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         Chapter One 

         
         
         
         
         Jake was thoroughly pissed off.

         
         
         
         
         It was getting on for six o’clock and his ear was still smarting from the weight of his dad’s hand connecting with it that morning. Dave Walsh, a big, fat, loud-mouthed bloke, wasn’t even his dad. A stepdad, Jake decided resentfully, had no right to lift a finger to him.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sod him!’ Jake muttered to himself for the tenth time that day.

         
         
         
         
         His younger brother, Darren, pedalling speedily ahead of him, shouted over his shoulder, ‘Get a move on, Jake. I’m starving!’

         
         
         
         
         Darren was always starving. Jake was hungry, too, but he was in no mood to sit down to fish and chips opposite Fat Dave. It was always fish and chips on Saturdays. Wednesdays, too. On Mondays they had McDonald’s and on Tuesdays they had KFC. Sometimes, on Sundays, his mam got off her arse to shove a chicken in the oven and chips in the pan.

         
         
         
         
         Stuff ’em. Jake was happier up here, cycling round the disused quarry. With its sheer rock faces and meandering paths, it was a wild, unpredictable place that suited his mood. He pedalled faster to catch up with his brother, and then Darren stopped so abruptly that he cannoned into his back wheel.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What you doing?’ Jake snapped.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’s that?’ Darren asked, pointing to something white a few yards off the dusty track.

         
         
         
         
         ‘How the hell should I know? An old coat, a bundle of rags – I don’t know!’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Let’s have a look,’ Darren suggested, already pushing off.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What for?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You never know, do ya?’

         
         
         
         
         Darren was gone and Jake, sighing, followed. Whenever they cycled up here, Darren always found some piece of crap. Last week, it had been a cigarette lighter that he’d wasted hours trying to fix.

         
         
         
         
         Jake’s ear was hurting because he’d gone off with his mates last night when he should have been baby-sitting. Jake, fourteen, didn’t see that his twelve-year-old brother needed baby-sitting, but that’s what he was doing now. Baby-sitting.

         
         
         
         
         For all that, he loved his brother. Fat Dave he hated, and his mother, the woman who willingly spent twenty-five quid on muck for her face and then let Darren go around with holes in his trainers, Jake could take or leave. Darren he loved. It was Darren who kept him at home. If it weren’t for him, Jake would have gone. He reckoned he could easily pass for sixteen and get himself a labouring job on a building site in Manchester. He’d prefer London, as he wanted to get as far away as possible from Lancashire, but Manchester would do for starters.

         
         
         
         
         Darren screamed, threw his bike to the ground and ran off. Jake guessed a dead animal was involved. Darren was soppy when it came to animals.

         
         
         
         
         Ignoring Darren for the moment, although he was aware of his brother being sick, he got off his bike and wheeled it over to the rags. Except it wasn’t rags.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, no! No!’ he cried, dropping his bike and jumping back.

         
         
         
         
         He could have thrown up too. Instead, he picked up both bikes and wheeled them to where Darren was bent double.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’ve got to get out of here,’ he said urgently, the gruesome sight still dancing before his eyes and causing the burger he’d had earlier to gag in his throat.

         
         
         
         
         Darren didn’t need telling twice and they were soonracing down the hill. Even at top speed, the track seemed endless. The rocky path threatened to throw them out of their saddles. A black dog appeared from nowhere and began barking as it chased them. It was gaining on them. If they weren’t careful, the stupid animal would have them and their bikes in a tangled heap.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Sod off!’ Jake jammed on his brakes and skidded to a halt that sent up a shower of dust and grit. He picked up a large stone and hurled it at the rowdy dog. His shot was on target. The animal yelped and ran off with its tail curled between its back legs. Jake remounted and careered down the hill.

         
         
         
         
         When they stopped at the gate to leave the quarry area, Darren was sick again.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’ll have to tell the coppers,’ he said, wiping his mouth on his sleeve.

         
         
         
         
         ‘We don’t tell them nothing.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’ll have to,’ Darren insisted, still breathless. ‘We don’t have to tell ’em who we are. We’ll use the phone box.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Forget it,’ Jake snapped, closing the gate after them. He knew the police; they’d raided the house looking for stuff they said Fat Dave had nicked. They hadn’t found it, but Dave wouldn’t thank anyone who brought coppers sniffing round again, and Jake was sick of having his ear belted.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m going to phone ’em,’ Darren said firmly. ‘We’ve got to. It – it had its neck slashed.’ to. It – it had its neck ‘I’m not blind!’

         
         
         
         
         They rode past two phone boxes, but Darren stopped at one in Bacup and went inside.

         
         
         
         
         Jake yanked open the door in time to hear Darren say, ‘Is that 999? Only we’ve found a dead body – wrapped up in a white sheet, it is. And it’s almost had its head chopped off.’ There was a pause. ‘It don’t matter who I am. It’s up at the quarry. Lee Quarry.’

         
         
         
         
         Jake snatched the phone from his brother’s hand and slammed it down on the receiver.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Come on,’ he hissed. ‘Forget we ever saw it!’

         
         
         
         
         Fat chance. Jake knew they would remember the hideous sight for the rest of their days.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Two 

         
         
         
         
         Sunday dawned bright and sunny, promising another hot day ahead, and Jill took her breakfast of coffee and fruit juice into the garden. If she’d had a decent night’s sleep, she might have fancied something to eat. But she hadn’t. And she didn’t.

         
         
         
         
         Her garden was a mass of colour, thanks mainly to the sprawling pink rhododendrons, but the grass needed cutting. She might do that later. Battling with the lawnmower might lessen her anger and loosen her tense muscles.

         
         
         
         
         Meanwhile, she sat on the old wooden bench, with her Sunday paper on the table in front of her. She’d finished her juice and had reached the travel supplement when she heard a slightly alarming sound. A car was travelling at speed along the lane. She could hear gravel flying up and hitting the metal.

         
         
         
         
         It came to a stop outside her cottage.

         
         
         
         
         Why, she thought irritably, did she suddenly feel nervous? It was only Max coming to apologize for standing her up last night. Not that he was big on apologies.

         
         
         
         
         A door slammed – viciously.

         
         
         
         
         So he was angry. So what? She was absolutely furious. Last night, after she’d got herself dressed up for a party, she’d finally discovered, from his mother-in-law of all people, that ‘something had cropped up’. She’d had no choice but to go to the party alone. When she’d returned home, soon after midnight, she’d tried his mobile and his landline again. He still wasn’t answering so she’d let off steam by having a good rant at his answer machine.

         
         
         
         
         What had she said? Oh, yes. ‘Just phoning to thank you for a delightful evening. Having had three tyres slashed, I raced back from Liverpool for that bloody party and spent the whole evening inventing excuses for your absence. Don’t let it worry you, though. After all, it takes thirty seconds to let someone know that some-thing better’s turned up. God forbid the mighty detective should waste thirty seconds of his life to phone us lesser mortals.’

         
         
         
         
         Her heart skipped a beat as she remembered how she’d gone on. ‘That’s typical of you,’ she’d yelled at his machine. ‘You drag me into your bed and that’s it. Forget I exist. You’ve always been the same.’ With a heartfelt ‘Bastard!’, she’d cut the connection and taken herself off to bed.

         
         
         
         
         Now, as Max came into view, she was finding it difficult to turn the pages of her newspaper. He marched, hands safely in the pockets of his trousers, across her lawn.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Hissy fit over, is it?’ he demanded, towering above her and blotting out the sun. ‘Good God, how old are you?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Old enough to have learned some manners,’ she snapped back.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You might have guessed –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘I shouldn’t have to guess. You found time to call Kate, you could have called me.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I could. You’re right and I’m sorry. Evil Max.’ He slapped his wrist. ‘OK? Forget about it now, can we?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s your answer to everything, isn’t it? Forget about it. Well, no –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Whoa! Hang on a minute. This blazing row you’re determined to have, will it be the ten-minute row or the full half-hour row? If it’s the latter, I’ll have to take a rain check. I’ve got things to do.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Ah. So the mighty detective’s still too busy.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘If you’re interested –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not particularly.’

         
         
         
         
         He glared at her for a few moments. ‘I’ll make my own coffee, shall I?’

         
         
         
         
         He began striding towards the cottage, calling over his shoulder, ‘Your manners are slipping, kiddo.’

         
         
         
         
         He was almost at her back door when he suddenly stopped, turned around, and began walking back to her.

         
         
         
         
         Once again, he stood in front of her. ‘Just for the record,’ he said quietly, ‘if my memory serves me correctly, and I’m damn sure it does, you dragged me into your bed.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Without waiting for her response, not that she was capable of giving him one, he turned on his heel and headed for the cottage.

         
         
         
         
         Jill was thankful for that. She put her hands to cheeks that were burning with embarrassment. Technically, he was right. They’d made love, for the first time since she’d walked out on him, in her bed, in her cottage. She pushed the memory aside and stared determinedly at her newspaper. 
         

         
         
         
         
         How his mother-in-law put up with him, Jill would never know, but she did. Ever since his wife, Linda, had died, Kate had been there for him and the boys . . .

         
         
         
         
         He was soon crossing her lawn with two mugs of coffee in his hand.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve made you a fresh one,’ he said. ‘It might improve your temper.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Don’t count on it.’

         
         
         
         
         He sat beside her on the bench and, as ever, she was aware of his slightest movement. Only the sounds of distant traffic, a few nearby birds, and a couple of bees buzzing around one of her foxgloves were a distraction. Then someone along the lane coaxed a lawnmower into life.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I take it a shag’s out of the question then?’ Max said at last.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s not funny, Max. You should have let me know.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’re right, and I’m sorry.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘And stop humouring me!’

         
         
         
         
         Damn it. She could feel the beginnings of a smile trying to break through.

         
         
         
         
         She lived next door to what was possibly the most gorgeous-looking bloke she had ever laid eyes on. So why didn’t Finlay Roberts get her pulse beating that bit quicker? Max was as tall as Finlay, but he was nowhere near as hand- some. His nose was too crooked, and there was a tiny scar beneath his right eye. Sometimes, his face had a gentleness to it, but more often than not, it was merely arrogant. His hair was greying, too. It was his eyes perhaps that did it for Jill. They were a deep blue and that piercing gaze of his made people believe he knew their every thought . . .

         
         
         
         
         ‘So how was the party?’ he asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Boring.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Told you it would be. And how was your trip to Liverpool? Your mum and dad OK? Prue?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘They’re all fine, thanks.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘As I’d have more success getting blood from a stone, is it worth asking how you got your tyres slashed? I take it that happened at your folks’ place?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It did. The little sod,’ she fumed. ‘I happened to glance out of the window, and there he was. No older than twelve. I gave chase, but he leapt over a wall. You know what River View is like.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘A rabbit warren,’ he said, nodding.

         
         
         
         
         How her parents could live amongst such undesirables, Jill had no idea, but there was no shifting them. ‘We’ve always lived here,’ Mum would say in astonishment if ever Jill broached the subject. ‘Whatever would we want to move for? It’s home.’

         
         
         
         
         Jill was thankful it was no longer her home.
         

         
         
         
         
         Thinking about it, apart from the man sitting next to her, and a hefty bill for three new tyres, all was right in her world. She lived in the Lancashire village of Kelton Bridge, and that had to be one of the most beautiful places on earth, she enjoyed her writing, she was returning to her old job with the police force in a fortnight, her parents and her sister were well and happy – ‘Last night,’ Max broke into her thoughts, ‘I did try to call you, but it all got a bit busy. I was up at Lee Quarry. A body was found up there.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh?’

         
         
         
         
         She knew the disused quarry well. South of Bacup, the rugged landscape was an ideal place for walking and sheoften went up there to blow away the cobwebs. The only people one met were dog walkers or cyclists. It was very remote, and she could only remember it being in the news once. That was when a sheep had plunged sixty feet down a sheer drop. Fire crews from Bacup, Rawtenstall, Nelson and Preston had been called out and they’d used an inflatable raft to get the sheep off a ledge and across the water at the bottom of the quarry. After all their efforts, the sheep had broken two legs and needed to be put down anyway.

         
         
         
         
         It was a beautiful, peaceful spot. Not the sort of place to find bodies.

         
         
         
         
         Max took a sip of his coffee. ‘A body wrapped in a white sheet.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘A sheet?’ She frowned. ‘What sort of sheet?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘How many sorts are there?’ he asked, exasperation creeping into his voice. ‘Some might call it a winding sheet. Others a shroud. I call it a soddin’ sheet. It was wrapped tightly around the body. Oh, and a length of bright red ribbon had been tied around her waist.’

         
         
         
         
         Jill’s heart took a brief pause. Déjà vu wasn’t a pleasant experience when it involved bodies wrapped in shrouds with lengths of red ribbon tied around their waists.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’ll be telling me next that the victim was a woman who’d had her throat cut and whose wedding ring had been fastened to that piece of red ribbon.’

         
         
         
         
         Max took another swig of coffee.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I will,’ he agreed, and Jill stared at him in horror.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’re not serious, Max.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, I’m deadly serious.’

         
         
         
         
         Five years ago, Jill had worked alongside Max as they had hunted a killer who had quickly been dubbed The Undertaker. His four victims had been married, childless career women in their late thirties. They had all had their throats cut and then their bodies had been wrapped in shrouds.

         
         
         
         
         Thanks mainly to Jill’s profile, however, they’d found the man responsible. Hadn’t they?

         
         
         
         
         ‘Has the body been identified?’ she asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not officially, but the doctor recognized her. It’s a Carol Blakely. She was thirty-eight, and ran a successful florist’s in Harrington. Correction,’ he said drily, ‘she ran a successful floral design business, although what the difference is, God alone knows.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘If you wanted to buy a bunch of flowers, you’d visit a florist. If you wanted a stately home, a cathedral or offices decked out, you’d visit a floral design company.’

         
         
         
         
         Max shrugged. To him, a flower was a flower.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Was she married?’ Jill asked, and he nodded.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No kids? Career woman?’

         
         
         
         
         He nodded again. ‘Her husband’s been away on a golfing holiday. His plane lands in an hour or so and he’s on his way here to identify her.’

         
         
         
         
         The pages of Jill’s newspaper fluttered in a sudden gust of breeze and she leaned over to pick up a nearby stone to weight it down.

         
         
         
         
         She watched in astonishment as Max reached in his pocket, brought out a packet of cigarettes and proceeded to light one.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I thought you’d given up.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I have,’ he said, tossing the spent match into her hedge. ‘I just felt like buying a packet.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh. Right.’ Ask a silly question. Yet she could understand that last night’s discovery would unnerve anyone.

         
         
         
         
         He exhaled, and the smoke went straight into Jill’s face. ‘Chloe Jennings, Zoe Smith, Anna Freeman and Julie Brookes – it’s the same MO, Jill.’

         
         
         
         
         Jill could still remember the victims’ names, too. Chloe had been an attractive barrister, dark-haired Zoe had held down a high-powered job in banking, Anna had run a successful recruitment agency and Julie, with her short auburn hair, had owned a thriving health and fitness centre.

         
         
         
         
         ‘There must be differences,’ she insisted.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yeah?’ Max didn’t look convinced.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Had coins been put on her eyes?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes.’

         
         
         
         
         Despite the heat of the day, Jill felt chilled. If she’d made a mistake and The Undertaker was still alive – 

         
         
         
         
         ‘What else have you got?’ she asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not a lot yet. Someone had thrown up about three yards away from the body,’ he told her, ‘and we don’t think it was the victim. She was dead before she got there.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The killer? Surely not.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Perhaps he’d eaten a dodgy prawn,’ Max replied. ‘Although I expect it’s more likely to be the person who found her. Not a pretty sight.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Who was that?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘We don’t know. Someone made an anonymous call. It sounded like a young kid.’ He tossed his cigarette butt into the hedge. A thin spiral of smoke appeared, and Jill wondered if she would have to phone the fire service. Then he emptied his mug and got to his feet. ‘I’ll have to go.’ He reached for her hand and absently stroked her fingers. ‘Sorry about last night.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s OK,’ she replied, grudgingly.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ll call in later this evening, shall I?’ he asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘If you like.’

         
         
         
         
         He dropped a brief, rare kiss on her forehead – an apology perhaps – and strode off.

         
         
         
         
         He was the other side of her lawn when she called out, ‘Eddie Marshall is dead, Max!’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Is he?’ And he was out of sight.

         
         
         
         
         A cloud passed in front of the sun, causing Jill to shiver again. Edward Marshall was dead. The fact that his body had never been found had no bearing on that at all. He had to be dead.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Three 

         
         
         
         
         Mowing the lawn was hard work and, when it was done, Jill vowed to keep on top of it. If she kept the grass short, it was much easier. For one thing, she didn’t have the job of raking up the clippings and that was more exhausting than cutting the stuff in the first place.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Coo-ee!’

         
         
         
         
         Jill emerged from her shed to see the owner of that voice, Ella Gardner, walking around the back of her cottage.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You should keep your doors locked,’ Ella greeted her, ‘until they’ve found the lowlife responsible for this spate of burglaries.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I should, Ella.’ Jill was still breathing hard.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Mind,’ Ella sighed, ‘there are few that do in Kelton. We’ve never had a need to until now.’

         
         
         
         
         Ella took the fact that four houses in Kelton Bridge had been burgled as a personal affront. The unknown burglar or burglars were breaking in during broad daylight – no small achievement given the prying nature of local residents – when the occupants were on holiday. How they came by their information was a mystery. Only one of the victims had booked their holiday online, and two of the victims didn’t even have an internet connection, so they weren’t after a computer hacker.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You look worn out, girl,’ Ella noted belatedly, and Jill laughed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I am. I’ve mown the lawn,’ she explained, ‘and now I’m going to sit under the lilac tree with a well-deserved glass of something cold. Will you join me, Ella, and make it worthwhile opening a bottle?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m delivering the church magazines,’ Ella replied, flicking through the handful she was carrying. ‘I’m sure it grieves them to let a cantankerous old atheist like me do it, but as Joan’s done her ankle in, they don’t have much choice.’

         
         
         
         
         Jill laughed. ‘Was that a yes or a no?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Go on then. Thanks, Jill. Having the magazines delivered by a drunken cantankerous old atheist could well be a first for the village.’

         
         
         
         
         Ella was a great one for walking, and was often seen striding round the village at a cracking pace. Yet, dressed in cream-coloured linen trousers, and loose sleeveless pink top, she was managing to look cool. Jill, in desperate need of a shower, and wearing an old pair of cut-off jeans, felt like a tramp by comparison.

         
         
         
         
         Jill had been friends with Ella almost from the moment she’d moved to Kelton Bridge. Ella, retired and afforded the title of local historian, had a wicked sense of humour that Jill loved. Going on appearances – the short grey hair, the sensible shoes and clothes – one could be forgiven for assuming Ella to be a biddable old soul but, despite the fact that she’d recently lost her much-loved husband to cancer, nothing, outwardly at least, lessened her sense of fun or her pithy observations of life.

         
         
         
         
         ‘So what’s new?’ Ella asked when they were sitting in the shade with a glass of chilled white wine each.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Not a lot.’ Ella was discretion itself, but Jill didn’t see much point in telling her about the gruesome discovery at the quarry. There was nothing to discuss until they knew more.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What about this new neighbour of yours? Olive, old gossip that she is, reckons he’s into black magic.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The tarot and astronomy,’ Jill corrected her. ‘He runs an internet business. And charges people a fortune for readings, no doubt.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Mumbo-jumbo,’ Ella scoffed. ‘Still, if people are daft enough to pay him . . .’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Quite.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’s a looker, mind,’ Ella added. ‘I’ve only seen him a couple of times, but if I were forty years younger –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’d have to join the queue,’ Jill finished for her.

         
         
         
         
         Finlay Roberts must have kissed the Blarney Stone. He wasn’t Irish, he’d been born in Scunthorpe, but he was full of charm and flattery. His family were circus people, and he’d travelled the length and breadth of the country as a child. He was still travelling, and was only renting the cottage next door for three months because he remembered the area from his childhood and had always vowed to return. His current job, and Jill gathered there had been many, was running his online tarot business. It meant he could work from anywhere that had internet access.

         
         
         
         
         Around the six feet mark, he had a rangy, lean body, brown curly hair and striking green eyes. Whenever he spoke of his business, those eyes shone with devilment and Jill found it impossible to tell if he believed in the tarot or if he was merely running a scam. It was difficult to see through the charm to the man beneath.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’s attracting a lot of interest,’ she told Ella.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Strangers always do.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Don’t I know it.’ Jill had lived in the village for almost two years now, and some still thought of her as ‘that fancy psychiatrist in Mrs Blackman’s old cottage’. For fancy psychiatrist read forensic psychologist. But what was the point? It was all the same to most people.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Talk of the devil,’ she murmured as Finlay peered over the hedge.

         
         
         
         
         From the look of him – old, paint-spattered jeans and ragged T-shirt – one would be forgiven for thinking he’d been doing a spot of decorating or sitting in front of an easel for hours. Jill guessed he’d been doing neither. This, she’d come to realize, was his usual mode of dress. It did nothing to lessen his appeal, though.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Hi, Finlay,’ she called out. ‘Will you join us in a glass of wine?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Is the Pope a Catholic?’ He vanished from view briefly before vaulting the low part of the dividing fence. ‘I wasgoing to follow your example and mow the grass,’ he said, pulling up a chair and positioning it so the sun wasn’t in his eyes, ‘but this is a much better idea, darling girl.’ He smiled at Ella. ‘Mrs Gardner, isn’t it?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It is, but I suppose that, devil worshipper or not, you may call me Ella.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Did you hear that?’ he asked, grinning, as Jill rose to fetch another glass. ‘I’ll have you know, Ella, that I’ve just read the church magazine from cover to cover.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That took a while then,’ Ella said drily. ‘Still, knowing where the nearest chimney sweep hangs out will come in useful . . .’

         
         
         
         
         Jill left them to it and, when she returned with another glass, they were discussing the burglaries.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ll be chief suspect,’ Finlay said with a grin. ‘I’m a newcomer, I’m a traveller and, to top it all, I’m a devil worshipper. I’ll have to shift all those TVs and DVD players before the police come hammering on my door.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Why not ask the cards who did it?’ Ella suggested with a smile.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Ah, you mock.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, yes, I mock.’ Ella laughed. ‘Not you, but people daft enough to believe in it and pay you.’

         
         
         
         
         Finlay shrugged. ‘You’d be surprised.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’d be surprised if there was anything in it other than profit for some people,’ Ella agreed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I must do a reading later,’ he said. ‘Jill would make a good subject.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Why would I?’ she asked, amused.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Because, in many ways, you’re a typical Leo. And because I already feel as if I know a lot about you.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Like what?’ Ella asked doubtfully.

         
         
         
         
         Finlay Roberts, roguish face smiling, took a sip of wine, then leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

         
         
         
         
         ‘She’s generous and warm-hearted –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Pah! I could have told you that,’ Ella scoffed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘She’s very organized and tends to organize others if she thinks they need it. In most situations, she feels she knowsbest, but – and this is where it gets interesting – her self-confidence has been battered over the years. She was once in a strong relationship,’ he went on, ‘and by strong, I mean the depth of commitment was strong rather than the passion. She was living with someone or perhaps even married to someone she didn’t love.’

         
         
         
         
         His tone was level, monotonous even, but it was enough to bring Jill out in goosebumps. She hadn’t told him that she had been married. Or widowed. And she could use the fingers of one hand to count up the people who knew that she and Chris had discussed starting divorce proceedings before he was killed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I think her work scares her,’ he continued. ‘She’s frightened of making a mistake.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What? Oh, that’s complete crap. I love my writing and I’m returning to my job on the force in a couple of weeks.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘And the thought frightens you,’ he insisted.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Rubbish!’

         
         
         
         
         Nevertheless, if she’d made a mistake and The Undertaker was still alive – Why was she even bothering to think about it? It was complete rubbish. Anyone could invent that mumbo-jumbo! 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Here, let me refresh our glasses.’

         
         
         
         
         The three passed a pleasant couple of hours but, left alone, Jill wondered again about the things Finlay had said.

         
         
         
         
         She knew, deep in her heart, that she was anxious about her return to the force. Despite having excellent qualifications and plenty of experience, she had made a mistake. That mistake, in part, was responsible for Rodney Hill, wrongly accused, hanging himself.

         
         
         
         
         Had she made another mistake? Again, it was thanks in part to her profile that the police had gone to arrest Edward Marshall. He’d resisted arrest and made a run for it in a neighbour’s car. Two people had been badly injured during a high-speed chase across Yorkshire before Marshall lost control of the car and plunged over a cliff. Experts, taking into account the tides and weather conditions, hadtried to predict where and when his body would be washed ashore but it had never been found.

         
         
         
         
         He had to be dead, though. Witnesses had seen him inside the car as it dived into the sea below and traces of blood had been found inside his car. He couldn’t have survived that plunge into the sea. No, Edward Marshall was dead.

         
         
         
         
         But had he been the right man?

         
         
         
         
         ‘My, someone’s looking fed up with life!’

         
         
         
         
         Jill looked up with a start and laughed. ‘Just thoughtful – and slightly drunk,’ she said, standing to give Louise a hug. ‘How are you?’

         
         
         
         
         Louise Craven was another friend that Jill had made on moving to Kelton Bridge. She lived along Main Street, in a beautiful stone-built terraced cottage. Not long after moving to the village, Jill had been out walking and had paused to admire her garden. Louise had invited her to have a proper look, and they’d been friends ever since.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, you know,’ Louise replied, sitting on the bench next to Jill.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Trouble?’ Jill asked. ‘No, wait. Let me get another glass and then you can tell me all about it.’

         
         
         
         
         As she strode across the garden to the kitchen, she suspected she could guess the reason behind Louise’s shadowed eyes and troubled frown.

         
         
         
         
         Twenty-one years ago, an ill-fated love affair had done two things to Louise. Firstly, it had put her off men and secondly, it had left her pregnant. She’d been just nineteen years old. The man concerned had vanished, never to be heard from again, and Louise’s life had revolved around her daughter. She’d worked at a variety of jobs, sometimes juggling three at once, to give little Nikki everything she wanted.

         
         
         
         
         Nikki, spoilt from birth, had grown into a wilful and then an extremely difficult teenager. At sixteen, she was pregnant. She and the father of her unborn child left for London where she planned to have an abortion. From that moment on, Louise heard nothing. She hadn’t known if her daughter was alive or dead.

         
         
         
         
         Until four months ago.

         
         
         
         
         Jill could remember the evening clearly. It had been a dark March night and she and Louise had been to the pub for a quick drink before settling down in Louise’s lounge to watch a DVD. What that DVD was, Jill couldn’t remember. What she could remember was the shock of a seeing a young woman, a stranger to her, walking into the lounge and dropping a grimy backpack on the carpet.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Nikki!’ Louise shrieked.

         
         
         
         
         So this was Nikki. Short, probably not even five feet tall, with long, blonde hair that was badly in need of a good wash or at least a brush, she was wearing filthy black jeans, a tatty black jumper and a long, black coat. Everything about her looked undernourished and unwashed.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, Nikki, love. You’ve come home!’ Louise had to keep holding Nikki, to keep touching her as if she might vanish again.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m not home,’ Nikki corrected her, pulling free from her grasp. ‘I just need a place to doss for a few days, OK? I need a bath, too.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yes. Yes, love, of course. You do that. Do you want me to –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t want you to do anything!’

         
         
         
         
         Nikki took off her coat and slung it across a chair. The shabby jumper followed. Underneath that, she was wearing a red T-shirt that didn’t quite manage to conceal the needle marks on her arm.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Won’t you say hello to Jill? Jill’s –’ 

         
         
         
         
         Nikki rolled her eyes in exasperation. ‘Hello, Jill,’ she chanted obediently before she flounced out of the room . . .

         
         
         
         
         Now, four months later, Nikki was still using Louise’s home as a ‘place to doss’. At first, Louise had been thrilled to have her home. It hadn’t bothered her that Nikki was only using her as a soft option, or that her home was being treated with no respect whatsoever.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Right,’ Jill said, plonking a glass and another bottle on the table, ‘this will make things look better. I take it Nikki’sgiving you grief?’ she added, as she filled a glass and handed it to her friend.

         
         
         
         
         The last few months had put years on poor Louise. Given a carefree life, she would be a very attractive woman, but, with a constant frown marring her features, and with no energy to reach for a lipstick, she looked drab.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t know what to do for the best, Jill.’

         
         
         
         
         Jill could think of a few things, all of which included standing up to Nikki for once, but she held her tongue. ‘How’s Charlie?’ she asked instead.

         
         
         
         
         Charlie had entered Louise’s life shortly after Nikki came home and, unless Jill was very much mistaken, the unthinkable had happened and Louise had fallen in love.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I haven’t seen him for a week. We’ve spoken on the phone, of course, but it’s not the same. He says I shouldn’t give in to her.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘He’s right,’ Jill told her.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Perhaps he is, but she keeps threatening all sorts of things. She says she’d rather be dead than have him sniffing around as she puts it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘She’s a drama queen,’ Jill said gently. ‘I blame all these soaps on TV. You have to make her see that you have a life and friends of your own.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘She was such a lovely girl once,’ Louse said wistfully.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Deep down, she still is.’ Twice, Jill had seen Nikki in a good mood, and had been astonished to discover that beneath the hostile exterior was a bright, quick-witted and fun-loving girl. Not a girl now. Nikki was twenty-one. ‘Sadly, she’s mixing with –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Scum!’ Louise finished for her. ‘Last night, I got home at about nine thirty to find six strangers in my house. They were lounging in the chairs and across the sofa, drinking from cans and smoking God knows what. I wouldn’t mind her bringing her friends round, but these people were aggressive somehow. I felt quite threatened. Frightened to tell the truth. I went to bed shortly after ten o’clock.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘God, Louise, you should have kicked them out. Makesure you do next time. And if they refuse to go, call the police.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I spend half my time wishing Nikki had stayed in London,’ she said flatly. ‘Then I feel guilty for wishing such a thing. When I think of her sleeping rough . . .’ She shuddered. 

         
         
         
         
         
            
            ‘It’s her choice, though. It’s time she learned a bit of respect for you and your property. She’s not a kid any more.’

            
            
         

         
         
         ‘I know that.’ Louise sighed. ‘You wouldn’t believe the mess I had to clear up this morning – overflowing ashtrays, cigarette ends tossed anywhere, dozens of beer cans and I even found a used condom on the bathroom floor.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You’re joking! Oh, for God’s sake, Lou. If it were me, I’d have to evict her.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No, you wouldn’t, Jill. You’d love her because she’s your daughter and you’d hope and pray that the next day will be better.’

         
         
         
         
         It never was, though.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Those people last night were all high on drugs or alcohol,’ Louise went on.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You need Charlie,’ Jill suggested. ‘You can’t deal with this on your own, Lou. If you both talked to her and stood firm –’ 

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s no use. When we’ve tried to talk to her in the past, she’s just reminded us both that it’s none of Charlie’s business. She hates him.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Her feelings for Charlie aren’t important. He must tell her that, by upsetting you, she’s making it his business.’

         
         
         
         
         Jill knew nothing was that simple. She couldn’t wave a magic wand and give her friend the happiness she deserved.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Charlie offered to take us on holiday,’ Louise confided. ‘He said Paris or even New York. He thought that if we invited her somewhere that would excite her, she couldn’t turn us down. He believes that, if we could get her away from these so-called friends of hers, spend some quality time with her . . .’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s an excellent idea. Think about it, Lou. It would be great. You need to show her that her life would be so much better with Charlie in it, not worse.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘She refuses to come with us. She’d rather go shoplifting or taking drugs with those friends of hers.’ Louise took a huge gulp of wine. ‘Every time I walk through the door, I’m relieved to see that she hasn’t walked out again. Then, within minutes, I’m wishing she had.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I can understand that.’ Jill sympathized.

         
         
         
         
         ‘And I’ve promised to take her to the Trafford Centre on Saturday. That annoys me as well. She won’t even make an effort to find a job – says she won’t be around long enough – but she expects me to buy her clothes. And, of course, I will, because I’m too embarrassed to see her wandering about like a tramp.’

         
         
         
         
         She expelled her breath on a long sigh.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Enough. I didn’t come here to bore you with my problems,’ she said, smiling ruefully. ‘As far as I know, my home is still standing and, for the moment, I’m grateful for that small mercy. Tell me about you. How was the party last night?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Pah!’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Max got caught up with work stuff so he didn’t make it.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, no. God, I bet Max was really sorry to have missed it,’ Louise said, deadpan, and Jill laughed softly.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It was legit, but he didn’t even call to let me know. I was furious about that. It was one of those things where everyone is part of a couple so I felt the odd one out.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Have you kissed and made up?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘We’ve made up,’ Jill said drily. ‘It’s just that Max has a habit of forgetting people exist. It’s not good enough.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s a gender thing,’ Louise said on a sigh. ‘It’s a well-known fact that men can only concentrate on one thing at a time.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Tell you what,’ Jill said, her mind still on Louise’s problems, ‘I’ll give Nikki a call if you like and see if she wantsto come shopping with me. I’m free on Saturday so I can easily take her to the Trafford Centre. It’ll give you and Charlie some space for the day.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh, Jill, I couldn’t.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Of course you could. Don’t worry, she’ll be fine with me.’

         
         
         
         
         And why, Jill wondered, did that sound ominously like famous last words?

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Four 

         
         
         
         
         Max stopped his car on Jill’s drive at six thirty that evening, and was about to ring her doorbell when she walked around the side of her cottage to meet him.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve got a bottle of wine on the go. Do you want some?’

         
         
         
         
         Her voice was still a bit thin and clipped, but he guessed she’d soon get over it.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’d love some, but I haven’t eaten since yesterday.’ He looked towards her cottage, then realized the futility of that. Jill’s cupboards were always empty. He hadn’t nicknamed her Fast Food’s Dream for nothing. ‘Do you fancy nipping out for something?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Er, yes. Let me change into something more suitable.’

         
         
         
         
         Tight denim shorts and revealing T-shirt seemed more than ‘suitable’ to Max, but he wasn’t going to argue and risk accusations of chauvinism.

         
         
         
         
         She nodded at the cigarette in his hand. ‘Are you still on the same pack, or did you just feel like buying another?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s the same one.’ And he only had three left.

         
         
         
         
         She gathered up a half-full bottle of wine and glasses from the garden, went off to change into jeans and a clean shirt, grabbed a sweater and locked up her cottage.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Been having a party?’ he asked.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Louise has been round.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh? She OK?’

         
         
         
         
         She shrugged by way of reply, and he guessed Louise was still having problems with that daughter of hers. Nikki was fast becoming a lost cause.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Before that, Ella was here,’ she went on, ‘and then Finlay Roberts, my new neighbour, joined us.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Oh? What’s he like?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Tall, brown curly hair, green eyes, drop dead gorgeous.’

         
         
         
         
         Max wished he hadn’t asked. He unlocked his car and she got in the passenger seat.

         
         
         
         
         ‘He seems nice enough,’ she added as she fastened her seatbelt. ‘A bit of a rogue perhaps, but OK.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Married?’ Max fired the engine and reversed out of her driveway.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No. Why do you ask?’

         
         
         
         
         Why indeed. ‘Just making conversation.’

         
         
         
         
         A satisfied smile appeared on her face. She knew damn well he’d been checking out the opposition.

         
         
         
         
         He touched a button and his window slid down six inches to let out the cigarette smoke.

         
         
         
         
         ‘For someone who hasn’t smoked for – what? five years? – it’s good to see you haven’t lost the knack,’ she said drily.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’m only smoking this one packet.’ Except he only had two left now.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Right. So where are we going?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The nearest place that serves food,’ he told her.

         
         
         
         
         The nearest place was the Deerplay on the Burnley road and, as soon as they walked inside, Max found his appetite. He hadn’t really fancied anything, in fact he’d felt too tired to eat, but he’d known he should have something before he keeled over. Now, he found he was ravenous. 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Well?’ Jill asked while they waited for their food to be brought to their corner table.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You tell me. There are three possibilities.’ He held out three fingers. ‘One, Eddie Marshall wasn’t our man. Two, he’s alive and well and living in Lancashire. Or three, we have ourselves a copycat.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘They’re all crap.’

         
         
         
         
         That’s what he thought. ‘When you come up with a fourth,’ he said, ‘I’ll be delighted to hear it.’

         
         
         
         
         All conversation ceased when their roast lamb was put in front of them. It was delicious, and the red wine even better. Max only wished he wasn’t driving.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s definitely Carol – what was her name?’ Jill asked, dabbing at her mouth with a paper napkin.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Carol Blakely. And yes, her husband’s identified her.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What’s he like?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s difficult to tell.’ Max thought back to his brief meeting with Vince Blakely. ‘He’s either someone who keeps his feelings to himself, or he’s a cold-hearted individual. He hadn’t seen her for three weeks. He was away on business and then he took off on the spur of the moment to enjoy a golfing holiday with a couple of friends.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘So it wasn’t a close marriage?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘They weren’t inseparable, no.’ Max emptied his glass. ‘Spouses are always top of the list of suspects but – no, I can’t buy it. We have the same MO here. Either Marshall was innocent or he’s alive and well.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘One of the victims’ relatives could have talked.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘True, but even they weren’t told about the rings being tied around the waists. Those were simply handed back to the spouses.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘He can’t still be alive, can he, Max?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I don’t know.’

         
         
         
         
         Max had never been happy about Marshall’s end. It should have been a simple arrest. Instead, it had been one of the biggest cock-ups ever. He’d been in North Yorkshire before traffic cops spotted him. After a high-speed chase, they closed in on him near Whitby, almost a hundred miles away, and then watched helplessly as he drove over a cliff.

         
         
         
         
         ‘But if he’s still alive,’ he murmured, ‘why would he wait so long before killing again? And if he was innocent, if we got the wrong man, why did he run for it?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘We got the right man,’ she said, but she didn’t sound as certain as she had before. ‘Even if we didn’t, why would the real killer wait so long before striking again?’

         
         
         
         
         Max had no idea.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Will you come in tomorrow?’ he asked.

         
         
         
         
         She must have known he would ask, but she hesitated. ‘Half a dozen of us are supposed to be having a day at the races,’ she explained. ‘I’ve even got a VIP ticket. I suppose I can pass that on to any one of a number of people, though. The others won’t miss me. Yes, I’ll come in. I might have made a mistake where Rodney Hill was concerned. . . .’

         
         
         
         
         Her voice tailed off. No matter what anyone said, she still blamed herself for Hill’s hanging himself. Max had told her over and over that they’d acted on hard evidence, but she believed, correctly he supposed, that they wouldn’t have found that evidence if it hadn’t been for her profile. He wished she’d get over it.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I was spot-on with Eddie Marshall,’ she went on at last. ‘He was our man, Max, I’m sure of it. Sod it, I’m not having some sick bastard trying to prove me wrong. Either Marshall is still alive or we’ve got a copycat.’

         
         
         
         
         Could Marshall have survived that dive into the sea? On the other hand, if he was alive and well, why wait until now? And how the hell could a copycat know the MO of the previous murders?

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thanks,’ he said.

         
         
         
         
         ‘What does Meredith have to say about it?’ she asked, and he could see amusement in her expression. They both knew that Max’s boss would be on the verge of a coronary if he thought they’d got it wrong with Marshall.

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s difficult to tell. I had to disturb him at a dinner with every local dignitary you can name last night and I updated him this morning just as he and the Chief Constable were teeing off.’

         
         
         
         
         Jill grinned at that. ‘You’re popular then.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘No change there.’

         
         
         
         
         Max wasn’t popular with his superiors because of his refusal to do the job by the rules, but they had to accept that he got results. Usually.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I need to make a move,’ he said.

         
         
         
         
         As tempting as it was to linger, Max needed to see if his sons still recognized him. Fortunately, they accepted hiserratic working hours. They were good kids, the best, and he was lucky to have them. All the same, he needed to spend a little time with them.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Do you want a lift in tomorrow?’ he asked as they walked across the Deerplay’s car park.

         
         
         
         
         ‘No, thanks. I’ve got a couple of things to do on the way in. I’ll be there early, though. I want to know what’s going on as much as you do.’

         
         
         
         
         Max knew that. He only wished this hadn’t come up now, just when Jill was due to return to work. If by any chance they had made a mistake with Marshall, it would rob her of the little self-confidence she’d managed to claw back.
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