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			One


			Detective Inspector Malcolm Halloran jammed his foot down hard on the accelerator of his black Fiat Linea and sped past a road sign for Esk Valley prison.


			Three miles.


			Three miles of rugged moorland between here and the fusty visiting room where he would once again look his wife’s killer in the eye.


			If he could do that then he would know for sure whether somehow, even from behind bars, Jeremy Kerr had managed to murder again.


			Halloran tried to breathe through the many ways in which that thought stung him. This was all supposed to be over. Had Kerr really found some way of killing again, even if only vicariously? If so, how would he get Kerr to confess to it now that he was disgraced and incarcerated? There was no hope of a get-out-of-jail-free card for the likes of him, no matter how much information he offered. Regardless, Halloran had to find a way of squeezing out the truth. Last time, Kerr had taken seven lives before Halloran noticed a book about Anglo-Saxon gods sitting on his bookshelf one night. If he hadn’t been so desperate to close the case after the death of his wife, maybe he wouldn’t have spotted it amongst the number of other innocuous volumes about moorland walks and military history. One of the runes on the spine of the book had matched a symbol carved into the hand of Kerr’s third victim and it was the first breadcrumb in a trail that would lead to the conviction of a ritualistic killer and once-close colleague. If somehow Kerr had been responsible for ending yet another innocent life, Halloran had to do whatever it took to make sure the body count stayed at one.


			Desperate to dismiss the swarm of questions hazing his mind, he tried instead to focus on the purple heather scrolling past the windscreen, fixing his eyes on the point where the bracken met the pastel blue of a dawning June sky. Not even the ravishing colours of the midsummer moorland could hold his attention, however, or help him forget the scene that had played out at York Police Station a little over three hours ago.


			Halloran let out a weighty sigh. Today wasn’t supposed to be like this. He was scheduled for a Sunday off this week for a start. But not just that. He was supposed to be spending the morning in bed with Kitt. The night before had been special. After six months of proving himself worthy of her trust, she had given herself to him, completely. Before he could even think of showing her the desires he had kept hidden from others he’d been intimate with, it was important to him that Kitt knew how tender he was at heart. Thus, when they had started sleeping together a couple of months ago, he’d made sure their encounters had been slow and gentle. That they were purely about connecting with this new, extraordinary person in his life. Last night though, for the first time, he had been able to do what he had wanted to do with her since they’d met – or at least make a start on the list.


			He remembered the sultry smile on Kitt’s face as he had looped his belt around her wrists. He should be with her right now, whispering a few more suggestions in her ear and watching her eyebrow rise in mock outrage. Instead he was out here on the moorland, hunting ghosts from a past life.


			Halloran shook his head, trying to shake off his thoughts. He had left a note on his pillow letting Kitt know how much the night before had meant to him and that he had been summoned to the station. But at the thought of all they had shared he wanted to call her. To hear her voice and let her in on what was happening. Giving in to this urge, however, would probably force him to think twice about what he was about to do and he couldn’t afford that. No matter the cost, he was determined to face Jeremy Kerr once again.


			The car crested a small hill and the Hole of Horcum, a 400-foot-deep hollow in the Levisham valley, opened up by the roadside. Local legend told that the depression had been forged by a giant who, during an argument with his wife, had scraped up a handful of earth to throw at her. In truth, the chasm had been formed by water welling up from the hillside and wearing the rocks down slowly over thousands of years. The feeling of being hollowed out, of a primal force welling up inside and eroding what you once were, was one Halloran was more familiar with than he ever wanted to admit.


			He had never cried publicly over the death of his wife. Not even at her funeral. There had been many nights, however, where the whiskey bottle had called and in solitude he had allowed himself to mourn. Before this morning he had managed to convince himself that he had finally left those dark times behind, but he had been wrong.


			Skirting around the abyss cut into the heart of the moorland, the car climbed another hill. This time, Halloran found himself staring across the short stretch of road ahead to a long, sandy-coloured building less than a mile in the distance. He frowned and felt his heart quicken. Could he smell Kamala’s perfume? He breathed in deep again. No. That was impossible. Any last traces of her scent had long since drifted out of his life. In fact, save for a wedding ring packed away in a box of odds and ends in the attic back in York, there was no physical evidence left that he had ever had a wife. And yet right now, in this moment, there was no mistaking the gentle hint of jasmine and peach that seemed to hang in the air. Winding down the window, Halloran welcomed the cool breeze and rubbed his hand over his face as though trying to wake from a bad dream.


			He looked at his watch: 7.40.


			The message to get down to the station had buzzed through to his phone just after four. Kitt had been sleeping so soundly, he wouldn’t have awoken her for the world. When he got to the nick, they had all been waiting for him: Chief Superintendent Ricci, Detective Sergeant Banks and Detective Sergeant Redmond. He would never forget the look on their faces when he walked into that room, the news they broke to him, or the reckless manner in which he had reacted to what Ricci had to say. He was sure he’d seen a flash of fear in Ricci’s eyes as he had raved and ranted. He couldn’t blame her for being unnerved. His behaviour had frightened him too; he needed to get a grip before he faced Kerr again.


			Halloran overtook a group of cyclists already making a start on whatever epic ride they had planned across some of the steepest terrain in England. He’d never understood the draw to cycling steep hills, to him it seemed borderline insane, but then Kitt thought the same about his morning jogs.


			‘What are you running from, I wonder?’ she would say with a wry smile whenever he pulled on his running shoes.


			‘Definitely not you,’ was all he could ever bring himself to tell her.


			After a minute or so Halloran indicated left down a side road full of potholes that led to a tall black fence built of reinforced steel, strong enough to keep criminals in and strong enough to keep anyone who wanted revenge on them out. Usually, if an officer wanted to visit a prisoner there would be forms to fill in and several other bureaucratic hoops to jump through. If you were a high-ranking police officer with connections in the community, though, it was possible to pull in a favour. If Kerr refused to speak to him, there was nothing he could do to force him, but something told Halloran that Kerr wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to confront, and likely taunt, the man who had put him away.


			Halloran pressed the security buzzer to announce his arrival to the officer at reception and a moment later the iron gate began to swing open. Somewhere inside this building, amongst the maze of long white corridors that echoed with the footsteps of wardens and sometimes the wails of a tormented convict, Kerr was shovelling down a prison breakfast, unaware of the fact he was about to be visited by the man whose life he had tried to destroy. Exactly what Halloran would do when he once again came face to face with his wife’s killer, he hadn’t yet decided.


		




		

			Two


			Halloran’s stomach clenched as the door to the west wing interview room creaked open. Slowly, he raised his eyes. Kerr almost swaggered towards him in his prison-issue tracksuit. Burgundy, Halloran noted, the colour of congealed blood.


			Halloran knew Kerr would be accompanied by two officers but he didn’t even glance at them. He couldn’t just now. He was too busy taking in the cut of the man responsible for upending his life five years ago.


			The prison diet didn’t suit Kerr, that much was for sure. He was slimmer than he had been when he had worked alongside him as a DI at Eskdale station. It had been a tranquil existence: closing workaday cases and living in the quaint moorland village of Irendale with Kamala, before Kerr strangled her to death. Kerr’s hair had been shaved short during his time inside, making his big ears stick out even further than they once did. But those grey-green eyes were still as cold and empty as they had always been, even before Halloran had unmasked him as a serial killer.


			Kerr sat down across the table from Halloran with a faint smirk on his lips. Though he held the prisoner’s gaze, Halloran tried not to focus on that. It was the sort of expression that made him want to punch Kerr’s lights out but, satisfying as that would be, getting himself locked away on a GBH charge wasn’t going to achieve anything. If Halloran wanted to get to the truth he was going to have to keep his cool and stay focused on one thing only: luring Kerr into giving something – anything – away that spoke of his connection with the body that had been found early yesterday evening.


			‘Just give us a knock when you’re done with him, sir,’ said one of Kerr’s chaperones, before turning her back on them and walking out of the door, her colleague in tow.


			The pair stared at each other in silence for a moment. Kerr probably thought Halloran was using the same interrogation tactics they had once used together. Waiting a suspect out. Forcing them to speak first just so you could interrupt them and show them who was in charge. In fact, Halloran was merely taking the time to size him up. Looking for some telltale sign that indicated just how surprised, or otherwise, Kerr was to see him. But his ex-colleague’s face remained cryptic. That smirk could indicate he had been waiting for Halloran to call but it could just as easily be a sign he had no clue what was going on. Either way, Kerr probably sensed he had the upper hand in this conversation. He was smart enough to understand that Halloran wouldn’t come to him unless he had no other choice.


			‘’ave you missed me then, Malc?’ said Kerr.


			Halloran’s innards tightened another notch. It wasn’t just the reminder of how much Kerr’s raspy voice grated on him. Since he was knee-high, everyone had always shortened his name to Mal, except Kerr. He had to have his own special pet name. In all the nights Halloran had obsessed over what had passed between him and Kerr, he had wondered if even this had been a manipulation. A way of tricking him into thinking they had a unique bond, and thus allaying his suspicions. Was Kerr really mad enough to believe any residue of that friendship remained? Or was he just trying to rile him?


			‘Been counting the days.’


			‘I bet you ’ave. I bet you’re going to be there the day those gates open and I walk back out into the sunshine. But you’ve got a long wait for me to get out of ’ere. You saw to that.’


			‘Don’t flatter yourself. I haven’t thought about you in years.’


			Kerr leered. ‘’ad other things on your mind, ave yer? Or other people, perhaps? Got yerself another woman already? That didn’t take long.’


			Halloran resisted the urge to argue but under the table his fists flexed. He had waited several years longer than most other men would have before moving on. The insinuation that he thought the women in his life in any way disposable stung nonetheless. Kerr was baiting him, then. He mustn’t bite.


			‘I did think of you this morning, though,’ Halloran said, somehow managing to keep his tone casual.


			‘Whatever floats yer boat,’ Kerr said. ‘I always thought you maybe had a dark side yer kept to yerself. If thinking of me and what I’ve got away with gets you through the day, satisfies some need, I’m happy to help.’ His leer broadened but Halloran could see from a flash in his eyes that a curiosity had been ignited. Was he feigning to create an air of innocence? Or just curious over how much Halloran knew about the murder?


			‘I looked through your visitor records just now and a familiar name jumped out.’


			‘Aye, we worked together for three years, Malc. It’s not like you don’t know me friends and family. Or the ones who are still willing to call themselves that.’


			‘Since when were you such good friends with Kurt Goodchild?’


			Halloran fixed his eyes on Kerr’s face, searching for a twitch or a tell, but mentioning Goodchild hadn’t ruffled him.


			‘Ah, Kurt, ’e always was a bit of a lost little lad.’


			‘You know it’s worse than that.’ Halloran was trained to remember important details such as the defining features of a person’s face, but Kurt Goodchild’s was particularly distinctive. It was his eyes. He had the eyes of a startled rabbit: wary and cowering. It wouldn’t take much to intimidate him.


			‘Aye, well, when yer live in a small village like Irendale word gets round. Schizophrenia, isn’t it? Terrible thing. Can make people—’


			‘Impressionable.’


			Kerr eyed Halloran. ‘Aye. I suppose.’


			‘So you’re admitting it?’


			‘A man in my position never admits to anything, Malc, you know that.’ Kerr leaned back in his chair. ‘But I’ve got time on me hands, thanks to you. So, go on. Tell me a story.’


			‘You’ve been talking to Goodchild.’


			‘When people make the effort to come and visit you in prison it’s a bit rude to sit there in silence, where’s yer manners?’


			‘You better get serious,’ Halloran said. ‘Right now.’


			‘Being in prison puts things in perspective, Malc. When you don’t ’ave the personal freedoms you’ve become accustomed to, you don’t sweat small things. I’ve got more disturbing characters to deal with on this side of the fence than the likes of you. So if you want me to take you seriously, you’re going to ’ave to give me something to get serious about.’


			‘You know better than to test me,’ Halloran growled.


			Kerr’s leer only widened. ‘Maybe testing you is an entertainin’ way to pass the time.’


			‘What did you and Goodchild talk about?’ Halloran said, doing all he could to ignore Kerr’s jibes.


			‘’is ma, most of the time. Difficult to get ’im to talk about anything else, if you remember. She’s really the only friend he’s got, besides me, of course. So he likes to talk about her quite a bit.’


			‘And if I asked Goodchild, would he tell me the same?’


			‘I ’ave no idea what a kid like that might tell you under the duress of interrogation.’


			Halloran could feel his temper shortening by the second but couldn’t afford to give Kerr any outward sign he was getting to him.


			‘All right. Let’s play it your way.’ Halloran’s tone was easy but he stood, placed both palms on the table and leaned towards Kerr. ‘Here’s what you want to know: a woman was found dead in Irendale last night. According to current information the investigating officers believe the murder took place on Friday night.’


			‘Murdered? ‘ow?’ Kerr licked his lips.


			‘Why don’t you tell me?’ Halloran stood up and began to circle around the table, arms folded.


			‘I don’t think I understand what you’re getting at there, Malc.’


			‘What I’m getting at is I know that one way or another you’re involved in this woman’s death. It’s only a matter of time before I find out exactly how, but of course, you could help yourself by just confessing now.’


			Kerr frowned. ‘I was very good at what I did, my son. Took you a bloody long time to piece together what I was up to an’ all. But even I ’ave to admit I’m not good enough to commit a murder from behind bars in a village twenty miles away. Flattered you think I’m that creative though.’


			‘Someone like you would find a way.’


			‘With all the ne’er-do-wells between ’ere and Teesside, what makes you think I ’ad owt to do with it, eh?’


			‘Let’s just say this body had some things in common with the bodies you left strewn across the village five years ago. Only difference is, you didn’t do it yourself this time,’ said Halloran. ‘You got Goodchild to do it for you.’


			Kerr started to laugh. He had a quiet huffy laugh that sounded as though he couldn’t quite catch his breath. ‘If that’s the best theory you’ve got, I don’t like the odds of you solving this one, lad.’


			Halloran glowered. ‘Underestimating me hasn’t done you any favours in the past. You might as well be out with it and come clean about what you said to Goodchild.’


			‘I already told you. Nothing about a murder. If Kurt ’ad anything to do with it, it weren’t because of anything I said to ’im.’


			‘So it’s just a coincidence that Goodchild visits you and three days later a woman is murdered in the village you used to live in, using your MO?’


			‘And it couldn’t be a copycat, eh?’ Kerr said. He shook his head at the inspector. ‘You didn’t even entertain that thought, did yer? Jumped straight to the assumption this case was about you. About what I did. That’s always been your problem, Malc, you always take things too personally. When I killed K—’


			‘Don’t you dare say her name,’ Halloran spat, trying not to imagine wrapping his own hands around Kerr’s throat. Squeezing hard enough to let him know the pain and sheer terror his victims would have felt right before the end. Kamala included.


			As if able to guess at Halloran’s thoughts, Kerr stared at him. His face was more serious than Halloran ever remembered seeing it. ‘Well, this is a sorry state of affairs. After all these years, you still think that what ’appened was all about you, don’t yer?’


			Halloran remained silent and folded his arms.


			‘Malc, the killing I did was never about the victims or their families. I was just doin’ what I was told to do by a voice in ’ere.’ Kerr tapped the side of his head and let out a hollow chuckle. ‘It was like a hunger I ’ad to feed. There was nowt personal about it. I thought a copper as bright as you would’ve clocked that by now.’


			Halloran frowned at Kerr for a moment, digesting what he had said. Whilst he was killing, Kerr had claimed he was under the instruction of Woden, an ancient god of death. Halloran had never known whether Kerr really believed this or was just using it as a way of distancing himself from the atrocities he’d committed. Five years in a high security prison might have afforded him that level of reflection on his crimes; to reassess his own psychological make-up. But Halloran had been played by Kerr once before and he wasn’t going to let it happen again.


			‘What do you want, understanding? Some kind of gold medal for philosophizing what you did?’


			‘Just tellin’ it ’ow it is,’ said Kerr. ‘A small part of me was relieved when I first got banged up. The choice about whether I submitted to that voice was taken away from me. After the cases you’ve worked over the years, some part of you knows what I’m talking about. You just don’t want to listen to that part of yerself right now. Too busy making this girl’s murder about you and pointin’ the finger. It’s not what you want to hear, but I’m innocent, Malc.’


			‘Innocent,’ Halloran said bitterly through gritted teeth. ‘Not a word I’d readily choose to describe you. I don’t know how you’re involved in this woman’s death but mark my words, I am not going to stop until I find out.’


		




		

			Three


			A fresh breeze ruffled Halloran’s dark hair as he stood on the gondola of the Tees Transporter Bridge. The ‘Tranny’, as it was known to the local people of Middlesbrough, had carried workers and residents across the river to Port Clarence, and back again, for more than a hundred years. Consequently, its blue, geometric outline had become a symbol of resilience to those who lived in the region. Halloran stared over at the north bank and noticed a familiar figure with long red hair sitting on a bench. Though he was too far away to make out the title, he could see she was reading a book. Halloran might have guessed. He wanted to smile at the warmth and familiarity that always stirred in him at the mere sight of Kitt Hartley but after all that had passed that morning, he couldn’t quite manage it. 


			Besides, after his confrontation with Kerr, he hadn’t been able to get hold of Kitt via mobile, at the cottage or several other places he’d gone in search of her. Seeing she was safe was a relief but it was unlike her to cut herself off. Was she angry at him for not being there when she awoke? Had she heard about the murder on the news and made the connection with his disappearance? If so, perhaps she was cross that he hadn’t let her know what was happening. Whatever the issue, something was definitely amiss.


			This particular area of Middlesbrough had once been packed with chimneys, factories and blast furnaces, almost all of which had been stripped away by Thatcher’s government. The sparseness of the landscape somehow made Kitt look even more lonely than Halloran imagined she felt just now. If she was angry with him for leaving her to wake alone, he could only hope she could forgive him for ruining what should have been a very special morning after.


			Once he had disembarked the gondola, Halloran made his way down a small, grassy path that ran along the riverside and in minutes he was just a few feet away from where Kitt was sitting. She raised her head from her book before he was within speaking distance, a frown fell over her face, and she froze. She made a few awkward gestures as though she was trying to figure out just what she would do with herself but a moment later her eyes dropped back to the page, her safe space, even though Halloran could tell she wasn’t reading. Despite his first thought being about how best to open this conversation and quickly get to the bottom of whatever was troubling Kitt, he was only human and it hadn’t escaped his notice that she was wearing a green polka dot sundress that clung to her in all the right places. It was not the kind of garment Kitt would have worn when the pair had first crossed paths but she had become increasingly daring in her clothes choices over the past six months. Halloran liked to think he had a little something to do with that. The dress she wore today emphasized the way her waist pulled in, which in turn accentuated the ways in which the rest of her jutted out and reminded him of the warmth and comfort he found in her soft curves. Something about that thought made the horror of this morning fade. It was replaced by an ache to be close to her.


			Slowly, he sat down on the bench.


			‘How did you find me?’ Kitt said, her tone neutral. ‘You didn’t track my phone, did you?’


			‘I don’t need to do that to find you.’


			‘That’s not what I asked.’


			Halloran shook his head. ‘I didn’t track your phone. Once I’d been to the cottage, to the library, to your favourite bookshops and to Evie’s, this was the next stop.’


			‘That’s the problem when you let someone in,’ said Kitt. ‘You tell them about all the songs and books and places that’re special to you and then they can always find you, even when you don’t want them to.’


			‘Kitt . . .’ Halloran went to take her hand but she pulled away. ‘Talk to me, what’s wrong?’


			Tears rose in Kitt’s eyes. ‘How can you even ask me that? I deserve better treatment than this, you know, and I don’t have to put up with it. If I walk away from you it won’t be my loss, that I can tell you.’


			‘Don’t say things like that, pet,’ said Halloran. ‘I know having to go into the station this morning wasn’t ideal but it’s my job, and I left you a note to explain.’


			‘A note? No you didn’t,’ said Kitt with a frown.


			‘Oh God,’ Halloran said, the realization hitting him. ‘You didn’t get my note?’


			‘No,’ Kitt said. Her voice had softened but her eyes remained narrow enough to let Halloran know he still wasn’t completely off the hook.


			‘I wrote a note explaining I’d been called into the station,’ said Halloran. ‘And I may have included one or two details about how much last night meant to me.’


			‘Oh really,’ Kitt said, ‘and where did you leave this alleged note?’


			‘On my pillow. I wanted it to be the first thing you saw when you woke up.’


			Kitt’s frown deepened. ‘There was no note on your pillow. But . . .’


			‘But what?’


			‘Well, when I woke up Iago was sitting on your pillow, purring away, and now that I think about it he was looking a little more smug than usual.’


			‘That bloody cat hates me,’ said Halloran, leaving out that he didn’t have a lot of love for Kitt’s feline friend either.


			In spite of herself Kitt chuckled. ‘No, he doesn’t, he’s got used to it being just the two of us, that’s all, and he’s taking some time to adjust.’


			‘What do you think he did with it? The note, I mean.’


			‘I don’t know,’ said Kitt. ‘I’ll have another hunt when I get back to the cottage but either way I don’t think he was deliberately trying to sabotage our relationship. He can’t read, after all, at least not as far as I know. For years he’s snuggled up on that pillow on cold mornings waiting for me to wake up. He probably saw an alien object there and took it upon himself to move it out of his territory.’


			The inspector nodded, though despite Kitt’s insistence to the contrary he was fairly sure the ‘alien object’ Iago would like to remove from his territory was Halloran himself.


			For the first time since he’d arrived, Kitt looked deep into Halloran’s eyes. ‘So, what was so important that you had to leave like that after . . . what we shared?’


			‘I drove out to the moors, near Irendale, this morning.’


			Kitt’s head jerked backwards and she glared at him. Perhaps given the village’s association with his ex-wife, that wasn’t the best piece of information to open with.


			‘There’s been a murder there,’ he quickly clarified.


			Kitt frowned. Her voice softened even further than it had before. ‘That’s awful. Was it someone you knew? Someone you were close to? Did you have to go and identify them or something?’


			‘No, it was the nature of the murder, not the victim, that drew me there.’


			‘What do you mean?’


			‘A young woman was strangled on Friday night and the killer had carved a runic symbol into her hand.’ Halloran paused and then added, ‘That’s how Kamala died, and the others Kerr killed.’


			Kitt’s breath caught in her throat. She spoke slowly then, still trying to make sense of what Halloran had just told her. ‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t know that Kerr had . . . I didn’t know that was how Kamala died.’


			‘I was hoping you’d never know, that I could spare you that kind of detail. After I found out about this new murder I spent most of the morning behaving . . . well, like a bit of a madman, truth be told. Went straight out to Esk Valley prison to interrogate Kerr . . .’


			‘Oh, Mal.’ Kitt shook her head. ‘This must be just horrible for you after all this time. And what, you think the killings have started again? But how? Kerr’s in prison. Is it a copycat?’


			‘Just because he’s behind bars doesn’t mean he hasn’t had some part to play. As for whether it’s a copycat, I don’t know. I’m not supposed to try and find out, either.’


			‘What do you mean?’


			‘I mean I didn’t take the news well when Ricci broke it to me this morning and she’s put me on stress leave effective immediately. She expects me to rest for two weeks and lie low; she’s probably hoping an arrest will be made in that time and that will be enough to calm me down. After two weeks there’ll be a meeting when she decides whether or not I’m fit to come back. In the meantime, according to her, I’m not to go anywhere near this case.’


			‘I know we had a few initial reservations about Ricci but from what you say she’s proven to be firm but fair over the past few months. I’m sure she’s only thinking of what’s best for you, and the team.’


			‘I know.’


			‘When you say you didn’t take the news well . . .?’


			‘Honestly, I don’t quite know how I’m going to face her again after the way I went on. She was trying to do me a favour. On the way here I already listened to a news report about the murder on the radio. It’s likely all over the TV stations and the internet too. She called me in as soon as she heard about it to make sure I didn’t hear it on the news or that some reporter didn’t come knocking in the early hours because I was the one to close the last case like this in Irendale. Unfortunately, the favour she did me backfired.’


			‘How so?’


			‘You have to understand, we’d just had this incredible night together and I was really starting to believe this was all behind me. So when I was called into the station and Ricci told me, all the grief came surging back and . . . I took it out on them.’


			‘I do understand,’ said Kitt. ‘And I’m sure your colleagues will too.’


			Halloran shook his head. ‘I don’t know. About three seconds after Ricci told me what had happened I was planning my own investigation. The others tried to reason with me but I wouldn’t have it. I wasn’t listening. Then Ricci said the case was out of our jurisdiction. She was right but . . . I totally lost it.’ Tears formed in Halloran’s eyes. ‘Kitt, I don’t know what happened to me. I was shouting and mouthing off. It was like something inside me just burst.’


			‘Poor old thing,’ Kitt said, running a hand through his hair.


			‘Crackers old thing, more like.’


			Kitt was quiet for a moment, seemingly mulling something over, while Halloran noted with a wry smile that she didn’t immediately jump in to contradict the idea he was crackers. ‘So, let me get this straight: you’ve been told not to work the case?’


			‘Yes.’


			‘Even when you were instrumental in catching a killer with the same MO last time?’


			‘If I’d been able to keep my cool, Ricci might have got in touch with Eskdale, and suggested a consultation. But nothing I said or did in that room this morning was calm or collected, and now she thinks I can’t be objective.’


			‘Well, she’s probably right on that point,’ said Kitt.


			‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’


			‘We wouldn’t be together if you were the kind of man who could stay objective after something like that.’


			Halloran slid a little closer to her on the bench. ‘So, we are still together?’


			Kitt stared at him and then looked out at the river with half a smile.


			‘Given Iago’s part in this morning’s misunderstanding, yes. Besides, finding out that there’s been a murder identical to your ex-wife’s has to rank somewhere amongst the top excuses of all time for not indulging in a lie-in.’ Kitt looked back at him. ‘I’m glad we’ve got it sorted. When I woke up and you weren’t there I thought—’


			‘That I’d left you,’ Halloran said, pushing a stray strand of hair out of her face. ‘But I would never, ever do that. If there is ever a time where you don’t hear from me, it’s because something is stopping me from getting back to you. I’m not Theo, I’m never going to do what he did.’


			Kitt stroked Halloran’s beard. ‘He said he’d never hurt me, too.’


			‘I’m afraid that’s not the promise I’m making,’ said Halloran. ‘I can’t promise I won’t hurt you. When you let someone in pain is inevitable at some point.’


			A mischievous glint surfaced in Kitt’s blue eyes. She opened her mouth to speak but Halloran cut her off.


			‘And no, before you say it, I’m not just talking about what we got up to last night.’


			‘I do hate it when you step on my jokes,’ said Kitt, the glint still in her eye. ‘I have so few of them. Can’t you let a girl have her moment, once in a while?’


			‘My point is,’ Halloran had a faint smile on his face but corrected himself before continuing, ‘if I hurt you in some way, I will be here to iron it out with you, to talk it through, to make it up to you in any way I know how.’


			Kitt took a deep breath, looked at him quietly for a moment and then nodded. ‘That’s probably the most honest thing a boyfriend has ever said to me. All right. But in the spirit of making things up there’s something else I want you to promise.’


			‘What’s that?’


			‘Before, you said you wanted to spare me certain details,’ said Kitt. ‘Please don’t. If you are going through something, I can only be here for you if you let me in. If you let me share the pain with you. Keeping me at a distance will hurt me more than any truth about what you’re thinking or feeling ever could. I want you trust me, completely.’


			Not one to give his word lightly, Halloran closed his eyes for a moment, thinking. ‘I want to, pet,’ he said, opening his eyes again so they could look into hers. ‘I really want to and I’m trying. Last night was a big step, I’ve never shared my wants with someone the way I have with you.’


			‘Neither have I.’


			‘I know. All I can tell you today is, I will do my very best to let you in. Is the fact that I’m working on it as hard as I can good enough, for now?’


			‘Good enough,’ said Kitt. ‘Now, how shall we go about this investigation?’


			‘What?’


			‘Well, you drove all the way out to the moorland this morning to interrogate Kerr so I assume you’re not taking Ricci’s warning very seriously?’


			‘I . . . well . . .’


			‘Were you not planning to find out who committed this crime under your own steam?’


			‘Yes, emphasis on “my own steam”.’ Halloran had unsettled himself that morning by responding to the news of the murder the way he had. If that was day one of the investigation, who knew where he’d be by day three?


			‘Now, Mal, you just promised to do your best to let me in and I think if you’re planning a covert investigation it’s only fair that you allow me to help.’


			‘I don’t know . . .’


			‘Mal . . . you said you trusted me. This is the moment to prove it.’


			‘It’s not you I don’t trust, it’s myself.’


			‘I’ve got enough trust in you for both of us,’ Kitt said.


			‘And that means the world to me, but I don’t think it’s very practical for you to join me on this. I’m going to need to be up on the moorland most days and you’re in at the library.’


			‘Oh, that’s easily solved,’ Kitt said with a dismissive wave. ‘How could anyone deny me annual leave when you’ve surprised me with a last-minute holiday in a quaint little cottage on the moorland?’


			‘You . . . think we should go away together?’


			‘I had hoped our first getaway might not be as part of a covert investigation related to the death of your ex-wife, but a gal can’t have everything now, can she?’


			After the morning he’d had, Halloran shouldn’t have been in the mood for Kitt’s dry humour but there was something about it that never failed to uplift him. Her matter-of-fact summary of the situation made that whole catastrophic experience seem somehow more normal; a digestible part of life to be accepted like any other. After five years maybe it was time to start accepting that’s just what it was.


			‘And you think Michelle will buy that story?’


			‘No, but luckily my oh-so-cynical superior is on holiday herself this week so I’ve only got to get it past her much chirpier boss, Maureen. Besides, it’s the summer. Most of the students are either at home or on holiday. Anyway, never you mind about library politics. By midday tomorrow I’ll have my bags packed for a week away.’


			‘And you really want to be part of this, even though it relates to Kamala?’


			Kitt ran her fingers through Halloran’s hair and looked into his blue eyes. ‘Kamala is part of your story. We can’t just ignore that chapter of your life, or erase it. Besides . . . loving someone means loving every bit of their story too, because every chapter led them to you.’


			‘And your curious streak has no part in this, I suppose?’


			‘I might be vaguely intrigued,’ Kitt said, avoiding his eye.


			He chuckled but then something struck him. ‘Wait. Loving someone . . .? You said “loving someone” . . . We haven’t said “I love you” yet.’


			Kitt smirked. ‘I still haven’t.’


			‘You’re a terrible tease,’ Halloran said.


			‘I resent that description. I’ll have you know I’m a perfectly competent tease.’


			Smiling, he held her face in his hands, and nudged her nose with his. After looking into his eyes for a long moment she slowly parted her lips, inviting him in. The second their mouths met, she made the most unexpected and delectable moan. After their unwelcome separation earlier that morning, it was a sound that left Halloran with a singular need: to be as close to her as possible. He pulled her body up against his so he could feel the softness of those curves and breathe in the lavender in her perfume. Her fingers tugged at his hair in a way that made him want to find some quieter place where they wouldn’t be disturbed . . . but then a thought came to him and he broke off the kiss.


			‘Hang on a minute.’


			‘Mmm?’ Kitt’s voice had a dreamy husk to it that left him wondering why the hell he’d stopped kissing her.


			‘Are you really willing to forgive and forget the misunderstanding this morning, or do you just want to be in on this investigation?’


			Kitt pressed the back of her hand to her forehead in the style of a Shakespearean damsel and looked off into the distance. ‘Alas, you will never know. Even a seasoned investigator like yourself will never uncover the truth.’


			Slowly, Halloran took the length of Kitt’s hair in his hand and wound it around his fist until her head tilted back and she was once again looking into his eyes.


			‘I do have ways of getting the truth out of you, you know.’


			‘Sounds like fun,’ Kitt replied.


		




		

			Four


			Halloran had seen the name of the village marked on the occasional road sign during his journey to Esk Valley prison the day before, but after all this time nothing could have quite prepared him for once again driving past the words ‘Welcome to Irendale’ painted in an all-too-familiar italic script. At the village boundary line, the drystone walling stopped. Instead, the approach to the village green was verged with an array of flowerbeds. Poppies and pansies bobbed their heads in the low summer breeze. Behind them stood a procession of stone cottages with red-tiled roofs, and behind those was a seemingly endless patchwork of moorland fields and untameable stretches of heather.


			To the eyes of an outsider touring the quaint villages of the moors, hopping between Hutton-le-Hole, Rosedale Abbey and Grosmont, Irendale would look like just another sleepy settlement cocooned in a quiet valley of the North York Moors National Park. They would imagine no greater drama here than James Herriot-inspired animal emergencies on the surrounding farmland. But such events were hardly the darkest secrets in Irendale history.


			Halloran glanced at Kitt. Her eyes were narrowed as though she were examining every doorway, chimney pot and garden wall scrolling past the car window.
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