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Harry Furness was the happiest man alive.


Standing atop his dais, he surveyed the packed auction mart. A full house. Not a space left on the tiered seating that ran around three-quarters of the ring, the aisle down below them crowded with people too. And in the ring itself, a succession of top-quality livestock. Enough to get folk bidding and pushing up the prices.


For an auctioneer in his prime, it was a joy to behold. Combine that with an unexpected win for Bruncliffe rugby club at the weekend, and there was little more that could make a man happy.


He glanced over to his right, to the petite figure sitting on the highest bank of seats. Surrounded by the bulk of farmers either side of her, she looked tiny. Like a newborn Swaledale lamb amongst bruising Texel tups. Feeling the weight of his stare, she glanced up from the book on her lap and smiled. Dimples in her cheeks, her eyes holding his briefly before she looked away, cheeks afire, blonde hair falling over her face.


Sarah Mitchell. The woman who’d captured Harry’s heart. And who, by the end of the day, he hoped would have agreed to become his wife.


‘We having an unscheduled break, Harry, or is the next lot coming any time soon?’ shouted a dry voice from the other side of the grandstand. ‘Just I’d like to buy some lambs while they’re still technically lambs, is all.’


Harry pulled his attention back to his job and grinned at his heckler. ‘Right you are, John, keep your hair on. What little you have left of it.’


A bellow of laughter rose from the audience, Harry tipped his head at his colleague working the gate and a small flock of plump Beltex ewes and lambs jostled into the ring.


Gavel in hand, lead auctioneer and the happiest man alive, Harry Furness resumed working.


Things weren’t what they should be. For a man who’d worked so long in the same industry, he knew when something was up. From behind the cover of a block wall, he slowly took his phone out of his pocket and held it as steady as he could, the camera lens pointing into the pen at the figure leaning over the sheep. But his hands weren’t as solid as they used to be, the slight tremors of age upon them now, and the shiny surface of the mobile was slipping in his arthritic grip. It would have to do. Whatever he captured, no matter how blurred, it would be better than nothing. Something to show Harry when the auction was over.


The poor lad would be devastated. After all his hard work, to be repaid like this.


In the background, another lot went under the hammer, Harry’s loud voice booming around the ring. Encouraging up the prices with his banter and his cheeky grin.


Here in the penning area, it was quieter. Darker. Sold livestock neatly corralled, awaiting collection. The alleyways between the blocks of pens deserted, folk drawn to the action of the auction. Just him and a few other yardmen down here, keeping an eye on things. Things like this. People where they shouldn’t be, doing things they oughtn’t to.


A shuffle of movement from the enclosure and he pulled back behind the wall as the figure turned, evidence in hand, before slipping out into the alleyway and hurrying away.


He waited a moment and then moved over to the pen, lifted the latch on the gate and stepped inside. The sheep were chewing passively, nothing to indicate they’d been tampered with. Which was to be expected, considering what he’d seen. What the hell was going on?


Because this wasn’t normal procedure.


Preoccupied, he turned to leave.


‘Summat up?’ The words came from a mean mouth in an even meaner face, eyes flint-grey, black brows pulled over them. A man, standing in the alleyway, staring at him.


Suddenly the sanctuary of the auction ring seemed a long way off.


‘One ninety bid, two, two ten, your bid, two fifteen, all out this side . . .’ Harry cast his hand across the left-hand side of the arena, eyes scanning the crowd for those who had been bidding but had dropped out.


A head twitched, no more than a tilt of a flat cap. He needed no further signal.


‘Two twenty,’ he pounced, turning back to the original bidder, ‘two twenty, your bid, two twenty-five, two thirty . . .’


Pursed lips and a definitive shake of the head. Another one dropping out. Down to the last bidder. Harry could sense the natural closure coming.


‘Two thirty-five?’ He surveyed the rows of faces again. ‘Selling now, two thirty . . . two thirty, done!’


Harry brought the gavel down and automatically glanced to the right at the out gate, which should be opening . . . ‘Megan!’


‘Got it!’ Megan, the apprentice, face flushed red, thick blonde plait swinging over her shoulder, was there, pushing the gate wide open and shooing the sold sheep out into the penning area. Before the gate had closed behind them, Harry was onto another sale.


‘Right, next up, the one you’ve all been waiting for . . .’


A buzz of anticipation filled the arena. This was when the serious money would be slapped down. It was the kind of sale that brought onlookers as well as buyers. It was the kind of sale Harry loved.


‘Now then,’ he boomed as the first of the prime lambs entered the ring, ‘these are good outfits, so don’t be shy. Who’ll start me off at one twenty?’


He shut the gate behind him with a mumbled excuse, instinctively moving to the right, away from the man, away from the auction ring. He had to force himself not to run, the steel barricades that made up the pens hemming him in. Bored sheep watched his progress.


Still clutched in his hand, his mobile. Should he call someone? Or was he being daft?


From behind he heard footsteps. He glanced over his shoulder. The man was following him. Probably heading for the main exit. Nothing to be concerned about.


But if what he’d seen was what he thought it was? Then there would be a lot to be concerned about. And no one he could trust.


He raised the phone to his face, peering at the screen as he hustled down the alleyway, everything blurred without his reading glasses. Making out a thatch of blonde hair, he pressed on the profile picture. She was the only one he could turn to.


Up ahead, the livestock changed to cattle, the pens more robust, the occupants more restless. And behind him the footsteps picked up their pace.


Another lot sold for record prices. The auction ring was crackling with fevered excitement. With Easter just around the corner, these lambs were selling like rare jewels. Harry nodded and the gate to his left was opened, the next batch skittering in, leaping around and bleating loudly.


‘Right then, here we have some super specimens. Top quality Suffolk-cross. First bid, one thirty to my right . . .’


Unnerved now, he forgot about the phone and started trotting. Proper running was out of the question. A hip replacement that had never really taken had left him with a pronounced limp, exacerbated when he tried to move quickly. Hobbling badly, he hustled past the pens, heart thundering in his ears, mobile still in his grasp but no time to use it.


Not far and he’d reach the turn for the loading docks.


Once out in the open, there’d be farmers picking up stock, others milling around. He’d be safe.


Only he wouldn’t. Because up ahead of him another figure had appeared. Bigger than the first man. Even more menacing. He was standing in the alleyway, blocking access to the docks, impossible to pass.


A quick glance backwards. His pursuer had eased to a stroll. Smiling. A knife in his right hand, its blade brutal.


There was no choice. He’d have to go through the pens.


Opening the nearest gate, he slipped into the enclosure, the cattle inside shifting back away from him.


It was only as the pen closed he noticed his mistake.


Bullocks. Already watching him. Highly strung and tetchy after a long day being cooped up. But with a life of working with livestock behind him, he knew what he was doing.


‘Easy, lads,’ he muttered, stepping towards them. ‘Easy does it.’


They shifted nervously, one of them dipping its head down. Snorting.


He glanced over his shoulder, the two men stopped at the gate to the pen. He was safe. They weren’t willing to follow him. If he could get to the other side of the enclosure, he could clamber over the barrier into the next alleyway, only a flock of docile sheep to contend with before he’d be heading for safety.


‘Easy now.’ Two of the bullocks pulled away to the side. Then behind him. Not ideal. But it offered another layer of protection between him and the men.


Or not.


A squeal from one of the animals at his back. He whipped round, sensing the change in atmosphere. The danger. A blow to his side and he was falling to the ground, amongst the hooves that were flashing and thundering as the bullocks spooked, tearing around their pen.


He was unconscious in moments.


Megan Gifford loved her job. There were plenty at school who’d thought she was mad when she told them she wanted to work at the mart. That she wanted to be an auctioneer, just like the amazing Harry Furness. While many of her friends couldn’t wait to leave the stifling confines of life in a small town in order to blaze a trail in the wider world, all Megan wanted was to sell livestock. There was nothing in any big city that could beat the adrenalin rush of a packed sales ring, the prices skyrocketing as the bids rained down.


Like today.


Harry Furness brought his gavel down with a furious crack, finger pointing at the buyer, and the place burst into noise.


Megan didn’t let it startle her. She knew her role. Clear the ring as soon as the sale’s fixed so the next lot could be brought in and the next sale commenced.


Time was money. Especially when they had nigh on a thousand head of breeding sheep to get through. And three times that amount of prime sheep, the Easter rush pushing the market.


So as the gavel hit the desk in front of Harry Furness, Megan was already swinging open the out gate, getting ready to herd the sold sheep down towards the pens. But as she pulled the gate towards her, something caught her eye.


She twisted her head, blonde plait flicking over her shoulder, and saw a blur of movement, storming up the penning alleyway.


‘Bullocks!’ she shouted, slamming the gate shut again as two beasts bore down on her. It was only as she backed up against the metal barring her escape that she wondered whether staying on the same side of the gate as the cattle had been the wisest thing to do.


‘Megan!’ Harry was already moving, jumping over the desk and landing heavily in the sales ring, scattering the sheep to the far side. A couple of other staff had jumped over too, seeing the problem, heading for the gate to help.


She was so small. A waif of a lass, barely up to Harry’s chest, something that had made him reluctant to take her on in the first place. She had no chance against the two large bullocks racing towards her.


‘Get in here, Megan,’ he shouted, as he pushed open the gate into the alleyway.


But she wasn’t listening. She was heaving open the empty pen on the right, pulling the metal barrier across as the panicked animals charged her.


‘Go on!’ she roared, arms spread, trying to usher the beasts into the enclosure. ‘Get up!’


The front bullock skidded to a halt, the one behind crashing into him, then they were both veering to their left, into the pen.


The gate slammed shut on their snorts, Megan swiftly locking it in place before stepping back, shaking.


‘Bloody hell,’ said Harry, slapping the apprentice on her shoulder. ‘That was a close call. But where the heck was Ron?’


Megan shook her head, eyes wide, gulping. ‘Don’t know.’


‘What’s going on?’ Adam, one of the yardmen, ran up from the penning area.


‘You tell me,’ snapped Harry. ‘Two bullocks rampaging around back here. Aren’t you supposed to be working this section?’


The man’s face darkened at the accusation. ‘I was out in the loading docks. Ron was down here.’


‘Ron!’ Harry bellowed, looking down the alleyway towards the blocks of pens where Ron Watson was supposed to be in charge. In all the years he’d known the yard foreman, Harry had never known him put a foot wrong, which was an essential attribute in an industry rife with danger. But now they had a couple of spooked bullocks tearing around the place unchecked.


‘Ron!’ he shouted again, fishing his mobile out of his pocket and dialling the man. No answer.


‘Shall I go look for him?’ Megan asked, colour returning to her cheeks.


‘Aye,’ said Harry. ‘You too, Adam. Make sure as all the gates are closed down there while you’re at it. And Megan . . .’ He nodded at her, impressed with her quick thinking. ‘Well done, lass.’


She grinned. ‘Thanks, boss.’


Megan and Adam walked off down the alleyway, looking into every pen for the wayward Ron, the apprentice dwarfed by the rangy figure of the yardman next to her. Harry turned back to the sales ring. More staff had arrived, brought by the panic that had carried out over the loudspeaker, including the mart’s general manager, Martin Butler, who’d sprinted over from his office at the far end of the site. He was looking worried.


‘Any injuries?’ he asked.


‘None,’ said Harry. ‘Thanks to Megan. She’s got some pluck, that lass.’


‘So how the hell did they get out?’


‘Not a clue.’


‘Jesus!’ Martin was glaring now, relief giving way to anger. ‘This isn’t supposed to happen. It could have been fatal.’


Harry looked at the two bullocks, large beasts that he’d sold as part of a group earlier that day for a hefty price. They were still unsettled, one of them in particular pacing around, snorting, shaking his head at his hindquarters. As the animal moved under one of the lights, Harry caught the wet shine of something and reached out a hand through the bars, touching the warm flank.


‘Is that—?’


‘Ron!’ Megan’s scream came from a good way down the alleyway. ‘Ron! Help!’


Harry and the rest of the team were already running.
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Pete Ferris was about to be living the dream. One simple conversation and he was on the verge of winning the lottery.


He grinned, gaze fixed on the double-fronted facade of Taylor’s Estate Agents across the square. It was a fine spring day, the sunshine pouring down onto Bruncliffe, the fells at the back of the town looking green as they rose above the grey stone of the houses. The kind of day that made folk leave their heavy coats at home, as though shaking off the winter at last.


But it was early April in North Yorkshire. Linger in the shade for any time and the cold would slip between those flimsy layers, overcoming any illusions that the heady days of summer were just around the corner. From his position tucked away in the shadows of the narrow ginnel that led off the marketplace, Pete was impervious to the bite in the air around him. Even the scarf he was wearing was for a purpose other than keeping out the cold. As a life-long poacher, he was used to biding his time in the outdoors in all kinds of weather while he waited for his quarry to appear.


Which it just had. Across the cobbled square came the confident stride of the man he’d been expecting. Blond hair glinting in the sunshine, a warm greeting for the folk who hailed him, the handsome property developer looked like he didn’t have a care in the world.


Pete knew better. The man’s world had just been rocked.


Pushing open the door to the estate agent’s, the man headed in and was greeted by the receptionist before being shown towards the office at the back.


From the other side of the marketplace, Pete could no longer see what was happening. Not without binoculars, and they would only draw attention. Besides, the office door would be shut and the men in question cloistered out of sight. There was no way the conversation Pete’s call had triggered would be held in the open. Or even on a phone. So he passed the minutes as he always did while on the hunt – listening, watching, letting nothing mar his concentration. Because this was the most dangerous prey he’d ever chased, and the stakes were the highest possible – a jackpot of unbelievable proportions. Or a brutal death.


It was going to take all of Pete’s skills to pull it off.


‘Any joy’ – rasp – ‘with Mrs Hargreaves’ – rasp – ‘phantom pooch?’


The question was delivered between snatched breaths, Samson O’Brien doubled over, hands on his knees, face puce.


Delilah Metcalfe grinned. He was stalling. Asking her questions about an ongoing case to gain a few extra seconds of respite before they set off back towards Bruncliffe.


Not that it was a day for rushing. Overhead the sky was a delicate blue interspersed with soft pillows of cloud, the sun shining from within it and rendering the surface of Malham Tarn down below a glittering mirror. High on the fells, overlooking the lake, it was a haven of tranquillity. Only the whooping cries of the lapwings wheeling through the spring sunshine disturbed the peace.


That and Samson’s rasping.


‘Nothing so far,’ Delilah replied, not sure he could even hear her over his wheezing. ‘The dog’s not been back since we installed the CCTV. And I can’t tell whether Mrs Hargreaves is pleased about that, or annoyed at not catching the guilty party.’


It was the first case they’d collaborated on since expanding Samson’s Dales Detective Agency to incorporate some of Delilah’s tech skills. And while installing a camera above the doorway of Bruncliffe’s butcher’s shop to catch the canine that kept fouling on the doorstep wasn’t exactly the high-octane detective work Delilah had imagined, it was a start. Even if the culprit was proving difficult to catch.


‘He must be’ – rasp – ‘camera-shy,’ panted Samson, managing a laugh that turned into a coughing fit.


Next to him, the large grey shadow that was Delilah’s Weimaraner looked on with his head tipped to one side, an ear raised, barely out of breath after the exercise. The disparity between her training partners couldn’t have been greater.


‘You okay?’ Delilah asked, smothering a smile as Samson straightened up, puce cheeks having recovered to merely scarlet.


He nodded. ‘Just about.’


Just as their official collaboration in the detective agency was fledgling, so too was their shared exercise regime. Since Samson had become a legitimate lodger on the top floor of the office building that Delilah owned, and which both of their businesses were based in, it had seemed a natural step to invite him to join her for her morning run up onto the fells. But Samson’s fitness was coming on fast, and Delilah was finding that she was having to increase the distance of the routes and the speed at which they ran them in order to keep him struggling. It wouldn’t be long before he was stretching her, like he used to do when she was a teenager with a bright future of fell running ahead of her. And she couldn’t wait. Because after an absence of fourteen years, Samson O’Brien was back in Bruncliffe and back in her life and she was enjoying her running again.


‘You ready, then?’ she asked.


‘I think so,’ he muttered. Then he looked at the Weimaraner, the dog already pacing between them, eager to go. ‘I’m convinced she’s trying to kill me, Tolpuddle.’


Tolpuddle let out a sharp bark, startling the lapwings and making them both laugh.


‘I suppose we ought to get back,’ said Delilah, suddenly reluctant to leave, the sun’s warmth and the good company beguiling her. ‘We’ve got cases to solve.’


Samson shrugged. ‘Another few minutes won’t hurt—’


The trill of his mobile shattered the peace. Fishing it out of his back pocket, he held it to his ear, turning slightly to shield it from the wind. A few sparse words were the extent of the conversation and then he was turning back to her, no longer smiling.


‘That was Harry,’ he said, putting the phone away. ‘Something’s happened at the auction mart. He wouldn’t say any more than that. But he wants us over there right away.’


They set off running, three figures cutting across the high fells towards the town in the distance.


Even if Pete had fallen asleep at his post, the rattle of the estate agent’s door would have been enough to wake him. But Pete wasn’t asleep. He’d kept his attention on the gleaming windows of Taylor’s and so saw the blond-haired man storming past the receptionist, the door being yanked open, and the scowl of annoyance on the normally urbane features as the property developer crossed the marketplace.


Still Pete didn’t move. For this hunt was unusual in that he was chasing a savage beast. Better to catch it from afar, without being seen. To catch it through a decoy.


A decoy that was currently hurrying through the main room of the estate agent’s, struggling to pull his coat on over his rotund frame. Seconds later he too was wrenching open the front door and stepping out into the square, cheeks mottled, lips pulled in a tight line. He looked stressed.


Still wrestling with his coat, he set off in the opposite direction to the first man, heading towards the town hall. It was only then that Pete Ferris moved, slipping out of the ginnel to follow him as he lumbered round to the back of the Gothic building that was the administrative heart of Bruncliffe.


Leaving the man to go to his bespoke parking place, Pete nipped behind the Spar to where he’d left his battered pickup next to the bins. A minute later, he was pulling out onto the road as a black BMW went past. It was a car easy to tail, standing out in a region more populated with Land Rovers and tractors. Staying some distance behind, Pete followed it through the marketplace and down Church Street to the turn-off for the Horton Road. In the blink of an eye they were leaving the small town behind, the houses and shops replaced with fields and the slopes of the fells that lined this dale.


Pete eased back, letting his prey pull ahead. He didn’t need to be close on a road with so little traffic. Besides, he knew exactly where the man was going. And sure enough, after they’d passed through a couple of hamlets, the BMW took a right turn onto the small lane that ran up into Silverdale. A steep climb and soon they were on the tops, the poacher really letting the distance between them grow now, as they were the only vehicles around. Either side of the narrow road, stone walls hemmed them in, the fells stretching out beyond, populated with sheep and the odd derelict barn.


It was isolated – which was exactly what Pete had wanted.


When he passed the turn for Henside Road on his right, a sinuous route that led back to Bruncliffe, he eased up even more as the lane kicked up again for another incline. At the top, Pete pulled over in a gateway, took his binoculars from the glovebox and got out, closing the door to the truck quietly.


Focusing the binoculars on the twists of tarmac that dropped down the other side, he followed the road to a small building on the right. A disused barn, slanted in its orientation so that the entrance was situated facing the fells. Out of sight. And big enough to hide a car or two.


He watched with satisfaction as the BMW pulled off the lane and in towards the barn, driving round to the far side as instructed. A second later and the driver got out, looking around. It was only then that Pete pulled his scarf up over his mouth and made the call.


Across the distance came the faint sound of a mobile ringing. And then the man was answering his phone.


‘This is ridiculous,’ he barked with no preamble, ‘bloody ridiculous. Don’t you know who I am—?’


‘Walk towards the barn,’ Pete interrupted, his voice muffled by the scarf. ‘See the bucket? Look inside.’


Through the binoculars he watched the man pick up the empty yellow feed tub that was lying in the doorway. Saw him lift the lid. And then felt a surge of satisfaction as he pulled out the contents, a look of despair on his face as he glanced around wildly, instinctively checking there were no witnesses other than the sheep and the fells.


There was a long pause, Pete letting it swell, increasing the pressure on his prey as the man calculated all he had to lose.


Then the man spoke. ‘What do you want?’


‘I’ll be in touch.’


With a swipe of a finger, Pete ended the call, got in his truck and drove away, leaving the mayor of Bruncliffe standing in a field, contemplating the end of the world as he knew it.


The little red Nissan Micra covered the distance between town and the auction mart in good time. Partly because the roads were quiet, despite the approaching Easter holidays, but also thanks to Delilah’s driving.


‘How long did it take you to pass your test?’ muttered Samson as the car rounded another corner, stone walls perilously close to his window.


‘Passed first time. You?’


Samson didn’t get a chance to answer, the next corner throwing him sideways, his arm thumping down on the top of the door panel in an attempt to maintain balance.


With a thud, the window dropped down out of sight.


‘What the hell?’ Samson turned to Delilah, who glanced at the open window and scowled.


‘What did you thump it for?’ she demanded.


‘What do you mean? You threw me against it.’ He pressed the window switch. Nothing happened, sharp spring air blasting into the car. He pressed it again. A faint whirr from inside the panel, but still the window remained open.


‘Leave it. It’s broken,’ muttered Delilah. ‘I haven’t had a chance to get it fixed.’


‘You mean it has to stay like this?’


She nodded. ‘Until we get out. When I lock it, the window comes back up.’


‘You’re joking?’ Samson gave a startled laugh. ‘How long has this been going on?’


‘It started last week. Tolpuddle jumped up on the door and the window fell down. Luckily I’d just started the engine and we weren’t moving.’


Samson stared at the place where the glass should be and then turned back to Delilah with a grin. ‘Remind me – just how much did you pay for this car?’


She glowered at him. The fact that she’d got the Micra as a part-payment for setting up a website for Barry Dawson at Plastic Fantastic never failed to amuse him. The malfunctioning window would merely add to his derision.


‘I’ll get it sorted when I get the money. In the meantime, try to avoid thumping it!’


Samson pulled up the hood on his parka and tried to huddle down out of the wind, not an easy task in the small car. He was glad when they turned another corner and the complex of buildings that was Bruncliffe auction mart came into view.


‘God, it’s years since I’ve been here,’ said Delilah.


‘Same for me,’ muttered Samson, memories crowding in on him.


While other farmers had looked forward to the weekly mart, his had been a different experience. For the first few months following his mother’s death, he’d considered it a treat to miss school and accompany his father over to the auction to buy and sell. But as time wore on and his father sought solace in alcohol, the necessary visit had become traumatic for young Samson. By the time he was nine, he was taking on responsibility for preparing the sheep the day before. By the time he was ten, he was out on the fells on his own, rounding them up. Only to find that when it came time to leave, his father was often incapable of driving, passed out at the kitchen table surrounded by empty beer bottles. When he was finally old enough to pass his driving test and take charge of the transportation as well as everything else, for Samson the auction had been nothing more than another way to try and keep the failing Twistleton Farm out of the clutches of the bank manager.


‘It’s expanded a bit since I was last here,’ he said, trying to brush aside the past as he took in the changes to what had once been a small mart – a mart that had been verging on financial ruin when he’d last seen it, thanks to a devastating outbreak of foot-and-mouth.


Today it looked anything but bankrupt. Still on the same site, near the A65 and so easily accessible for farmers from across the Dales as well as into Lancashire and Cumbria, the premises were now surrounded by a huge landscaped car park. And rather than the single, draughty building that had housed the auctions in Samson’s time, there were four interconnected structures, the main entrance a sophisticated design of glass and steel. But while it looked high-tech and modern, the green fields and the rolling fells that surrounded it retained the connection with the land that its clients all made their money from.


‘A lot of it is Harry’s doing,’ said Delilah as she turned into the car park, her little red Micra out of keeping in the midst of all the 4x4s and trailers. She parked it next to the only other anomaly, a grey Audi coupe, its elegant contours making it look like a thoroughbred amongst carthorses. ‘He’s really made something of the place,’ she continued. ‘Makes you wonder what could possibly have led to his call. He didn’t say anything about why he wanted us here?’


‘Not a word. But I would imagine it’s something to do with that.’ Through his open window, Samson was pointing across the expanse of parked vehicles to the side of one of the buildings where an ambulance, lights flashing, was surrounded by a large crowd of people. Behind it was a police car. And standing next to it, in conversation with Sergeant Gavin Clayton, was a very tense-looking Harry Furness.
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‘He’s dead? Ron Watson?’ Samson shook his head in disbelief.


‘I can’t take it in either,’ muttered Harry. He rubbed a hand over his face, his customary jovial expression replaced with worry. And grief.


They were sitting in Harry’s office, Delilah and Samson on the well-worn sofa and the auctioneer opposite them in an armchair. It was some time since they’d arrived, the team from the Dales Detective Agency having to wait for all the official formalities to be observed before Harry Furness was free to talk to them. At which point he’d led them away from the shocked atmosphere of the auction mart foyer – still filled with farmers too stunned to think about going home even though the remainder of the day’s business had been cancelled – and up to his office above the reception area.


‘What the hell happened?’ asked Samson.


‘He got trapped in a pen with a couple of aggressive bullocks. They knocked him over. He didn’t have a chance.’


‘Ron?’ Delilah’s voice was filled with scepticism. ‘That doesn’t sound like something he’d be daft enough to do.’


Samson nodded, recalling the yard foreman, a fixture at the mart when Samson had been a customer. He’d lived his life around livestock and was anything but reckless when it came to handling the animals. He’d also been one of the few who’d gone out of their way to help the young O’Brien lad.


‘I agree with Delilah. The Ron I remember would never have been so stupid as to get himself trampled to death. Unless you’re saying age finally caught up with him?’


Harry grunted. ‘Nothing of the sort. He was as sharp as a tack and as careful as he’d ever been.’


‘So, like I said, how did it happen?’


‘We don’t know. One minute the auction was in full swing, no problems. Next thing, there’s two bullocks tearing up the back alleyway towards the ring. But for the quick thinking of Megan, our apprentice, they’d have caused damage. But she got them into a side pen. And that’s when I sent her looking for Ron.’ The auctioneer’s head dropped, his shoulders hunched forward as he struggled to keep control, seeing again the stricken look on Megan’s face when he’d run down to her. Seeing again the body lying twisted on the floor of the pen. ‘He died before the ambulance got here.’


‘I’m guessing you’ve already started an investigation?’ Samson asked.


‘Of course. We’ll have to submit a full report. Prove that this was a one-off accident and that health and safety regulations weren’t compromised. Not by the auction mart, anyway.’ Harry grimaced. ‘It seems so callous to be covering our backsides when Ron’s lost his life, but that’s the way it is. We work in a highly dangerous environment. The slightest hint that operations are being carried out in a cavalier fashion and we’ll be closed down. They shut down a small mart over in Lancashire just last month for less than this.’


‘I’m sure Ron would have understood,’ said Delilah, gently.


‘Aye. He would. He was hot on safety. Which is why this is all so . . .’ Harry left the sentence dangling and brushed the back of his hand over his eyes. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered. ‘This has knocked me for six.’


Delilah reached across and laid a hand on his arm. ‘I’m sure it’ll be the same for everyone. It’s such a shock.’


‘Did anyone see it happen?’ asked Samson.


Harry shook his head. ‘No. Most of us were busy with the auction so we were in the ring or thereabouts. And the other couple of yardmen who were on duty in the exit pens were outside helping a farmer load up a large flock of ewes with lambs.’


‘So Ron was on his own in the penning area?’


‘Aye.’


‘And for some unknown reason, he entered an enclosure with the bullocks.’


‘Aye.’


Samson fell silent, eyes on his friend. When he spoke next, it was quietly. ‘You want to tell us what’s bothering you, Harry?’


The auctioneer’s head snapped up, eyes wide. ‘I’m not sure what you mean . . .’


‘Why are we here? You didn’t call just to tell us this.’


‘I’m not sure why I called. I freaked out, that was all. Didn’t know what to do . . . You were the first person I thought of.’


Samson wasn’t buying it. This was a man who faced whatever life threw at him with intelligence and calm. Even when someone had tried to kill him last November, he’d made light of it. The idea that Harry Furness had grabbed his mobile and called Samson in a blind panic when he’d discovered his dead colleague just didn’t make sense.


‘It’s us, Harry. You can tell us anything and it will go no further. You know that.’


For a second, Samson thought Harry was going to persist with his charade. But then the man’s face crumpled and a tear rolled down his cheek.


‘Thing is,’ he managed, dabbing at his eyes with the sleeve of his auctioneer’s jacket, ‘I’m not sure what’s bothering me, as you put it.’ He took a deep breath, glanced over at the closed door of his office and then leaned forward, voice dropping to a whisper. ‘You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I don’t think Ron’s death was an accident.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Delilah. ‘You said yourself that he went into the pen. How could anyone else be to blame?’


‘That’s what it looks like. But then, how do you explain this?’ The auctioneer pulled his left hand out of his pocket and held it out.


Across the palm was a wide smear of what looked like blood.


‘You don’t understand. We could lose everything!’


Rick Procter bit down on the surge of impatience that was threatening to spill over as he listened to the panic in his companion’s voice.


‘I’m telling you, he’s not bluffing, whoever he is.’ Bernard Taylor, mayor of Bruncliffe and owner of Taylor’s Estate Agents, could barely contain himself, his whispered conversation touching on hysteria. ‘He’s going to destroy us.’


Perhaps this hadn’t been the best place for this follow-up meeting, mused Rick. As two of Bruncliffe’s most prominent businessmen, he’d thought that no one would question the pair of them having lunch in the exclusive brasserie at his Low Mill development. That it would be less risky than trying to have a clandestine get-together in a town full of busybodies. But he should have known better. Their brief meeting at Taylor’s office earlier had seen the mayor already starting to unravel. Now, forehead beaded in sweat, the man was approaching full meltdown.


It wouldn’t take a genius to work out something was up.


‘Have you got the photos?’ Rick asked, cutting into his cured duck liver, hating the fact that the exquisite taste would be soured by the company. They hadn’t even got through the first course before Taylor had started blabbing.


‘Here.’ Bernard Taylor whipped his head around to make sure no one was watching, drawing more attention to himself than if he’d just acted cool, and thrust an envelope across the table.


Rick lay down his cutlery, dabbed his napkin on his lips and calmly picked up the envelope. Careful not to expose the contents to any wandering gaze, he slid the photos out and studied them before slipping them back out of sight.


‘Interesting.’ He picked up his knife and fork and resumed his meal. But he’d been right. The tender flavour of the duck had been overlain by a bitterness that sprang from anger.


Someone was blackmailing them. When he’d got the panicked call from Taylor that morning, he’d hoped it had been a hoax. But the contents of the envelope lying next to his plate were anything but. They were enough to blow Rick Procter’s world apart. And whoever was behind it had been clever enough to target the weakest link in the chain.


What to do?


He reached for his glass and took a sip of the burgundy, pretending to savour it while he contemplated his next move. All the while his companion’s pudgy face stared across the table at him, etched in worry.


‘So,’ Rick finally said, placing the glass back on the table, ‘did you get any more of an idea as to who he is during this exchange? Nothing distinctive in the way he spoke?’


A rueful shake of the head, chins wobbling. ‘It was like the first time. His voice was muffled.’


‘Local?’


‘I’d say so.’


‘You’d say so? Surely you can be more definite than that?’


‘I told you already, he doesn’t tend to say much. When he called me at the office he just said I had an hour to get to the barn on the Silverdale Road or he’d ruin me. That’s when he mentioned the house.’ Bernard Taylor dabbed his forehead with his handkerchief. His venison carpaccio remained untouched on his plate. The man had lost his appetite, and it was easy to understand why.


Someone had got a photo of them out at the farmhouse on the remote Henside Road. An inconspicuous place for them to meet in normal circumstances. But when the property was being used as a cannabis farm, then those circumstances became ruinous if discovered. The mayor of Bruncliffe in cahoots with the town’s most successful businessman, running an illicit venture on the side.


Only it wasn’t on the side, the farmhouse just one of many. And Rick and his companion just two cogs in a wheel that was much bigger than them. Much more dangerous too.


Whoever was blackmailing them was playing at a table with far higher stakes than they could ever have imagined.


‘What about this time? What did he say?’


‘He simply directed me towards a feed bucket that was by the entrance of the barn, and that’s when I found those.’ The mayor pointed a shaking finger at the envelope on the table. ‘Then he said he’d be in touch and hung up. So like I said, not a lot to go on and all of it sounding like he was underwater or something.’


Rick cut another slice of liver, thinking hard. It was all very neat. Nothing left for the blackmailer to be identified by. But perhaps that was where he’d slipped up . . .


‘How long was it before he called you out at the barn?’


Taylor shrugged. ‘A matter of moments after I arrived. Why?’


‘How did he know you were there?’


There was a pause, the mayor’s mouth dropping open but no words coming out. Then he blushed. ‘He was watching me,’ he hissed. ‘The bastard was watching me!’


‘Indeed.’ Rick took another sip of wine, mainly to stop himself from berating his partner in crime. The buffoon had allowed someone to tail him all the way out to bloody Silverdale, a place so remote that anything without white fleece and four legs was bound to raise suspicion. Yet Taylor hadn’t seen a thing.


If Rick hadn’t been so in need of the man’s services – Taylor’s estate agency vital in sourcing premises for their illegal enterprise – he’d be tempted to sacrifice him to the people who ran the whole affair. But knowing the men they were in league with, any word of this latest screw-up would get them both killed. So it was up to Rick to sort it.


‘Leave it with me,’ he said, finishing the last morsel of duck and placing his cutlery on the empty plate.


‘What about when he contacts me again?’


‘Let me know straight away. But in the meantime, don’t let it spook you. We can’t afford to lose our nerve at this stage.’


Bernard Taylor nodded miserably, excused himself from the table and left the restaurant.


‘Have you finished, sir?’ The waiter was by the table, an eyebrow raised at the abandoned venison carpaccio. ‘Was everything to your satisfaction?’


‘Yes. Sorry, my companion wasn’t hungry,’ said Rick.


The waiter nodded, smiled, picked up the plates and headed for the kitchen, where he would no doubt comment on the fact that Bruncliffe’s mayor, a man known to enjoy his fine dining, was without appetite. And that would be enough in this small town to set people talking.


Rick had to find the blackmailer, and fast.


He thought about what Bernard had told him. The way in which the calls had been made. As the waiter returned with his main course, it came to him. The timings. Why had the extortionist left an hour for Bernard to get to the barn? If he knew of the barn’s existence, then he would know it was only a thirty-minute drive. Yet he’d left enough time for Bernard to call Rick before heading off.


Because he’d known that was what Bernard would do.


Rick smiled. He was dealing with a local. Some hick who’d stumbled upon the cannabis farm and decided to use it to his benefit. That greatly shifted the odds in the property developer’s favour.


Somewhat reassured, he set about enjoying his fillet steak with gusto.


A bit of blood smeared across a hand. It wasn’t something Samson found surprising given that a man had just been trampled to death.


‘What of it?’ he asked, shrugging.


Delilah, however, was staring at the large palm Harry was holding out, a hand to her mouth. ‘It that Ron’s—?’


‘Not Ron’s, no,’ said the auctioneer. ‘It’s from one of the bullocks that got loose.’


Still Samson failed to share Harry’s concern. ‘That’s why they were going berserk. They must have cut themselves on something.’


‘Aye, that was my initial thought. But I inspected the pens where we found Ron. There wasn’t anything there that could have cut them. No sign of blood either, apart from that on the floor . . .’


Harry trailed off, slumping back in his seat and rubbing a hand over his weary face at the painful memory of that day’s events.


‘So what was it from, then?’ asked Samson, getting curious now.


‘Something a lot more sinister, I reckon.’ The auctioneer produced his mobile from the pocket of his dark green overall and handed it over. ‘Look at this.’


A side shot of the bullock filled the screen, its flank scored by a line of red. Neat. No ragged edges where the animal might have ripped its skin on something. The cut was clinical. It was enough to make the detective sit forward on his seat.


‘That looks like—’


‘A knife wound!’ Delilah cut Samson off, looking over his shoulder at the phone. She pulled her fingers over the screen to zoom in on the injury.


‘Glad I’m not the only one that thinks so,’ muttered Harry, face grave.


‘But this would mean someone deliberately cut the bullock. Why would anyone do that?’


Harry shrugged. ‘Search me. But poor Ron paid the price for it.’


‘It couldn’t have been Ron? Maybe by mistake somehow?’ Even as he said it, Samson knew his question was ludicrous. Ron Watson had been one of the best handlers of livestock he’d ever met. There was no way the man would have been responsible for the injury in the photo. And even if he had been, he wouldn’t have been stupid enough to get in the way of the resulting panic.


‘Not a chance,’ said Harry firmly. ‘Old Ron was brilliant with the stock.’


‘Which means someone else must have done this,’ said Delilah. ‘But why?’


‘That’s why I called you.’ Harry got to his feet and walked over to the door, opened it, checked the corridor outside and then closed it again. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m getting paranoid. It’s just that if Ron didn’t do it, then someone in the mart must have. And right now, I don’t trust anyone outside this room.’


‘What about CCTV? Surely that will show you everything you need to know?’


The auctioneer was already shaking his head at Delilah’s enquiry. ‘You’d think so. Except there is no CCTV.’


‘You don’t have cameras in the building?’ asked Samson, incredulously.


‘Oh, we have cameras all right. Plenty of the buggers. But for some unexplained reason, the ones in the penning area weren’t working. And that,’ said Harry, pacing the floor, ‘was enough to make me worried. Very worried indeed. Enough that I want to hire the pair of you to get to the bottom of this.’


Samson looked at the photo still on the screen in front of him, the angry streak of red on the flank of the bullock. And he had a horrible feeling that this was going to turn out to be yet another serious case for the Dales Detective Agency.
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Spring had finally arrived in the Yorkshire Dales. For a succession of days, a sky of powder-blue had been draped over the fells, a warm sun smiling benignly on the lambs that gambolled across green fields, the harsh outlines of the grey stone walls that patchworked the land softened under its light. Along the narrow lanes, bursts of yellow shone forth from the bobbing heads of daffodils and crocuses, blossom hanging lightly on the budding trees. And threading through it all was the soulful cry of the curlews down by the river.


It was a perfect spring. A season for new life. A time for new love.


Eight miles north of the small town of Bruncliffe, on the slopes of Pen-y-ghent, none were feeling the pull of the season more than the owner of Mire End Farm.


‘I’m buggered!’ Clive Knowles was leaning on the gate that led to the field next to the farmhouse, his words cast to the heavens, heard only by the sheep before him and the aging collie next to him. ‘Ruined,’ he continued. ‘Scuppered.’


He shook his head, perplexed by the turn of fortune his life had undergone, and rubbed his chest, which smarted under his touch. Like a real wound.


‘If this is love,’ he muttered dourly, ‘happen as it shouldn’t be so painful.’


Or so costly.


He watched the new arrivals in the field before him. A healthy flock of ewes with lambs that he’d bought on impulse at the mart the week before.


He still didn’t know what had come over him. Last time he’d splashed out on stock had been for his prize-winning Swaledale tup, Ralph, in the autumn. But that was different. A ram would more than justify the expense and, judging by the number of heavily pregnant ewes in the field the other side of the farmhouse, Ralph had done just that.


But to buy ewes with lambs at foot . . . it wasn’t something he’d do. Normally. Yet, standing at the edge of the auction ring last week, he’d been in a bit of a daydream, thinking about how Mire End Farm might be changing. How his life might be in the future if he could only find the courage to grasp the opportunity. And before he knew it, he was nodding at that bloody demon auctioneer, Harry Furness, who promptly brought the gavel down, finger pointing directly at him. He’d found himself the proud owner of a flock of sheep he’d not really had any intention of buying.


He’d been too proud to back down. Instead he’d persuaded himself it would be a nice addition to a farm that was heading for better days.


Texels, though. It wasn’t a breed he bothered with; too pricey for his tastes and not really suited to his land. Not the bonniest of beasts either, with the looks of bouncers at a disreputable nightclub. And so, having learned his lesson, he’d avoided the mart today, the first time in over a decade. No doubt his absence would be commented on, but he simply couldn’t afford to be mooning around the sales ring with his head in the clouds while Harry Furness was up on the dais.


‘It’ll bankrupt me,’ he muttered at the dog. ‘If I don’t get a hold of this love lark soon, I’ll be a lost man.’


‘Clive!’


He turned to the woman standing in the doorway of his house, her strident call a sweet symphony to his ears.


‘Dinner’s on the table,’ she shouted. ‘It won’t keep.’ The back door slammed shut.


The farmer looked up to the heavens once more and sent a silent prayer of thanks to whatever god had spared the angel currently in residence in Mire End Farm. And closely followed it with a plea for help. For Clive Knowles was in love and didn’t have a clue how to win over the object of his ardour.


Considering it was the place where a man had died, the empty pen looked innocuous. Apart from the patch of blood-soaked sawdust on the ground.


Having left Harry to get on with dealing with the aftermath of Ron Watson’s death, Samson and Delilah had made their way past a couple of closed office doors and down to the reception area. Walking along the corridor that ran around the empty auction ring, they didn’t see a soul. With the abrupt cancellation of the day’s business, the large site had been transformed from a hive of activity to a ghost town.


Emerging out into the penning area, things weren’t much different. There’d been enough time for farmers to collect any livestock they’d bought that morning or to reload animals that they’d been unable to sell, and now the vast space was eerily quiet. No slamming of gates. No frustrated shouts as sheep threatened to escape while being loaded onto waiting trailers.


Passing a few stalls still occupied by tranquil cattle, Samson and Delilah had arrived at the scene of Ron’s accident.


‘This is it,’ said Delilah, consulting the map Harry had given them, a crudely drawn cross marking the spot. ‘Not that there could be any question,’ she added, gesturing at the stained floor.


Samson leaned on the metal railings and stared at the enclosure. It was hard to imagine the flashing hooves of the panicked bullocks. The sudden movement of all that muscle and bone in a relatively small space. A man trapped in amongst it. Ron wouldn’t have stood a chance.


‘What the hell made him go in there if they were acting up?’ he asked.


Delilah shrugged. ‘Maybe they weren’t. Maybe he went in for some other reason and they got startled.’


‘Even so, Ron was an old hand at this game. He’d have come back out the minute the beasts started to get worked up. He was never a risk taker.’


‘Perhaps the gate wouldn’t open?’


With a single finger, Samson pulled the latch back and swung the gate open, a raised eyebrow aimed in Delilah’s direction. ‘Don’t think that was it.’


‘So what then?’


‘God knows.’ As easily as he’d opened it, Samson closed the pen, the latch clicking into place sounding loud in the surrounding silence.


‘What about the possible knife wound?’ asked Delilah, studying the photo on her mobile that Harry had taken of the wounded bullock. ‘Doesn’t that change things a bit?’


‘Totally. If that’s what it was, then that would really change things. Especially if we presume that it wasn’t Ron that caused the injury.’


Delilah looked up at him, putting the scenario together in her head. ‘You think Ron was in the pen and whoever had the knife was out here?’


‘It would make sense.’


With a sharp intake of breath, Delilah twisted round to take in the penning area afresh. The low lighting. The rows of stalls with the alleyways in between. The absence of anyone around. It was vaguely disquieting. On auction day, even more so – the loud tannoy in the distance, everyone gathered in the sales ring at the far end of the alleyway or outside loading stock. Except for Ron, down here, entering this pen for whatever reason. And then . . .


‘He was afraid to come out,’ she said.


Samson nodded. ‘I think you could be right. Poor Ron was left with no option but to take his chances with the bullocks.’


‘And whoever was out here on this side of the railings knew that. So they used the knife, cutting one of the animals and sending them all into a deadly panic.’ Delilah turned back to look at the pen and the disturbing patch of stained sawdust. ‘What an awful way to go. Ron must have been really scared of whatever was waiting for him out here.’


‘I agree,’ said Samson. ‘But it still leaves my original question. What made Ron go in there in the first place?’


‘I’ve a horrible feeling it wasn’t animal welfare,’ muttered Delilah with a shudder.


Resisting the urge to place an arm around his colleague’s shoulder, Samson pushed himself off the railings and turned to go. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’ve learned all we can from here for the time being. Let’s go and inspect the office Harry’s set aside for us.’


Shoving her hands into her pockets to hide the shakes that had beset them, Delilah followed Samson back up the alleyway towards the auction ring.


The office turned out to be in keeping with their surroundings. Making their way to the row of commercial units that ran alongside the main sales ring, Samson and Delilah walked past the onsite outlets for a range of businesses that had dealings with the agricultural world: rural lawyers; vets; insurance agencies; equestrian outfitters. All of the shops were unlit, doors closed, no doubt a result of the tragedy that had fallen upon the community. At the far end of the row, in a dark corner of the site, they found their new workspace – a retail unit recently vacated by a farm supplies company. Delilah turned the key, opened the door and flicked on the lights.


Empty shelving covered one wall and in a far corner several abandoned bags of feed were stacked in a pile, next to a drooping yucca in a terracotta pot. On the back wall there was more shelving, mostly bare apart from a couple of cans of sheep marker lying next to a lonely tub of hoof-care gel. To the left was a coffee table covered in a layer of dust, two battered sofas slumped next to it.


Samson sniffed. The smell of his childhood. Of the storeroom out at Twistleton Farm where he’d spent hours, playing around in his infancy and then, after his mother’s death, working. Hit with a burst of nostalgia, he walked across to one of the sofas and perched on the arm, grinning at Delilah.


‘Reckon I might ask Harry if I can move in here permanently,’ he said. ‘It’s a step up from what I’ve got.’


She glowered at him. ‘Feel free. See if you can strike as good a deal as I’ve given you.’


He laughed, delighting in how easy it was to bait her. But she had a point. His office on the ground floor of Delilah’s three-storey building on Back Street might have unique décor – red-flocked wallpaper a remnant from its days as a hair salon, peeling lino and a desk that had seen better days – but the rent was cheap. And it kept him in close proximity to the woman standing in the doorway.


‘True,’ he said. ‘And I’d miss the visits from Tolpuddle.’


Her frown flipped to a smile, as he’d known it would at the mention of her hound, currently keeping Samson’s father company back in town. ‘So, what do you think?’ she asked, crossing the room to toss the papers Harry had given her on the table. ‘What’s our next move?’


Samson leaned over and flicked through the pages – a directory of the auction mart staff, a plan of the site and a couple of vouchers for the mart cafe. Having been assured by Harry that they had full access to all areas, the auctioneer had added one proviso: as far as anyone was concerned, the Dales Detective Agency duo were merely conducting a preliminary health and safety investigation as a precursor to the official inquiry which would doubtless follow. That was what Harry had told his bosses. Until such times as his theory could be proven or – hopefully – disproven, he wasn’t prepared to air his suspicions in public. Suggesting that Ron had been involved in something more sinister than an accident would have a detrimental effect on the mart. To warrant that, the auctioneer wanted something more substantial than a smear of blood on his palm and a possible knife wound on a bullock. Which is why he wasn’t prepared to go to the police with his fears. Not just yet.


So for now, Samson and Delilah had a list of names and a vague hunch to work on. It wasn’t much.


‘How about we start by interviewing the people who were closest to the alleyway where Ron was found?’ Samson held up the plan of the auction mart, on which Harry had done his best to mark the location of all the staff in the run-up to the foreman’s death. Two sets of initials were nearest to the cross that showed where he’d died. ‘Adam Slater and Megan Gifford,’ said Samson, referring back to the staff register.


‘Megan Gifford?’ Delilah leaned over his shoulder to check the list of names. ‘I didn’t realise that was who Harry was talking about.’


‘You know her?’


‘We’re cousins, of sorts.’ She shrugged. ‘I can never remember the exact connection.’


‘Is there anyone you’re not related to around here?’ muttered Samson.


Delilah laughed. ‘I don’t hear you complaining when it helps us solve a case.’


There wasn’t much Samson could say in reply, knowing that it had often been Delilah’s close links to the community he’d turned his back on that had yielded results in the Dales Detective Agency’s investigations over the last six months. As someone branded an offcumden, with an Irish father and a mother from a distant dale, Samson didn’t have the same network of relationships to turn to. And as someone Bruncliffe had been glad to see the back of nearly fifteen years ago, the few ties he had enjoyed had long been severed. On his return the autumn before, he’d found himself having to start all over, and Delilah’s contacts had been a blessing more than once.


‘Cousin Megan it is. But first,’ said Samson, his stomach rumbling loudly, reminding him it was past lunchtime, ‘how about I go and get us some coffee and a couple of bacon butties, courtesy of Harry.’ He waggled the cafe vouchers. ‘If you’re willing to risk it? I seem to remember the refreshments here being of dubious quality.’


‘You’re forgetting that Harry works here now,’ Delilah said with a smile. ‘Knowing how much he enjoys his food, I think you’re in for a surprise.’


Hoping she was right, Samson made his way back out into the corridor and towards the tantalising smells that were drifting from the front of the building.


If the rest of the auction mart felt like the Mary Celeste, the cafe was bursting with life. Samson was standing in the doorway taking in the changes – the place now a homely eatery rather than the greasy spoon of his youth – when a voice hailed him.


‘O’Brien?’


He ran his eyes across the crowded tables, farmers packing out the place in the wake of the shocking incident that had derailed their normal day at the mart, until he saw a familiar face frowning at him. Uniform stretched over a substantial stomach, a large slice of cake in one hand and a mug in the other, Sergeant Gavin Clayton looked totally at home.


‘Sarge.’ Samson crossed to the table and shook the proffered hand, ignoring the ketchup smeared across a knuckle. Seemingly the food was good enough to meet the exacting standards of Bruncliffe’s police force. ‘How are things?’ he asked, taking a seat.


Sergeant Clayton shook his head. ‘Horrible business,’ he muttered. ‘Ron was a top bloke. And that was a dreadful way to go.’


‘Doesn’t bear thinking about,’ said Samson. ‘I’m guessing that’s what brought you out here?’


‘Aye. We got the call from Harry and came straight over. Danny’s just finishing up the last interview.’


PC Danny Bradley. Samson’s ears picked up at the news that Bruncliffe’s young constable was on the premises and asking questions about the accident. While Sergeant Clayton was wiser than he looked, his plodding approach to law enforcement relied more on method than on mastery. His protégé, however, was a different kettle of fish. Samson had worked with him several times over the last six months and had nothing but respect for the lad. He had all the makings of a top-class detective.


A quick conversation with Danny about Ron Watson’s death would be one worth having.


‘You’ve got that look in your eye, O’Brien.’ Sergeant Clayton was staring at him, reminding Samson that the man should never be taken for the fool he sometimes appeared to be. ‘Anything I should know about? Like what’s your business here, for starters?’


‘Harry,’ said Samson, offering a partial truth. ‘He wants us to start on the health and safety investigation before the official version gets going.’


The sergeant nodded. ‘Not a bad idea.’ But still he was regarding Samson with that fixed scrutiny. Then he gestured towards the cafe counter. ‘You’d better get whatever it was you came in for before they run out. Place is doing a roaring trade now the auction’s been cancelled. And Delilah won’t be best pleased if you come back empty-handed.’


‘Delilah?’ Samson was genuinely surprised at the sergeant’s prescience. ‘How did you know she was here as well?’


Sergeant Clayton grinned. ‘You’re slipping, O’Brien. A man is easily undone by a sloppy use of pronouns. I doubt the National Crime Agency would have you back now.’


With a bellow of laughter, he went back to eating his cake, leaving Samson to head for the counter, reflecting on how quickly he was losing the skills that had kept him alive as an undercover officer. He’d said us, not me, when asked what his business was at the mart. A complete giveaway that he wasn’t alone.


What was worse? he wondered. That he’d inadvertently given something away or that he’d got so used to working with Delilah Metcalfe that he now used plural pronouns without even noticing it. Either way, the sergeant had a point. If Samson spent any longer in Bruncliffe, it would be nigh on impossible for him to resume the covert life he’d led for so long.


As he joined the queue, farmers in front and behind, discussing the day’s tragedy in the direct way that was typical of the region, the detective caught himself thinking that perhaps it would be no bad thing if he ended up in Bruncliffe for good.


The bacon butties were exceptional. The tea was the usual strong Yorkshire brew, Samson unable to stomach more than half a mug of the bitter beverage. When Delilah headed for the staffroom around the corner to fetch her cousin, he took the opportunity to pour the remainder into the pot containing the ailing yucca before turning his attention to the brief notes Harry had provided on each of his co-workers.


Megan Gifford was young. Straight out of school and on an apprenticeship scheme that could lead to a college degree, she was going places. According to Harry, she was an exemplary employee and had justified the faith that the manager of the business, Martin Butler, had shown in her.


The door opened and Samson glanced up to see Delilah with her arm around a slip of a girl. If he hadn’t known her age already, he’d have said she was no more than fifteen. Small enough that she made the five-foot-three Delilah, with her dark features and outdoors glow, look more robust than usual, Megan had the features of a child. Her shock of blonde hair was pulled back in a plait, revealing a delicate face that was pale and swollen from crying. She didn’t look capable of stalling the headlong flight of two bullocks.


But Samson had learned the hard way while working undercover that appearances were often deceptive. He stood, holding out his hand to the young woman, a streak of red colouring her cheeks as they shook hands. Her grasp was a lot stronger than her small stature would have suggested.


‘Samson O’Brien,’ she murmured, eyes sparkling briefly, giving Samson a glimpse of the spirit he suspected would prevail when not smothered by grief. ‘I’ve heard all about you.’


‘And it’s all true, Megan,’ Delilah said with a smile, gesturing to the sofa nearest them. ‘Especially the bad bits.’


Megan managed a brief smile in reply before sitting, clearly apprehensive. ‘Are you working with the police? Because they’ve already interviewed me and I told Danny all I could. Not that I saw anything . . .’ Her gaze dropped to the floor, a tear slipping onto her cheek which she wiped with the back of her hand. ‘Sorry. I just can’t get my head around it. Poor Ron.’


‘We understand,’ said Delilah. ‘It’s been a shock for everyone. But we’re not with the police. Harry’s asked us to look into the accident – from a health and safety perspective. Do you think you’re up to talking to us?’


‘Yes. Anything to help Harry. He’s been good to me.’ The answer was resolute, but the worry remained in the furrows across her forehead and the wary look she gave Samson as he took a seat opposite her.


‘So . . . just a few questions . . .’ Samson stuttered to a halt, thrown off balance by the young woman, her face still damp with tears, her body tense as though expecting to be assaulted. He was more accustomed to conducting interviews with hardened criminals, the type of men you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley. Where he didn’t have to be concerned about causing upset. ‘Right . . . so . . .’


‘How about you tell us a bit about your work, Megan?’ Delilah asked. ‘How long have you been here?’


For someone untrained in interview technique, it was the perfect question, leading into the subject without any confrontation and placing the interviewee at ease. Impressed not for the first time by his colleague’s instinctive ability when it came to dealing with people, Samson sat back as Megan’s shoulders relaxed and she turned to her cousin.


‘Since last September,’ she said. ‘There was a lot of pressure on me to go straight to uni after I finished my A-levels in the summer but this is all I’ve ever wanted to do.’


‘To work in an auction mart?’


‘To be an auctioneer. Like Harry.’


‘Was it hard to get the apprenticeship?’


A world-weary look passed over the girl’s face. ‘When you’re five-foot-nothing and female, yes. I applied to ten different marts and this was the only one that called me for interview. And I’m sure that was only because they knew me – knew that I had a background in farming. But even then, they took some convincing. It’s not exactly a woman’s world.’ She tilted her head, chin lifting in a way that reminded Samson of Delilah. ‘But I intend to change that.’


‘I’m sure you will,’ said Delilah with a smile. ‘So how have you found it? Are you happy here?’


A smile broke through the sadness on Megan’s face. ‘I love it. Everything. The work. The people. It’s all I ever hoped it would be.’


‘And the apprenticeship? How long does it last?’


‘A year. After that, I can apply for the mart’s sponsorship programme which would pay for me to go to college part-time while working here.’


‘This place runs a sponsorship programme?’ Samson asked, surprised.


Megan nodded. ‘Harry set it up. But they get a lot of applicants so . . .’ She shrugged, the smile fading. ‘I’m not sure . . . after today . . .’


‘Let’s talk about today,’ said Delilah, gently. ‘Tell us what happened.’


‘That’s the thing – I don’t know what happened. One minute it was business as usual and the next, there were two bullocks steaming up the alleyway towards the auction ring.’


‘What did you do?’ asked Samson, already knowing the answer but wanting to hear the lass put it into words.


‘I pulled open the side pen nearest me and managed to herd them into it.’


No embellishment in the answer. No dwelling on how brave she’d been. Just matter-of-fact.


‘You must have been terrified,’ Delilah said.


‘I didn’t have time to be. It all happened so fast. Next thing, Adam was running up and Harry was in the alleyway next to me, trying to find out what went wrong. That’s when he sent Adam and me down to look for Ron . . .’ A shaking hand rising to her mouth, Megan blinked. ‘Oh God. I don’t think I’ll ever forget seeing him . . .’


The composure that the young apprentice had been showing crumbled, tears falling as she dropped her head, her plait falling over her shoulder.


‘It’s okay,’ murmured Delilah, rubbing her cousin’s back. ‘It’s okay.’


Samson shifted in his chair, awkward in the face of the young woman’s distress. ‘Shall I get a cup of tea?’ he offered, falling back on the Bruncliffe fail-safe for moments of crisis.


But Megan was shaking her head, sitting back up, a tissue dabbing at her eyes. ‘No, I’m fine. Sorry.’ She offered him a weak smile. ‘Please, continue. I promise not to fall apart again.’


He cleared his throat, cast a glance at the notes Harry had given them and scrabbled for a question. ‘Before all that,’ he said, ‘when was the last time you saw Ron that day?’


‘We had breakfast together in the cafe. Then I saw him in the distance during the first batch of cattle sales. But after that, not until . . .’


‘And is that usual?’ Samson asked quickly, sensing the girl was focusing on the awful events again. ‘To not see colleagues for that long?’


‘It depends. I was working the out gate for the auction ring so you can’t really leave your post. Not when Harry’s the auctioneer. He’s so fast that you have to have your wits about you to make sure the lots don’t get mixed up. And Ron was working the lower section of the penning alleyway – he was in charge of making sure the sold lots were corralled in the right areas and that everything was labelled correctly. So it’s not that unusual that I didn’t see him. Just the odd glimpse in the distance.’


‘Did you see him in the distance before the bullocks ran up?’


‘No. Like I said, one minute the alleyway was empty. The next there were two beasts heading for me.’


‘And Adam? Did you see him?’ Delilah asked.


‘Adam? Not really. He was . . .’ She paused, glancing down at her hands. ‘Thing is . . .’


‘Whatever it is, you can tell us, Megan.’


‘I don’t want to get anyone into trouble.’ The words were barely more than a whisper, Megan’s uneasy gaze flicking between her two interviewers.


‘We’re investigating an accident that led to a death,’ said Samson. ‘We need to know everything that happened. For Ron’s sake. So if you know something about Adam that could help make sense of this, we need to hear it.’


The apprentice gave a small nod of her head. ‘Okay. It’s just that Adam wasn’t where he should have been. He was supposed to be assisting Ron but he was outside most of the time. I kept seeing him down at the far end of the penning area by the loading docks, like he was helping move stock. But there wasn’t that much loading to do as most of the buyers were still in the auction ring watching the big sales. They weren’t in any rush to go home.’


‘What do you think he was doing out there?’


‘I don’t know. Having a sly cigarette maybe?’ She shrugged. ‘I just know he wasn’t where he should have been. But don’t tell anyone I told you that!’ Panic underscored the final rush of words.


‘Did you mention this to the police?’


‘No.’ A guilty shake of her head. ‘I didn’t. I thought . . . I wasn’t sure it was relevant . . .’


Samson didn’t need Megan to spell it out. With her future in the balance and beholden to the auction mart, her reticence to rock the boat was understandable.


‘Is there anything else from this morning that you think might be worth mentioning?’ he asked.


She glanced at him, as though weighing up her response, and then pulled her mobile out of her pocket. ‘This.’


The screen showed a blue fist with a thumb sticking up. ‘What is it?’ Samson asked, puzzled.


‘Facebook Messenger,’ said Delilah. ‘Someone has sent Megan a thumbs up.’
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