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Prologue


Half a kilo of minced pork. Half a tablespoon of salt. A light sprinkling of nutmeg and sage – not enough to overpower. Then a careful measurement of the secret ingredient, mixed in with a wooden spoon.


Outside, beyond the grime-covered window high above the worktop, darkness held the dale in its grip. But here, in the makeshift kitchen, the contents of the mixing bowl glistened beneath a stark bulb, a grey skein of empty casings spooled beside it.


Skins.


Fingers working them now, pulling them into place over the funnel, a routine so familiar. Slowly, to avoid any splits, the mixture was oozed into place.


A twist. A cut. Repeated.


Before the first light of dawn could penetrate the room, six sausages lay fat and tempting on a metal tray. Tempting. But toxic.
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On an early spring morning, with a pale sun casting more light than warmth upon the town nestled amongst the fells, Bruncliffe’s private detective was feeling none of the joys commonly associated with the season. In fact, he was feeling besieged.


Sitting in the office he’d occupied for the last four and a half months, Samson O’Brien was wishing he was as far away as possible. Up on the hills running. Down in London working undercover like he’d done in the life that now seemed a century ago. Anywhere but here in the room with the metal desk and rickety chairs, lino curling up at the edges of the floor and garish red-flocked wallpaper decorating the walls. With Ida Capstick sitting opposite him, her head thrust forward and a grim expression on a face that hardly ever relaxed into mirth.


‘Tha has to help me,’ she stated.


‘What can I do?’ Samson asked. ‘This is a family matter. You’ll just have to sit her down and tell her how you feel.’


Ida snorted, her head snapping away from him in disgruntlement. ‘I’ve tried that. And I’m done trying. This needs sorting.’ She turned the full glare of her gaze back onto him. ‘Permanently.’


Silence fell on the room, broken only by the clank of the radiator as it struggled to combat the cold of the March morning which had blurred the glass of the window with condensation.


‘I’m not sure I know what you mean,’ said Samson, still captured by Ida’s powerful stare.


Ida shrugged. Glanced towards the closed door and pursed her lips. ‘She’s got to go. By whatever means necessary.’ The determined nod of her head underlined her resolve.


Samson gave a startled laugh, quickly choked back as that formidable gaze refocused on him. ‘You’re not serious?’


‘I most certainly am. Tha must know someone? Someone from down in London? I’m willing to pay.’


And with that, Ida Capstick, Samson’s former neighbour and current cleaner of the Dales Detective Agency, reached into her pocket and pulled out a roll of banknotes held tightly with an elastic band. She threw it onto the desk, where it rolled to a halt in front of him.


‘I want thee to hire someone to persuade my cousin to leave. Before I kill her.’


Samson stared at the money and then up at the granite features he knew so well. ‘I think,’ he said, rising from his chair, ‘we could both do with a cup of tea.’


In the office one floor above, Bruncliffe’s purveyor of love, Delilah Metcalfe, was struggling to placate a customer of her own.


‘He’s an animal!’ exclaimed the stylish lady sitting on the other side of the desk from the youngest of the Metcalfe clan. ‘He smells like a farmyard, he could do with a good wash and as for his house . . .’ A shudder rippled across the woman’s shoulders as her face pulled into an expression of disgust. ‘And if that wasn’t bad enough, he knows nothing about romance. His idea of a first date was to take to me to the auction mart in Hawes!’


Delilah felt a bubble of laughter escape her, which she smothered into a hiccup. ‘I’m sorry—’


‘Sorry? I should think so. A day spent inspecting sheep is hardly an ideal backdrop for courtship. I half expected him to demand to see my teeth so he could assess my viability.’ The woman drew herself upright in indignation. ‘Anyway, I called in to say that if this is the calibre of clients on the Dales Dating Agency’s books, I will be cancelling my membership immediately.’


The words were enough to quell any levity on Delilah’s part as, with loans weighing down both her dating agency and her web-design business, the bank manager was shadowing her door. She could ill afford to lose a customer.


‘I’m sure we can find someone more suitable for you,’ she swiftly countered, turning to her computer and pulling up the disgruntled woman’s file. ‘In fact, how about taking part in a speed-dating evening? They’re a great way to meet people in a relaxed environment and the next one just happens to be a week on Friday. I’m happy to waive the normal fee on this occasion . . .’


The woman’s tense grip on her handbag eased somewhat and a small smile graced her lips. ‘Thank you. I’d like that.’


Delilah nodded, adding the woman’s name to the list of clients who had signed up for the event. An event that was technically already fully booked and now boasted a lopsided list of names. She was going to have to find another man to take part. And quickly.


‘You’re welcome,’ she said, allowing none of her frustration to show. ‘And again, please accept my apologies for your unfortunate experience.’


Unfortunate experience. It was a phrase that summed up Clive Knowles in a nutshell. A farmer from out beyond Horton to the north of town, with his low standards of hygiene and stubborn personality he was proving a hard man to find a bride for. The hovel that was Mire End farmhouse didn’t help. But the man was desperate to get married – desperate enough to have offered Delilah a healthy fee if she managed to find him a wife in two months. Of which only just over a month remained. The prospect of that much-needed payment slipping through her grasp was a very real one because, as Delilah had suspected when she’d agreed to take him on, Clive Knowles was turning out to be a lost cause.


‘For what it’s worth,’ said the woman, rising to her feet, her tone sympathetic now, ‘I think you’re wasting your time. Mr Knowles doesn’t need a wife. What he needs is a cleaner!’


Delilah waited for the woman to descend the stairs and the front door to close in the hallway below before she allowed her head to hit her desk.


Across the other side of town, in a farmhouse just off the road that leads out past the dairy towards Bruncliffe Old Station, Liam Jackson was stepping out of the back door.


‘You coming, old fella?’ He glanced behind him at the border collie shuffling across the kitchen floor. ‘Get a load of that fresh air. Spring’s here!’


Alf, former English National Sheepdog Trials Champion but now well past his prime, stepped stiffly over the threshold and out into the yard. He lifted his head and sniffed: daffodils from the verge that lined the road, and sheep from the lambing sheds down the track. Spring had indeed arrived.


In a routine established over the last two years since his working days had ended and he was granted the privilege of sleeping by the Aga, Alf hobbled forward, nose working overtime to compensate for his failing sight and muffled hearing. Making his way slowly around the perimeter of the large yard, he took in the scents that marked his world. The farm cats; oil seeped from the quad bike; sheep – always sheep; and . . . what was that? He lifted his head and sniffed again.


‘I’ll leave you to it, lad,’ said Liam as Alf paused, head raised, nose twitching. Pained by the changes age had wrought in his former champion, Liam turned away, heading for the kennels where the younger dogs were waiting in eager anticipation of a training session.


Alf didn’t hear him go. He was concentrating too hard on that unfamiliar yet tantalising aroma. Nose fixing on a direction, he shuffled towards the stone wall nearest the lane that ran between the farm and the back of the dairy. It was stronger there. A meaty smell. Tasty.


He almost walked past it, his eyesight so weak.


A treat. Tucked in by the wall.


Instinct made him glance back to where Liam had been standing, expecting to be told off. Warned away from an unauthorised snack.


But the yard was empty.


Alf lowered his head and bit into the unexpected delicacy. Two bites. Three and it was gone.


Warmed by the sunshine and the promise of life the season brought, he crossed to the house and settled down by the back door with a contented sigh. Head on paws, he was soon asleep.
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‘Tha’ll sort it?’


‘I’ll do what I can,’ said Samson as he escorted Ida Capstick down the hallway and through the ground-floor kitchen to the back porch. He had no idea how he was going to make good on that promise.


‘Oh, and here,’ said Ida, turning at the door and pulling a letter out of her pocket. ‘It’s a bit late getting to thee as George has been busy fixing a tractor. But then if tha will insist on living a life of deception, tha can’t complain.’


Samson took the envelope she was holding out towards him, the line of disapproval that was her mouth letting him know, not for the first time, that she didn’t approve of the lies he told on a daily basis. Lies about where he lived, concealing the fact from Bruncliffe – and his landlady, Delilah – that, thanks to a cashflow problem, he was temporarily camping out on the top floor of the office building amongst Delilah’s old furniture.


‘Thanks.’ He glanced at the postmark. London. Five days ago. An official letter. It could only be one thing.


‘Like I said, George didn’t pick it up until yesterday. But then he won’t have to fetch tha mail for much longer, will he?’ Ida glared at him. ‘Not now tha’s been paid for the Thornton case.’


It was an arrangement Ida had never been happy about: Samson living illicitly above his office while having his mail sent to his old address in the remote Thorpdale; an address where George Capstick, brother of Ida, was caretaker, looking after the farmhouse that had once been the O’Brien home but now lay empty, awaiting whatever plans the new owner had for it.


It was an arrangement Samson had felt was necessary for his safety – as well as his bank balance – protecting him from the dark past of his London life. But it was getting too difficult to sustain. And now that he had cash in his pocket following his last case, he was indeed taking steps to change it.


‘I’m seeing a flat tonight,’ he said.


Ida nodded, as much approval as she was going to show. ‘Where?’


‘Out by the Crown.’ It was the best he could afford. A cramped one-bedroomed apartment in a converted Victorian house next to a pub on the outskirts of town. But at least the views would be good, out across the fells. And he’d be able to walk to work.


Ida’s eyes narrowed. ‘The Etherington place?’ She didn’t wait for his corroboration. Not that he could have provided it; after fourteen years in exile he’d lost track of the intricate network of connections that formed the social web of Bruncliffe. ‘She’s Mrs Pettiford’s cousin. Shares the family trait for gossip, too. So tha’ll have to watch thyself. Not one for cleaning, either. I’ll call in when tha’s settled and get it sorted.’


Samson smiled. Ida, doing her best to help. Like she’d always done, back when the O’Briens were the Capsticks’ nearest neighbours. Back when Samson’s world had started to fall apart.


‘And if tha needs a reference,’ Ida continued, stepping out of the door and into the fresh morning, ‘I’d be happy to provide one.’


‘Thanks, Ida,’ said Samson, genuinely moved. Although he wasn’t entirely sure that a reference in the cleaner’s trademark brusque tone would be the glowing testimonial he’d need to overcome the prejudice he regularly encountered as the black sheep of Bruncliffe.


He watched her walk down the path, past his Royal Enfield motorbike gleaming in the sunshine, and out through the gate into the narrow ginnel that ran behind the row of terraced houses. The gate slammed firmly behind her and Samson was left looking up at the dark shape of the Crag, the massive limestone outcrop that loomed over the town, still cast in shadow.


Wishing he could run up onto the fells above it and never come back, he reluctantly opened the letter in his hand.


‘Damn!’ He thrust it back in the envelope. His day had just got worse.


‘“Be discreet!”’ A disdainful laugh followed the pronouncement. ‘What kind of bloody order is that? Like he’s some kind of royalty or something.’


Detective Sergeant Steve Cooper allowed his annoyance to infect his driving, sweeping the car too fast around a sharp bend, the stone wall on the left coming a bit too close for the comfort of his colleague in the passenger seat.


‘Steady on, Sarge,’ muttered the younger man. ‘He’s not worth dying over.’


‘Not worthy of being on the force either,’ retorted DS Cooper as he accelerated along a rare stretch of straight on the sinuous A65. Either side of the road, fields rolled up the fells, walled in by grey lines of stone and populated with sheep. The bucolic setting only served to rile the policeman further. ‘Sending us out into the back end of nowhere all because of him. I hope they throw the bloody book at the reprobate,’ he growled.


DC Benson stayed quiet. He’d discovered that when it came to the topic of Samson O’Brien, it was best to let his boss rant, any interjections merely adding fuel to the fire. Not to say that he didn’t understand the root cause of the animosity. Having secured a position on the force only after years of trying, Josh Benson couldn’t fathom why anyone would be willing to throw away all that meant. Least of all someone who had attained near-mythical status within the ranks of Yorkshire’s police. Even though he’d trained in North Yorkshire, Benson had heard about O’Brien’s achievements – a star trainee in the West Yorkshire ranks, headhunted by the Met and then seconded onto the Serious Organised Crime Agency. When the organisation morphed into the National Crime Agency, O’Brien had stayed on, working undercover in the criminal fraternity of London. Until now.


Now he was living back in Bruncliffe and rumoured to be suspended, pending investigation, on allegations of corruption. And about to face—


‘Bloody idiot!’ A screech of brakes accompanied the exclamation as they came around a blind bend too fast and up behind a tractor, the two detectives thrown against their seatbelts.


From his position high up in the cab, the farmer glanced over his shoulder and lifted a lazy finger of acknowledgement. But he didn’t pull over. And as the road twisted and turned ever further into the Dales and closer to Bruncliffe, the car could do nothing but trundle along, the detective sergeant’s temper building through every tortuous mile.


DC Benson was beginning to think their assignment would be anything but discreet.


‘It’s impossible.’


‘Tell me about it!’


Ten minutes after their respective clients had left, the two occupants of the three-storeyed building that sat halfway along Back Street were sitting on the lower flight of stairs side-by-side, mugs of tea to hand, a large grey dog sprawled on the tiles below them.


‘I’ve got four weeks left to find someone stupid enough to marry Clive Knowles.’


‘And I’ve got forty-eight hours to find someone to scare off Ida’s cousin.’


Delilah swung round to stare at Samson. ‘You’re kidding!’


He shook his head. ‘Not a bit. Ida’s just spent the last half hour demanding I use my contacts to help her.’


‘But surely you haven’t—?’


‘Agreed?’ Samson grimaced. ‘I had to. With the mood Ida was in, I was afraid that if I didn’t, she’d make good on her threat to go home and kill her cousin herself.’


In the thirty-four years Samson O’Brien had known Ida Capstick – the entirety of his life – he had never seen her so distraught. Fingers worrying at the strap of her shopping bag, she’d pleaded with him to alleviate her distress, not even soothed by a cup of tea and a plate of homemade biscuits from Peaks Patisserie. The woman was in a state unlike any Samson had ever witnessed.


‘Her cousin,’ murmured Delilah, still wide-eyed. ‘I knew they weren’t getting along but this . . . It’s a bit extreme.’


‘Maybe. But then we’re not in Ida’s shoes.’


‘Agreed,’ Delilah said, thinking that there weren’t many who would cope with life lived in Ida’s sturdy shoes.


A woman of few words, Ida lived in Thorpdale with her brother George in the cottage they’d been raised in. Keeping herself to herself, she supported the pair of them with her earnings and was fiercely protective of her brother, whose unique approach to the world wasn’t understood by everyone. But this simple existence had been disturbed by the arrival of Ida’s cousin following the death of her husband over in Bridlington the month before. And in the short time that the bereaved Carol Kirby (nee Capstick) had been living under Ida’s roof, life for Ida had clearly become intolerable.


Enough for her to wish her cousin gone. However that came about.


‘It’s only just over a week since Carol moved in, though,’ continued Delilah. ‘What on earth can have happened in that time to provoke such a bizarre request?’


‘Cleaning.’


Delilah blinked. ‘What?’


‘Cleaning. Apparently Carol took over all domestic duties at Croft Cottage when she arrived, and if that wasn’t enough, she’s now talking about setting up a cleaning business. Here in Bruncliffe.’


‘In competition with Ida,’ Delilah muttered, beginning to understand some of Ida’s chagrin.


‘Exactly.’


‘But that’s all Ida has in life. Her cleaning.’


Samson nodded. ‘And now her cousin is trying to take it away. While it doesn’t merit such heavy-handed tactics, you can kind of see Ida’s point of view.’


‘So, what are you going to do? I mean you’re not seriously going to hire someone, are you?’


Samson gave a soft laugh, not sure how to take Delilah’s calm assumption that he would know such a person. He did, of course. He knew plenty of characters from his days in London’s underworld who would happily threaten or even extinguish a life for an appropriate fee. But it wasn’t something he was proud of.


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to set anyone on Ida’s cousin. I’m just stalling until I can find a better solution.’


‘Huh!’ Delilah grimaced. ‘I wish I could stall a bit more when it comes to Clive Knowles but I’ve run out of time. I’ve only had one person willing to go on a date with him and it’s just taken all of my diplomacy to keep her as a client as a result.’


Luckily for Samson, Delilah didn’t notice the smile that flitted across his lips at the mention of her diplomacy. It wasn’t a trait commonly associated with this particular Metcalfe.


‘Want to go halves on a hired heavy?’ he asked, with a laugh. ‘You’d be doing the dating women of Bruncliffe a favour.’


Delilah groaned. ‘If only. Although according to his failed date, what Clive Knowles really needs is not a wife but a cleaner.’ She was turning to him as she said it and saw the spark of interest light his eyes.


‘A cleaner . . .’ Samson was nodding. ‘That’s it!’


‘A cleaner,’ she echoed, beginning to grin as she caught the idea herself. ‘You bloody genius!’ She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek before hurrying up the stairs to her office, talking as she went. ‘I’ll persuade him to give Ida’s cousin a job. A live-in position at Mire End Farm. Believe me, she won’t have any time for undercutting Ida once she starts working there. It’ll solve your problem at least and will give me more of a chance to find him someone suitable . . .’


Samson wasn’t listening. He was staring into space, feeling the warmth of Delilah’s lips on his cheek and imagining . . . ‘What?’ he muttered at the grey shape that had gathered itself up off the floor and was now regarding him with its head on one side, eyebrows raised in query.


Tolpuddle, Delilah’s Weimaraner, gave a short bark. Of encouragement or disapproval, Samson couldn’t tell. But it was enough to puncture his pointless daydreams.


Delilah Metcalfe was out of his league in a normal world. In one where he was concealing the fact that he was a suspended police officer facing trial and possible imprisonment, she deserved so much more than him. An opinion her oldest brother, Will, would endorse. Probably with his fists if Samson ever made a move.


The rustle of paper in his pocket underscored the point. The letter that Ida had brought him from Twistleton Farm.


He pulled it out and read it through again. A summons to an interview in London on Friday with the officer in charge of investigating the gross misconduct charges that had been laid against him. It was the start of a process that could see him disgraced in public and probably run out of Bruncliffe. Again.


Samson stuffed the letter back in his pocket. All things considered, what right did he have to be thinking about Delilah Metcalfe in any other way than as someone he paid rent to? But of course, it was too late for that . . .


‘What time is this publicity stunt you’ve organised?’ he asked gruffly, as Delilah reappeared at the top of the stairs.


‘In ten minutes. So we ought to make a move. Lucy’s expecting us.’


Getting to his feet and heading down into the hallway, Samson wondered, not for the first time, about the wisdom of what he’d agreed to. Finally yielding to his landlady’s pestering, he was entering into partnership with her. And she was about to broadcast it to the world.


‘What harm can it do, eh boy?’ he muttered, rubbing a hand over Tolpuddle’s head as he passed him. They were already working as a team. Getting a couple of paragraphs in the local paper could make things no worse.


James ‘Herriot’ Ellison stood up and shook his head.


‘Sorry, Tom. I’m going to have to take him to the surgery.’


Tom Hardacre stared at the vet and then down at the Jack Russell lying listless by the stove. ‘The surgery?’ he said, trying to control the break in his voice. ‘Is he done for?’


‘It’s touch and go,’ Herriot said, hating himself. His uselessness. ‘It’s just a waiting game now.’


He focused on getting his kit together, giving Tom the time he needed to compose himself. In ten years of visits to the Hardacre farm, dealing with lambing difficulties and ailing livestock, Herriot had never seen old Tom so affected. But Rusty had been a constant companion for seven years. And now he was at death’s door.


‘What is it? Can tha tell?’ Tom had turned, eyes blinking back the sorrow.


‘I’m not sure. Not without tests. You’re certain he didn’t eat anything untoward?’


‘Not to my knowledge. But he’s a farm dog.’


Herriot nodded, knowing what that meant: Rusty wasn’t under constant supervision. ‘We’ll get to the bottom of it,’ he said. ‘You know we’ll do our best for him.’


The farmer looked back down at the dog, face working with grief. ‘What’s tha been getting into?’ he asked. He squatted down, a hand going to Rusty’s head.


Herriot waited a minute, letting the silence return to the kitchen, the clock ticking, the distant sound of bleating coming from the lambing shed. Then he picked up his bag.


‘Shall I carry him out?’ he asked, gently.


‘No . . . no.’ Tom had already scooped up the dog in his arms and was walking towards the door. ‘Only fitting I take him.’


They walked out into the yard.


‘How is the little rascal?’ The large figure of Oscar Hardacre, son of Tom, was standing in the doorway of the shed, a newborn lamb tiny in one hand, a bottle of milk in the other.


‘It’s not looking good,’ said Herriot. Although not born in these parts, years of living and working in the Dales had taught him not to beat around the bush. His customers didn’t appreciate flannel.


Oscar gave a sharp sigh. Nodded and then turned on his heel, back to work. Tom placed Rusty in the carrier in the rear of the van. Rubbed a rough hand over the dog’s head. Then stepped back.


‘If there’s any change,’ he muttered, ‘any change at all . . .’


‘I’ll call you immediately.’


Herriot Ellison got into his van and drove away, heart heavy as the spring sun shone down on a landscape coming to life.
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‘Hold still,’ Lucy Metcalfe admonished as she brushed her hand across the back of Delilah’s white shirt. ‘You can’t have a photo taken looking like that.’


‘You’ve been getting too close to Samson,’ exclaimed Elaine Bullock with a loud laugh, pointing at the long black hair Lucy was in the process of removing and then at the dark mane that graced Samson’s shoulders. ‘He’s moulting!’


Samson grinned at the blush that crept up Delilah’s cheeks.


‘Aren’t there some tables you could be clearing, or something?’ muttered Delilah, glowering at Peaks Patisserie’s waitress.


But Elaine, waitressing part-time to supplement her academic career as a lecturer in geology – and also because Peaks Patisserie couldn’t afford to cover the breakages Bruncliffe’s clumsiest waitress would incur if she worked longer hours – didn’t move from her position leaning on the counter, eyes dancing behind her glasses and a half-eaten cheese scone in her hand.


For this early on a Tuesday morning in March, Lucy Metcalfe’s cafe overlooking the town square was suspiciously busy, most of the tables occupied and everyone facing away from the windows to watch the action inside. Word had got around that there was a journalist coming from the local paper and, on a non-market day, that was enough to draw a small crowd in Bruncliffe. Samson wasn’t surprised to see his father and his friend Arty Robinson sitting with a group from Fellside Court retirement home amongst the familiar faces. Joseph O’Brien gave a sheepish wave as he caught his son’s gaze.


‘So what’s this new alliance going to be called?’ asked Mrs Pettiford, who’d been one of the first to arrive and was now lingering over her latte, running the risk of being late for work in her determination to witness events. Events which she would be eagerly broadcasting to the community from behind her cashier’s counter at the bank for days to come.


‘The Love Detectives!’ quipped Arty Robinson to a wave of laughter and a snort of derision from the young lad lounging next to Elaine by the counter.


‘You can laugh,’ said Lucy, turning to the boy. ‘Laugh your way to school right this minute!’


‘Aw, come on, Mum, another half an hour won’t hurt. I’ll only be missing history,’ pleaded Nathan Metcalfe. ‘Tell her, Samson.’


But Lucy was pointing towards the door and Samson knew better than to get caught in the middle of a Metcalfe family argument. Even if Lucy was only a Metcalfe through marriage.


‘Sorry lad,’ he shrugged, putting an arm around his godson, who was growing fast and would soon be taller than him. ‘You’re not going to be missing much here either. Call in after school and I’ll let you know how it went.’


‘And we can go for a spin on the bike?’ asked Nathan, bargaining to the last.


‘Sure,’ said Samson, getting a discreet nod from Lucy. ‘I’ll drop you home.’


A smile flashed across the teenager’s face, quickly hidden as he turned to pick up his bag and slouch towards the door.


‘Have a good day,’ said Lucy, moving to embrace him and laughing as Nathan suffered her affection. ‘Try not to get into trouble.’


‘As if,’ muttered Nathan. In a shamble of uniform and long limbs, he headed out into the morning, head down, a reluctant scholar.


Samson’s heart went out to him. He remembered the days of endless lessons, the sense of entrapment in classrooms which seemed to offer nothing that was relevant to a son of the land. Or to a young boy whose father was absent – Nathan’s through a premature death on a far-away battlefield; his own lost to the overpowering attraction of alcohol.


He glanced across the cafe to the white head of his father, chatting to Arty, nothing stronger than a cup of tea in front of him. Nothing stronger than a cup of tea having passed his lips in two years. Joseph O’Brien’s sobriety had been a welcome surprise for Samson on coming home. More welcome than the news that his childhood home had been sold, the last action of his father while still under the thrall of alcohol. Sold for a pittance to Procter Properties and now awaiting development.


Feeling the familiar surge of bitter resentment at the injustice of it, Samson was glad when the cafe door swung open and the entrance of a man with a camera around his neck set the place buzzing once more.


The tractor didn’t turn off until they were well past Hellifield. By which time DS Cooper was a seething mass of frustration.


‘Bloody bumpkins!’ He floored the accelerator and threw the car around a series of bends, DC Benson bracing himself as the tyres squealed on the tarmac. ‘Bloody liability, the lot of them.’


The young detective tried to concentrate on the road rushing towards them, fighting the swell of carsickness that his boss’s erratic driving was precipitating.


‘Inbreeding, that’s the problem,’ continued Cooper, warming to the topic. ‘Too few people and too many sheep. That’s the Dales in a nutshell, son. A place best avoided, in my opinion.’


The car roared around another tight corner and the tall chimney of the first of Bruncliffe’s disused mills came into sight, the grey stones lit by the morning sun, green hills encircling the small town. A collection of slate roofs and narrow streets, it rested in the embrace of the fells, a large outcrop of limestone looming over it.


Cooper turned off the main road and in towards the town, still muttering. ‘Blasted backwater. Twice here in a week is two times too many!’


In fact, it was less than a week since they’d had cause to visit Bruncliffe. The snow that had lain thick across the Dales that day was gone now, only sporadic patches lingering high up on the fells, and the scene before them was a far cry from the haunting isolation of the cottage up at Rainsrigg Quarry. Josh Benson didn’t dare say it, but the place looked almost pretty in the spring sunlight.


They drove down High Street, the fields gradually yielding to the markers of an urban area: a rugby club, builders busy working on a new clubhouse; a large school with a sprawling campus; a primary school awash with colour and noise as children spilled out onto the playground. As the road headed on towards the heart of the town, shops beginning to line the wide street, Cooper took a sharp right, plunging the car down a dark lane not much more than an alleyway. They emerged onto Back Street, a narrow road hemmed in by three-storey buildings and cast mostly in shadow.


An antique shop, a ladies’ outfitters – stuck in the last century if the mannequin in the window was anything to go by – a hairdresser’s with a sheep and a pair of clippers on the signage, a shop spilling plastic products out over the pavement and a pub that sulked in the gloom. The Fleece. It wasn’t exactly an inviting hostelry; its stones grey in the shade, no hanging baskets decorating the walls.


‘This is it.’ Cooper was pulling up in front of a building across from the pub. ‘Let’s see if this hotshot detective is in then. And give him a nasty surprise.’


The car doors closing sounded loud in the silent street, a couple of faces glancing out from the hairdresser’s and a sullen stare watching them from the pub. Turning their backs on the onlookers, the detectives approached the ground-floor window of the address they’d been given. Hand cupped to shield his eyes, Cooper peered in, three golden letters spanning the glass above him.


D D A


Tipping back his head, Benson looked up over his sergeant to the window above. The same letters arched over the surface.


D D A


An office building of some sort.


‘No one in there,’ said Cooper, moving to the front door and ringing the bell. He rapped the knocker sharply too for good measure.


No response. Apart from a second face joining the one already watching them from the pub.


Growing visibly annoyed, Cooper rang the bell again and pounded on the door with the flat of his hand.


‘They’re not there.’ The voice came from the pub. A sour-looking man was standing in the doorway, a tea towel dangling from a meaty hand, a pint glass in the other. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed.’


Bristling at the tone, Cooper turned to face the man. ‘Good of you to point it out,’ he said, flashing his ID. ‘We’re looking for Samson O’Brien. Know where he is?’


‘Nope.’ The man wiped the towel around the rim of the glass, his eyes never leaving the sergeant’s face. ‘What’s it concerning?’


‘That’s for us to know and for you to wonder about.’


The man nodded slowly. ‘Right you are.’ His gaze was boring into the older detective. Insolent. Without uttering a word out of place.


Cooper stepped down off the pavement and started towards the man, who continued wiping the glass. ‘Are you sure you don’t know where he is?’


‘Most certain.’ The tea towel squeaked on the well-polished glass.


‘Why do I get the sense you’re lying?’


The tea towel stopped mid-cycle, separating from the glass as both hands were lowered and the man in the pub doorway pulled back his shoulders, the impressive bulk of his chest straining against his shirt. ‘Are you calling me a liar?’


Sensing this could never end well, Benson caught his boss’s arm. ‘Come on, Sarge,’ he said, steering the older detective to the car. ‘Let’s get a coffee and call back later. I could murder a bacon roll.’


With a last glance over his shoulder, DS Cooper allowed himself to be led away, mostly, Josh Benson suspected, because of the might of that barrel chest and the two hefty hands that went with it.


The car pulled sharply away from the kerb, heading down the street towards the marketplace. From the doorway of his pub, Troy Murgatroyd watched it leave. While not normally disposed to altruistic acts, particularly where the troublesome O’Brien lad was concerned, Troy had no truck with outsiders sticking their noses into Bruncliffe affairs, even if those offcumden carried an official badge. So the fact that he knew O’Brien was over in that fancy cafe in the marketplace hadn’t been divulged. Like many a secret accidentally spilled over a beer or two too many in the dark interior of the Fleece, it had remained in the possession of the taciturn landlord.


‘You going to call them? Give them a heads-up?’ Seth Thistlethwaite’s wizened features had appeared in the doorway.


‘Best had.’ Troy stuffed the tea towel in the pint glass, took out his mobile and held it up to his ear, the ringing tone audible in the quiet of the morning. 


Seth looked back down the road in the direction the car had gone, hoping it wasn’t as serious as it had looked.


Because it certainly seemed serious – the older detective hadn’t come across as the kind to come out all this way over something trivial. He was spoiling for a fight. Perhaps hoping Samson would give him one. Time was, the lad would have obliged, a fiery character in his youth. But now, since his return, he hadn’t put a foot wrong, defying the expectations of the locals who were waiting for him to revert to type.


This, however, this would be grist to the mill of those who had refused to accept the metamorphosis of Bruncliffe’s black sheep. A couple of detectives looking for Samson O’Brien. It couldn’t be anything but serious.


‘No answer,’ said Troy, putting the mobile away.


‘I’ll head over there.’ Seth was already pulling on his coat, winding a scarf around his neck. ‘And let’s hope there’s nothing to it.’


Troy Murgatroyd, a cynic long before he became a pub landlord, grunted. ‘With O’Brien involved, there’s bound to be trouble. It’s his middle bloody name!’


‘It’s going to be an integrated business which combines the best of both worlds. Bringing the expertise of the Dales Detective Agency together with my technological know-how to offer a complete package of security services.’


Samson raised an eyebrow at Delilah’s polished response, getting a hard stare from her in reply. But the reporter sitting opposite didn’t notice, too busy taking notes on his tablet while his mobile rested on the table between them recording the interview. He paused to take a drink of coffee and a bite of scone, making noises of appreciation in Lucy’s direction.


‘Did you make these?’ he asked.


She smiled. ‘Everything in Peaks Patisserie is made on the premises.’


‘And this new venture,’ he continued, gesturing at Samson and Delilah with his half-eaten scone before turning back to Lucy, ‘how can it help your cafe? What would a business like this need a security service for?’


‘Even small enterprises have to protect themselves in this internet age,’ replied Lucy smoothly, giving no hint that she had been coached the evening before over hot chocolate and freshly baked muffins. ‘This will give me peace of mind in all aspects of my business.’


‘You see, we’re not just talking about the threat of people physically breaking into premises any more,’ said Delilah. ‘With the advance of the digital age, companies now have to consider the wider peril of virtual theft and that’s why a burglar alarm on the front of your property just isn’t sufficient these days. You need to have someone watching over your computers too. From today, the Dales Detective Agency will offer the whole package.’


Samson had to admit, it sounded a lot better than he’d thought it would. When Delilah had started proposing that they combine their talents – his security background blending with her mastery of IT and the gadgetry that came with it – he’d been sceptical. But she’d already proved her worth in the handful of cases he’d had since returning to Bruncliffe. And she’d spent the best part of the weekend following the successful resolution of the Thornton case working on him, her enthusiasm finally persuading him to give it a shot.


Within twenty-four hours she had Lucy signed up as their first client and an interview arranged with the local paper, the Craven Herald.


There was no denying it; Delilah Metcalfe didn’t do things by halves.


‘Excellent,’ the reporter was saying. ‘That should do it.’ He put his tablet down and reached for his camera. ‘Just a couple of photos of the three of you and we’ll be done.’ He scanned the room, frowning as he took in the crowded tables, all eyes currently on him. ‘Perhaps with the cafe as a backdrop?’ he suggested. ‘But without everyone looking this way . . .’


‘Look natural, you lot!’ commanded Elaine, clapping her hands at the customers who had been unashamedly listening in on proceedings. ‘Or we’ll photoshop you all out of it.’


A scraping of chairs and clattering of cups followed, the telephone ringing unanswered in the background, and a small hum of conversation rose as Delilah and Lucy took up position.


‘You too,’ the reporter said, glancing over his shoulder to where Samson was now standing by the counter, out of shot.


But Samson was shaking his head. ‘Sorry, I’m not very photogenic,’ he said with a grin.


The reporter looked at him and then at Delilah but she merely shrugged. ‘He’s shy,’ she said. ‘You’ll have to make do with the two of us.’


‘Afraid he’ll break the lens,’ came a comment from the back.


‘Get Tolpuddle in here to take his place,’ came another. ‘He’s a better detective than either of them!’


The Peaks Patisserie clientele erupted into laughter which took a few moments to quieten, but finally the reporter raised his camera.


‘If everyone’s ready?’ he asked. He focused on the gathering and started to take photos.


Outside, on the other side of the square, a car turned into the marketplace.


‘He knew damn well where O’Brien is. Nothing happens in this dump without everyone knowing about it. It’s that kind of place.’


DC Benson couldn’t argue with his boss. As the car drove across the cobbled square, he could feel the attention: eyes watching from behind shop windows; pedestrians turning to stare. There wouldn’t be much that would escape the scrutiny of the folk of Bruncliffe.


‘And as for a coffee, I hope you’re happy with instant,’ derided DS Cooper. ‘This isn’t exactly a cappuccino kind of town.’


‘What about over there?’ Josh Benson pointed at a cafe facing onto the square, glass gleaming in the sunshine, the interior busy with customers, a large grey dog tied to the railings out front.


‘“Peaks Patisserie”?’ Cooper read out the sign with a harsh laugh. ‘Someone’s got pretensions to grandeur. Guess it’ll do.’


They left the car on the cobbles and walked towards the cafe. And the dog started barking.


‘What’s with the refusal to be photographed?’ Lucy Metcalfe asked Delilah in a low voice as the reporter snapped away. ‘I didn’t take Samson for the bashful type.’


Delilah snorted and then shot an apologetic glance at the man taking the photos. ‘Sorry!’


‘If you could try to stand still?’ he muttered, moving to get a different angle on the two women. He took a couple more shots and then bent over his camera, inspecting his work.


‘It was the only way I could get him to agree to this,’ whispered Delilah, tipping her head in Samson’s direction. ‘No photographs.’


Lucy frowned, then seeing the camera raised once more, turned it into a smile. ‘Odd,’ she muttered.


‘That about describes him,’ murmured Delilah. ‘But he is a private detective – discretion and all that. Those long black locks of his could be a wig for all we know.’


This time it was Lucy who burst out laughing, making the reporter throw up his hands in protest. ‘Seriously, ladies, one decent photo is all I need. Concentrate, please.’


But as he focused his camera one more time, a ferocious barking set up outside the window and everyone in the cafe turned towards the sound, triggering a muffled curse from the journalist. Without even checking the screen, he knew the shot was ruined.


From his position lounging against the counter in Peaks Patisserie, Samson had been watching on, glad that Delilah had honoured their agreement: no photography. He wasn’t sure how much of a risk it was advertising the new business, seeing as Delilah had been careful throughout the interview to refer to it as the Dales Detective Agency without mentioning his name. But a photograph. That was a different thing entirely. It would end up on the internet and that raised the distinct possibility that it would end up in front of the very people he didn’t want finding him. The people who’d run him out of London.


Besides, it was a lot more enjoyable watching Delilah driving the reporter to distraction from this side of the lens. The poor man was doing his best to capture the two women but the sisters-in-law kept chattering and laughing. Then, as the camera was raised once more, Tolpuddle started barking from his tether on the railings in front of the cafe.


Two men were approaching the steps. A car parked behind them on the cobbles.


Samson recognised them at once: Cooper and Benson, the detectives from the Thornton case. No doubt following up on paperwork after the investigation up at Rainsrigg Quarry the week before. Hopefully without the animosity they’d shown him when they last met.


Giving the still-barking Tolpuddle a wide berth, the policemen walked up the steps and opened the cafe door.


One moment there was a cacophony of barking dog and laughter and the reporter grumbling at them. The next there was silence.


Two men had entered the cafe. Delilah Metcalfe had no problem placing them – it was only last week she’d been trying to soothe the fractious atmosphere between them and the local constabulary with the aid of bacon butties and jam doughnuts up at Quarry Cottage.


DS Cooper and DC Benson.


They stood in the doorway – DC Benson taller, slimmer, standing slightly behind his stockier, more senior colleague – and surveyed the occupants of the room, who were watching them back. Their eyes landed on Samson.


She should have known then. The look of the older detective, Cooper, the way the slow smile spread across his thin lips.


But what could she have done? Told Samson to run? Released Tolpuddle to aid his escape?


As it was, she stood there with that horrible sensation of impending trouble; a sensation that seemed a regular part of her life since Samson’s return home.


‘Good morning lads,’ Samson was saying, moving towards them, a hand outstretched in welcome. ‘Didn’t expect to see you two here again so soon.’


DS Cooper laughed. ‘Believe me, we weren’t that eager to come back.’ He raised his hand to meet Samson’s. ‘But duty calls.’


‘You’re here on business, then?’


‘Most definitely.’ There was a clink of metal and a pair of shiny handcuffs appeared, one of the bracelets looped over Samson’s extended wrist and closed in a snap.


‘What the—?’ Samson stared down at the silver band and up at the policeman.


‘Samson O’Brien,’ declared DS Cooper, raising his voice for the benefit of the assembled customers who were watching on open-mouthed, ‘I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder.’


Delilah felt the world tilt beneath her.
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Arrested for murder.


Mrs Pettiford let out a gasp, hand flying to her mouth, while Delilah went pale, leaning back on a table for support. Samson was aware of his arms being twisted behind his back, the second loop of metal being slipped over his left wrist, the self-satisfied tone of DS Cooper as he read him his rights. Then a shout from the back of the cafe.


‘There’s got to be some mistake.’ Joseph O’Brien, shocked and on his feet, pushing his way through the crowd, his Irish accent accentuated by his distress. ‘Come on lads, you’ve got the wrong fella. Samson wouldn’t hurt a fly.’


He reached out to stop the policemen, to protect his son, but Cooper pushed him away with a flat hand, sending the frail figure staggering back into one of the tables, only Elaine Bullock’s outstretched arm preventing him from falling. Samson let out a shout of protest, moving to help his father, but a sharp tug on the cuffs and his wrists were jerked up behind him, pain shooting through his arms.


‘Let’s not make this more difficult than it has to be,’ Cooper was saying as a heated rumble rose from the assembled locals. But Arty Robinson was already rushing forward, his stocky bulk cutting through the customers, his face mottled with rage.


‘You arrogant—!’


‘Easy, Arty,’ cautioned Samson as Lucy Metcalfe tried to hold the old man back. ‘No point in two of us being arrested.’


‘Let’s get out of here, Sarge,’ muttered the younger detective, hustling Samson to the door before the trouble spilled over.


Out of the door, into the marketplace, Tolpuddle barking again, straining at his leash, trying to get to Samson. People coming out of the shops to see what the commotion was. Mrs Hargreaves outside the butcher’s, looking up from the steps she’d been scrubbing. The solicitor Matty Thistlethwaite about to enter his office, a frown of concern on his thin face as, in the distance, his uncle Seth hurried towards them, his expression mirroring the shock Samson was feeling.


‘Get in,’ snapped DS Cooper, shoving Samson into the rear of the unmarked police car and slamming the door.


Samson stared back towards the cafe, seeing Delilah looking bewildered on the steps, a hand on Tolpuddle trying to calm him, his father next to her, still proclaiming his son’s innocence. And around them, the stony expressions of the good folk of Bruncliffe. The same expressions that had happily watched him leave town all those years ago.


Then a bright flash from outside the car. The reporter. Camera in hand.


He’d finally got a photo of Samson. One good enough to make the front page.


The news spread around Bruncliffe like a careless fire on a hot summer fellside. Helping to fan those flames, Mrs Pettiford hustled to work and took delight in telling everyone who came into the bank about the dramatic events she’d witnessed.


‘Murder!’ she exclaimed in shocked tones to all of her customers, who duly carried the tale of Samson’s arrest out to every corner of the town.


Across the square in Whitaker’s newsagent’s, people lingered at the counter, newspapers and magazines in hand, marvelling at the morning’s developments and expressing their lack of surprise at the downfall of the O’Brien lad. They’d always known he’d come to no good. But while there were many in the town happy to condemn the young man who’d carried such a bad reputation for so long, others were unwilling to cast the first stone.


In the dark interior of the Fleece, Seth Thistlethwaite tarried over his daily pint, barking out objections to any speculative talk and defying castigation of the younger O’Brien, who’d always held a soft spot in a heart that was purported to be made of stone. And while not one to get involved in local politics, Troy Murgatroyd – a landlord famous for his intolerance of idle sippers, of the firm belief that punters should re-order or move on – didn’t hassle the pensioner once as he fought his one-sided battle in defence of the arrested man.


Back in the marketplace, on the sunny side of the cobbled square, the long line of customers in the butcher’s met with equal resistance when criticism of young Samson was mounted. Not that many dared to raise the topic, as Mrs Hargreaves was wielding her cleaver with an unusually heavy hand, the thump of blade on bone enough to deter any idle chitter-chatter about a person she was known to favour.


In Taylor’s Estate Agents, the news was delivered brutally when Julie, the receptionist, burst into the office.


‘Samson O’Brien’s been arrested. For murder!’ she declared, her words enough to make the three occupants of the room turn to her. Bernard Taylor, owner of the business and current town mayor, paused in the doorway to his office while the gangly form of Stuart Lister, the letting agent, sank onto a chair.


‘Murder? Seriously?’ muttered Stuart in disbelief.


Julie nodded. ‘Heard it from Mrs Pettiford, who was in the cafe at the time. He was taken away in handcuffs. It’s all over town,’ she said, casting a hand at the market square beyond the windows. ‘It’s all anyone’s talking about.’


Bernard Taylor didn’t say a word. Just shook his head and entered his office, making his way to his desk, mobile in his hand.


None of them had a thought for the other person in the room and how this sudden news might affect her. Not that she’d have let on.


Heart thumping in her chest, Ida Capstick finished winding the flex back into place before pushing the vacuum cleaner into the storage cupboard at the rear of the room. She noticed her hand shaking as she closed the door.


The shock of it. Arrested for murder. The poor lad – for by no means did Ida consider Samson O’Brien capable of such a thing. How must he be feeling? And his father? It was enough to send Mr O’Brien senior straight back to the bottle. 


With her face in its customary closed expression, revealing nothing of the turmoil behind it, she picked up her bucket of cleaning supplies and prepared to leave. At their desks, Julie and Stuart were still talking about the shocking news. And as Ida passed the partially open door of the separate office, she could hear Bernard Taylor speaking on the phone.


‘Murder,’ he was saying. ‘Pretty definite.’


The cleaner felt a stab in her heart. So much for innocent until proven guilty. In a town that had condemned him over a decade ago, Samson O’Brien didn’t stand a chance.


The car lunged around another corner, Samson doing his best to minimise the impact as he was thrown against the door, hands cuffed behind him.


‘Okay back there?’ asked DS Cooper, glancing in the rear-view mirror with a smirk.


He was doing it deliberately. Driving along the twisting road like it was a rally course, making sure Samson was well shook up in the back. Softening him up ready for an interview.


Samson ignored him, looking out of the window at the passing fields. Trying to work out what level of trouble he was in. Because he was certainly in trouble, notwithstanding the visible antipathy Cooper held for him. While the handcuffs and the public arrest were no doubt a product of that enmity, two detectives wouldn’t be sent all the way to Bruncliffe on a personal vendetta. Just as they wouldn’t be able to trump up a murder charge.


Murder.


Who? And when? He’d be the first to admit that in the past few months he’d felt the inclination to throttle the odd one or two of the more hostile inhabitants of Bruncliffe who refused to let go of the past. But he hadn’t followed up on it. Nor, despite extreme temptation, had he laid a finger on the golden head of Rick Procter, owner of Procter Properties and the thieving scoundrel who’d swindled Twistleton Farm away from the O’Brien family, preying on an alcoholic who’d been abandoned by his son.


Perhaps that’s who it was? Perhaps someone had killed Rick Procter? Samson felt a smile twist his lips at the thought. And immediately regretted it, Cooper watching him in the mirror.


‘Think this is all a joke, eh?’ snapped the detective. ‘Reckon you won’t be laughing by the end of the day.’


He took another bend at speed and Samson’s head cracked against the window.


Rick Procter’s morning had just taken a turn for the better.


‘Good news?’ asked the headteacher of Bruncliffe College as Rick ended his phone call and moved back towards him, unable to hold in a smile.


‘Excellent news,’ said the property developer.


And it was. His plan. Coming into action. Something that would keep O’Brien out of his hair and out of circulation.


‘Now, where were we . . .?’ Rick asked, and the two men resumed their walk along the corridor, the muted sounds of lessons seeping from behind the closed doors they were passing.


The headteacher didn’t need to be prompted twice. With an eagerness Rick found irritating, he prattled on about the plans the governing body had for the generous grant that Procter Properties had recently announced it would be bestowing on the school.


Sports equipment. Upgraded IT facilities. None of it really mattered to Rick Procter. It was all just a sham. A mirage to keep people deflected from his real activities. A bit of PR here, the odd grant there. The good folk of Bruncliffe were easily diverted. And all the while, right under their noses—


A shrill bell diverted his thoughts, students beginning to spill out into the corridor, voices raised, the energy of the young people palpable.


‘Break time,’ explained the headteacher, needlessly.


Rick bit back a retort. The man was treating him like an idiot. An outsider who knew nothing about what it was like to be educated within these walls in the days when it was simply Bruncliffe High School. To leave with no qualifications and build a successful business from scratch. A business that didn’t involve cows or sheep.


Suddenly bored with the role of great benefactor, Rick decided it was time to get back to work. Time to find out more about the morning’s events.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, with a polished smile, ‘but we’ll have to leave it there for today. I’ve got meetings to get to.’


The headteacher was nodding, smiling back at him. ‘I understand. Thanks for your time. And I’ll keep you posted . . .’


Rick wasn’t listening. He’d spotted a thatch of fair hair. Broad shoulders. Long limbs shooting out of a uniform that couldn’t keep up with a growing boy.


The young Metcalfe lad. Delilah’s nephew.


Rick’s day had just got even better.


Nathan Metcalfe couldn’t decide if break time was a good thing or not. Sure, it had just released him from a dull and confusing account of some nobles trying to kill the queen in Tudor times – how the teacher managed to make such plots dull was a skill Nathan couldn’t fathom – but the very insertion of a break into the school day merely prolonged the agony. If he was going to be forced to come to school, then he’d much rather have the classes run into each other so he could get home earlier and down to help his Uncle Will with the lambing at Ellershaw Farm.


Shifting his bag onto his shoulder, he slouched out into the corridor. French. That’s what was looming over him. Verbs. Adjectives. The mad habit of sticking le and la in front of everything. It was a language he couldn’t get his head around.


Unlike the language of the land. Ask him about sheep breeds. Or auction prices. Or the way to manage fields. Then he could speak in a tongue most of his classmates couldn’t begin to understand. A language his father had spoken, too. Before he’d gone off fighting.


Nathan’s fingers curled around the tin in his pocket. He pulled it out, a rampant lion above a white rose decorating the lid, with a name engraved underneath them.


Ryan Metcalfe.


Nathan had come across it at Christmas when helping his mother move out of the caravan they’d been living in, and into the newly converted barn – the barn his father had never got to see completed. The Yorkshire Regiment tobacco tin had fallen out of a box Nathan had been carrying, landing on the polished wooden floor of the lounge and shocking him back into childhood by the sudden sight of something that had once been so familiar.


His father’s fly-fishing tin – the multicoloured, intricately tied flies that it had contained a source of wonder for a curious kid; the lethal hooks at the end of them a source of occasional accidents, despite his father’s repeated warnings. One of his last memories of his father before he was sent back to Afghanistan for that final, fatal tour was of the pair of them out in the old shed behind the caravan, a rugby game playing on the radio and the workbench covered in the paraphernalia of the fishing fanatic: feathers, beads, threads and silks, bits of fur, and the barbed curves of hooks glinting in the lamplight. Together father and son had tied four new flies that day and placed them reverentially in the tin, not knowing they’d never get a chance to try them out.


Two years later, as he’d scooped it up off the lounge floor, Nathan had been pleased to see the tin still contained a couple of those flies – the waterhen bloa, and the snipe-and-purple. Ambushed by the past, he’d slipped the box in his pocket, never telling his mother he’d taken it, figuring she’d forgotten all about it. But for him, it had become a talisman. A way to connect with a father whose face was fading from memory.


In the bustle of the school morning, he opened the box, brushed a finger over the feathery texture of the flies and whispered a silent plea that he might be relieved from the upcoming torture of French.


‘Nathan!’


He flipped the tobacco tin closed and turned, the voice coming from further down the corridor. Standing next to Mr King, the headteacher, was a tall man, his blond hair gleaming above the heads of the students and a broad smile on his handsome face. Good-looking enough that girls were sending him flirtatious glances as they walked past.


Rick Procter. Bruncliffe’s most eligible bachelor. Always hanging around Aunt Delilah and treating Nathan like a child.


Nathan turned back the way he’d been walking. He disliked the man and had no interest in talking to him.


‘Nathan!’ The headteacher’s voice this time, commanding, enough to lift above the general hubbub and quieten the corridor. ‘Come here. Mr Procter wishes to talk to you.’


‘Ooh . . . Nathan . . .’ cooed one of the older lads, nudging Nathan as he passed, ‘Mr Procter wishes to talk to you . . .’


The imitation prompted sniggers, students watching with delight as Nathan turned back towards the two men, a scowl on his face.


‘Morning Nathan,’ Rick Procter was smiling at him. ‘Good to see you.’


Nathan stared at the ground, aware of the eyes on him, of the smothered laughter. The embarrassment forced heat up his neck, his collar hot and itching. He wished he was elsewhere. Out on the fells.


‘How’s your mum? And Delilah?’


A shrug of a shoulder. That was all Nathan would give.


‘Nathan!’ Mr King’s tone was sharp. A warning. ‘We’re used to showing guests to our school a bit more civility.’


‘Sorry, sir.’ Nathan hung his head further. Damn Rick Procter.


‘It’s okay. I understand. The lad’s bound to be upset,’ Rick was nodding his head in sympathy. ‘Especially after this morning’s news.’


The statement prompted Nathan to lift his gaze, curious. What news? The headteacher, too, was looking between the two of them, wondering what had happened.


‘The arrest,’ Rick was saying in explanation, tone oozing sympathy. ‘Nathan’s godfather, Samson O’Brien, was arrested this morning and charged with murder.’


‘What?’ Mr King swung round to face Nathan. ‘Really? Nathan . . .?’


Through a haze of confusion as he tried to process what he’d just heard, Nathan could see the concern on Mr King’s face. The genuine upset. And the mocking wink Rick Procter directed at him as the headteacher’s back was turned.


Before he had time to analyse the likely consequences of his actions, in a move that proved he had inherited far more of the temperament bestowed on his Aunt Delilah than anyone suspected, Nathan bunched his right hand into a fist and slammed it into Rick Procter’s jaw, sending the larger man sprawling across the floor, and the corridor into pandemonium.


‘Nathan!’


He heard Mr King shout over the roaring in his ears, felt a strong arm lock around his chest even as he was lunging towards the man on the ground. Then he was being wrestled back – Mr Hill, the PE teacher, pulling him away, pushing him against the wall while the headteacher bent to help Rick Procter. As the property developer got to his feet, blood across his lip, Nathan knew that his wish had been granted: there would be no French lesson for him that day.
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