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  Eight thirty-five a.m. October twelfth. Eerily quiet.




  Mist hung like a thick veil over the countryside, a barren wilderness unchanged for centuries. Not a dwelling or barn in sight. Nothing to suggest civilization existed close by. Except it did:

  in the pretty village of Elsdon two and a half miles to the north. On any other Sunday morning, Detective Chief Inspector Kate Daniels would have marvelled at the view, in awe of the peace and

  tranquillity of the spot on which she was standing. She rode up here often from her Newcastle home, respite from days spent in a murder incident room, or worse, the morgue. Apart from the rustle of

  wind through surrounding vegetation and occasional birdsong, there was no sound.




  It was ethereal almost . . .




  Beautiful certainly . . .




  Not today.




  The body hung from the gibbet. A grotesque sight, it swirled in the breeze, head lolled to one side, tongue protruding, arms by its side, hoisted by a heavy rope, thick with grease and covered

  in muck, the kind you’d see in any garage or builder’s yard. Her eyes travelled down the badly beaten torso, coming to rest on white footless tights, caked in blood.




  Tragic.




  A chill pierced Kate’s detective armour. She shivered, forcing herself to look, unable to get her head around what had gone on here or why. That wasn’t unusual. She often struggled

  to make sense of the grim truths she unearthed. Right now, she wished she were at headquarters, a mug of hot coffee in her hand, listening to banter between team members arriving for work: DCs Andy

  Brown and Lisa Carmichael sharing a joke; DS Paul Robson moaning about his kid waking him at silly o’clock. Even DC Neil Maxwell’s exploits in the love department would be welcome this

  morning. Ordinarily they would make her cringe.




  Oh God!




  Something she’d seen produced a sudden flashback: a distinctive skeletal tattoo depicting the bones of the victim’s hand, a clever representation of what lay beneath the skin.




  Kate shivered.




  She’d seen this kid before . . .




  A boy . . . over sixteen . . . not yet twenty-one.




  She shut her eyes, walking herself back in time to the bustle of a country show, its annual festivities in full swing. The memory was as vivid as it was recent. She saw flags and purple heather.

  Heard the sweet sound of Northumbrian pipes floating on the breeze. The laughter of children, the chatter of stallholders touting for business, a man’s guttural voice, muffled through a

  loudspeaker . . .




  ‘Well done, Becca Johnson, winner of the ladies’ fell race, joining us today from New South Wales. It’s a long way home, folks, so please put your hands together and give her a

  great big Northumbrian send-off . . .’




  In her head, Kate heard applause, her thoughts swinging wildly between the present and the past. It was late morning when she’d arrived at the show. That much she knew. Light drizzle

  hadn’t spoilt the occasion. It must’ve been almost twelve thirty in the afternoon before she’d spotted the boy with the tattooed hand larking about with mates. Or was it

  later?




  C’mon, think!




  Jo Soulsby had been standing next to her, clapping and smiling, happy in the knowledge that they were due some time off soon, their first holiday together in years  – a chance to repair a

  broken relationship. Relishing the thought of an extended break  – much-needed relief from a demanding job  – Kate had mentally packed her suitcase and was already in the car on the way

  to Scotland’s east coast. She’d simply had a gut-full of murder.




  Her leave period was almost here . . .




  Almost.




  The event manager’s voice forced its way into her head. ‘Now, will the under-sixteens Cumberland wrestlers please leave the beer tent and make their way to the main sports

  ring.’ A mischievous chuckle filled the arena. ‘Only joking, mums and dads  – they stopped drinking ten minutes ago. They’re ready to start soon, so off you go and give them

  your support . . .’




  Kate pulled up her sleeve to check the time. The watch she was seeing wasn’t the one on her wrist. It was the one she’d worn the day before. She tried hard to remember where the

  hands were pointing when the under-twenty-one competitors took to the arena.




  One o’clock?




  Two?




  The sound of an engine made her open her eyes and glance down the road to the vanishing point. A car loomed out of the mist and sped past, travelling way too fast for the icy conditions. On

  either side of the thin strip of tarmac, moorland grasses bent towards her in the breeze. They seemed to point accusing fingers in her direction, telling her: not again.




  The thought forced her attention to the figure dangling in front of her. The boy was one of the wrestlers she’d seen yesterday. She was sure of it. His clothes were strewn on the ground

   – ripped from his body by the looks of it: denim jeans, a grey hoodie, a pair of well-worn trainers, the familiar Nike flash picked out in fluorescent green. He had a few quid and a bit of

  loose change in his pocket, according to crime scene investigators, but no mobile or ID.




  No ID?




  He belonged to someone.




  Given the community nature of country shows it was a fair bet that his family had been in the crowd, like her, cheering him on. For all Kate knew they could have been standing next to her,

  smiled or spoken to her as their son squared up to his opponent. She imagined him alive, adrenalin pumping, enjoying the rush of the occasion, an opportunity to take centre stage and impress his

  mates  – a chance to emerge victorious and claim a coveted trophy.




  Poor sod.




  ‘What’s the sketch?’ Detective Sergeant Hank Gormley stepped gingerly from the slab of stone he’d been standing on, the base of a Saxon cross that marked the highest

  point on the old drove road. In centuries past, it was the route down which cattle were driven to market in Hexham and Newcastle from beyond Scotland’s border twenty miles away. No less

  violent then than now. This was an area fought over many times.




  ‘You tell me,’ Kate said. ‘Looks like someone gave him a right going over before they finished him off. Who found him and when?’




  ‘Witness’s name is Tom Orde. He was driving by at dawn on his way to work. Thought it was someone’s idea of a joke and stopped to take a photo. Don’t worry. He had the

  good sense not to share it  – except with the control room. Lucky for us he hates social media.’




  Hank accessed the photos on his mobile phone, turning the device to face her. Against the grey mist, the gibbet stood out, black and forbidding. It would have drawn Orde’s eye as if to

  say: Look here.




  The image spoke volumes.




  Hank shifted his weight from one foot to the other, a puzzled expression on his face. ‘Why bring him here to string him up? Risky strategy if you ask me. Whoever did this would have been

  totally exposed to anyone driving by.’




  Kate had no words.




  Looking past him, she tried to ascertain what the scene was telling her. The answer was, not much. Or was it? When the gibbet was built, hangings were a public spectacle. Was that the case here?

  Was there a hidden meaning behind this macabre display? A message of some sort . . . If so, who was the intended recipient?




  The police?




  Someone else?




  ‘There’s only one certainty in play here,’ she said. ‘We can safely rule out suicide.’




  ‘There must’ve been more than one involved,’ Hank said. ‘It would’ve taken some effort to hoy a rope over the crossbar at the top, let alone winch him up there.

  I’m not sure I could do it. Not on my own, anyway. One of the lads found vehicle tracks beyond the fence.’ He pointed to an adjoining field. ‘They appear to be fairly recent.

  Small wheelbase—’




  ‘Not a tractor then?’




  ‘More like a quad bike  – the tracks go off down there . . .’ He indicated barbed-wire fencing that ran alongside the gibbet. Early morning dew hung off it like tiny jewels, the

  weight of the water making them drip onto the heather beneath. ‘It could’ve been the farmer checking his boundary. The tracks have been photographed. I’ve requested casts and sent

  a couple of uniforms to search for an access point.’




  ‘Ask Lisa to check out whose land it is.’




  ‘Already taken care of.’




  Kate nodded towards the CSIs. ‘Tell them to cut him down.’




  She noticed how drawn Hank was as he gave the order and took his mobile from his pocket. It worried her. Against her advice, he’d insisted on signing himself off the sick  – too

  early, in her opinion. A villain they had chased to Spain put a bullet in his chest. She wasn’t with him when it happened but saw it later on video. Leaving him single-crewed, exposed and

  vulnerable, haunted her as much as the shooting.




  ‘You OK?’ he asked. ‘You look a bit pasty.’




  She nodded, the memory receding. It was a question she should be asking him. She wasn’t OK  – far from it  – she was still reeling from that case. Almost losing him had shocked

  her to the core, the experience acting as a stark reminder of how precious and fragile life was. She felt guilty too for having fallen apart in the middle of the case.




  Not like her.




  The truth of it was, her confidence had taken a dive long before they reached La Manga. Since then, details of the enquiry she’d tried so hard to forget had kept bubbling to the surface,

  picking away at her, a prompt, if one was needed, to take time off with Jo  – if only to get her shit together.




  If Jo were here, how would she read the scene?




  Jo’s expertise as a criminal profiler had played a crucial part in some high-profile cases over the years, but it was Kate’s remit to find the person or persons responsible for this

  latest killing and bring them before a court of law. She was the one with a duty of care to the boy and his family, whoever they were.




  As was always the way in the first few hours of a new investigation, she had more questions than answers. Already she felt the heavy burden to provide them. Her eyes drifted back to the victim

  as forensic personnel moved in to cut him down. Kate felt an urgent need to get the boy out of the cold. To lay him in a warm place and cover him up. Much as she’d like to, she couldn’t

  do that. Protocol demanded that she step aside while others got to work.




  Standing by as her instructions were carried out, she reminded those doing the cutting to stay well away from the knot, even though, strictly speaking, it was the job of the crime scene manager

  to advise them. What she needed most was an estimated time of death; a preliminary examination would give her a rough timescale to work on.




  ‘What kind of moron would do such a thing to a young man in the prime of his life?’ she said under her breath.




  Hank ignored her.




  ‘Where the hell is the on-call pathologist?’ he muttered, mobile stuck to his ear, his frustration on display. ‘Goes without saying that we’d like Stanton if he’s

  available.’ Tim Stanton was trustworthy and expeditious. He got the job done with minimum fuss, didn’t waste time on power play. Some Home Office bods delighted in making the cops feel

  like idiots. Not Tim. There were more important things at stake than bigging himself up to the Murder Investigation Team.




  Hank’s face dropped as he hung up.




  Kate peered at him through rolling mist. ‘I take it he’s not available?’




  ‘It’s not that,’ he said. ‘They’ve allocated the SIO.’




  ‘So why the long face?’




  He looked at her.




  ‘I’m guessing he or she doesn’t meet with your approval,’ she said.




  ‘Or the rest of the team.’




  ‘You got Cameron?’




  ‘Worse. We got Atkins  – a useless dickhead no one has any time—’




  ‘James Atkins?’




  ‘The one and only.’




  The name sucked oxygen from Kate’s lungs. She focused on keeping her back ramrod straight, her shoulders squared, but inside she was fighting a wave of nausea. Thankfully, Hank was busy

  issuing orders and hadn’t picked up on it.




  ‘I’m stuck with him for bloody ages,’ he huffed as he turned to face her. ‘Who takes a month off? It’s not as if you’re going to the southern hemisphere, is

  it? That I could understand  – but Crail? Blink and you’d miss it.’




  ‘I’m not off a month—’




  ‘As good as. You’ll be bored witless.’




  No she wouldn’t.




  His tirade of objections faded out of her consciousness. As if she were reading a time-slip novel, Kate felt like she’d stumbled into a previous decade, a previous self, her mind on

  Atkins. As a young copper operating in a predominantly male environment, she’d been forced to adopt a tough persona and quick wit in order to survive against guys like him. She’d

  learned to be on her guard at all times, rarely disclosing anything personal. She might have come across as cold, but she’d rather have that armour than not.




  Irrational? Probably.




  Necessary? Absolutely.




  Now her nemesis was back  – persecution his specialist subject  – and she wasn’t looking forward to renewing their acquaintance.




  ‘Kate?’ Hank waved a hand in front of her face. ‘You haven’t heard a word I’ve said, have you?’




  ‘Sorry . . .’ She focused on the corpse, rather than meet his gaze. ‘You’ll have to cope without me this time. There’s no way I’m cancelling my trip . . . Jo

  would kill me.’




  She would too.




  Leaving Hank to the mercy of Atkins wasn’t ideal, but nothing was going to derail Kate’s leave. She had one shot to make her peace with Jo  – to decide, once and for all, if

  they had a future together. It was down to her that their relationship had stalled in the first place. She had an awful lot to make up for.




  Hank had misread her silence. ‘You know Atkins?’ he asked.




  She ignored the question by looking the other way. The victim was being lowered with great care onto plastic sheeting, the crime scene manager instructing his crew to erect a screen so the

  victim couldn’t be seen from the main road. A tent wasn’t necessary unless it began to rain, and none was forecast.




  ‘You obviously have history,’ Hank pushed.




  ‘With Atkins?’ Kate shot him a disparaging look. ‘Not the kind you mean.’




  He waited for her to spill but she clammed up. DCI James Atkins was not a man she wanted to mess with, talk about, or even acknowledge. He was shit on her shoe. She wouldn’t waste a breath

  on him. Defiantly, she met Hank’s gaze, her unwavering silence piquing his interest further. She made a move for her car. Their conversation was over.
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  ‘Eat up, Beth. It’s getting cold.’




  It was an order rather than a request, one Beth Casey wouldn’t argue with if she knew what was good for her, except she didn’t always and that caused her problems from time to time.

  She glared at her dad, wishing he’d remember he wasn’t talking to his subordinates at work.




  She took a sip of water. It was tepid and tasted vile. He’d not run the tap before bringing it to the table. Even worse, the fried breakfast on her plate was swimming in fat. The smell

  alone made her gag.




  Holding on to her nausea, she asked to be excused, telling her father she wasn’t hungry and rarely bothered with breakfast, never before nine thirty.




  Here it comes.




  She’d seen his black look.




  ‘Eat,’ he said. ‘I’m not busting a gut to put food on the table so you can waste it.’




  Beth looked away. Her hands felt hot and clammy. It was way too early to be up and about, let alone eating. She wished she were somewhere else, anywhere but here. It would never cross his mind

  that she’d prefer to bunk in with a mate or do her own thing. That she’d grown up faster than most kids. She’d had to  – and that was down to him. She tried telling him she

  was watching her weight but he didn’t listen. Once her father made up his mind, he rarely changed it.




  Unaware of her gaze, he was wolfing down his food like it was the last meal of a condemned man.




  Beth glanced around her. She hated the soulless ground-floor flat he insisted on calling an apartment. Situated on High Grove in the market town of Morpeth, it was a prestigious address, in

  keeping with his status, or so he thought. High Grope, her mum called it, mainly because he lived there, but also because of the top-of-the-range cars parked in the courtyard outside,

  bought with the sole intention of impressing the opposite sex. Their male owners, mostly bachelors, hardly spoke unless you happened to possess tits the size of Texas. Fortunately for Beth, she was

  born flat-chested.




  ‘Can I go to my room?’ she asked. ‘I don’t feel well.’




  ‘When your plate’s clean.’ He eyed her over a coffee mug. ‘And when it is, get dressed.’ He used his fork to point at her. ‘You can’t sit around the

  house all day like that.’




  ‘Fine!’ She glanced at her food. ‘I don’t want this.’




  ‘All right!’ he said. ‘Leave the fry-up. Eat some toast.’




  Beth dropped her head, exhaling loudly. She hated staying over at his place. Thank Christ it was only a temporary measure while her mum was in hospital for yet more chemotherapy. As soon as she

  was discharged, Beth would be out of there like a shot.




  She chanced another glance in his direction. At forty-five, her father was already grey, but the skin around his eyes was as smooth as a baby’s. Hardly surprising. To get laughter lines you

  had to smile occasionally. He needed more practice.




  Nibbling at the edge of a piece of toast, she continued to observe him. His size alone was enough to intimidate most people. Even sat down, he towered over her. Beth was built like her mum.

  Small  – in every sense of the word  – less then five feet, seven stones wet through, size six in clothes, three in shoes.




  Another nibble.




  His phone rang  – a possible escape route.




  Setting his cutlery down, he scooped his mobile off the table, his thumb jabbing at the call button. ‘Atkins.’ He listened for what seemed like an age. ‘When was this?’

  He pointed at the toast in her hand, encouragement to eat, anger creeping into his voice as the call continued. ‘Has she now? Well you can tell Daniels to stand down. I’m on my way

  in.’




  Shoving his plate away, he stood up, still talking into the phone. Beth cringed when she saw the look in his eyes. Hatred wasn’t too strong a word for it. In response to a question from

  the person on the other end of the line, he swung round, peering at the computer on the desk behind him.




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘Nothing’s come in. No, don’t bother, I’ll be there.’ He ended the call, cold eyes on Beth. ‘I have to go out.’




  ‘What about your meal? You said—’




  ‘I know what I said. Work is work. Don’t worry about me. I’ll get something at the station.’




  ‘I thought you were off duty.’




  ‘I’m on call.’




  ‘Well, if you’re leaving me on my own, why can’t I stay home? I’m not a kid any more, Dad.’




  ‘Then stop whining like one.’ He pulled on his jacket, checked his pockets for car keys, wallet, fountain pen. ‘You’re not stopping in that house alone and that’s

  the end of it. It’s too isolated.’




  ‘No it’s not!’




  ‘You think I want you here?’ There was no humour in the question. ‘If you must know, it was your mum’s idea. You don’t like it? Don’t whinge at me. Take it up

  with her.’




  Wounded, but trying not to show it, Beth taunted, ‘What’s the matter, Dad? Am I cramping your style?’




  ‘Not now, Beth.’ There was little warmth in the kiss he gave her. He walked to the door, paused before reaching it and turned around. ‘If that call just now is as important as

  I think it might be, I’ll be late. Don’t forget to lock up, and don’t answer the door . . . to anyone.’




  As the front door clicked shut, Beth heard a ping as an email dropped into his inbox. In his haste, he’d forgotten to log off. She wandered barefoot across the room to his desk, pyjama

  bottoms dragging along the floor. Through patio doors that overlooked a tiny garden and car park beyond, she watched him pull out his mobile. He appeared to be accessing the email that had just

  come in. As he did so, it opened simultaneously on the computer screen in front of her.




  Legs buckling beneath her, Beth sank down in his chair.
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  It had taken the best part of an hour to get to Morpeth police station. The town was just seventeen miles away, but they were hard miles on narrow, winding roads. The moment

  she arrived, Kate had brushed aside the message DCI James I’m-in-charge Atkins had left via Control and launched a full-blown murder enquiry. There might be only two more days until

  her leave period, but she was damned if she was going to stand on the sidelines while there was work to be done just to assuage his inflated ego.




  Despite the gravity of the offence they were dealing with, it was a typical day for the Murder Investigation Team. Alerted by Hank at dawn, detectives had collected all the necessary

  documentation from HQ and driven to Morpeth to organize their new home. The incident room here had none of the cutting-edge technology they were used to, only a basic whiteboard. Thankfully, the

  software to run HOLMES  – the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System  – was up to date, as were the computers they’d brought along.




  Kate scanned the room.




  Her team had done their best to arrange the room the way it suited them. Everyone was flat out: many on the phone, organizing actions, documenting and processing information as it filtered in

  from Area Command. All in a morning’s work for a bunch of coppers she was proud to lead.




  ‘As soon as Forensics are finished with the rope, I want it identified.’ She pointed at Maxwell. ‘Neil, make that your number one priority. Get on to surrounding farms,

  industrial premises and builders’ yards. Ask them to check outbuildings and garages. Let me know if any is missing. Lisa, do we know who owns the farm next to the gibbet?’




  ‘The land is leased to John Edward Dodds. Local man. He’s been farming there for years, apparently. Robbo sent a PC out to interview him.’




  ‘I told her to look out for short-wheelbase vehicles while she’s at it,’ DS Robson said. ‘It rained yesterday. Hank thinks the tracks he found are fresh.’




  ‘Two birds, one stone, works for me.’ Kate flashed him her best smile. ‘Get in touch. Tell her I want the owner’s name as well as the tenant. Let me know what

  gives.’




  ‘Boss?’ DC Andy Brown was approaching from the corridor. ‘This came through from the morgue.’ He handed her a scanned image depicting the tattoo on the victim’s

  hand. ‘There can’t be many tattooists in the sticks. It’s cleverly done. Want me to follow it up, see if I can identify whose work it is?’




  ‘That may not be necessary.’ Barring Carmichael, the squad stopped what they were doing and paid attention. ‘There was a missing persons call last night,’ Kate explained.

  ‘Which means we may have an ID. I’m awaiting confirmation.’ Her eyes landed on Carmichael, the picture of concentration, as always. She was studying the briefing sheet, a curious

  expression on her face. ‘Lisa? Something wrong?’




  Carmichael raised her head. ‘It says here there was no mobile with or near the body.’




  ‘Maybe the killer took it,’ Andy Brown suggested.




  Lisa frowned. ‘Would they, when it could so easily be traced?’




  ‘You’d be surprised,’ Kate said.




  ‘Can you even get a signal up there?’ Maxwell asked.




  ‘Good question,’ Hank chipped in. ‘I couldn’t earlier. I got the odd email but my phone was showing “No Service” most of the time.’




  ‘Still,’ Kate said. ‘I think it’s safe to assume the victim had a phone. What kid doesn’t these days?’




  ‘Whether he did or didn’t, I doubt he was on a contract,’ Lisa cut in. ‘Boys his age change mobiles on a regular basis. They’re mostly pay-as-you-go. Which

  isn’t a lot of help to us. If you give me a name and address, I’ll get on to service providers—’




  ‘No.’ Kate shook her head. ‘Let’s wait for the parents to ID the body.’




  Yelling from the corridor rendered the rest of her response inaudible.




  Heads turned towards the racket.




  The doors of the incident room crashed open. DCI James Atkins appeared, full of hell and bursting for a fight, a detective none of them recognized bringing up the rear.




  Whoever he was, he seemed uncomfortable.




  Atkins didn’t stand on ceremony. ‘A word.’ He was looking directly at Kate.




  ‘Something I can help you with?’ she asked.




  The eyes of her team were upon her, every detective in the room anticipating trouble. Atkins was known throughout the force as the Angry Man. Not one of her lot would give him houseroom

   – unless ordered to. She hadn’t yet told them that they were going to be stuck with him for the duration of her absence.




  That would go down like a lead balloon.




  Atkins returned their stares until they looked away. He turned theatrically, eyes boring into Kate, his shouty mouth in excellent working order. ‘Somewhere less public, if you don’t

  mind.’ He nodded in the direction of the corridor.




  Remaining in her seat, Kate eyed the stranger accompanying him. He was a tall, fit-looking bloke; immaculately dressed in a pinstriped suit, blue woollen overcoat and stripy scarf. ‘I

  don’t think we’ve been introduced.’ She stood up slowly and held out her hand. ‘I’m DCI Daniels.’




  ‘DS Colin Grant, ma’am.’ It was a firm handshake. ‘Very pleased to meet you.’




  ‘He’s my bagman, newly promoted,’ Atkins said. ‘Londoner, so don’t talk too fast or he’ll never understand you.’ He pointed at the crime scene stills in

  her hand. ‘I think those belong to me.’




  Kate handed them over.




  ‘Shall we use my office?’ she said. ‘If the gloves are coming off, there’s plenty of room to swing a punch in there.’




  With the exception of Hank, MIT members were just about managing not to laugh out loud. Atkins’ face was like thunder as he strode off. Kate gestured for the two DSs to fall in behind him.

  When Hank reached the door, he stepped aside, holding it open for Kate, winking as she passed through it.




  Before anyone had a chance to take a seat, Atkins rounded on her. ‘Mind telling me exactly what you think you’re doing?’




  ‘Doing?’ Kate’s eyebrows almost found each other. ‘Can you be more specific?’




  ‘With my case,’ he said.




  He hadn’t changed a bit. ‘It wasn’t your case at dawn.’




  ‘I’m the on-call SIO.’




  ‘Control said you were incommunicado. That’s code for AWOL, if you didn’t know. It’s Sunday. You being such a stud, I thought I’d give you a break in case

  you’d had a heavy date last night. Hank and I were at a loose end. The guv’nor asked us to deal until you showed your face. We were happy to stand in.’




  Atkins glared at her, unimpressed with the sarcasm. It had taken her a long time to prove she could handle the flak he threw at her. Nowadays she relished the opportunity to suck it up and throw

  it back at him.




  In a battle of wills, he’d never win.




  ‘No need to get defensive,’ she said. ‘We’re on the same side. I can assure you that everything has been handled exactly as it should—’




  ‘Got a name, an address?’ He was sifting the photos.




  ‘We think the dead boy is Elliott Foster.’ Kate could tell from his reaction that the name registered. ‘If it is, he has no form. He’s almost seventeen. Hails from

  Alwinton village. You can thank me later.’




  ‘Blimey! That was quick.’ Grant’s appreciation received a scowl from his boss.




  Atkins shifted his focus to Kate. ‘Anything else?’




  ‘Elliott was reported missing late last night by his mother. Both parents are on their way to ID the body. You want me to take that on? I’m happy to be around when they

  arrive.’




  ‘No, I’ll sort it.’




  ‘Suit yourself. From the description of his clothing there seems little doubt it’s him.’




  ‘Where’s Alwinton?’ Grant asked. ‘I’m not sure I know.’




  ‘It’s your business to know!’ Atkins barked. ‘Do your bloody homework or sling your hook. There’s no room for slackers on my team.’




  Kate’s eyes were on the bully. ‘You know exactly where it is though, don’t you?’




  Atkins was still giving his DS hard eyes.




  More embarrassed than flustered, Grant pushed a hand through his shiny blond hair, biting the inside of his cheek. If Kate was reading him right, he was stemming a desire to return to London on

  the next available train. His eyes shifted to Kate and finally to Hank, delivering a message to both of them: wherever he’d worked before, he wasn’t used to being reprimanded

  publicly.




  For a split second, Kate thought he might defend himself. Then, with no wish to get his head bitten off twice, he thought better of it. She felt sorry for him. Atkins’ management style had

  always left a lot to be desired. He’d not get much out of his new colleague treating him like a rookie fresh out of training school. She’d been there once . . . and some.




  The experience had blighted her life.




  Hiding her aversion to Atkins, she focused on Grant, wondering what had prompted his move north, letting him know he was among friends. ‘Ours is a big county,’ she said.




  ‘It’ll take a bit of getting used to. Satnav is a must. And make sure you have a full tank of gas. Petrol stations are few and far between.’




  ‘Thanks for the tip, ma’am.’




  ‘My pleasure.’ Kate smiled. ‘I was born and bred here, but there are still places I’ve not heard of. For your information, Alwinton is in the foothills of Cheviot. Think

  big sky, sheep, cattle and little else. It’s God’s country to some. Hell on earth to those without a soul.’




  The newbie relaxed. ‘Where exactly was the IP found, ma’am?’




  ‘Half-stripped and hanging from Winter’s Gibbet.’ His eyes widened. ‘A gallows?’




  ‘Yeah,’ Hank said. ‘We still hang ’em up here.’




  The southerner smiled at the wind-up. ‘Where can I find it?’




  ‘The old turnpike road at Hollinghill  – otherwise known as Whiskershiels Common. It’s a few miles south of Elsdon village, around fifteen miles from the victim’s

  home.’




  ‘Who was Winter?’




  ‘Good question.’ Kate could see Atkins getting impatient. Ignoring his scowl, she elaborated, just to piss him off. ‘The gibbet is an ancient landmark; aka Steng Cross. In the

  eighteenth century, the body of Thomas Winter was hung there, within sight of his crime, having been hanged proper at the Westgate in Newcastle. He’d murdered a local woman, Margaret Crozier,

  who lived at the Raw pele tower close to Elsdon.’




  ‘Save the history lesson,’ Atkins snapped. ‘What do we know about Foster?’




  ‘He’s dead.’ Hank enjoyed being flippant with assholes.




  ‘I was about to ask you that,’ Kate said, before Atkins had chance to respond. He used to live close to the crime scene. As far as she knew, his ex-wife still did. In small

  Northumbrian villages, most people were acquainted. She had a feeling that her counterpart was holding back.




  Hank shot Atkins a sideways glance.




  Grant too.




  Neither had picked up on the flash of recognition that had crossed the Angry Man’s face when the victim’s identity was revealed. Kate saw it though  – as plain as day  –

  and now she had, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. Like a game of blink first, her eyes never shifted from his. And still he didn’t admit or deny knowing the boy.




  She watched him carefully. If an eyelash had moved, she’d have spotted that too. ‘Elliott Foster has no form,’ she said. ‘He was a good kid by all accounts, a prize

  wrestler.’




  ‘Maybe someone was jealous of that,’ Grant offered.




  ‘Very likely,’ Hank agreed.




  Atkins snorted. ‘Pity he couldn’t wrestle himself out of this one.’




  ‘That’s not remotely funny,’ Kate said.




  ‘Am I laughing?’ Atkins glared at her.




  ‘Maybe you should show the victim some respect, given the fact that you’re acquainted,’ Kate said. ‘Or is it his parents you know  – his mother, perhaps?

  Anticipating a positive ID, my team made enquiries. She’s an office manager for a Morpeth law firm, Haynes & Rice. The boy’s father is a joiner at Jewson’s in Hexham.

  There’s one brother: Adam. Twenty-one. Currently on a tour of duty in Germany. His regiment deployed there six months ago.’




  Atkins didn’t thank her. ‘I’ll get in touch with his commanding officer—’




  ‘It’s sorted.’ Kate said. ‘He’s standing by, waiting for my nod.’




  ‘You’ve been busy, ma’am.’ Grant was impressed, trying not to show it.




  ‘I have a good team behind me,’ Kate said. ‘It’s what we get paid for at the end of every month. Same as you.’




  ‘There’s an army base not far from the scene,’ Atkins said.




  ‘Is it operational?’




  Kate gave him a pointed look. ‘Soldiers equal trouble, is that it?’




  ‘Just an observation,’ he said.




  Based on prejudice.




  Atkins sifted the crime scene photographs. ‘Whoever strung the kid up must be tough, remarkably so if the IP was struggling to get the rope from around his neck.’




  ‘That assumes he was still alive,’ Hank said.




  Kate’s eyes found the floor momentarily. It was an image she didn’t want to think about but, now it was in her head, there it would stay, a permanent scar on her memory. She could

  almost hear the boy choking and gurgling as the ligature tightened.




  ‘Winter’s Gibbet has to be fifteen or twenty feet tall,’ she said. ‘Hank made the point that one person couldn’t get him up there, not with muscle power alone.

  There would need to be more than one, or some kind of mechanical device or pulley. Even so, I’d be very surprised if this involves the military—’




  ‘Why?’ Atkins asked.




  ‘The army are welcome in the area. They’re also well paid. The military spend a lot of money, in Otterburn in particular. Surrounding villages wouldn’t survive without them.

  They go out of their way to foster good relations and keep the locals sweet. There’s no history of tension in the community, of squaddie-bashing either, otherwise I’d have heard about

  it . . .’




  Kate paused. She wasn’t about to be sidetracked, not when she hadn’t finished probing into Atkins’ knowledge of the family.




  ‘Does the name Elliott Foster ring any bells with you?’




  Atkins glanced at his watch, a deliberate ploy to avoid eye contact.




  ‘C’mon, don’t be shy,’ she chided, not letting him off the hook. ‘You’re among friends here. There must be a reason you’re not disclosing prior

  knowledge. We’re all dying to hear what it is.’




  ‘We’ll take it from here,’ Atkins said. He was not only dismissing her, he was disrespecting her, writing her off in front of her subordinates. It wasn’t the first time,

  either. Kate wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing that he’d got to her.




  ‘Have it your own way,’ she said. ‘Hank and I will assist until my leave starts. If you like I could interview our finder, Tom Orde—’




  ‘I don’t think so.’ Atkins cut across her.




  ‘You have another suggestion?’ she asked.




  ‘I’m not working with you. Period. I pick my own team.’




  ‘Eh?’ Hank took a step forward. ‘This is a joke, right?’




  Without moving his head, Atkins’ eyes shifted to Hank. ‘Was I talking to you?’




  Kate kept her expression inscrutable.




  Hank was incensed. There was nothing she could do or say that would stop him speaking out. ‘Do you have any idea how much experience we have in murder investigation,

  sir?’ He made his last word sound like an insult. ‘Because if you have a problem with my DCI, I think we should get it out in the open, so we all know where we stand.

  Don’t you?’




  Atkins didn’t answer.




  He didn’t give a shit what Hank thought.




  Grant didn’t know where to put himself. He was staring at Kate, expecting her to explode. It would be hard to miss the simmering hatred passing between the two senior officers. For her

  part, Kate had known perfectly well what was coming. It was useless trying to reason with an illogical man. The stand-off didn’t last long. Turning her attention to the two detective

  sergeants, she asked them politely to leave the room.
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  Seconds out, round two.




  Kate waited until the door closed before turning to face her adversary. ‘I know respect for women isn’t high on your agenda, but I’d be careful if I were you, Atkins. Whatever

  your personal feelings for me, I don’t appreciate being undermined in front of my DS, not by you or anyone. As you witnessed, Hank has a tendency to take insults personally. He’s very

  protective. Gallant even. Things might get out of hand.’




  ‘That would be a real shame—’




  ‘For you maybe. I’m afraid I couldn’t guarantee your safety.’




  ‘Assaulting a senior officer is a serious breach of regulations—’




  ‘Well, when it comes to violence, you’d know.’




  He laughed in her face. ‘I’m quaking in my boots.’




  It had been a long time since they last worked together, but she’d never forget the way he’d made her life impossible. As her immediate boss, he’d sent all the shit her way.

  Every detail no one volunteered for landed in her lap. He’d shafted her at every turn. Made sure she was dispatched to all the dangerous areas when, spookily, the crew was under strength and

  there was no one available to double up.




  Do it, or I’ll get a man to do it for you!




  His sickening mantra had been the thing that drove her on. Working alone, she’d kept her wits about her, ensuring that his actions had the opposite effect to the one he was seeking. The

  tighter he turned the screw, the more finetuned her senses became to danger. His unjust treatment of her only served to earn her extra respect  – it galvanized her colleagues into supporting

  her. Atkins was openly prejudicial. There was no subtlety in his malice. Everyone could see what he was doing.




  It didn’t break her then . . .




  It wouldn’t now.




  Kate glanced at her watch. ‘I haven’t got time for your stupid games. Take my advice and pick fights you can win. Your secondment to MIT is temporary. It won’t be made

  permanent if I have my way. We’re a close-knit crew. We work as one or not at all.’




  ‘How will I sleep?’




  ‘How do you sleep?’




  ‘Perfectly well, actually.’ He was still grinning.




  ‘I’m warning you, Atkins: unlike your long-suffering exwife, I won’t tolerate your bullshit. I’ve got news for you: 1993 was a long time ago. I’m not a kid any

  more.’




  ‘Is there a point to this?’




  ‘There is and you’d better take note of it. You’re already a pariah in this force. It wouldn’t do your career any good if a certain item was to fall into the wrong hands

  now, would it?’




  ‘You’re bluffing.’




  ‘You sure of that?’




  He wasn’t or he’d have come up with a response.




  Kate savoured her advantage. ‘Even without that happening, there’s not much further to drop before you hit rock bottom. Oh, I forgot: you reached the basement years ago. How is it

  down there?’




  He pointed an index finger at her. ‘When I decide to come for you, Daniels  – and I will  – you won’t know what hit you.’




  ‘And to think I once looked up to you.’ As he glared at her, she turned on her heel, sauntered to the door and calmly let herself out.




  In the incident room, the team was waiting  – with bated breath  – to hear the result of her battle with Atkins. As Kate entered the room, Hank got up and walked

  towards her, his face a picture of indignation. Never in his career had he been so close to lamping a senior officer.




  ‘You OK?’ he asked.




  ‘Are you?’ Kate’s smile reached her eyes, pushing away her distress. She acted calm, but her stomach was in knots as a result of the exchange. She’d thought, wrongly,

  that her days of having to deal with Atkins were over. Some years ago her former boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Bright  – currently head of CID  – had assured her that their paths

  would never cross again. And, so far, they hadn’t. He’d approved Atkins’ attachment to the department as a last resort, giving her the heads up that he wouldn’t arrive until

  she’d gone on leave. Wise to that fact, Atkins obviously had other ideas. Checking his roster as soon as she got back to the office, she’d found out, via friends in admin, that

  he’d cancelled his own days off at short notice. There was no doubt in her mind. He’d done it to ensure that her last few days at work were unpleasant, if not intolerable.




  Another smile directed at her loyal DS. ‘You’re such a softie, Hank.’




  ‘The guy’s a complete prick!’ he said. ‘Did you challenge him?’




  ‘And say what? You heard him. It’s his case. Let him get on with it.’ Picking up her coat, she slung it over her arm and turned to face the squad. ‘Keep up the good work,

  everyone. Hank and I will be out of touch for a couple of hours. We’ll review progress when we return  – whether the SIO likes it or not.’




  The team accepted that as a victory speech.




  Hank still wouldn’t let it go. Yanking his jacket from his chair, he put it on and ran to catch up with her as she strode towards the exit. ‘Who the hell does he think he is?’

  he said, pulling his phone from his pocket. ‘Naylor will go spare.’




  ‘No.’ Kate stopped walking and turned towards him. ‘Put that away and leave the guv’nor out of this.’




  ‘And let the tosser get away with it?’




  ‘Did you hear a word I said?’ Her tone was harder than before. She lowered her voice a touch. ‘I can fight my own corner, Hank. I don’t need  – or want  – your

  interference. Is that clear?’




  ‘Crystal.’ Backing off, he put his phone away.




  ‘Thank you. Now stop sulking and come with me. We’ve work to do.’




  ‘Where are we going?’




  ‘Alwinton.’




  His smile was a thin disguise. Kate hadn’t heard the last word on the subject of Atkins. Not by a long chalk. Hank saw himself as her minder. He’d do anything she asked except lie

  down and let Atkins walk all over her. Not a chance. Trouble was brewing.




  They used her car. His was an old banger, unreliable. Kate preferred to ride in comfort, with the benefit of technology, all-weather tyres and windscreen wipers that actually

  worked. Now autumn was here, conditions could turn nasty in seconds where they were going.




  You won’t know what hit you.




  The threat played on her mind as she drove out of the station. Until she went on leave, she’d have to watch her back. Like a lot of angry men, Atkins was an unknown quantity, unpredictable

  in the extreme. All the more worrying to think that he was in a position of authority.




  To hell with him.




  Kate pushed the thought away as something even more worrying edged its way into her head. She’d noticed Hank rubbing his healing chest wound with the palm of his right hand.




  ‘When were you going to tell me?’ she asked.




  ‘Eh?’ He swivelled in his seat to face her. ‘Tell you what?’




  ‘That you’re still having problems.’




  ‘Am I?’ Butter wouldn’t melt.




  ‘Do I look like a fool to you?’ She nodded at his chest region. ‘Still giving you gyp, is it?’




  Taking his hand away, he shoved it deep into his trouser pocket. ‘It’s temporary. Residual stiffness in my shoulder. Nowt to worry about . . . and no need to go off on

  one.’




  ‘It’s my job to go off on one. You’re my responsibility. What kind of boss would I be if I didn’t take care of you? I could—’ She stopped talking as

  a car came round the bend in the middle of the road. Checking her rear-view mirror, she maintained her position, making the driver slow down.




  ‘You could what?’ Hank asked as the two cars passed each other.




  ‘I could make a call and tell the powers that be that you’re unfit for duty.’




  ‘Fill your boots,’ he said. ‘Can I see the nice nurse at HQ  – the one with the great legs?’




  Kate laughed.




  Hank had a penchant for a pretty face, especially, though not exclusively, when the rest of the body was wearing a nurse’s uniform. His wife was a theatre sister at the RVI. ‘That

  sounded really pervy,’ she said. ‘Like a Maxwell comment.’ Hank gave a pantomime wince at being compared to the office Lothario. ‘I’m serious, Hank. You need to take

  care—’




  ‘I’m fine!’




  ‘Would you tell me if you weren’t?’




  ‘I’m not sleeping well, that’s all.’




  ‘They’re called night terrors.’




  ‘What?’ It came out like an exclamation. Hank shook his head, irked by the suggestion that he wasn’t coping. ‘“Night terrors?”’ he repeated. ‘Is

  that what Jo calls them? I call them wank words. Pardon the expression.’




  Kate wasn’t allowing him to laugh it off. ‘They’re perfectly normal after what you’ve been through.’




  ‘Bollocks. I’m just a bit restless.’




  She sang her riposte. ‘You didn’t answer my question.’




  He followed suit: ‘It doesn’t deserve an answer.’




  Dropping the subject, Kate drove on. She didn’t want to pry and was hoping he’d confide in her eventually. Next time she looked, he’d shut his eyes. He wasn’t asleep.

  Unusual for him. His ability to drop off in the car, no matter what sort of crime they were dealing with, was common knowledge. Nothing separated him from forty winks. A few miles on and he could

  bear the silence no longer.




  ‘My problems are nothing to do with work,’ he protested. ‘If you must know, Ryan failed his exams. Ring Julie if you don’t believe me. The upshot is, our highly

  intelligent son doesn’t have the grades to get him into the University of St Andrews or anywhere else decent. He’s blown it, Kate.’




  Whatever Hank was hiding was prompting him to share family matters he’d ordinarily keep to himself. It was possible that he was telling the truth about Ryan, but Kate sensed there was more

  to it. For now, and for reasons known only to him, he was unwilling to share the extent of his problems. She’d have to wait it out.




  She indulged him by playing along. ‘Did you try clearing?’




  ‘There’s nothing there for him. He left it too bloody late to do the hard yards. Now the daft sod is sulking for England and upsetting his mum. I’ve been laying the law down,

  that’s all.’




  ‘And he doesn’t like it.’




  ‘Any more than I do.’ He grinned, trying to lighten the mood. ‘He’ll get over it and so will I. Julie, on the other hand . . .’ He didn’t finish the

  sentence.




  Kate let it go, positive in her own mind that he wasn’t being straight with her. Earlier that morning, shortly after she arrived at the crime scene, someone had discharged a firearm

  nearby. The shot came out of the mist, echoing all around them. It was most likely just a farmer out rabbiting, but Hank had practically fallen to the ground in shock. Ordinarily he wouldn’t

  have batted an eyelid; the fact it had shaken him up worried her. In a moment of madness she’d threatened to cancel her leave, only agreeing to go when he promised to take it easy. There was

  as much chance of that as there was of her making chief in a culture where less than 3 per cent of officers above the rank of superintendent were women.




  Hank was still mumbling to himself, denying any health problems, making out he was as fit as a flea. ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘I’ll get Jules to give me a rub down when

  I get home. How’s that?’




  ‘Sounds like it’ll have to do.’




  ‘Seriously,’ he said. ‘I might be under par but I could still give Atkins a poke if he gets out of hand. Say the word and I’m on it.’




  She turned her head. ‘Don’t even think about it.’




  They fell silent.




  As miles and miles of stunning countryside rolled by, Kate felt his agitation grow. Not one to forgive or forget if anyone upset her, she knew he was going to hate working under a new SIO,

  especially one as objectionable as Atkins. Hank was close to Kate. Gunshot injury or not, Atkins would make it his business to pile on the pressure, just to make a point. The man was an arse.




  As if he’d read her mind, Hank cut into her thoughts:




  ‘Why do I get the impression that you’re holding back on




  Atkins?’




  She glanced sideways. ‘So you can keep secrets and I have to tell all? That’s not how it works.’




  ‘I’m serious, what the hell is eating you?’




  ‘How long have we known each other?’




  He narrowed his eyes. ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’




  ‘You should know that I only ever discuss individuals who are important to me. Atkins isn’t one of them. Take my advice and let the matter drop.’ She indicated, turning off the

  A696 towards the Northumberland National Park. Sensing that Hank was about to ignore the warning, Kate changed the subject with a comment that stopped him in his tracks: ‘By the way, I was at

  Alwinton Show yesterday . . . and so was the victim.’




  ‘What? Why didn’t you tell Atkins?’




  ‘He didn’t ask.’
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  Beth Casey was hyperventilating as she drove her Fiat 500 deep into Border Reivers country. In such a vast area, even kids her age needed cars to get about. Like mobile phone

  signals, public transport was patchy and unreliable. She’d taken her driving test within weeks of her seventeenth birthday, passing with flying colours at the first time of asking, an

  achievement she was immensely proud of.




  Not so her father . . .




  Firmly of the opinion that she was too young and vulnerable to be driving on country lanes at night, it gave him another reason to moan. Was he mad? Her new-found mobility had made everything so

  much easier for everyone. Now she was no longer dependent on him for lifts, they saw less of each other and that suited her fine.




  Three quarters of an hour later, she pulled gently to the kerb and sat in the car, staring up at the windows of Wansbeck General Hospital, the pictures on her dad’s

  computer forcing their way into her head. Was Elliott here, she wondered, lying on a slab, being cut to pieces, having his organs weighed?




  She shivered at the thought, a wave of nausea hitting her again.




  She hadn’t questioned her father about the photographs on his computer because he’d forbidden her to touch it. Even if she’d tried to explain that she’d only done so in

  order to put the bloody thing to sleep and save his battery, he’d have made an issue of it. How could she have known that the email would open up in front of her?




  The pictures were hideous . . . It couldn’t be Elliott . . .




  It couldn’t . . .




  It was.




  Climbing from the car, Beth didn’t bother to pay at the machine. She’d left her dad’s house in such a hurry she’d forgotten to put her purse in her pocket. A parking

  ticket was the least of her concerns. In any case, any fine would be sent to her mum’s address. He’d never see it.




  The oncology unit was heaving, as usual. The stench of disinfectant, chemicals and death seemed to permeate her clothes the minute she stepped through the door. Even though she’d wash as

  soon as she got home, Beth knew it would stick to her skin for days. It always did.




  Visitors hurried down corridors, pale and concerned  – like her. Patients shuffled along, hanging onto mobile drips, limbs stick thin, skin all dry and scaly, eyes hollow, expressions

  haunted. It seemed as if everyone in the world had cancer in some form or another. If she was ever unfortunate enough to contract the disease  – she’d been advised that she had increased

  risk  – she’d rock herself off rather than rot away slowly with family standing around making ridiculous statements: You’re going to beat this, you are, you’ll be

  out of here in no time.




  Gimme the means and I’ll finish it. That’s what she’d be saying. Even without cancer, the thought had crossed her mind. Guiltily, she thought about the pills in her

  bag.




  ‘Hi, Mum, how are you today?’




  ‘Better.’ Diane Casey smiled.




  Liar.




  Beth hated the pretence. She offered some in return, keeping her tone upbeat. A BAFTA performance that was killing her. ‘I’m an idiot,’ she said. ‘Forgot your orange

  juice. It’s in dad’s fridge. If you have any cash I’ll go to the shop and get some, a newspaper too if you’d like one. Some fruit maybe?’




  Any excuse to get out of there.




  Beth stopped talking as her mum’s eyes strayed past her, searching the nurses’ station beyond to see if her dad was following on behind. Why she still cared was beyond Beth. They

  hadn’t been an item for years. Apart from an odd flashback here and there, she couldn’t remember the three of them living together as a family. Her father only began to take notice at

  the point of diagnosis, a good dose of Catholic guilt compelling him to visit now and then when he was kicking his heels with nothing better to do.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ The question jolted Beth from her trance.




  She looked at her mum. ‘Sorry?’




  They examined each other closely for what seemed like an age. Beth’s faked preoccupation wasn’t fooling anyone. With great effort, her mum leaned forward and stroked her cheek with

  the back of bony fingers, a touch so gentle it made Beth want to weep. She was of a mind to climb in bed with her for a hug, like she used to when she was a kid in that awful women’s refuge,

  over a decade ago.




  Safe haven, my arse . . . He’d found them, hadn’t he? Followed them along the road, begging for forgiveness for the umpteenth time. Not because he was sorry. Out of concern for

  his sodding job. Using her as currency. A daughter needs a dad. Pathetic.




  ‘You’ve been crying,’ her mum said.




  ‘So have you.’




  Regretting her words the moment they left her lips, more especially the harsh way in which they were delivered, Beth looked away, her eyes seizing on the next bay, where a well-dressed lady was

  visiting her daughter. Like Beth, she was doing her utmost to be cheerful. Not quite pulling it off. Beth guessed her age at around sixty. Behind that thinlipped smile was the face of a woman with

  a broken heart.




  Beth knew the feeling.




  She continued to stare at the woman, her mood plummeting further. There was something terribly wrong with the picture. Like someone had cast characters in the wrong roles, or they were reading

  each other’s scripts by mistake. They should swap places. Revert to the norm. Daughters weren’t supposed to die before their mothers. That was never meant to be. It wasn’t right.

  Beth wondered who would care for the woman when she grew old  – who would care for her when her mother passed away. She felt selfish even thinking it.




  ‘Sweetheart, what’s wrong?’




  Beth looked at her mum. ‘Nothing . . .’




  ‘Honestly?’




  ‘I’m fine—’




  ‘You and your dad haven’t been fighting, have you?’




  ‘No!’ Beth lied. ‘He might pop in later.’




  Diane Casey’s face lit up. ‘He’s in Ashington?’




  ‘Morpeth. He was called into work this morning. Said it might be a late one, so don’t count on it. I’ll text him to bring you some juice if he’s coming. If not,

  I’ll bring it tomorrow.’




  Beth would have loved to tell her mum why her dad was at work, to share her fears about her best friend, Elliott. She couldn’t bring herself to utter the words.




  Her attention shifted to events going on through the window. In the grey drizzle, people were going about their business: working, playing, generally having a laugh. Nurses too, despite having

  to care for sick people all day long. How they did it was a mystery to Beth. She was due some fun too.




  The way things were going it was a long way off.




  ‘You sure you’re OK?’ her mum said.




  Beth managed a half-smile. When she was growing up, Elliott was always round to play. Her mum loved him, like the son she’d always wished for, but never had. To heap more grief on her in

  her condition would be cruel. Besides, her dad would surely have mentioned it if Elliott had been the victim. Wouldn’t he? Beth must have got it wrong. She prayed she’d got it

  wrong.
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  Rubbing at the stubble on his chin, Hank flipped the sun visor down and peered into the mirror behind it. ‘I could do with a hot shower, a shave, a change of

  clothes,’ he said, flipping it up again, trying to iron out the creases in his suit. ‘I’m hardly in a fit state to interview anyone, am I?’ He made a meal of running his

  eyes over Kate’s whole body. ‘You either  – no offence.’




  ‘None taken, you cheeky bugger.’




  ‘Not a good impression though, is it? Half asleep and dressed like a couple of bloody tramps. One glance and eyewitnesses will look for a begging bowl.’




  ‘Murder is bloody inconvenient sometimes. Don’t concern yourself. We’ll be hard pushed to find anyone at home in Alwinton now the show is over. They’ll be in the show

  field, all pitching in with the massive clear-up job. Sundays, especially this one, aren’t exactly rest days when you live in the sticks. Farming communities are at it round the

  clock.’




  ‘Like us then.’




  ‘Just like us,’ she echoed. ‘What time is it?’




  Checking his watch, he lifted a hand to his mouth to cover an enormous yawn, for which he apologized. ‘It’s quarter past roast beef and Yorkshire pud. I’m assuming Alwinton has

  a pub and they serve Sunday lunch. I’m famished.’




  ‘They do. It’s called the Rose and Thistle and we’re not stopping to eat. I’ll buy you a bag of crisps.’




  ‘You’re heartless, you know that?’




  ‘So ask for a transfer.’




  Hank feigned interest. ‘Y’know, that’s not a bad idea.’




  ‘Better the devil you know, Hank. You might end up with Atkins permanently.’




  He went quiet at this, his attention straying out the side window. Kate’s eyes drifted in the opposite direction, to the valley, where pockets of mist floated above dewy ground even though

  the sun was doing its best to burn it off. She loved the Upper Coquetdale. She used to ride here often on her motorcycle, then on to Rothbury to meet up with biker mates for fish and chips,

  something she couldn’t possibly mention to Grumble Tum sitting next to her.




  The scenery was superb as the valley gave way to the Harbottle Forest and eventually a view of the Simonside Hills. The silence in the car was interrupted by the sound of a text message

  arriving. She gestured for Hank to take it. Grabbing her mobile from the dash, he read a partial message on the home screen without accessing the rest.




  ‘It’s for you.’ His tone was bordering on hostile.




  ‘I know that, you divvi. It’s my phone.’ Kate waited, assuming, wrongly as it turned out, that the message was from Atkins. Maybe he’d had a change of heart and

  wanted her to interview their finder after all. Well, tough. ‘Are you going to tell me who it’s from? Or shall we play twenty questions? What does it say?’




  ‘It’s from Fiona. She—’




  ‘Give it here.’ Kate snatched the device from his hand and put it in her pocket to read later. Fiona Fielding was a gifted artist with whom she’d had a brief fling while she

  and Jo were pissing about, trying to decide if they were on or off, a situation that had lasted for far too long.




  It was one night only with Fiona . . . but what a night.




  A physical reaction to the memory surprised her. Kate could feel herself blushing. As curious as she was to know what the message said, she wasn’t about to ask Hank to read it for her. He

  was sulking again. Having put in time and effort as matchmaker to her and Jo, believing them to be a perfect fit, he’d taken against Fiona, mistaking her for the competition.




  It tickled Kate to see his reaction to a simple text.




  Like an obstreperous teenager in danger of losing his pocket money, he crossed his arms, sulking. He liked Jo a lot. That was good. So did she. At times she and Jo had come very close, only to

  be ripped apart by circumstance, which was why their holiday was so important. What Kate needed, more than anything, was to distance herself from her job and concentrate on their relationship.

  Though she didn’t know it, Hank’s brush with death had been the trigger for a change in how she intended to lead the rest of her life.




  ‘How much further?’ he asked after a few more twisty miles. ‘It’s not even signposted.’




  ‘You’ve never been to Alwinton?’




  ‘I’ve had no reason to.’




  ‘It’s beautiful, peaceful.’




  ‘Sounds a blast.’ He was still brooding.




  Finding his strop more and more amusing, Kate changed the subject. ‘I wish the council would sort out these bloody potholes. They’ve taken months off the life of my tyres.’




  ‘How big is it?’




  ‘The council?’




  ‘Alwinton.’ Not even a smile.




  ‘Not very.’ She began to laugh. ‘At a guess, I’d say population of no more than around fifty or sixty  – not that that makes our job any simpler. There were a lot of

  people at the show yesterday. It’s the last show of the year, so hugely popular.’ Easing off the accelerator going into a bend, she put her foot to the floor on a long stretch of road

  coming out of it. ‘Folks come from far and wide. It’ll be a nightmare tracing everyone. What we need is to find the show photographer.’




  ‘Was there one?’ Finally, a flicker of interest.




  ‘Why don’t you try and find out?’




  ‘I’ll call the Chronicle.’




  ‘Look!’




  Kate pointed through the window. On the left-hand side of the road a flock of black Welsh mountain sheep were grazing on land she assumed belonged to Holystone Grange, a nineteenth-century

  listed building that rose majestically above them as they sped by. Hank made a snide remark about her feeling right at home among the animals.




  Pulling his mobile from his pocket, he made a call, immediately drawing a blank. After a short conversation, he hung up. ‘They didn’t cover the event,’ he said.

  ‘Should have, but their reporter rang in sick.’




  ‘They didn’t send a replacement?’




  ‘Too many events happening elsewhere, apparently.’




  ‘The feature was pulled?’




  He nodded. ‘It was the least high profile. There was no one available to fill in at short notice. “Hardly earth-shattering news” was the way the editor put it. Now he’s

  keen to know why we’re so interested—’




  ‘You tell him nowt.’




  ‘I didn’t!’




  ‘Okaay. Don’t scowl. I’m just making the point that he has a bloody big spade.’




  Hank stared at the red battery indicator on his phone. ‘This thing is dying. I need to charge it. Pull in at the next Internet cafe, will you? Unless . . .’ He let the sentence hang,

  one eyebrow raised, eyes trained on the pocket that held her mobile.




  Kate smiled. ‘Use mine. You may as well, seeing as I have no secrets any more. Not that Fiona and I are up to anything . . .’ She sensed doubt. ‘We’re not!’




  ‘I believe you.’ He clearly didn’t.




  ‘Er, hello? Private life. Best not go there, eh?’ She handed him her mobile. ‘Access to text messages is restricted until I say otherwise. Try my address book: Helen

  Compson.’




  ‘Never heard of her.’




  ‘Just one of the many women I’m sleeping with.’ They were both laughing now. ‘Relax, Hank. She’s as straight as they come and happens to be the features editor at

  the Hexham Courant. Call her.’




  ‘And say what?’




  ‘Nothing personal. She’ll have your balls in a vice if you do. Ask her if she was at the show. I happen to know she loves it. If she wasn’t around in a professional capacity,

  she may still have gone along or know someone who did. Don’t hold your breath. I certainly didn’t see her.’




  ‘Jo with you, was she?’




  Kate felt her cheeks burning. He was spot on. Whenever Jo was around, others tended to fade into the background. Still grinning, he punched in Helen’s number.




  ‘Engaged,’ he said. They rounded another bend, only to find a similar snaking strip of tarmac in front of them. ‘It really is the back of beyond out here. You sure this place

  even exists? We’re not lost, are we?’




  ‘Ha! You sound like a kid: are we nearly there yet? Have you really never been?’




  ‘Nope.’




  ‘You must have. Everyone goes once.’




  ‘After a journey like this, I bet not many go twice.’




  She chuckled. ‘Try Helen again before we lose the signal.’




  Pressing the call button, Hank offered to leave the phone on Bluetooth so it would play in the car.




  ‘No, you deal with it. I need a few minutes.’




  Hank listened as the number rang out. ‘Can I disclose the reason I’m calling?’




  ‘Absolutely. Tell her it goes no further until I say so.’




  ‘You trust her to keep her mouth shut?’




  ‘I do.’




  He raised an eyebrow. ‘Two words: Gillian Garvey.’




  He was referring to a journalist Kate had fallen out with spectacularly over her mishandling of sensitive information in another case, a point-scoring battle that took place in full view of

  local and national press, not to mention Detective Chief Superintendent Bright.




  Not her finest hour.




  ‘Not the same animal,’ she said. ‘So be nice. Helen’s a friend.’




  ‘I’m always nice!’




  ‘I know.’ Another chuckle.




  Hank held up a hand as Helen picked up with a friendly, ‘Hi, Kate.’




  ‘Actually, it’s Hank here. I’m her—’




  ‘DS. I know. She talks about you often.’




  ‘Does she?’ Hank explained what he was after and why.




  His voice faded out of Kate’s head as she negotiated a tricky incline. After a short conversation, he hung up, letting out a long breath as he placed her mobile on the dash.




  ‘No joy?’ Kate glanced in his direction.




  ‘Quite the opposite. She covered the event and has interviews, pictures  – all we need. And she’s prepared to share. She said she’d call you later. Can’t talk now.

  She was with someone. Only picked up because it was you. Are you sleeping with her?’




  Kate pulled a face. ‘We’re mates. Nothing more.’




  He grinned. ‘She said to tell you there was an ex-copper there  – also taking pictures. Might be useful. Alan Tailford. You know him?’




  ‘Vaguely. Nice chap.’




  ‘Your mate seems to think he’s a keen photographer.’




  ‘Worth talking to then  – make a note of it.’




  The light seemed to leave his eyes.




  ‘You OK?’ Kate took in his nod. ‘So why the sad face?’




  ‘Elliott Foster won his bout.’




  ‘Helen told you that?’




  ‘Last thing she said. She’s friendly with someone on the show committee. He emailed all the results hoping she’d put a piece in next week’s paper.’ Hank paused,

  Elliott’s ghost wrestling with him one last time. ‘There are times when being a copper sucks,’ he said. ‘Did you notice how much he looks like our Ryan?’




  Kate hadn’t made the connection. ‘Is that what’s bothering you?’




  Hank sidestepped the question. ‘The poor bastard wasn’t in the limelight long, was he?’




  ‘I knew I’d seen him yesterday.’ Kate wasn’t sure if the lad’s win made her feel better or worse. She’d watched some of the Cumberland wrestling but, with Jo

  by her side, chatting excitedly about their vacation, she’d not been paying attention. She’d let the boy down. It wouldn’t happen twice.
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  The village of Alwinton was ghostly quiet as they drove in. A stone-built garage was directly ahead, beyond which were the steep inclines that only yesterday played host to the

  fell racing for those brave or daft enough to enter. Even the stone bus shelter had a pretty display of geranium pots outside.




  There was no one about as they stepped from the car. Kate heard a barking dog and caught a glimpse of a man on horseback. He cantered up the right fork of the road, disappearing before she had

  time to attract his attention, the sound of hooves on tarmac fading to nothing as she walked the other way.




  As she’d predicted, practically everyone who lived in the village was busy with the fallout from the show. Those that weren’t involved weren’t answering their doors. A dark

  cloud had descended on this peaceful community. Kate knocked at several houses before deciding, against her better judgement, to enter the Rose and Thistle public house.
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