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			Chapter One

			The deep timbre of a brass band playing ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ filled Kitt Hartley’s ears and warmed her heart as she strode along High Petergate. Snow was settling on the spires and medieval gateways of York, like icing sugar might over warm mince pies. In the middle distance, beyond the crenelations of Bootham Bar, Kitt thought she could just make out a thick storm cloud forming in the black sky, the kind that might be full of hailstones and thunder claps rather than delicate snow. The weather was of little concern to Kitt just then, however. For one thing, the maroon trilby she was almost never seen without in the winter months and her thick, navy coat offered protection from the frosty conditions. For another, the bookshops along High Petergate were open late for Christmas shopping and could easily be dashed into if the heavens did open. And for another, well, how could anyone, let alone a librarian, mind what the clouds were doing, when this portion of the city had been closed to traffic for a Christmas Book Fair?

			

			Row upon row of book stalls had been crammed into the street, illuminated with the glow of a thousand fairy lights, and sheltered by heavy sheets of red and green tarpaulin to keep the merchandise safe from the elements. Thanks to the numerous food and drink vendors that had also set up shop at the fair, the air was a spicy cocktail of festive aromas emanating from cranberry-­infused gin samples, roasted turkey baps and freshly baked cinnamon cookies. The mere smell of all these delicious delicacies was enough to make that feeling swell in your heart. That feeling that always seemed to be sprinkled in the air during the run-­up to Christmas, just waiting for you to breathe it in: a warm sense of gratitude for whatever little chunk of happiness you might have managed to carve out for yourself in the year gone by.

			The Christmas spirit seemed almost palpable in the streets of York that night, so it was little wonder that the many faces in the crowds, reddened by the late December chill, were also aglow with seasonal cheer.

			Kitt’s ice blue eyes widened at the sight of so much temptation. Her usually steady gaze darted around the many stacks of paperbacks and hardbacks waiting to be thoroughly inspected. Since starting her own private detective agency, Hartley and Edwards Investigations, Kitt had spent more time surveilling unfaithful spouses and less time curating the Women’s Studies department in the Vale of York University Library. Which, in turn, had led to a dip in her usually voracious reading habit. With the students already having vacated the campus for Christmas, the library would be operating on skeleton staff, and she wouldn’t be expected back there now until January. She planned to use her Christmas break from her part-­time hours to catch up on all of her reading, and perhaps to add a few more volumes to her To Be Read pile. With this in mind, she couldn’t think of a more fitting place to spend a Wednesday evening than at a bookish event such as this.

			

			Though Kitt wanted nothing more than to start a meticulous perusal of each and every title on sale, she had promised to meet her friend Evie at the fair and, much as it pained Kitt to admit, it wasn’t good form to prioritise book browsing over besties. Besides anything else, they had tickets to a special abridged reading of A Christmas Carol which Kitt really didn’t want to miss, so she mustn’t get too sidetracked. She and Evie had agreed to meet near the food stalls at six p.m. and if she knew Evie as well as she thought she did, right about now her friend would be . . . ah, yes, there she was. Buying more gingerbread than anyone could hope to eat in a month from one of the stands.

			Smiling, Kitt sidled up to her and said, ‘Just a small snack on the way to the events tent, is it, Evie?’

			At once recognising the voice of her dearest friend, Evie’s head spun around, her blonde curls bouncing as she did so. Kitt chuckled when she realised that Evie’s mouth was already full of gingerbread and she was frantically chewing in a bid to respond to Kitt’s quip as quickly as possible.

			

			Kitt gave her friend a minute to swallow her food, but even then Evie still had too much in her mouth to respond.

			‘Crikey, Evie. How much gingerbread did you cram in there? Slow down, will you?’ Kitt said, holding a hand in the air. ‘I do not need a trip to A&E over a gingerbread choking incident. If you don’t mind, I’d like to get through my night off without any farcical episodes.’

			Evie held a finger in the air bidding Kitt to wait just a few more seconds for a verbal response and then, at last, swallowed her intimidating mouthful. ‘I take it that your desire to avoid farcical episodes is the reason you left Grace at the office tonight?’

			‘That,’ Kitt said with a small shake of her head, thinking about just how giddy Grace, her assistant-­cum-­business partner at the agency, could be at times, ‘and the fact that the pair of you are a nightmare when you get together. You encourage each other to spout even more nonsense than usual, not that anyone who had encountered you individually would think that possible. I never get any peace.’

			‘You make out like being ruthlessly teased every five minutes is a bad thing,’ Evie said with a knowing grin. ‘We provide you with a very important service. Can’t have you taking yourself too seriously, can we, old chum?’

			‘Between you, Grace and Ruby, there’s no danger of that,’ said Kitt. ‘Oh, speaking of Ruby, she mentioned she might be around, but I’m rather hoping we can dodge her tonight. She’s visited the office every single day in December trying to coax me into sampling her homemade mulled wine. Despite having studied many a dictionary closer than most in my time, even I don’t have words to describe how vile it looks. You know I’m fond of her, but really, I’m running out of excuses.’

			

			‘Oh Kitt, this is what I mean about taking things so seriously. What are you like? It’s only a drink. It’s not going to kill you.’

			‘I don’t know so much,’ said Kitt, shuddering a little as she remembered the gungy consistency of the stuff.

			Evie chuckled. ‘Look, knowing Ruby, it probably isn’t the most appetising concoction known to man, but it doesn’t sound as though she’s going to give up until you’ve tried some. Maybe you should just give her what she wants. Bottoms up and all that. Get it over with and that will be the end of the matter.’

			‘Have you met Ruby?’ Kitt said with a wry raise of her eyebrows. ‘That will in no way be the end of the matter. If I cave and drink one drop she’ll bring another bottle into the agency every day between now and New Year. God only knows how the unbridled eccentricity of Ruby Barnett will manifest in liquid form, or what said liquid will do to my insides. I just have to ward her off for another ten days and then it will be January and hopefully she’ll give up on her mission.’

			

			Kitt had to wait a little longer than usual for Evie’s response as she had shoved another large chunk of gingerbread in her mouth.

			‘Are you alright in yourself?’ said Kitt, looking her friend up and down. ‘I know you’re fair-­skinned but you’re even paler than usual, if you ask me. You haven’t been on another one of those sadistic diets, have you?’

			Evie swallowed her gingerbread with a big gulp. ‘Maybe.’

			‘Evie, for heaven’s sake . . .’ was all that Kitt said. She didn’t want to make too big a deal out of the matter but she did worry about her friend and her obsession with her appearance. It had been just over ten years since Kitt’s first sleuthing case. One that had changed the course of her professional life and left her closest friend with scars on her face that had faded but never fully healed. Even before all those chilling events had unfolded, poor Evie had been deeply concerned with how she looked, and Kitt couldn’t help but wonder from time to time if those scars had only made her friend’s somewhat unhealthy interest in her own appearance even worse.

			‘Oh, come on,’ Evie snorted. ‘Everyone tries at least one crash diet on the run-­up to Christmas, don’t they? I was reading about this parsnip diet. I wanted to fit nicely into my party dresses . . . Anyway, before you start on a rant about how clothes should fit me rather than me having to fit into them, on the subject of Ruby, I don’t like your chances of avoiding her. No idea how she does it, but she always seems to appear just when you least—’

			

			‘Eeeeeee! There you are, Kitt love.’ Ruby’s voice rang out over the murmur of the crowds and the husky blare of the band who had now moved on to a rousing rendition of ‘Good King Wenceslas’.

			Kitt sighed before turning to face the woman, who was now well into her nineties and still going strong, hobbling her way towards Evie and Kitt in a dark hooded cloak. Instead of the walking sticks she often carried, she was leaning on an upturned broomstick for balance.

			‘Ruby . . .’ Kitt said, doing her best to smile and at least look pleased to see her. It wasn’t really Ruby’s fault that she tried her patience so much. When it came down to it, the woman was just a bit lonely, and for that reason Kitt would have been mortified if so much of a hint of weariness ever showed on her face. ‘I’m assuming you got that job you went for with York Witch Walks.’

			‘No, still waiting to ’ear back. Why would you think that?’ Ruby said with a frown.

			Kitt cast a glance at Evie and her friend did her best to smother a smirk. Kitt sometimes forgot just how much Ruby marched to the beat of her own drum. Over the years, she had seen this woman blithely pottering about in some unconventional get-­ups to say the least. She should have known better than to assume that she was in the employ of one of the city’s walking tours just because she was sporting a strange costume.

			‘The . . . broomstick?’ Kitt clarified.

			

			‘Oh, it’s the winter solstice today, love,’ said Ruby. ‘You know ’ow I’ve got to mark the sabbats and, I was just ’aving so much fun with all me celebrations I decided to keep the party going when I left the ’ouse. There’s magic in the air today. I can feel it. And anyhow, it can’t do any ’arm to do a bit extra and keep all the good spirits on me side and that. Don’t want to displease the spirits. There’s lots of ’em about between ’alloween and Christmas, you know? Get on their bad side and you never know what’ll befall you. It’s a road to wreck and ruin, it really is.’

			‘Indeed,’ Kitt said, doing her best not to sound tart about Ruby’s somewhat unique belief system.

			‘Now, I know you’ve been at work the last few times I’ve asked yer,’ Ruby said, wasting no time in getting down to her most pressing business, ‘so, I understand you wouldn’t want to drink any of the ’ard stuff while you were on duty, so to speak, but I did bring me mulled wine with me on the off-­chance of seeing yer. I think you said tonight was yer night off? Maybe you’ve got time for a tipple?’ At this Ruby pulled a black glass bottle from her cloak and gave it a little shake. Kitt did her best not to remember what it had looked like when Ruby had poured herself a healthy measure of the stuff at the agency the other day. Presumably to prove to Kitt that a person could ingest the substance and still live to see another day.

			‘Well . . .’ Kitt said, remembering Evie’s words about getting the ordeal over with.

			

			‘I’ve brought some takeaway cups with me, just in case,’ Ruby said, producing those from another inside pocket of her cloak.

			‘Come on,’ Evie said, holding her hand out for a cup. ‘I’ll try a sip of it, too. Then we’re all in on the game.’

			‘That’s the spirit, love,’ said Ruby, handing Evie and Kitt a white plastic cup in turn before uncorking the bottle.

			‘Does it have any magical properties?’ Evie asked, while pointedly avoiding Kitt’s glare. After the many strange dealings the pair of them had had with her over the years, Evie of all people should know better than to encourage Ruby on the topic of magic and spiritualism.

			‘Ohhh aye, love, that it ’as, that it ’as. Why do you think I’m so keen for Kitt to give it a go? It’s a soothing tonic this one, an elixir you might even say. It opens the third eye. Once you drink this, you will see all that can be seen.’

			‘Oh . . .’ said Evie, unable to disguise the disappointment in her voice.

			‘It wards off earaches and ’eadaches too,’ Ruby quickly added, seemingly reading the room for once and realising that Evie was less than impressed with the idea of having her third eye opened.

			‘That’s a small mercy because I can feel a headache coming on right now,’ said Kitt.

			‘Its ’ealing properties know no bounds . . . good for the skin . . . not to mention weight loss,’ Ruby said, ignoring Kitt’s comment while filling their cups with a much more generous serving of the beverage than Kitt would have preferred.

			

			‘Oooh, definitely count me in then,’ said Evie, brightening for a moment before peering inside her cup and announcing: ‘It’s . . . it’s . . . what colour is that? Not black . . . not brown . . . somewhere in between! And it’s kind of . . . sludgy . . .’

			Kitt tried not to take too much satisfaction in the expression of mild horror on her friend’s face, but she did go so far as to shoot her an I told you look.

			‘Oh, all the best drinks are,’ said Ruby. ‘In my book an indiscriminate colour is a mark of a beverage of superior quality, and it’s the black cherries that give it that wonderful rich thickness.’

			Tentatively, Evie took a sniff and on inhaling the mixture her head jolted back an inch. Her eyes widened and she stared helplessly at Kitt as though perhaps she could think up an excuse to get her out of this.

			‘Don’t worry Evie, it won’t kill you,’ said Kitt. It was a bit mean to throw her friend’s words in her face, but perhaps on actually seeing the drink up close, Evie might at last understand why Kitt had been putting this moment off as long as possible.

			Looking rather sorry for herself, Evie took a deep breath. ‘Looks like the devil’s oil spill,’ she said just loud enough for Kitt to hear. If Ruby heard, she didn’t acknowledge the comment. ‘Oh well,’ Evie added, ‘down the hatch,’ before tilting her head back and emptying her cup in a few gulps.

			

			Scrunching her eyes shut, as though that would somehow make the experience more bearable, Kitt did the same. Doing all she could to ignore how the distinctly aniseed fluid stung at her throat, and the way in which the world around her so suddenly started to spin.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			‘Marley was dead: to begin with. There was no doubt whatever about that.’

			These words were the next thing Kitt was truly conscious of.

			The line, famously written by Charles Dickens, somehow jolted her back into her own skin after a period of unexplained absence. Evie was sitting next to her, staring intently at the low stage in the events tent. A piece of gingerbread passing from hand to mouth between small chuckles. Despite being, perhaps, slightly more giggly than usual Evie seemed her normal self, though for her part Kitt felt far, far from that.

			She blinked hard a couple of times. Trying to ground herself in reality.

			Quite how she and Evie had found their way, as previously planned, to the events tent for the abridged dramatic reading of A Christmas Carol, Kitt couldn’t say. She clearly hadn’t passed out or anything. If that had happened, she would be laid up somewhere and Evie would already have started teasing her about what a delicate flower she was to have fainted the second alcohol had brushed past her lips.

			

			And yet, for the life of her, Kitt couldn’t remember wending her way up the rest of High Petergate to the venue in which they now sat. Or showing her ticket. Or finding her seat. She didn’t even remember saying goodbye to Ruby. Kitt had experienced a similar blank in her memory only once before and that had been after a whole night’s worth of drinking from a bottle of very cheap vodka during her university days. What in God’s name had been in that mulled wine that Ruby had served up?

			The second that question formed in Kitt’s mind, however, she decided she really didn’t want to know the answer.

			Though her vision was still a little hazy, Kitt tried to focus on the man on the stage. They had booked seats on the front row, which made it easier. The stage was not very high, Kitt would guess maybe three feet at the most, so they were sitting exceptionally close to the actor as he stood at the front of the stage. The actor in question was dressed in a black suit cut in the late Victorian style and wearing a fake bushy beard in a clear attempt to emulate the appearance of Charles Dickens himself.

			As it was a dramatic reading of a book, rather than a play, there was no on-­stage setting. Just a microphone stand and a tall wooden table on which the actor had placed a glass of water.

			

			Some efforts had been made, however, to at least make the interior of the tent as festive as possible. A thick, green garland hung in waves around the top of the tent. And, much like the rest of the book fair, illumination was provided by strings of golden fairy lights.

			Despite her bleariness, Kitt was at least able to emit a little chuckle at her favourite line from the book: ‘There’s more of gravy than of grave about you.’

			She still had her sense of humour.

			That had to be a good sign.

			She may not be feeling her best but so long as she could just sit here in the cosy shelter of red canvas, be still for a while and listen to an energetic reading of her all-­time favourite Christmas book, she was confident she could recover herself from whatever intoxicating spell the mulled wine had cast on her.

			One thing was for sure, though, that was the last ingestible substance Kitt was ever accepting from Ruby.

			‘I wear the chain I forged in life,’ the actor recited, ‘I made it, link by link.’

			This line in the book had always hit Kitt hard but had only hit harder since she had taken up her role as a private investigator. Being a card-­carrying agnostic, she had no clear ideas about what may or may not follow a person into the next life. But she saw clear enough the chains that people forged for themselves in this one. For ten years now, just over, she’d been witness to cruelty and calculation she only could have imagined before, and alongside the victims and the families of their victims, the perpetrators inevitably created suffering for themselves. How did a person live with taking the life of another away? That was one thing about the business she was in that Kitt was sure she would never understand.

			

			‘My time is nearly gone,’ said the actor on stage, in the booming voice he had adopted for playing the part of Marley’s ghost. These words, however, seemed to give the actor pause, for he bent forward for a moment and placed a hand against his chest. With his other hand, which Kitt noticed was shaking, he reached over to his glass of water and took several gulps. Then he pulled a handkerchief from his coat pocket and mopped his brow. Despite the time of year, and the glacial temperatures outside, it was quite warm in the tent. All of those bodies sardined together on closely packed chairs were clearly generating a significant amount of heat. Was the temperature in the tent getting to this bloke? Difficult to be sure but even though she was in less than perfect shape herself, it was obvious to Kitt that, for whatever reason, the actor did not look well.

			The pause only lengthened and the man frowned around the audience. His wide, intense eyes betrayed an odd mixture of disbelief and pain.

			Kitt and Evie exchanged a look at this juncture; something was really wrong here.

			

			Kitt reached out a hand to the man’s arm. From her position on the front row she was just able to do this without standing. Of course, she might be interrupting some dramatic moment in his performance but that wasn’t the feeling she was getting. Besides, it was well worth the risk of looking the fool on the off-­chance that the man was as unwell as he looked.

			‘Are you alright?’ Kitt whispered.

			The man started at her words, as if he had not known that she was there, nor felt her hand touch the sleeve of his long, black jacket.

			He shook his head back and forth frantically. His face contorted and seemed to sort of fold in on itself. To Kitt’s eyes, his expression read like the very definition of agony. ‘No . . . no . . . no! Cinnamon . . .’ said the man.

			‘Cinnamon? What . . . what about it? You . . . need cinnamon?’ Kitt said, trying to make sense of why, of all the words in the English language, the man would utter this one.

			That said, there was a strong and unmistakable smell of cinnamon in the air. Kitt presumed it was coming from the nearby food and drink stalls but somehow, in the events tent, the smell seemed even more potent than it had outside. Perhaps the actor was feeling overwhelmed and sickly? Or did he have some kind of intolerance to cinnamon? If so, that must be a fairly rare allergy. Kitt had never heard of anyone being allergic to cinnamon before. Moreover, a Christmas Book Fair was arguably the last place you should go if you were so afflicted.

			

			‘Cinnamon . . .’ the man repeated, his voice croaky now. His eyes bulging and his mouth hanging open as he grappled with the pain he was so obviously suffering through. He clutched Kitt’s arm with a desperate force. ‘Ssssssssss . . .’ He seemed to be about to form the same word again but it was a word he was not destined to finish. To a symphony of gasps and cries from the audience, Kitt watched on as the man’s eyes rolled back in his head.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Kitt found herself blinking hard for the second time in the last fifteen minutes as she looked at the man before her. He had fallen to his knees and was still conscious – just – but there was something most peculiar about him. She couldn’t explain quite what she was seeing but if pushed to make a description she would have said it looked very much to her as though his body had become completely rigid.

			‘Somebody call an ambulance, now!’ Kitt shouted out, knowing all too well the signs that a person was not long for this world when she saw them.

			‘I’ll do it!’ said Evie, pulling out her mobile phone.

			With a hand still grasped tight around Kitt’s arm, the actor convulsed and fell backwards, the violence of the movement dragging Kitt out of her seat and wrenching her arm with such force that she cried out at the sickening jolt of it.

			Kitt heard Evie shout after her – mid-­999 call – as she was pulled towards the stage.

			

			‘Help me,’ the man croaked. ‘Cinnamon!’

			The man’s body was still convulsing. The temptation was to hold him still but everything Kitt had read about what to do if a person had a seizure told her to ignore this instinct. When the person stopped convulsing, you were supposed to put them on their side. But what if they didn’t stop?

			Kitt watched on helplessly for what felt like a lifetime, vaguely aware of Evie’s phone call to the emergency services to request an ambulance, and little else. In reality the time she stood there, watching, waiting, was probably less than a minute. After which, the man dressed as Charles Dickens lay completely still. His body stiff. His eyes wide.

			At this juncture, a man with cornrows braided across his head appeared on the stage. The man was panting in such a way that it was obvious he’d had to push his way from the back somewhere to join them. He wore a yellow lanyard around his neck that identified him as a member of staff for the book fair. He was probably the guy in charge of sound for the performance, or something similar.

			‘I’m Jordan, I’m a first aider,’ he said. Not wasting a moment before crouching next to the actor.

			‘Leonard,’ he said to the man who was lying completely still on the hard wooden boards of the stage. But Leonard did not respond to his name. ‘Leonard,’ Jordan tried again, a little louder this time. He held his hand close to the man’s mouth to see if he could feel any breath. A few seconds later he shook his head. ‘God knows how long an ambulance will be.’

			

			‘I think they’re supposed to respond to events of this magnitude within ten minutes,’ said Kitt. ‘But I don’t think that’s going to be soon enough.’

			‘Take it from me, there’s a lot that can affect whether an ambulance gets here in that space of time, even in this kind of emergency,’ said Jordan. ‘We need to start CPR.’

			Kitt looked again at the man she had now gleaned was called Leonard, fully prepared to use her own first aid skills to support any attempts at resuscitation. Something about his appearance, however, made her wonder how much good it would do. It wasn’t just that the man’s chest was completely still. A person might yet have CPR performed on them even if there were no signs of life. In fact, that was sort of the point of it. It was more to do with just how far gone the man already looked.

			Jordan moved into a kneeling position and, interlocking his fingers, began chest compressions. ‘I’m also trained in CPR. I’ll take over when you tire,’ said Kitt.

			Jordan simply offered Kitt a rapid nod as he continued pressing down on Leonard’s chest.

			‘Leonard,’ Kitt said to the man. She had read that saying a person’s name when they were unresponsive could help. ‘Leonard, we’re here for you. If you can hear me, take comfort in the fact that you’re not alone.’

			‘His body . . .’ Jordan said, already breathless from his efforts. ‘It’s . . . it’s stiff . . . really . . . really stiff. I can barely do the compressions. It can’t be . . . not so soon . . . but . . . it feels like rigor mortis.’

			

			‘You’ve . . . been around a lot of dead bodies?’ Kitt said as gently as she could. She didn’t want to judge the young man outright as being naive about such matters. But she knew from her research into the process the body goes through after a person had stopped breathing that it took at least two hours after death for rigor mortis to set in. Not being a medical doctor, she couldn’t explain why Leonard’s body appeared so rigid, but the likeliest explanation was not rigor mortis.

			‘I’m training to be a paramedic,’ Jordan confirmed between ragged breaths. Kitt wouldn’t have expected a young man like Jordan to tire from the repetitive action of compressions quite so soon, but then, there was no denying that the body was stiffer than expected. ‘Been an ambulance care assistant for a year now. Seen quite a few bodies. I’m telling you, something isn’t right with this one.’

			‘What do you mean, not right?’ said Evie, now that she had finished her phone call.

			Jordan did not get a chance to respond. Just as Evie said these words, a large crack sounded out. Something inside the body had definitely broken. Not uncommon when delivering CPR but the sound was loud enough for Jordan to cease his movements at once and frown. ‘I know what a rib snapping from compressions sounds like . . . that didn’t sound normal to me.’

			

			‘In what way?’ said Kitt, looking Leonard up and down as though there might be some obvious visual clue.

			‘I can’t explain it,’ said Jordan. ‘The body . . . it looks . . . something just isn’t right.’

			‘What should we do?’ said Kitt. ‘Is there a protocol we can follow for this kind of bodily response?’

			‘Not that I know of,’ said Jordan, before resuming his compressions.

			Kitt and Evie exchanged a look of concern. It was clear from Evie’s frown that, just like Kitt, she had noticed the oddness of Leonard’s body. The strange, soured appearance it had taken on.

			Jordan managed another three compressions before another ungodly crack came from the body and, though Kitt couldn’t see precisely what was going on under Leonard’s clothes, at the sound of the second snap she saw his chest sort of sink into itself in a way that didn’t look at all natural.

			Jordan’s eyes widened. He waited a moment, stared at Leonard’s face, and then, once again, shook his head. ‘Something’s wrong . . . I mean, look at him . . . it’s . . . I’ve never seen somebody look like this minutes after an incident. I’m not convinced we should continue CPR.’

			‘You . . . you think there’s no hope of resuscitation?’ Kitt confirmed.

			Jordan shook his head. ‘If I thought there was a chance I’d continue, you know I would, but . . . well, just look at him.’

			Swallowing hard, Kitt manoeuvred herself so she could kneel on the stage, on the other side of Leonard’s body. Gently, she released her arm from the man’s grip and then pressed two of her own fingers against his neck.

			

			She let out a little gasp as her hands pressed against his skin. ‘He’s cold,’ she told Jordan and Evie in a half-­whisper. ‘So cold . . . like you say, it’s as though he’s been gone for hours.’

			‘That . . . can’t be normal?’ said Evie.

			‘I . . . I’ve never known anything like it. There’s no body heat left at all.’

			Jordan reached out and pressed the back of his hand to Leonard’s face to confirm for himself what Kitt had said. ‘I don’t understand it, he only just went down. I mean, how many minutes could really have passed? Five? Not more than that. Body temperature can’t fall that fast . . . I mean, not from what I’ve studied. I mean, can it?’

			‘I don’t . . . think so. I . . . I don’t know. I’ve never heard of it happening this fast. But there’s no pulse and he’s cold and . . . so stiff.’ And there was something else but it was too strange a detail for Kitt to mention out loud.

			The strong smell of cinnamon she had detected before, it wasn’t coming from the nearby food stalls as she’d imagined but from Leonard himself. Now that she was up close with the body, there was no mistaking where the scent had originated. It was so pungent it almost made Kitt want to gag but, in fairness, she couldn’t tell if that was just the after-­effects of Ruby’s mulled wine. Perhaps her senses were still playing tricks on her after that shock to the system. Or perhaps the mere sickliness of the scene in front of her was affecting her constitution. At any rate, she could think about how the body smelled later. Right now, there was one pressing matter to be settled. Was this man as far gone as he appeared? Or was there still a chance for him?

			

			Kitt looked at her watch, and waited. Staring into the man’s vacant grey eyes, feeling the cold of his skin against her fingertips, she knew in her heart he was gone and yet still she waited.

			Hoping.

			Willing a pulse to beat out.

			A Christmas miracle.

			Wasn’t she long overdue one of those? But try as she might, she couldn’t ignore the colour of the man’s skin. Pale blue. A sign of what forensic workers called lividity.

			But no . . .

			It couldn’t be.

			Not so quickly.

			There had to be something wrong with the lighting in this tent. Or perhaps she was just too unnerved by Leonard’s appearance in general to make sound judgements. She had been unsettled by what Jordan had said about rigor mortis, and maybe her imagination was running away with her.

			Yes, that had to be it.

			Lividity wasn’t usually visible for at least an hour after a person died. Leonard couldn’t have stopped breathing more than five minutes ago. It could not be lividity.

			

			That was what Kitt told herself even though some instinct in her, deep down, knew better.

			Once a whole minute had passed, Kitt was certain her suspicions were correct but still she waited another minute. Everyone in the events tent waited with her. Silent. Still. While, somewhere, outside the tent in the near distance, the brass band could be heard playing ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’.

			After the second minute had passed, Kitt knew she had no choice but to speak up.

			She shook her head at Jordan.

			‘I’m sorry. There’s nothing there. I think you’re right. I’m afraid this man is dead.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			‘Right everyone, as the ambulance crew have already told you, I need you to stay back, some of you are still not complying with what you’ve been asked to do. We’ve asked you to do it for good reason,’ Detective Inspector Malcolm Halloran shouted, after taking one look at the body of Leonard Bell when he arrived at the scene an hour later.

			The time between Leonard’s death and Halloran’s arrival had been largely filled with letting the ambulance crew know that the man they had been called out to had died and trying to keep everyone who had witnessed the death in the events tent until the police could take command of the scene. Although the exact nature of this man’s demise had yet to be ascertained, Kitt knew that the mere fact there had been an unexplained death made this situation a police matter. She had clarified this with the organisers of the book fair, who had confirmed with the police by phone and relayed this to the audience.

			

			Since Leonard had already been established as dead by an ambulance care assistant, the ambulance crew arrived about half an hour later. Kitt noticed two things that happened as the two paramedics approached the body: firstly, both their expressions changed from neutrality to confusion and disgust. The second thing Kitt noticed was that neither of them touched or even went anywhere near the body.

			The next thing Kitt knew, the paramedics had instructed everyone to stand as far away from the deceased as possible until the police arrived. Kitt had just assumed they didn’t want anyone tampering with it or accidentally leaving forensic material that would muddy an investigation, but the severity of Halloran’s reaction now that he was on scene made her think twice about that.

			‘Banks, we’re going to need hazmat suits for this. Level A,’ Halloran added.

			‘Sir,’ said Detective Sergeant Charlotte Banks with a stiff nod. Banks, who had been married to Evie for several years, cast a worried glance in the direction of her wife before striding off to carry out Halloran’s instructions. As a rule, Banks wasn’t one for giving much away and her unmissable alarm about this situation was more than enough to set Kitt on edge.

			‘I’m . . . assuming an A grade isn’t good in this instance?’ said Kitt, completely taken aback by the order Halloran had just dished out to Banks.

			‘It’s really not,’ Halloran said to Kitt, before turning back to the already agitated and perturbed crowd. Everyone in the tent had spent their wait for the police talking in hushed tones about just how tragic an incident this had been. How sad it would be for this man’s family to discover he wasn’t coming home and how terrible a thing that was to endure a mere four nights before Christmas. Now that the police were here, however, Kitt could see a bit of agitation and self-­interest creeping up on certain members of the crowd. Some were looking at their watches. Others were glaring at Halloran before muttering to the person next to them that they wished the police would get a move on.

			

			Kitt knew from all the stories Halloran had told her during the years they’d been romantically involved that he was very used to managing a crowd like this one. Even if she hadn’t known that outright about him, the tone he used when addressing the tent would have left her in no doubt about it.

			‘OK, listen up everybody. I know you’d probably rather be anywhere else but here, but since there has been a death this situation now warrants a police investigation. This means, there’s going to be a bit of a wait. I need you all to remain in the tent until you’ve been given official clearance to leave and—’

			‘But I’ve got a babysitter to relieve, how long is this going to be?’ a man called out somewhere in the crowd.

			Kitt’s eyes widened at the interruption and at the sight of Halloran’s jaw clenching.

			

			‘You’re not the only person in the room who has got other commitments, sir. And I’m sure this man, who is now dead, also had plans for later this evening.’ Halloran pointed at the body lying on the stage. ‘This is a serious incident otherwise I wouldn’t have to hold you. We will process all of the information we need as quickly as possible. I assure you, I don’t want you hanging around here any longer than necessary. But I do need you all to keep to the perimeter of the tent, away from the body. For anyone thinking this would be a good time to make a break for it, I assure you, you won’t get far and you’re only going to delay departure for everyone else. Cooperate and we’ll be able to get this nightmare over with as soon as possible. It’s no more fun for us than it is for you.’

			There weren’t any further outbursts, but a low grumble and murmur rose up from the crowd as the few stragglers moved to the perimeter of the tent.

			‘Before I go any further, I need to speak to you three individually,’ Halloran said, looking between Kitt, Evie and Jordan.

			‘Why?’ said Jordan.

			Halloran looked long and hard at Jordan. Long enough that Jordan asked a follow-­up question.

			‘Is . . . it’s not to do with those hazmat suits you requested?’

			‘I’m afraid so,’ said Halloran. Slowly, he turned to Kitt. ‘Pet . . . you . . . you didn’t touch the deceased, did you?’

			At this, Kitt’s whole body turned cold. ‘Mal . . . I . . . yes, I did. Several times. I reached out to him when he looked ill. He grabbed my arm when he had his seizure. I took his pulse to confirm his death. Why? What’s . . . . what’s going on here?’

			

			The lines on Halloran’s face seemed to harden and he ran a hand over his short-­trimmed beard. After a decade in a relationship with this man, Kitt was more than familiar with that look. It always meant the worst had happened.

			‘What about you?’ Halloran said, turning to Evie. ‘Did you touch the body?’

			‘No, but I did sit next to it, with Kitt, while we waited for you to arrive. So, I definitely spent quite a bit of time in close proximity to it,’ said Evie. ‘And from the look on your face, I’m guessing that’s bad . . . isn’t it?’

			‘It’s too early to be concerned,’ said Halloran, though there was a dullness to his steel blue eyes that always overtook them when things were serious. Kitt recognised it at once as a sign that Halloran was a lot more concerned than he was letting on.

			‘I gave him compressions,’ said Jordan. ‘So, I definitely touched the body.’

			‘Look, the important thing here is not to panic. We don’t know anything yet,’ Halloran said. ‘But we do have to take some precautions to keep everyone safe. Just in case.’

			‘In case of what exactly?’ Kitt said.

			‘Just . . . in case, pet,’ said Halloran, his voice almost breaking as he did so. And in that moment, Kitt felt her heart physically sink in her chest. Halloran couldn’t even bring himself to say the words. But she could make some guesses about what was worrying him based on his questions about how close they had been to the body. That, and his request for hazmat suits.

			

			At this juncture, Halloran turned to Jordan. ‘So, you administered the chest compressions?’

			Jordan offered Halloran a nod that was far too long and vigorous in response to a simple question. He seemed to be operating on autopilot. The guy was probably in shock. He was no doubt aware of some of the risks involved in coming into very close contact with numerous people during his ambulance training. Moreover, had he seen the body in the same state the paramedics found it in, he probably wouldn’t have touched it in the first place either. Still, Halloran’s unspoken insinuation that in trying to help save another human being he may have unwittingly put his own life in danger probably wasn’t on his paramedic-­in-­training bingo card.

			Looking at his wide brown eyes, Kitt couldn’t help but feel sorry for the lad. He couldn’t be much older than twenty-­five from the look of him, and to face your own mortality at that age would be a difficult thing for anyone. Talk about a good deed never going unpunished.

			‘We’re going to need to separate and quarantine you all, somewhere isolated. If such a place exists in York city centre in the run-­up to Christmas,’ Halloran said to Kitt, Evie and Jordan.

			

			Kitt cast a glance in Evie’s direction and her friend offered her a nod. She already knew what Kitt was thinking.

			‘Mal,’ said Kitt. ‘If it’s all the same to you, I’ll take my chances and be quarantined with Evie, rather than on my own.’

			‘You might be risking Evie with that course of action, pet,’ said Halloran.

			‘I’ve already been sitting next to Kitt for an hour,’ said Evie. ‘I’d say if any damage was going to happen it was likely already done.’

			‘Alright,’ said Halloran. ‘That does mean we only have to find two spaces for quarantine, rather than three. But at least stand a couple of metres apart from one another until we’ve got confirmation that everything’s OK.’

			Taking stock of how close they were standing to each other just then, the pair inched a little further apart.

			‘Jordan, I would say these two are taking a risk in sticking together, so I’m going to strongly recommend that you quarantine separately,’ said Halloran.

			‘I’ll do whatever you say,’ said Jordan. ‘But . . . you haven’t really explained why you think we need to quarantine ourselves in the first place. And I’d really like to know that before I get isolated from everyone.’

			Halloran paused. ‘Well, please understand it’s just a precaution at this stage. Everything is probably going to be fine but we can’t take any risks.’

			‘You think Leonard was exposed to some kind of substance or disease and that might have killed him, don’t you?’ Kitt said. She wasn’t convinced that Halloran was ever going to get around to saying the words out loud unless she did it for him first. She couldn’t much blame him for that. If the roles were reversed, if he had been exposed to something potentially deadly, she probably wouldn’t want to think too hard about it either. As she spoke, Kitt tried to push the memory of Leonard’s wide, searching eyes right before he died from her mind, and failed. Could that really be about to happen to her?

			

			‘Those things are possibilities,’ said Halloran, ‘and given the condition of the body, we can’t discount that some kind of substance or disease might be responsible for Leonard’s death. But even if that is the case, even if it is something contagious, there might be time to treat it before it becomes fatal. More to the point, if this man has been exposed to some kind of toxic substance, it doesn’t mean you have been. It could have happened at any juncture. So, it really is too soon to worry. We just have to rule it out.’

			Halloran paused here and Kitt took the opportunity to look from Halloran across to Evie. She’d known Evie long enough to recognise when she was forcing a smile. That was what her friend was doing right now, and it was probably in a bid to keep from crying. As if Evie hadn’t been through enough over the years without being dragged into this. That said, that sentiment rather counted for Kitt too.

			‘I know this must be frightening, for all of you,’ Halloran said. ‘I wish I had more time to reassure you. But I’m afraid we can’t spend any more time than we have discussing the matter. I need you to take my word for the fact that any worrying you might be doing is premature. I need to get suited up and I need to get your blood tests run immediately. I’ve got a friend in A&E at the hospital and they can usually run bloodworks within a couple of hours. We should know more very soon. So, try not to panic. I just have to treat this incident as though it is a high alert. We can’t risk somebody else suffering the same fate.’

			

			‘I understand,’ said Kitt, unable to stop her eyes from wandering to the body that lay several feet away on the stage. Leonard had gone down so suddenly. And the look on his face, there had been no mistaking the terror in it. Or the agony. The band were still playing Christmas songs somewhere outside and just then they were performing ‘Silent Night’. But from where Kitt was standing, all seemed far from calm and bright. And there was no heavenly peace to be found.

			Kitt did what she could to focus on what Mal had said about quarantine being the most sensible procedure under the circumstances. He had to err on the side of caution when there might not be anything to worry about at all. They really had no idea what had caused this man to collapse as he did. Or caused his body to take on such a strange and disconcerting appearance. For all they knew, the police would check with his doctor and find that he had some very rare condition and had simply, by the course of nature, succumbed to it.

			

			As much as Kitt tried to reassure herself, however, the nagging feeling in her gut did not subside as she peered down at Leonard’s pale, contorted face. She had seen the torment in his eyes as he had died. There was almost an accusation in his stare, as though he were angry or full of a sense of betrayal. There was something about it that made it seem to Kitt that someone was to blame for what had happened, and that Leonard knew upon whom the blame should rest.

			Kitt shook her head. She really was getting carried away. So much speculation when they didn’t know anything yet. Likely all this was running through her mind because she was desperately trying to ignore the one question that would not leave her. For she couldn’t help but wonder, given all the contact she had with Leonard in the moments right before and after his death, if his fate would become her fate too.
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