake shrugged. ‘Until the cast comes off, I suppose.’
‘Well, I’m sure Mary will be happy as pie to have her girl home for a bit. ’Ere, you should give Judy a call. She’d love to see you.’
Judy was Tina’s daughter. Just like their mothers, Blake and Judy had gone to school together and grown up as friends. But unlike their mothers, their friendship had grown distant over the years.
‘Judy still working for The Cornish Press?’
Tina smiled proudly. ‘Writes the farming news now, you know, and an occasional feature. A few weeks ago, she even got to write the front-page story!’
‘Good for her,’ Blake said.
In truth, the front-page story of The Cornish Press was never more salacious than “Pair of Spectacles Thrown from Car” or “Sheep Attacks Man”. Not that she was knocking Judy’s success, but Blake did wonder at times why Judy had never aimed for one of the big newspapers in the city because she was more than qualified. But that was small town folk: some couldn’t wait to get away, while others were happy to stay put. Blake had been the former. She glanced down at the shopping list in her hand, then at the items in the trolley. But Tina wasn’t quite ready to let her go.
‘How’s Manchester? Still being a fancy private detective? It sounds so exciting!’
‘Believe me, it really isn’t.’
‘Judy’s been married for seven years now. There was a minute there I thought she would end up on the shelf, until she met Charlie. He’s a lovely lad, even if Judy refused to take his surname. Mind you, can’t say I blame her: Judy Cock doesn’t sound too good, does it?’ Tina laughed. ‘Don’t even get me started on her girls’ last name. Moon-Cock, indeed! But they’re beautiful angels and growing up far too fast.’
Blake smiled. The last time she’d seen Judy’s daughters, the youngest had still been a toddler. She was five years old now. Maybe even six.
‘Did you know Charlie’s thinking about running for mayor next year? People say he’s too young, but I think he’d do a brilliant job. No wedding bells for you yet?’
‘I’m married to my job, which is how I like it.’
‘Bet your mother has something to say about that.’
Blake cleared her throat and waved the shopping list. ‘Speaking of my mother, if I don’t get the shopping done, I’ll be the one with a broken leg.’
Tina cackled and waved a hand. ‘I’ll tell Judy you’re home. I’m sure she’d love to catch up.’
Smiling, Blake waved back then wheeled the trolley around to the next aisle. A scowl returned to her face. So now she was not only bordering on jobless but was apparently on the shelf and hopelessly barren. She just loved coming home.
She continued shopping, wrenching tins and packets from shelves and crossing them off the list. Every so often, she would see a familiar face—someone from school or a friend of the family—and duck in the other direction. Finally, with the trolley full, Blake joined a queue at the checkout. A mother and young son were in front of her, the boy slotted into the seat in the trolley. Blake smiled at him. He pulled a face.
And then there was a sudden commotion on her right. Over at the customer service desk, a woman was talking animatedly, her hands gesturing wildly at the young female assistant, who flinched and stepped back.
Pushing her trolley to one side, Blake left the queue and headed towards the customer service desk.
‘Christine?’ she called. ‘What’s the matter?’
Christine Truscott was the same age as Blake. Like Judy Moon, Blake had gone to school with her and the two had remained friends into adulthood, albeit from a distance. But as Christine stared at her with wild, panicked eyes, Blake barely recognised her.
Christine shook her head, sending tears into the air. ‘Lucy didn’t come home last night. She didn’t turn up for work today and she’s not answering her phone.’ She stared at Blake, a frown momentarily pushing through the fear. ‘I didn’t know you were back in town.’
Lucy Truscott was eighteen years old; just a year older than when her mother had fallen pregnant. Christine had been in her final year of her A-levels and was planning to go to university to study English. But when she’d found out about the pregnancy, she’d decided to keep the baby and her life had gone in a very different direction. Lucy’s father, a blond-haired surfer whose name Blake had long-since forgotten, hadn’t stuck around for more than a minute.
‘Have you checked with Lucy’s friends?’ she asked, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder.
‘That’s what I’m doing right now.’ Christine shot a glance at the customer service assistant.
‘I’m sorry,’ the teenager said in a small voice. ‘Like I told you, me and Lucy haven’t hung out in ages.’
A line was forming behind Blake and Christine. A man at the front cleared his throat loudly and glared at them. Blake glared back then gently guided Christine to one side.
‘No one’s seen Lucy except her best friend Jasmine,’ Christine said. ‘They were together last night. They went for a drink at the Badger Inn. Jasmine told me they left just before ten and went their separate ways.’
‘Have you contacted the pub? Maybe someone there knows something.’
‘They’re not answering the phone.’ Christine trembled and more tears ran down her face. ‘Lucy knows to call me if she’s going to be out late. She knows I’ll worry if she doesn’t. And it’s not like her to miss work. She loves the pet shop.’ Christine paused, staring at Blake with wide eyes. ‘Should I call the police? It’s not been twenty-four hours yet.’
‘The twenty-four-hour thing is a myth. If you’re worried, you should call them. But are you sure you’ve tried all of Lucy’s friends? What about a boyfriend?’
‘No.’
‘Girlfriend?’
Christine shook her head. ‘She’s in the middle of applying for nursing college next year. She says there’s no point in getting involved with anyone.’
A memory pulled at Blake’s mind; a strange sense of déjà vu that made her feel like she was falling.
‘Can you help me, Blake? I mean, you’re a private investigator. Can’t you help me find her?’
‘I’ve got to get the shopping back to Mum,’ she said, weakly. ‘I’ve left her alone and she’s only just back from the hospital.’
Over by the checkout, a skinny teenage shop assistant was eyeing Blake’s abandoned shopping trolley.
‘Please, Blake. I don’t know what to do.’
‘I’m sure Lucy will be home soon. You know how teenagers can be. We weren’t exactly angels ourselves at that age, were we?’
Christine flinched. Her jaw went tight and her tears stopped flowing.
‘It’s easy for you to say that because you’re not a mother,’ she said, her lower lip trembling. ‘Lucy is all I have. There’s this invisible connection between us, and I can always feel it. But it’s gone, Blake. I can’t feel her anymore.’
Blake reached out and took her hand. ‘Call the police and tell them Lucy didn’t come home. Tell them it’s extremely out of character. At the very least they’ll file a report and hopefully send someone out. But if Lucy hasn’t come home by this evening, then you call me. Dad will be home. I’ll come over.’
Christine nodded and started crying again. Blake gave her hand a soft squeeze then pulled away, heading back to the shopping trolley.
She had an uneasy feeling in her gut, like something was terribly wrong. It was the same sensation she’d felt years ago, back when she and Christine and Judy Moon had all been friends and their futures had lain ahead of them like an open road. Until the night Demelza disappeared.
Blake glanced over her shoulder and saw Christine hurrying through the exit doors. She had been wrong in her hopes back then. She hoped that she wasn’t wrong now.






  
  2


By the time the phone call came that evening, Lucy Truscott had been missing for twenty-two hours. The police had sent an investigating officer to take a statement. He asked questions, searched Lucy’s bedroom, and took a list of friends’ names and numbers, including Jasmine Baker, who was the last person to see Lucy before she vanished. The police officer told Christine to continue calling around and to use social media to ask if anyone had seen her daughter. In the meantime, he would make his own enquiries, assess the level of urgency and report to his superior to receive further instruction. For Christine, who was already starting to fall apart, it wasn’t enough. 
Blake tried to assure her that the police would do everything in their power to find Lucy. But she also knew that police numbers had been dwindling in Cornwall in recent years, with government budget cuts forcing several stations to close. With a population of half a million people living in remote clusters across almost fourteen hundred square miles of rural terrain, there just weren’t enough police officers to go around.
Now, on a chilly, overcast Tuesday morning, Blake was back in Wheal Marow and sitting at a corner table at the Honey Bee Café, nursing a watery black coffee that was so far failing to wake her up. The single bed she had attempted to sleep in last night was a relic from her teenage years. On her occasional returns to Cornwall, she had begged for a replacement and had even offered to pay for it, but she was always met with the same answer: ‘That room’s too small for a double. Besides, you’re lucky your father hasn’t turned it into an office.’ Alfie’s old bedroom had a new double bed—he and a heavily pregnant Violet couldn’t possibly sleep in a single when they came to visit—but the room was currently half-painted and covered with plastic sheeting. Ed and Mary’s way of welcoming the arrival of their first grandchild.
Straightening up, Blake felt her lower spine pop. It was a little before nine. Tables were filled with regular patrons who drank steaming mugs of tea and breakfasted on toast, muffins and bacon sandwiches. The aroma of sizzling fat made Blake’s stomach heave. She was a breakfast skipper, even though it was allegedly the most important meal of the day. Besides, she was sure coffee fell into one of the major food groups.
Most of the customers were elderly, but that was because it was an ageing town. Adults in their twenties and thirties had mostly left to make their fortunes elsewhere. There were still some young families left behind, whose bored-looking teens hung around the town square at weekends and invariably got into trouble. Blake knew that small-town teen life could sometimes feel like a life behind bars, so they had her utmost sympathy. Of course, what the youth of Wheal Marow had yet to learn was that adulthood came with its own kind of cage.
Blake sipped her coffee and thought about Lucy Truscott. She didn’t know her well, only that she was a kind, gentle soul, who loved to help and whom everyone liked. Blake should have known Lucy better. After all, her mother had been one of Blake’s closest friends. She had tried to keep in touch with Christine after leaving for university, visiting her and baby Lucy whenever she’d returned home at the end of each semester. But as Blake settled into Manchester life, her visits home grew fewer and shorter. There was only so much time in the day, she would tell herself, when she’d visit her parents but not Christine or Judy Moon. Besides, Christine was always busy with the baby and Judy was always working. And then, of course, there was what happened to Demelza.
A bell tinkled as the door opened and a young woman entered. She stood for a second, scanning the tables. She was tall and thin, with a nest of red curls and a sprinkle of freckles across her pale white skin that gave her an impish look.
‘Jasmine?’ Blake waved a hand.
The other customers turned in her direction, then towards the young woman who was still standing in the doorway and letting out the heat. Shutting the door, she crossed the floor and nervously glanced at Blake, before slipping into the opposite chair.
‘Thanks for agreeing to see me,’ Blake said, holding out a hand. Jasmine stared at her outstretched fingers, then awkwardly shook them. ‘You want something to eat?’
‘I have to be at work in half an hour,’ she replied. ‘Maybe just a coffee?’
Blake signalled to the silver-haired waitress at the counter, then pointed at her coffee cup and held up two fingers. The waitress arched an eyebrow.
‘So, this is about Lucy?’ Jasmine asked. ‘She’s still missing?’
‘Christine, Lucy’s mother, she asked me to talk to you. You and Lucy went for a drink at the Badger Inn on Sunday night?’
‘That’s right. I met her there just after seven. We hadn’t seen each other in a while.’
‘You two are good friends?’
‘We’ve been best friends since school. We haven’t seen each other as much since we left college because we’re both working now.’
‘That’s why you met for a drink? To catch up?’
Blake noted the worry lines on the young woman’s brow and the way she was twisting the silver ring on her left index finger.
‘I don’t understand,’ Jasmine said. ‘We were only out for a few hours. We said goodbye outside the pub just before ten, then I went home. Lucy said she was going home, too. She only lives down the road. How could she have gone missing?’
‘You didn’t walk home together?’
‘We live in opposite directions. I’m on Lavender Street, near the petrol station.’
‘It’s Jasmine Baker, isn’t it? Who are your parents?’
‘Dan and Melanie.’
‘Did they grow up here? I don’t recognise their names.’
‘Mum’s from Helston. Dad’s originally from Coventry. His family moved to Cornwall when he was ten. We moved to Wheal Marow six years ago.’
Blake couldn’t imagine why anyone would purposely move to Wheal Marow. The waitress brought over two mugs of coffee and set them down on the table along with a small pitcher of milk.
‘All right, Jasmine, darlin’?’ the woman said. Her name was Elsie, Blake remembered. She was a familiar face, and no doubt related to someone she probably sort of knew.
Jasmine nodded. ‘Yes, thanks. You?’
‘Yeah, not bad.’ Elsie hovered, smiling at Blake. ‘How’s that mother of yours? Heard she had an accident.’
‘She had a fall and broke her leg. And she’s fine, thank you. At home recovering.’
‘Well, you tell her Elsie said hello, won’t you, darlin’? She must be glad to have you home. Staying long, are you?’
‘A few weeks.’
Blake smiled politely at the waitress, waiting for her to leave. But Elsie continued to hover.
‘I hear Christine Truscott’s girl didn’t come home. It’s a worry, isn’t it? You’re friends with her, aren’t you, Jasmine? No sign of her yet?’
Jasmine silently shook her head.
‘Hope nothing terrible’s happened. But you never know these days, what with immigrants and unsavouries hanging out on every street corner.’
‘Do you like history, Elsie?’ Blake asked, staring at her.
The waitress leaned in and squinted. ‘What’s that now?’
‘I do. It’s full of all sorts of surprises. For instance, did you know that, according to a recent study of ancient DNA, the original population of Britain was almost completely wiped out by climate change and disease? It’s true. And they were replaced by newcomers from Europe. So I suppose that makes you, me and everyone else in this country descendants of immigrants. Fancy that.’
Elsie’s smile faded. ‘Well, can’t leave the customers waiting. Wish your mother well, and I hope Christine’s girl comes home safe.’
They watched the waitress return to the counter. Then Blake said, ‘If there’s anything you can tell me, Jasmine. Anything at all that could tell us where Lucy is.’
‘I don’t know anything apart from what I told you.’
‘How was Lucy feeling on Sunday evening?’
‘She was fine. I mean, she was a little distracted I suppose.’
‘In what way?’
‘She kept losing track of the conversation, like she wasn’t really listening at times. I asked her if there was something on her mind, and she said it wasn’t important. Just that she was a bit tired.’
‘She didn’t seem upset to you?’
‘No, not upset.’
‘Did she mention anyone else or tell you anything out of the ordinary?’
‘We just talked about work. Life. You know, the usual boring stuff.’
‘Relationships?’
Jasmine glanced down at the ring on her left index finger. ‘I got engaged recently, so we talked about that.’
‘Congratulations.’
‘Thanks.’
‘Is Lucy seeing anyone right now?’
‘She hasn’t mentioned anyone. She’s never been that interested in relationships.’
‘Her mum said she’s applying for nursing school.’
‘She mentioned it once, but I think she changed her mind after the hospital job.’
‘I thought she works at the pet shop.’
‘She does. She cleaned at the hospital before that.’
‘Her mum definitely told me Lucy’s applying for nursing school. You don’t think she is?’
‘Maybe she told her mum that just to keep her happy. All I know is that Lucy said staying in Wheal Marow is not in her future.’
Blake picked up her mug and sipped more coffee. ‘Lucy’s planning on leaving . . .’
‘Eventually, but not right now. She said she has to save money first, and she still hasn’t decided what she wants to do.’
Blake frowned. No relationship issues. Big plans for the future, even if they were currently unknown. Lucy didn’t sound like she needed to run away from anything except small-town life. And even that didn’t sound imminent.
Jasmine stared at her coffee cup, which was still untouched. ‘I’m worried about Lucy. What if something’s happened?’
‘Like what?’ Blake asked.
‘Like something bad. Like someone hurt her. But nothing like that ever happens around here. It just doesn’t.’
Blake caught her breath. That wasn’t true. Bad things had happened in Wheal Marow. Which was why the unease clawing at her stomach was getting harder to ignore.
Jasmine was staring, trying to read the worry on Blake’s face.
‘You know the police still haven’t been to see me yet?’ she said.
‘I’m sure they will today. Christine only reported Lucy missing last night, and there’s a process they have to follow.’
Removing her wallet from her jacket pocket, Blake took out a business card and handed it to Jasmine. ‘Call me if you think of anything else. It doesn’t matter the time of day.’
Jasmine stared at the card. ‘An actual private investigator?’
‘Believe me, it’s not that exciting.’ Blake put money on the table and they both stood up. ‘One more question. Who else was in the pub on Sunday night? Anyone you know?’
Jasmine’s eyes shifted to the right as she tried to remember. ‘It wasn’t that busy. There were a few older couples there. Some old men sitting at the bar . . .’
‘Anyone else? Maybe someone hanging about on their own?’
‘Well, there was that guy. Kenver something. I don’t really know him, but I think Lucy does. She said hello to him when we sat down.’
Blake stared at her. ‘Kenver? As in, Kenver Quick?’
‘I think so, yeah. I don’t know much about him, only that he’s come back to live here after a few years away. Sounds like a bit of a loser if you ask me.’
‘Why would you say that?’
‘Because he was already drunk when we got there at seven. And who would want to come back to this dump, anyway? Me and my fiancé, we’re moving to Truro as soon as we can.’
Blake thanked Jasmine and they both walked to the door. Leaning over the counter, Elsie waved and watched Blake closely.
Outside, pedestrians meandered along the paved street as pasty smells wafted out from Helen’s Bakery. Thanking Jasmine again, Blake told her not to worry and that hopefully Lucy would be home soon. She watched the young woman cross the road and enter Birthdays, the gift and card shop where she worked.
Jasmine may not have known who Kenver Quick was, but Blake certainly did. And she knew exactly where to find him.
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Kenver Quick lived alone in a two-bedroom Victorian terraced cottage on the outskirts of town. Rental prices in Wheal Marow were dirt cheap in comparison to the extortionate sums of money that Blake knew he’d been paying for his one-bedroom studio in East London. She also knew that he’d left urban chaos behind eight months ago for a quiet life in the country, which was highly unusual for an unattached twenty-eight-year-old. 
Blake knocked on Kenver’s door, and as she waited for him to answer, she thought about her conversation with Jasmine Baker. Two points stood out to her. The first, that Lucy had been distracted that evening and had played down Jasmine’s concern. The second, that Lucy had lied to her mother about applying for nursing college. It was possible that the latter was nothing more than Lucy feeling pressured to please Christine, while still trying to figure out what she wanted to do with her life. Whatever it was, it wasn’t going to happen in Wheal Marow. As for the former, Blake was hoping that Kenver might be able to shed some light. Only Kenver wasn’t answering the door.
Blake knocked again, louder this time. It was 9:17. She knew that Kenver worked from home these days as a freelance data analyst. She also knew he wasn’t an early riser.
Pulling her phone from her pocket, she called his number. As the line connected and started to ring, she crouched down and flipped open the letterbox. A tinny ringtone jingled from somewhere inside then fell silent as the call connected to voicemail.
‘I know you’re in there!’ Blake shouted through the letter box. ‘It’s me. Open up!’
Behind her on the road, a car shot past at a dangerous speed, heading in the direction of the bypass.
‘Kenver, get that lazy backside of yours out of bed—it’s important!’
Blake hammered on the door again.
‘All right!’ A gravel-filled voice barked from inside then swore loudly.
Bolts were pulled back. Locks were unlocked. The door swung open a crack and Kenver’s pallid face peered out.
‘I didn’t know you were back in town,’ he muttered, peering at her through half-open dark eyes.
‘Surprise,’ Blake said. ‘Are you going to let me in or what?’
Kenver peered back into the house. ‘It’s a mess. I don’t want a lecture.’
‘I’m your cousin, not your parent.’
He opened the door and stepped to one side, wincing as the daylight rushed in. Blake entered the cottage and wrinkled her nose.
‘When did you last open a window? 1842?’
She glanced at Kenver, who had hastily pulled on a pair of black skinny jeans but had left his lean, pasty torso bare. A nest of curly black hair sprang up from his scalp. Tattoos ran up and down his arms in intricate patterns of branches, leaves and large-winged ravens. A small silver ring pierced his septum.
He closed the front door, and the room was plunged into shadows.
‘Brace yourself,’ Blake said, as she pulled back the curtains. Kenver winced and shielded his eyes. ‘You really have gone full vampire, haven’t you?’
Surveying the living room, she took in the carnage. A coffee table was covered in empty beer cans and wine bottles, while junk food wrappers littered the sofa and dirty plates and glasses lay on the floor.
‘I thought the whole reason for leaving London was to clean yourself up,’ Blake said. ‘Looks like you’re making good progress.’
Kenver rolled his eyes. ‘I thought we agreed no lectures.’
‘I lied. Go and put some clothes on. I’ll make coffee.’ 
Sighing, Kenver shuffled from the room as Blake waded through the mess towards the kitchenette in the corner. She filled the electric kettle with cold water, then selected two mugs from the pile of dishes in the sink and gave them a rinse. While she waited for the kettle to boil, her eyes returned to the mess in the living room.
‘I’m not cleaning this up,’ she muttered, a warning to herself more than anyone else. Her hands were already itching, desperate to grab the waste bin and a dustpan and brush.
By the time Kenver returned, he had dressed in a black hoodie and had attempted to neaten his hair. Blake handed him a mug of coffee. She had already removed the debris from the coffee table and cleared a space on the sofa.
‘You didn’t have to do that,’ Kenver mumbled.
Blake sat down next to him. ‘I didn’t want to catch tuberculosis. Anyway, this isn’t a social call. I take it you’ve heard about Lucy Truscott?’
Kenver nodded. News travelled fast in towns like Wheal Marow.
‘She hasn’t turned up yet?’
‘No. And it turns out that you were one of the last people to see her.’
‘Me? When did I see her?’
‘Really? Exactly how drunk were you on Sunday night?’
Kenver shrugged a bony shoulder.
‘Bloody hell, Kenver. I hear you were drinking alone that night as well.’
‘So?’
‘So, what happened to cleaning up your act?’
‘Yeah. Well, it’s work in progress.’
‘I can see that.’
They were both quiet, Kenver nursing his coffee and Blake frowning at the carpet.
‘How’s Aunt Mary?’ Kenver asked.
‘She’s home. Getting bored already. It would be nice if you went to see her.’
‘I will.’
‘Good. Maybe have a shower first. You really don’t remember anything from Sunday night?’
Kenver narrowed his eyes. ‘How come you’re in private detective mode, anyway?’
‘Lucy’s mum has asked for my help. And you haven’t answered my question.’
‘Let me have a minute to think.’
Blake waited, drumming her fingers on her knees. Her eyes kept wandering over the living room, finding things that needed to be tidied away. She glanced at Kenver, who had lost more weight since she’d last seen him. He didn’t look well, or like he’d encountered daylight in a long time. She supposed his pallid appearance suited his neo-punk Goth leanings, or whatever it was he identified as these days. But still, she worried about him.
‘Anything?’ she asked, growing impatient.
Kenver rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. ‘I kind of remember being in the pub. I vaguely remember Lucy being there with someone. Was it Jasmine?’
‘Jasmine said Lucy spoke to you. She said hello.’
‘Oh yeah. I vaguely recall that.’
‘How do you know her, anyway?’
‘I don’t. Not really. Just from being out drinking or the odd party. I think she thinks I’m cool.’
Blake pulled a face. ‘You didn’t notice anything unusual that night? No one strange hanging around the pub?’
‘Only me.’ Kenver smiled.
Blake leaned back on the sofa. ‘It doesn’t make any sense. Jasmine and Lucy left around ten, and then they both went their separate ways. Which means Lucy disappeared somewhere between leaving the Badger Inn and the seven-minute walk home, which is mostly through the town.’
‘How long are you back for?’ Kenver asked, clearly not listening. He was starting to look a little more awake now, the coffee working its magic.
‘I don’t know. Until Mum’s a bit more able, I suppose.’
‘I guess Uncle Ed is too busy with his job to help out, right?’
Blake rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t even get me started.’
‘And Alfie? Haven’t seen him in a while.’
‘Me either. He’s apparently too busy being a high-flying London businessman to even visit his injured mother.’
‘That brother of yours does like to talk about his job.’
‘Speaking of working, are you right now?’
Kenver glanced at the floor. ‘I’m between projects. What about you, Miss Private Eye? Can you afford to take the time off to look after your mum?’
Blake looked away. ‘It’s fine. I needed a break anyway.’
They were both quiet again, contemplating their misfortune.
‘Listen, I don’t know about Lucy,’ Kenver said, at last. ‘But there’s a party tonight, out in the sticks. I’m sure half of the town’s young people will be there. If Lucy hasn’t turned up by then, maybe you’ll find some answers there.’
‘A party?’ Blake said. ‘On a Tuesday evening? And you’re going?’
‘It would be rude not to. Besides, I’m still establishing myself in this town. I left all my friends behind. Got to make some new ones, right?’
‘You’re twenty-eight, Kenver. Maybe you should be making friends with other twenty-eight-year-olds?’
‘And I would, except they’ve all gone away.’
Blake couldn’t deny it.
‘So you want to be my party date?’
The last thing Blake wanted to do was go to a party on a Tuesday night with a bunch of teenagers. But Kenver was right; it was possible that some of Lucy’s friends might be there and able to shed some light on her whereabouts.
She stared at Kenver, narrowing her eyes. ‘I’m not babysitting you tonight. I had enough of babysitting you when you were a kid.’
‘No one’s asking you to.’
Sudden movement caught Blake’s eye. A figure appeared in the doorway, a woman in her early twenties, wearing nothing more than one of Kenver’s oversized T-shirts. Blake gaped at the woman, then at Kenver, who shifted his weight on the sofa.
‘Sorry,’ the young woman said. She disappeared again, heading back upstairs.
Kenver smiled sheepishly. ‘I told you, I’m making new friends.’
Blake got to her feet and headed towards the front door. She stopped and turned on her heels. ‘If you get wasted tonight, I’m leaving you in a corner to rot.’






  
  4


The Hollow family kitchen was of average size, with white walls, a flagstone floor, and a small breakfast table and chairs pushed up against the left wall. The main cooking area was on the right. It was not a well-lit room. The windows over the sink were too small, and a low, sloping roof made even the sunniest of days seem dark and shadowy. The view was of the back yard, which had been concreted over before the Hollows had bought the place. Ed had been promising for years to transform it into a proper garden for Mary. In the meantime, she’d done her best with potted plants and narrow flower beds that ran alongside both fences. 
Blake stood over the cooker, absentmindedly stirring a pot of tomato sauce and vegetables. Her mother sat at the edge of the table, her plastered leg propped up on a chair with plenty of cushions. Blake had insisted she remained in the living room, where she would be more comfortable, but Mary had insisted on keeping her company. The truth, Blake knew, was that her mother didn’t like others being in her kitchen. Every pot, pan, and utensil had its own place, and it was exactly how she liked it.
After leaving Kenver, Blake had walked back into town. The weather had taken a turn for the worse, threatening rain, so she returned to her car and drove back to her parents.
By the time evening came around, Lucy had been missing for almost forty-eight hours, yet her disappearance hadn’t been mentioned on local radio or the regional TV news, which surprised Blake. Christine had already called twice. The police had started making door-to-door enquiries, but they weren’t moving fast enough. She was frantic for news, but all Blake could tell her was that she was still following up leads. Now, as Blake stirred the pot, the nagging feeling in her stomach grew with intensity.
‘What is it?’ Mary asked. She was good at picking up on Blake’s feelings without her having to say a word.
‘Nothing.’
‘Rubbish. Something’s bothering you.’
Blake glanced over her shoulder and smiled weakly. ‘I can’t stop thinking about Lucy Truscott. It doesn’t make sense to me.’
‘That she disappeared?’
‘Where did she go? Lucy sounded happy enough. She had no relationship troubles and she was enjoying her job at the pet shop. There was maybe a little tension about what she wanted to do with her life, but she and Christine seemed to be getting on well. Does that sound like someone who was planning to run away?’
At the table, Mary picked up a pencil and slid it beneath the edge of her plaster cast, scratching at an itch. ‘You’re talking about her in past tense.’
Blake stirred the pot and heaved her shoulders.
‘I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation, love. You wait; she’ll turn up this evening, full of excuses.’
‘I hope you’re right. But it just sounds out of character for her, as far as I can tell. Do you know Lucy well?’
‘Not really. I mean, I see her at Sunday service, and I know she helps out with the church foodbank. She seems like a sweet girl. Are you sure she hasn’t had a falling out with Christine? Teenagers can be so wilful, you know?’
Mary flashed a wry smile, which Blake ignored.
‘Lucy doesn’t seem the type of young woman to punish her mum that way. Besides if they’d had a fight, Christine would have told me. She’s not going to hide that kind of information right now.’
They were both quiet, the only sound the sauce bubbling on the stove. Blake’s stomach writhed and twisted.
‘There’s something else bothering you,’ Mary said.
‘Honestly, it’s nothing. Just old memories. Lucy disappearing like this makes me think about Demelza.’
Mary continued to scratch at the itch beneath the plaster cast. She kept her eyes on Blake. ‘That was a long time ago. Lucy will turn up, she will. Bad things don’t happen in this town. Not anymore.’
‘Bad things happen everywhere, Mum. Even in Wheal Marow.’
She watched her mother put down the pencil then try to shift on her seat. Mary winced, clenching her teeth.
‘Let me get you another cushion.’
‘I’m fine. Give the pot another stir before it catches.’
Blake did as she was told. Her mind returned to Demelza. It had been eighteen years since her best friend had disappeared. Eighteen years in which no one had found a single shred of evidence or had come up with an explanation for what had happened to her. One minute, Blake, Demelza and their friends had been partying in a field, with music blaring and a bonfire roaring. The next, Demelza had vanished. Blake worried now that the same fate might have fallen upon Lucy. She hoped that she was wrong.
The sound of the front door closing made both women look up. Mary smiled as Ed entered the kitchen. His face and clothing were dusty from a hard day’s work at the construction site. Returning Mary’s smile, he bent down and kissed her cheek. His eyes flicked towards Blake, and he nodded.
Blake gave him a half smile.
‘What are you doing in here, maid?’ Ed said to Mary. ‘Can’t be very comfortable propped up like that.’
‘That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her,’ Blake said. ‘But she has trust issues when it comes to the kitchen.’
Mary laughed. ‘That’s not true. I’m just tired of staring at the dining room walls. The sooner I get on my feet, the better. For all of us.’ She reached up and stroked her husband’s cheek. ‘Hard day at the office?’
Ed grunted and said that it was.
‘And a sweaty one too from the smell. You best get in the shower. Tea’s almost ready.’
Ed kissed the top of her head. ‘First let’s get you back on the sofa.’
‘I told you, I’m fine here.’
Shrugging, Ed took a step towards Blake, then stopped, as if he’d hit an invisible wall. ‘What’s cooking?’
‘Pasta, vegetables, and a tomato sauce.’
‘No meat?’
‘You don’t need to be a carnivore every day, Dad. Besides, eating veggie a few times a week means you’re doing your part for climate change.’
Mary rolled her eyes.
‘Climate change indeed,’ Ed muttered. His eyes wandered to the table where two places had been set. ‘You’re not joining us, Blake?’
‘I’m not used to eating so early. Besides, I need to go out.’
‘Early? It’s almost five-thirty. That’s teatime.’
‘Not in my world.’ Blake removed two bowls from the cupboard and set them on the counter. ‘If you’re getting in the shower, now is the time.’
Ed glanced at Mary, who shrugged.
‘Where are you going?’ he asked.
‘Out.’
‘She’s going to a party,’ Mary said. ‘On a Tuesday night, if you can believe it.’
‘A party?’ Ed repeated.
Blake crossed her arms over her stomach. Sometimes coming home felt like stepping back in time. ‘It may have escaped your attention, but I haven’t been a teenager for some time now. Anyway, I’m not going to the party to drink or to have fun. I’m going to ask questions about Lucy. She’s still missing. Kenver thinks some of her friends will be there. Maybe one of them knows something.’
Now Ed folded his arms. ‘Kenver? You’ve been hanging out with that waste of space?’
‘That waste of space is your nephew,’ Mary said, giving him a playful slap on his arm. ‘Just because he’s a little bit different doesn’t mean he’s all bad news.’
‘I don’t care if he’s different,’ Ed said. ‘That boy has never done a hard day’s work in his life. And as for that ring through his nostrils like he’s some sort of pig . . .’
‘A hard day’s work doesn’t necessarily mean physical grafting, Ed,’ Blake said, arching an eyebrow. ‘Kenver works. It just happens to be on a computer at home.’
‘Well, you shouldn’t be going to a party with him. You know why he came back to Cornwall, don’t you? The boy’s got a problem with drink. I hope you’re not encouraging him.’
‘You’re running out of shower time. Dinner’s in five minutes.’
Blake turned her back on her father and gave the sauce a violent stir. She thought about Kenver’s pigsty of a house, the dark circles under his eyes, his half naked guest standing awkwardly in the doorway. She glanced over her shoulder. Ed had left the room, leaving behind a trail of dust. Mary was staring at her.
‘I’m worried about you, Blake.’
‘Why? I’m not the one who’s missing.’
‘Well, don’t be out late tonight. Make sure you eat when you get home. And keep an eye on your cousin. If Hester finds out her boy’s still drinking, she’ll have another heart attack.’
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The party was inside a barn on a smallholding situated a few miles outside of town. Upon learning that his parents would be away on business until the weekend, the host of the party—an eighteen-year-old called Harry—had immediately picked up his phone and started texting around. Several vehicles were already parked in the wide yard when Blake pulled up. Loud, pulsating music blared from the open barn doors and rattled the car windows. Switching off the engine, she flashed a side look at Kenver, who was sitting in the passenger seat. He was wearing black skinny jeans, a black short-sleeved t-shirt with a giant white skull on the front, and his tattooed arms on full display. He’d flattened his hair down with oil and combed it into a perfect side parting, although the look wouldn’t last long with his curls being so robust. It was a family trait that Blake hadn’t inherited. 
‘You’re looking very fresh,’ she said. ‘Which is a surprise considering this morning you looked like death warmed up.’ 
Kenver shrugged. ‘I’m a creature of the night.’
He had been smoking weed when she’d picked him up. Her car stank of it, the fumes seeping through his pores. Blake had driven all the way with the windows cranked down. She shifted her gaze to the barn, which was lit up by strings of colourful fairy lights hanging from its external walls. A path of solar lights was staked in the ground, leading from the yard to the barn doors. Blake stared at the multitude of parked cars.
‘So, not only am I going to a children’s party, the guests are all drunk drivers. Great.’
‘Or maybe there are other adults here of a certain age acting as chaperones.’
‘I’m not even ten years older than you. And I’m nobody’s chaperone.’
Kenver pushed open the passenger door and flashed her a playful smile. ‘Well, come on then.’
At the peripheries of the fairy lights, the evening had already turned impenetrably black. It alarmed Blake how dark it got in the countryside. With no streetlamps or light pollution from nearby towns it was almost primal. As a child returning home from school on dark winter evenings, the race from the family car to the house had been an ordeal filled with terror, one that she’d never fully outgrown. At least in Manchester the night had a tinge of green to it, allowing her to see shapes and shadows. Her eyes flicked back to the barn. Lit up like a Christmas tree, it made her feel safe.
Kenver was already halfway across the yard, no doubt heading straight towards whatever makeshift bar stood inside. Blake watched him disappear through the large open doors. Perhaps her parents were right. Perhaps she shouldn’t be going to a party with someone who was clearly fighting a losing battle against alcohol. She would talk to him. Not tonight, but tomorrow. Because tonight was about finding Lucy.
As she entered the barn, a deafening roar of dance music crashed over her like a tidal wave, shaking her bones and making her heart thrum. There had to be at least a hundred young people inside, all drinking, dancing, and laughing. It was only eight-thirty, but there were already sickly looking teens slumped in chairs and an acrid stench of nearby vomit hanging in the air. Blake had been like that once, so eager to impress her friends that she’d been unwilling to pace her drinking. She had quickly realised that no one was impressed by lightweight pukers.
She had already lost Kenver in the crowd. Where had all these young people come from? The same old story, she supposed. Once word had spread that a college friend’s parents were away, everyone came looking for a party: friends, friends of friends, even random strangers. She could only imagine the horror if the host’s parents suddenly happened to come home early. At least he had wisely chosen the barn instead of the house. But it wasn’t the sheer number of people crammed into the barn that alarmed Blake the most. It was how young they all were.
She felt ancient, an old crone turning to dust and blowing away on the breeze. As if reading her thoughts, two teenage girls sauntered past and stared in her direction. One leaned in and shouted to the other: ‘Who brought their mum?’
Steeling herself, Blake waded into the crowd, sliding between gyrating bodies and groups that were locked in impenetrable circles, the clique still very much alive and well in today’s young world. Long picnic tables had been set up along the left side of the barn, with a row of punch bowls on top and piles of empty spirit bottles underneath. Blake thought she saw Kenver standing nearby, chatting to a group of young men, but then the crowd shifted and she lost him again.
She pushed her way in deeper, steering young people out of her way. She didn’t know what she was doing, or where she was going. The idea had been to ask questions. Had anyone seen Lucy since Sunday night? Had she called anyone? Had she texted, or whatever young people used to communicate these days? But Blake was fast coming to the conclusion that this party was the wrong place to ask. People were drunk. The music was too loud. But then, in the corner of the room, she saw Jasmine Baker. It was a surprise to see her at a party, considering that her best friend had been missing for two days now.
Blake pushed her way towards Jasmine and the three young women huddling around her.
‘Hi,’ she said, half shouting.
Jasmine flinched. Her friends stared at Blake uncertainly.
‘What are you doing here?’ Jasmine said, squirming. No one wanted to be seen talking to an adult at a party like this.
Blake smiled. ‘I was about to ask you the same thing.’
Jasmine said nothing as she stared at the plastic cup of alcohol in her hand
‘Well, I thought I’d have a look around,’ Blake said. ‘Ask questions. See if anyone might know where Lucy is.’
Jasmine’s friends all stared at each other, then back at Blake.
‘Do any of you know Lucy?’
‘We all went to school together,’ Jasmine said.
‘Really? When was the last time any of you saw her?’
One of the young women shrugged. Another one said, ‘A couple of weeks ago? I think.’
‘You haven’t heard from her since Sunday?’
They shook their heads. The music continued to rattle Blake’s ribcage. Voices rose and fell. The group of friends shifted on their feet, uncomfortable in her presence.
‘The police came,’ Jasmine said, as if that would somehow satisfy Blake and make her leave.
‘You told them everything that you told me?’
‘Yes. They said they were making enquiries and checking social media. But that’s all. Shouldn’t they have a search party out looking for her?’
‘I’m sure they’re doing everything they can.’
‘What?’ Jasmine said, squinting. The music had grown even louder.
‘I said hopefully they’ll find her soon.’ Blake stared at the friends, who all shared the same doubtful expression. ‘Well, bye then. Call me if you find out anything.’
Blake backed away and was absorbed by the crowd. She pushed and shoved her way to the bar area, feeling claustrophobic and hemmed in. Staring down the length of the bar, she spied Kenver, who was clutching a half empty bottle of vodka and laughing with a handsome man in his early twenties. Blake rolled her eyes. She had given him a lift here, but there was no way in hell she was going to wait until the end to drag his drunken backside home. Someone turned the music up again. Blake winced. How could she ask questions about Lucy if she couldn’t even hear her own thoughts?
She decided to leave. Kenver would no doubt find a bed for the night. She was heading to tell him so when, above the din, she heard someone call her name.
‘Blake? I thought that was you.’
A woman in her mid-thirties with short dark hair and dressed in fitted blue jeans and a white blouse was staring at her.
‘Judy Moon. Long time, no see. This is the last place I expected to find you.’
Judy was carrying a bottle of water in one hand and her mobile phone in the other. ‘I know, right? What are you doing here?’
‘Trying to find out what I can about Lucy Truscott. Christine asked me to help look for her.’
Judy’s expression turned grave. ‘Oh, I know. The poor thing’s worried sick. She’s convinced something terrible has happened to Lucy.’
‘You’ve talked to her?’
‘Of course I have. We’re friends.’ Judy smiled, then winced









OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Malcolm
Richards

Pl BLAKE
HOLLOW

CORNWALL CRIME THRILLERS






OEBPS/images/0d237b44-c34d-4a57-b20d-1f1f04e939ee.png
OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

Malcolm
Richards

CIRCLE
OF
BONES

i&





OEBPS/images/ee4a05f2-5b67-49b8-b612-f249ff9870c4.jpeg
GET A FREE CRIME THRILLER

Kk Join Malcolm's
Righco(,)rg; free Readers Club
and get House of
Echoesas a
welcome gift.

SEND MY FREE eBOOK!






OEBPS/images/c19b5bc6-afba-433b-8e2d-3ad98463d7c0.jpeg
Malcolm
Richards

Pl BLAKE
HOLLOW

CORNWALL CRIME THRILLERS

Malcolm 2 Malcolm
Rlchqrds = Rlc_lhl_clurds

Twisted crimes. Haunting secrets. Cornwall at its darkest.





OEBPS/images/703a7581-0e68-4499-89fb-23713fdec6b6.jpeg
BLAKE HOLLOW BOOK ONE

Mqlcolm
R RIChCIFS

>

ACh|II|n @ornwall Crlm Thrlller

e L R RN

.





OEBPS/images/e6ab5d98-9b90-4b4a-b0bf-7c1602a0f185.png
Malcolm
Richadrds

Pl BLAKE
HOLLOW

CORNWALL CRIME THRILLERS
BOOKS 1-3






