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HOW TO PLAY


Hello, Detective. Welcome back to Midsomer.


The aim of the adventure you’re about to undertake is simple: survive. Can you make it through the festive season in Midsomer, all while trying to get to the bottom of a murder case?


Depending on which path you take through the story, you’ll uncover different clues and meet with different endings. You might solve parts of the case – possibly all of it. There are all sorts of secrets waiting for you, and lots of different outcomes.


All you need to remember is this: at the end of each passage of text, you’ll be directed to the numbered section you need to read next. Most passages end in a choice: just follow the instructions and flick to the relevant section number (use the numbers at the top of the page to guide you) to continue your investigation. That’s the easy bit. The trickier bit might be staying alive.


Once you reach the end of your adventure, go to your performance review on pp.313–22 to see how well you did and get hints on what you missed, ready for your next crack at the case.


Stay safe out there – and we hope you make it through the villages of Midsomer in one piece …
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As someone who hadn’t lived in the beautiful village of Causton for long, Sara McLower was determined to play her part in making it one of the most talked-about places in the area.


Unlike many around her, who seemed to have been born, lived and died in the place, she’d chosen to come to Causton. She wanted to come back here. It seemed a lot safer than her previous home in the city, and she admitted that was a tiny part of her thinking too. But Causton was not, she knew, an accidental choice. She was here for a reason. Sara was in her late fifties, and was thoroughly fed up of moving around. She’d worked non-stop for decades, and bided her time before choosing the perfect house with her significant savings.


Oh, and the fact that her sister, Betty Grainger, ran the local pub? Sara loved that she was back, closer to family. Family hadn’t always been easy.


Sara had quickly worked out that owning this particular property in Causton still brought with it some added expectations, especially around Halloween and Christmas. It was the first building many people saw as they drove through the area, and it set the tone for the rest of the village. After last year’s power-cut incident with her festive lights, she wasn’t going to let the side down today.


That’s why she’d doubled her efforts this year. It didn’t matter that she didn’t really talk to too many people. She just needed to reconnect properly with Betty, and to be a part of the village.


The outside of the house was pretty much perfect. It’d taken a whole day at the start of the week to carve out the pumpkins and to arrange the decorations. It should have taken her less time, but she’d finally had to admit that her health was declining. Her energy levels had taken a hit, particularly this year, and she was having to carefully plan what she wanted to do and when. She’d be posting her Christmas gifts this year, rather than driving around and delivering them. Not that most of the people around here seemed to appreciate them.


Today’s final job was preparing snacks. She was particularly proud of her cupcakes, which she’d been finessing that morning. It meant she’d have enviable treats for those who came knocking at the door. A Halloween to remember, she smiled, as she rearranged one of the many air fresheners and bowls of pot pourri about her home. Sara didn’t just like things looking prim and proper – they had to smell that way too.


She was flagging now, though, and glad that she’d posted her letter this morning, rather than having to go out now. She looked at her watch. Just gone 5pm, and her energy levels were sapped. But, just like her sister, she knew that she needed to put on a show.


Thing is, she hated Halloween evening, in truth, but she knew she had to get through it. She took a gulp from the mug of cold-remedy drink, rinsed the cup and checked the oven was off.


Thinking she might just get an hour of rest before the procession of visitors started knocking, she cursed under her breath as the shrill sound of the electric doorbell broke the silence. One of those new-fangled things with a camera in that her nephew, Finn – Betty’s son – had fitted over the summer.


She was supposed to check on the video feed on her phone really, but she struggled with technology. She and her sister were alike in that way. What’s more, she was close to the door anyway. I may as well get my cupcakes and open it, she figured. I don’t need to check who it is. The rain was still hammering down hard as she opened the chunky door.


It’s odd what goes through your head when there’s a pumpkin being flung at speed towards your face. At least, Sara thought, she could take solace in the fact that she’d hollowed it out. It was going to be soft when it hit, wasn’t it?


However, if only Sara had taken a moment to count her pumpkins this morning on her way to the post box, she’d have noticed that instead of the seven she’d put out at the front of the house, there had been eight.


It was the contents of the eighth that interfaced with her skull.


Her death wouldn’t be immediate, though. She’d cling on for two weeks before her body gave up. But who would want her dead? And why?




This, Detective, is where you come in! As a member of Causton’s CID team, you’re asked to represent the department at Sara McLower’s wake a few weeks later. Soon, you’re going to be choosing a path to follow through the story, via the choices at the end of each passage. For now, jump to 48, and head over to Sara’s wake, one month later. There’s a crime to solve …
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You work through things as logically as you can: if you were Finn Grainger, where would you go? If he wanted quiet time, he could have gone just about anywhere. Your only tangible hope is that he might have gone home: well, to the Windy Dog anyway. It’s there you head, parking your car at the back of the building, so as not to get in the way of some of the ongoing forensics work still taking place.


There’s police tape here, of course, and you make your colleagues aware that you’re about. There’s no obvious sign of Finn’s car, but you nonetheless decide it might be worth making your way inside the pub.


It’s a shadow of the place it was the day before, as if time has stood still since last night’s incident. You make your way behind the bar and into the back room. A few unopened Christmas cards are on the table, but otherwise it’s quite tidy. You spot Archie’s coat – or at least one of them – hung up. You can’t help but feel sombre. You didn’t even know him that well, and he certainly wasn’t a fan of yours. Even so, he didn’t deserve this.


You’re lost in thought as a figure appears in the doorway. Finn Grainger. You offer an awkward hello, and he offers one in return. Whatever rage he was in, he’s calmed down for now. But he’s not happy.


‘I want whoever did this,’ he says. ‘I’ll help in any way I can.’


You work through what you know together, occasionally stopping as he composes himself again. The murder of Sara McLower, and her slow poisoning. The toxic reviews posted about the pub, that led to trade falling dramatically. And then, of course, the lights explosion.


‘Do you think they’re linked?’ he asks you.


‘I can’t rule that out,’ you admit. But in lieu of fresh information about the poisoning, and the lights, you turn to what’s probably the smallest crime on that list: the reviews.


Finn pulls the reviews up on his phone, and you do the same. There’s a familiar pattern to the way they appear to be written, but also, to your eyes, there are two slightly different styles here.


‘Is there any way you can trace who wrote them?’ he asks. ‘Can’t they tell you roughly where they came from, geographically?’


‘You’re more the tech expert than me,’ you suggest. On a hunch, however, you head to the extensive terms and conditions of one of the websites. You’re glad you had so much coffee today, else you’d nod off trying to read them. But you skim through until you find what you’re looking for: that anyone leaving a review has to have verified they’ve visited the place in question, or prove they live in its geographic area.


‘They’re being posted from Causton?’ he says.


‘We can’t be certain,’ you admit. ‘But it’s possible. We could just use a computer expert around here.’


‘The only one I know is Teddy Jones. He’s never off the thing,’ says Finn.


Alison and Bob’s grandson. Of course. He does their shop deliveries for them, to make money for the latest gizmo he needs.


Thinking about it, that still doesn’t make him an expert on review websites, but he’s worth thinking about. You check that Finn’s going to be okay – he’s going back to his mother soon – and head to your car.




Time for another drive, Detective. Get moving over at 191.
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You’ve been seen, and whoever is in the house knows that they’ve been seen too. You go back to the window where you made your way in, and try to intercept them. You head around the house to relocate your route back in, navigate the bush, and you’re just climbing through when you realize you’ve been outfoxed. Whoever it was has taken the slightly easier approach, and has gone for the front door. You might want to see them, but they’re a lot less keen to see you.


The front door’s easier to get out of, and they’ve taken advantage of that. As you make your way around to the front of the house again, you get a glimpse of the figure running away from you. They’re heading across the field opposite: you can’t chase them on car, and they’re too far away for you on foot.


Resigned to the ear-bashing you’re about to get from the Chief Inspector, you call the station and put out an alert. Not that there’s going to be much they can do: whoever it was will have a solid start.


Still, you did get something out of this. You’re almost certain the figure was male. Dressed all in black, and their face was covered. Wearing trainers, and standing around six foot tall. Relatively slim build. It’s something.


It’s a couple of hours before you’re able to leave the property. The Chief Inspector was, as you predicted, not on the happy side, and your ears have been decorated with a couple of new words. A sweep of the house hasn’t revealed anything of note. Just that whoever was in it appeared to be in one of the rooms at the top of the house. Were they taking stuff out, or bringing stuff in? The former, is the general consensus.




There’s nothing more you can do here for the minute, Detective. You’d best get back to the station before you get into even more trouble with the boss. Go to 128.
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You make your way over the room to greet Betty Grainger and, with a pained expression, she attempts – and fails – to put a convincing smile on her face.


The weight of the world looks to be on her shoulders, though, and you’re not surprised. Today, after all, she’s had to bury her only sister. As Sara’s closest surviving relative, it’s Betty who’s had to oversee a lot of the arrangements, all while dealing with the shock not just of Sara’s death, but the manner of it as well. Nobody ever thinks they’re going to die by having a brick-filled pumpkin shoved in their face, after all.


But this is a taxing day for Betty Grainger for a second reason: it’s arguably the biggest day of the year for the pub and one of the most hotly anticipated days of the year for the locals: the evening the lights go on, and the festive season officially begins around these parts.


‘I’m going to miss her,’ she says of Sara, trying and failing to hold back a tear. ‘I can’t believe she’s gone.’


You offer condolences.


Sara and Betty never struck you as especially close sisters, or at least they weren’t for some time. Sara’s return to Causton a few years ago was, Betty explains, something that closed the distance that had opened up between them. She was grateful Sara came back, especially after they lost their mother. Sara and Betty had needed each other.


You make further sympathetic overtures to Betty, but she spends more time looking into her cup of steaming herbal tea than at you. Usually, there’s a bulletproof exterior to her, and she knows that she’s going to find that strength again later. For the minute, she’s doing her best to deal with her loss.


‘I can’t stop long,’ she mumbles. ‘Still so much to do for tonight.’


You’ve only been in Causton a few years yourself, but you know how big a night this evening is for the area.


‘Is someone helping you set things up?’ you enquire.


‘Well, most of the lights were all finished last week. And I’ve had my boys with me today.’


Ah, her sons. Archie Grainger, who you – and everyone – knows, has recently been released from prison. Then Finbar Grainger, known to everyone as Finn, who’s just returned home from university for Christmas.


She keeps her attention on the pub and its lights. ‘Wish we’d had more time to test everything,’ she remarks. ‘No matter how early we start planning, there’s always a job left that needs doing. Harder this week, of course, what with Sara dying …’


Tears flow. You dig out a clean tissue and hand it to Betty, and she gratefully takes it, mopping her eyes.


Even the sternest of Causton residents would have understood if she’d cancelled the lights switch-on party. But that’s not Betty’s way. Even when her mother owned the Windy Dog, the mantra was always the show must go on, no matter what.


Betty’s attention seems to drift away as you keep talking, and you figure it’s time to make tracks. ‘Do come along later,’ she weakly smiles, as you make your farewell.


Like you have a choice. The Chief Inspector has volunteered you and DS Lambie to attend. DS Lambie’s already told you he’s got a cast-iron excuse, and managed to get out of it. You know it’ll just be you going along again.




Talking of the Chief Inspector, you’d best not keep her waiting any longer. You need to know what information she’s got hold of. Go to 128.
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You need a good reason to leave Causton in the middle of an active murder investigation, but you figure that this is it: a tangible lead on the poisoned food. You grab some of the rudimentary testing equipment from the station, and drive up to Moore Farm. You know it’s going to be a six-hour round trip, but you also know you have to surprise them: if they know you’re coming, you can hardly do a random test on their produce.


Traffic is not on your side, though: it takes you four hours to get there, having stood still at roadworks an hour out of Causton.


A bearded man called John hears your car approach and steps out to greet you. It’s a small business without a shop to it, so he’s not used to visitors. You hear his dogs barking in the background.


You introduce yourself, and he looks surprised, but not unwelcoming. He takes you into the main warehouse area, and shows you his fresh fruit and vegetables. That, and a collection of other natural products.


‘Test anything you like,’ he says. He’s not affronted by your surprise arrival. If anything, he looks pleased of the opportunity to completely clear himself.


Which is what happens. He gives you a bag of his best plums to keep you company as you get to work. Your testing kit is basic, you’re well aware of that, but after two hours in John Moore’s company – and he insists on keeping old records playing on his turntable in the background – you’re pretty certain he’s got nothing to answer.


You, however? Well, that’s different. As you step back into your car for the long drive home, it’s an irate Chief Inspector who calls, and – roughly translated – wants to know ‘where the hell you are,’ or words to that effect.


She not very patiently explains that she has an active investigation and her lead officer has left the county on a wild goose chase.


It’s an even longer journey home, too, compounded by the fact that the roadworks take twice as long to get through. When you finally arrive back in Causton, late into the evening, you glance at your phone to see a note from the boss.


This, she tells you, is no longer your case. She needs someone she can count on. And that, bluntly, isn’t you.


Still, the plums were nice.


THE END


Go to p.313 to read your performance review.
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Like many others in the Windy Dog, you fumble through the dark for a phone, and as fast as you can activate its torch. Within seconds, several other lights are offering at least some illumination. You pick up the faint sound of something outside, presumably people fussing over the lights. Inside, it’s a case of what isn’t happening. This hasn’t happened before. This wasn’t in the plan. It’s a party night! The lights should be smiling over the Windy Dog now, and the queue for the bar should stretch to the front door.


Instead, there’s a strange stillness, save for local resident Jack Linus yelling across the pub to Betty that she should have put a few more coins in the meter. About in line with the standard of most of Jack’s jokes, that.


You flash your light towards the bar where Betty Grainger, usually the life and soul of the place, looks crestfallen. She’s just standing there for a minute, not doing anything. Frozen.


One or two patrons take the opportunity to knock back their drinks, but if they were thinking of ordering another, one look at Betty is enough to dissuade them.


‘Where’s the fuse box?’ you ask, your voice rising above the muted mumblings. Betty doesn’t move at first. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she mutters. ‘None of it matters anymore.’


‘It’s back here,’ says a voice from the back. Finn Grainger. ‘Can you give me a hand with it?’




Does he really need a hand with a fuse box? Finn is quite capable of sorting that himself. Maybe you’re best staying put at 53. No: you need to get the lights back on, and fast. Give Finn a hand at 27.
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Sara McLower’s car had been missing for a little while now, and it was surprising it hadn’t been discovered before. Mind you, it wasn’t the most reliable of vehicles, even when it was out and about. It seemed to spend half its time in for repair.


Her murder, anyway, looked uncomplicated. Checks were made as to the location of her vehicle, but no joy … at least, until now.


It’s 40 minutes along narrow country lanes to even get close to where it’s ended up, a good way out of Causton. After you’ve driven to the outskirts of Northfield Wood, you park up next to DS Lambie’s vehicle. He got here first. Still, it’s a 15-minute walk to get to the car itself, and it’s DS Lambie who has to point it out to you. Someone made quite the effort to hide it, driving over the tree-lined hills. Surely someone saw or heard something?


Or maybe not. It’s daytime now, early afternoon on a Friday, and the place feels secluded and empty. The morning dog walkers are long gone. In fact, it’s thanks to a dog walker the car was found at all. They let their hound off its lead this morning, and it ran off. It took them a good hour or two to find the dog, and in turn they discovered the car. Obscured by a thick bush, you have to look twice yourself to spot it. It could have remained undiscovered for weeks further.


‘He’s a good dog,’ explains Derek James, still looking a little exhausted from his long search for his pet. He knows you’re not really supposed to let dogs off leads, given some of the things that go on here, and he looks slightly contrite. You decide to turn a blind eye.


‘Charlie … that’s the name of the dog … it took me ages to find him, then he just started going mad and barking loudly at the bush when he saw me. He’s not done that before, but I guess we’ve not really walked up here the last few weeks, what with all the rain.’


You note that Charlie looks a little groggy.


‘Is he okay?’ you politely enquire.


‘He was okay before,’ Derek notes. ‘He must have eaten something.’


‘You keep talking to him and his dog, I’ll check the car out,’ DS Lambie says to you, as he heads towards the bush and pulls back the foliage.


‘Tell me what happened,’ you ask Derek, turning your attention back to him.


‘Well, just what I said. Charlie started barking, and so I took a look. I recognized it fairly quickly as Sara’s car, and then called you.’


‘How did you know it was hers?’


‘I just remember her from the Windy Dog. She drove down there sometimes. We’re the only two teetotallers there, I think, and you know how everyone tries to park at the front down there. We’ve parked near each other a few times.’


The dog suddenly starts whining.


‘Does he do that a lot?’


‘No,’ says a worried Derek James. He turns his attention to his pet, as you suddenly hear a thump from the car. But what do you do here?




The car! The thump! That’s DS Lambie – surely he needs your help! Head to 184.


What on earth is wrong with the dog all of a sudden? Is there something off ? 178 is where you need to go to prioritize that.
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You arrive a minute after Finn Grainger has entered the shop, and he’s at the counter, demanding to see Teddy. ‘Is something going on?’ you ask.


Finn looks surprised to see you. Somehow – somehow! – he hadn’t noticed you’d been following him. There’s a career in hot pursuit for you yet, Detective.


‘I just want to see Teddy.’


Behind the counter, Alison Jones looks puzzled and a little flustered. She looks unwell, too.


‘His brother’s died,’ you tell her, appreciating it doesn’t really explain why he wants to see Teddy in the first place.


Alison looks shocked and saddened. She calls in Bob, who’s working away in the storage garage next door. She breaks the news to him, as Teddy Jones finally appears from the upstairs of the shop, where you suspect he’s been playing video games, or whatever it is teenagers do in their bedrooms.


‘Your father,’ snarls Finn. ‘Where’s your father?’


His father?




What on earth is going on here? Your inclination is to let this play out: go to 106.
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Hamilton Grainger turns back the way he came. You figure his vehicle is close, but not too close. You didn’t see it pull up, but you did hear the noise of it arriving.


You step into Hamilton Grainger’s path.


‘Don’t do this, Detective. I don’t want to hurt you.’


‘I can’t let you go.’


‘Detective, don’t do this.’


‘You know I have to stop you. You know you’re a wanted man.’


‘Detective.’


‘I need you to stop now, or I have to call this in.’


‘We had a deal. If you reach for a phone, it’s the last thing you’ll ever do.’


‘Mr Grainger, stop.’


He looks at you.


You reach for your phone.


It’s the last thing you ever do …


THE END


Go to p.313 to read your performance review.
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You ask to look at the security tapes, and are guided to a tiny room at the back of the storage garage. A bit blink and you’ll miss it, in fact. You wouldn’t like to be rude and suggest they were pushed for space here, but you find yourself leaning on the toilet as you look at the antiquated-looking system. ‘If you know how to work it! Don’t ask me for help there!’ chuckles Bob, as he points the equipment out.


There’s a small screen attached to the system, and you press the power button. It flickers into life, and to your surprise, there’s actually a live feed from the camera just inside the door to the garage. You admit to yourself you’re surprised that it’s still operational. You note that the extension lead to the electrical socket seems to be groaning with plugs. How has the place not overloaded?


In terms of the recordings, though, you’re not hopeful. You cautiously put one of the stack of VHS tapes in the machine and, on the bright side, it works. When you press play, you do get footage from the security camera with a time stamp in the corner of the screen. Less impressively, the tape has clearly been used lots and lots of times, and there’s significant wear in the picture quality. You can make things out, but not very clearly.


You look at your watch: you reckon you can give this half an hour or so, and so you press the fast-forward button to speed things up. After five minutes, you swap tapes. ‘How far back do these go?’ you ask Bob. ‘Well, there’s a few tapes, but only when I remember to change them.’


There’s no eureka moment with these tapes, though, and there are better ways you can spend your time. If nothing else, it’s confirmed that security is not top priority at Jones’s Store.


But why would it be? Who would steal off these two? You ponder that as Bob puts in a fresh tape, and makes a show of putting it on to record. He’d hate you to think he’s not security conscious.




You decide to investigate the produce Sara bought instead. Go to 95.
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No chances here: the sheet of paper you’re looking at through the clear plastic evidence bag looks harmless enough, but it feels unusual. You spend five minutes bidding farewell to Irene Whitley. Well, ten, once you’ve made her another cup of the powdery gunk she still insists on calling coffee.


You get to the station and the Chief Inspector is waiting. The pair of you put on gloves and take the sheet of paper out of the bag. You remove the piece of tape that’s valiantly keeping it sealed, and open it out.


Just a simple piece of paper with a single message, scrawled in pencil: ‘Tell them nothing, or you know what’ll happen.’


Oh no. You’ve left her there by herself. The two of you look at each other, panicked. ‘I’ll get a unit there right away.’


She goes off to do that, and you get Irene Whitley on the phone. She answers quickly, but the tone of her voice is different.


‘What do you know?’ you ask her. ‘What do you know about Hamilton Grainger?’


‘N–nothing,’ she says. ‘Nothing at all.’


‘But you said he comes to Causton … that he’s been round the place?’


‘I didn’t,’ she says. ‘I don’t know anything.’


You’re puzzled, and there’s silence for a moment. The Chief Inspector comes in and says a unit is 15 minutes away. You indicate that you’re talking to Irene. She didn’t realize you were on the phone.


Fifteen minutes is all the person sitting next to Irene Whitley, listening to the call, needs. As it happens, they’ve gathered what they needed, and made their exit in less than ten.


When a unit arrives, they find a very spooked Irene Whitley, refusing to say anything about the last half hour. Something has clearly scared her here, and someone has also clearly been alerted to the fact that you may have been on to them.


You don’t know for sure that it was Hamilton Grainger, either. But you do know that whoever it was has slipped away from Causton by the time you all fully realize what’s happened.


With their departure, sadly, goes any realistic chance of solving what’s been going on …


THE END


Go to p.313 to read your performance review.
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You love chatting to Irene Whitley, one of the people who was the most welcoming to you when you first moved to the area. Her health has been declining over the last year, and she doesn’t get out of the house very often now. When she does, she’s the absolute heartbeat of the room. She’s brilliantly eccentric, and the world’s a better place for her.


You pull up outside her small terraced house on the edge of the village and navigate her copious collection of garden ornaments, as if half the garden gnomes of Causton had emigrated to her garden.


You ring the bell, and it takes some time for her to answer. But eventually she buzzes you in.


‘You want a coffee?’ she beams, as she sees you. ‘You’ll have to get it yourself !’


She laughs, and it’s infectious. ‘No, thanks,’ you reply. ‘But I’ll get you one.’ You spend the next five minutes boiling a kettle, and empty a gruesome-looking sachet of powder that’s supposed to result in a cappuccino into a mug. It should have taken you two minutes, but you spilled the chocolate topping.


You sit down and get chatting, and it doesn’t take long for the conversation to turn to Sara. The pair had been friends since school, and had kept in touch when Sara moved away from the area. Nobody, not even Betty, was happier than Irene when Sara then bought the house she did and moved back.


You decide it’s best to get to the point, and tell her about the letter Sara had sent to Betty.


‘That good-for-nothing brother of theirs,’ says Irene, her mood sharpening. ‘I think of the life Betty and Sara would have had if he hadn’t caused them so many problems.’


‘Did you know him?’


‘Did I ever. He knows Sara told me everything. He was always wary of me.’


‘When did you last see him?’


‘He’s around here more often than you’d think. But he won’t give me any trouble. I’ve got that man’s number.’


‘He won’t mess with you?’


‘No. It’s not a saying,’ she says. ‘I’ve actually got his number.’


Wait: what’s she telling you?




He’s around the area? Where can you find him? Ask her that at 139.


His number? You need to know more about that, surely. Try 170.
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You sense Betty Grainger might just be trying to end the conversation, and there are few things that make you more suspicious than that. You weren’t voted the most irritating person in your graduating class at training for nothing.


You decide not to take the hint, and leave Finn to whatever he’s up to. Instead, you’re going to prod at Betty a little.


‘Are you telling me everything? Is everything okay?’ you probe. Betty’s a little irritated that you’re still continuing to talk to her, but trying gamely to put her happy face on.


‘Brothers being brothers,’ she smiles, but with a slightly firmer tone this time.


‘When did Finn get back?’ you enquire.


‘Two days ago,’ she bluntly replies. Her answers are getting much shorter now. You’re almost inclined to make your questions true or false.


‘Were you expecting him?’


‘His term at university isn’t due to finish until next week.’


You’ve always sensed that Archie is the slightly favoured child – a reason it must have stung so much when he got sent away – and there’s a crackle of tension here. You increasingly feel it, but see that the clock is edging towards 7.30pm. That’s lights-on time, as you well know.


‘Was Archie not pleased to see him?’


Steel suddenly coats Betty Grainger’s eyes. ‘My Archie has done nothing wrong,’ she bites. ‘Nothing. Now, Detective, I’ve been working my backside off for the last week to make sure it all goes well tonight. Can I please get on with switching the lights on?’


There’s only so much you want to push her: she did bury her sister this morning. You pause. Her demeanour softens, and she’s back in control of herself. But you definitely saw it: a flash of something there, and the sense that it’s not been happy families here today.


Still, she’s right: the villagers won’t be happy if the lights don’t go on, so you bid her a temporary farewell and let her get on with her business. You pick up your drink and step away from the bar.




It’s time to head to the switch-on over at 162.
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Instinct kicks in as you close the distance between you and the vehicle as fast as you can. You head to the passenger-side door and look in, to be greeted by DS Lambie doubled up, in the grip of some kind of haze. He’s disorientated and struggling. When he looks in your direction, his eyes look bloodshot, watering. You’re not sure he’s worked out you’re even there. He’s certainly not talking.


‘You need to get out of there,’ you tell him, sternly. Your voice recentres him, and he nods, knowing he’s in trouble if he doesn’t struggle through some kind of escape.


In the background, you can just about hear the whines of the dog and Derek James getting slightly more flustered. ‘Detective,’ he calls. But your focus needs to be here.


‘After three,’ you say to DS Lambie. ‘One, two …’


Not waiting for three, you drag his arm with all the strength you have. He lurches in your direction as you do so, and somehow, between the two of you, he manages to clamber out of the vehicle.


‘Keep going,’ you yell at him, as he just about finds the strength to claw further away. You move back from the area of the car, and yell to Derek James to move too. Something about the car is very wrong.


DS Lambie gasps in fresh air, as greedily as he can. You take a few minutes as you all reset. Your own throat still doesn’t feel right, but the further you all move from the car, the better things seem to be. Even the dog has stopped whining.


‘What happened?’ you say, as DS Lambie regains his composure. It takes him several minutes to build up to a comprehensible answer.


‘I–I don’t know. I was okay right up to the bit when I opened the car door.’


‘Was it locked?’


‘No,’ he says. ‘I was surprised when it opened and, I don’t know, it’s hard to describe. It was like a cloud of something just came out of it …’


‘Something you saw? Smoke?’


‘No. Nothing you could see. It was, well, something. I got into the car and within seconds knew I was in trouble.’


You look back at it. Whatever it was that had built up in Sara McLower’s vehicle has now been released into the atmosphere. The car door remains wide open, so hopefully whatever it was will have diluted safely when met with fresh air.


But there are questions here. The car obviously needs investigating, but is it safe for you to do so? Plus, Derek James: did he see anything?


You notice DS Lambie starting to shake a little and call for assistance, that’s job one. But what’s job two?




Do you talk to Derek James while DS Lambie recovers? Go to 63.


Or does DS Lambie need your attention here, at 91?
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It’s tempting to go after the car, but you realize your responsibilities lie here. There’s an injured man on the floor, in a life or death situation, and lots of loose ends that need attending to.


You’re still interested in the suspicious car, of course. But instead of driving after it, you send a message to your colleagues offering a description of the car and hope that someone spots it. You know this is a very, very long shot, and so it proves: the limited police resources available this evening end up concentrated on the Windy Dog, and nobody reports a sighting of the vehicle as they make their way around Causton.


You walk back briskly to where Archie Grainger is still getting treatment from his brother, just in time for the ambulance to arrive, along with the first few uniformed officers.


The paramedics quickly get to work trying to stabilize Archie, transporting him into the vehicle and making haste towards Causton General Hospital. He’s got a long night ahead of him, and it’s going to be a battle to get through it. You talk to the uniform officers, who start collecting names and details from the people who were in and around the pub, and start letting them go home.


Not a minute after the ambulance departs – with Finn Grainger accompanying his brother – a vehicle you recognize oh-so-well pulls onto the car park. The Chief Inspector. You breathe an inward sigh of relief that you opted not to leave the scene. You can’t imagine she’d have been best pleased if she realized you had. You quickly fill her in on everything, including the car, and she commends you on making the right decision.


A shellshocked Betty Grainger, who opted not to go in the ambulance, comes outside to get some fresh air as her customers start to make their way back home. You sort her a chair from some of the outside tables. Understandably, she doesn’t quite know what to make of it all.


‘Do you need a lift to the hospital?’ the Chief Inspector offers, assuming that she’ll want to be with her son.


‘Y–yes, please,’ Betty replies, her voice trembling. ‘I don’t really feel I’m up to driving, if that’s okay.’


It’s no bother, of course. The hospital will take around 20 minutes to get to from here with clear roads, and the Chief Inspector will want to head there anyway to talk to Finn. Finn has promised to call if there’s any news, but you feel like it might be a bit of a wait until you hear anything else.


A forensics team arrives, and they’ll be working here most of the night. Betty goes inside, gets her coat and locks up what she can. When she returns, you’re getting everything straight with the Chief Inspector for the inevitable paperwork. She approaches as you briefly summarize the power cut, the emergency care given to Archie, and the car you saw too.


‘S–say that again,’ says Betty, with a voice that suggests her night has just got even worse.


You and the Chief Inspector exchange a glance. You describe the power cut. ‘No,’ she says. ‘The car.’


You reiterate the description.


‘I should have guessed,’ Betty sighs. ‘I should have guessed.’


She pauses. ‘This is my brother’s work.’




Wait! Guessed what? Ask her! Go to 156.


Or: what else does she know? You’ve got a minute with her here. Maybe she has something else she wants to say … go to 121.
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The Chief Inspector had once taken you aside and advised you to err on the side of caution when you find yourself metaphorically cornered. While small villages and rural areas are generally peaceful and calm places, you can’t be too careful. It’s an oft-repeated mantra over at the station. Along with a reminder to pay your fair share of the biscuits fund.


That’s what you remind yourself – about caution, not biscuits – as you stay still, keep quiet and feel for your phone. You can’t be absolutely sure that somebody else is here, but you definitely heard something. You figure that if you heard something, there’s a very good chance that if there is someone else here, they heard you too.


With that in mind, you keep still and quiet, take out your phone and message for some help, hoping someone is close.


A few minutes of absolute silence. You keep on top of your breathing, you keep yourself calm, you wait. Treat it like a stakeout, you tell yourself. Have patience. Help is coming.


Luck’s on your side this time: it turns out that DS Lambie is not too far away – well, more likely sitting at the station desiring a baked product – and he gets in his car and heads towards Sara McLower’s house. At speed, too.


He messages to tell you he’s moving, and your heart skips a beat when your phone vibrates. You’d switched the ringer off at the wake, but not to silent. You curse yourself under your breath. But again, silence.


It’s punctured by the rumble of an approaching car engine outside, as DS Lambie arrives at the front door. You take a deep breath, and exit the property, cautious to look around as you do. No movement. You’ve never been so pleased to see DS Lambie’s face, even if it doesn’t look best pleased to be stood out in the cold.


After conferring at the front of the house for a few minutes, you decide to do one last quick look around, with DS Lambie in tow. After a few minutes, with no sign of anyone, the pair of you knock this on the head and get back to the station. It’s warmer there, and the Chief Inspector will be waiting. Hopefully, not in too bad a mood.




Go to 128.
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‘I need to open it,’ you say to Catherine Smart. ‘I need to know what we’re dealing with.’


Her eyes roll, and you know she could put in a call to the Chief Inspector to stop you. But she gets it. She was a detective like you before she specialized in her forensics work. She sees both sides, and knows full well that you don’t as a rule get in the way of a determined detective following a lead: you find a way to safely support them.


She hands you a safety mask and insists you head to the middle of the car park, away from anyone else. You have no idea what you’re about to expose yourself to, and you need to be sure you don’t endanger anyone else.


You nod in agreement, take a mask and find the most open spot on the spacious car park. Catherine Smart keeps her distance, but dons a mask as well to be on the safe side. She’s watching your movements like a hawk.


You look at the container, and keep it within the sealed plastic bag for the moment. You start to apply some force to the lid. It’s still rigid and not budging, though, and is going to require more force than you’re mustering here. You place it on the floor, still in the plastic bag, but you’re not sure how sturdy it is.


‘I’m going to have to apply a lot more pressure,’ you shout across to Catherine Smart.


‘Be careful,’ she cautions. You nod, and double your effort. Finally, you get somewhere. The lid starts to give as you apply a crucial bit of extra force to it.


‘Stop!’ screams a voice. ‘Don’t do it!’


That’s not Catherine Smart’s voice. She looks at you and knows instantly that it’s not you talking either. Who the hell is it? And why do they want to stop you opening this?




Do you heed their warning and stop? Put the brakes on by going to 158.


No: you’re doing this. You need 138.












[image: ] 18 [image: ]


You need to do this properly. You’re on the search for a murderer, and whatever you do has got to stand up in court. A crafty look at a confidential document might not do that.


You dial the Chief Inspector and she instantly picks up the phone. ‘I need your advice,’ you say, getting to the point. You explain the situation that you’ve found yourself in, and that you’ve been given these documents. You share the concern that you aren’t sure they should be in your possession. You know oh-so-well that the Chief Inspector likes and demands that things are done by the book, and heaven help anyone who crosses her on this.


‘You can’t have them, and he shouldn’t have given them to you,’ the Chief Inspector says, alert to the danger. She’s not cross with you, but she can see where this could go wrong.


‘But Sara McLower’s dead,’ you protest.


‘She is,’ the Chief Inspector agrees, not controversially, ‘but she still has the right to confidentiality. If you want to look at those documents, you need to get permission from whoever’s deemed the personal representative, and that’s almost certainly going to be Betty Grainger.’


‘There could be a clue here,’ you argue. ‘Betty Grainger has a lot on her plate at the moment.’


‘I agree. That’s why we have to do this properly. Either get Betty Grainger’s permission, or hand the documents back to Ralph Maddock and tell him in no uncertain terms not to do that again. He could be in serious trouble if he’s not careful.’


You sigh. You know this is the right thing to do, but it’s frustrating. This feels like a proper clue you’ve got here, but now that you’ve involved the Chief Inspector, you can’t exactly go against her, can you?


Which is it to be?




Do you hand the documents back to Ralph Maddock? You do that at 151.


Or if you decide to ring Betty, try and get her at 166.
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You head back to the station, and finally get your head around the negative online comments being made about the Windy Dog. You feel that the problem with the complaints Causton police has received about the reviews is that there’s always been a more important job to do. The complaints come in every month or two, and someone always says they’re dealing with it, but a higher priority assignment has a habit of cropping up.


More in hope than anything else, you search when you’re back at your desk for any kind of update. As it happens, there’s been some progress, it’s just that nobody had a moment to check. Someone – DS Lambie, you’re presuming – had the bright idea to send the file over to the tech team at the heart of the county. They ran an analysis, and duly sent it back. The file looks like it has been sitting unopened. No wonder the Graingers were so annoyed about it.


You scan the findings, and because the central county team have more resources and posher computers, they’ve been able to run a pretty thorough analysis. There are terms in here you don’t quite wrap your head around, such as ‘IP address’ and ‘reverse DNS.’ Phrases people involved with computers, you think, come up with to stop other people getting involved with computers.


That notwithstanding, the report in front of you is pretty conclusive. Every single review they’ve managed to do any kind of trace on originated in Causton. There’s next to no doubt about it. But from where? Who in the village is writing them and, deliberately or not, trying to bring the pub down?


You head off for a drive as you mull this over, and then stop. You load up the copy of the findings that you’ve sent yourself as a thought hits you: you’ve missed the appendix of the report. You look again, and you’re very glad you did, too. Because there it is, in front of you: the details of a user account on one of the online review sites, with a phone number attached to it. It must have taken some getting, but there it is. And it’s waiting for you to dial it.




Are you going to make the call? Go to 115.


Or do you go to the station and try something else? Go to 47.
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You check your surroundings and sit in your car, making sure to lock the doors. Something’s making you feel uncomfortable here. Nervously, you take the sheet of paper out of the bag and peel the tape off. It’s been relatively freshly applied. It’s a simple message, in pencil, in the middle of the sheet. Presumably in pencil so that nobody could see through the paper and read what was written.


You kick yourself for not answering the door when you read the few words sprinkled on the paper. A very definite threat. ‘Tell them nothing, or you know what’ll happen.’


You inwardly gasp, and quickly report this to the station. It doesn’t take long for a message to come back in return. Get back to Irene Whitley, it says. Backup is on its way.


You get back out of the car and walk back up the driveway, avoiding the obstacle course of gnomes. You realize you shut both the inner and outer doors fully behind you when you came out just now. Poor Irene is going to have to get up to answer. You knock on the door.


‘Who the bloody hell is that?’ she says, in a light tone.


‘It’s just me again. Sorry, something I forgot to ask you.’


You have to wait a minute or two while she struggles to the door, and eventually it swings open. She’s out of breath, but smiling. ‘I didn’t need a drink that quickly,’ she grins. ‘But it’s nice to see you again!’


She looks out. ‘At least it’s not raining. Do you like my gnomes?’


Once again, you can’t help but smile. ‘That one doesn’t look like one of mine, though,’ she says, pointing to a particularly fetching fellow right by the front gate.


You’re impressed. She seems to mentally catalogue her gnomes. But what now?




You can talk gnomes with her if you really want to. Go to 77.


But still: you’re here for serious business. You need to talk to her about this letter. Go to 132.
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Gasping for breath, you see in the car the little lever to pop open the boot. You flick the lever and hear the clunking click of the boot. DS Lambie’s really struggling now, and you open up the other door for him as you run around as best you can to the rear of the car. At least if fresh air gets through, that’s got to be something.


Still, you’re practically wheezing as you get to the back of the vehicle, and it’s as if the car breathes out too as you fully open the boot. A fresh blast of whatever’s giving you and DS Lambie so much trouble hits you, and you have to take a step back. It’s only because you’re outside the car and in the fresh air that it doesn’t entirely overpower you straight away, but it’s had a very good go that notwithstanding.
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