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Prologue

A dead weight. This was what they meant. This solid, unaccommodating mass of body, the moving of which dragged at the arms, made the back ache and sent boots slipping on the uneven fellside, threatening to tip the living on top of the deceased.

Another couple of heaves. Closer to the vehicle now. A quick breather, head twisting, checking for witnesses. There were none. Just the bare hillside rising up beneath a darkening sky. And the bird, high overhead, majestic. A peregrine falcon, making a last couple of sorties before settling for the night.

One more effort, rolling the lifeless form into the rear, the vehicle sagging under its sudden load. A slam of metal as the boot closed, shockingly loud in the evening silence. Then the cough of an engine, the rumble of tyres on hard-packed track, and the peace returned.

Overhead, the falcon did a lazy loop, the dying sun catching its wings and turning them into a shimmering brilliance. Down below, the shadows claimed the land, creeping over it, stealing all colours, until even the vivid smear of blood on grass could no longer be seen.
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Six Hours Earlier . . .

Samson O’Brien was running late. The kind of late that would get him killed.

Delilah checked her watch for the umpteenth time and felt a hand on her arm, solid, offering support and rebuke in equal measures.

‘Don’t fret it, lass. Happen as he’s tied up,’ Ida Capstick whispered, leaning over, the feather from her hat tickling Delilah’s nose.

‘He promised he’d be here.’

‘Aye, well, perhaps tha should have thought on that when tha was so persuasive in telling him to bugger off back to London.’ The harsh words were tempered by a final pat on her hand. ‘Now get a smile on tha face. Tha’s at a wedding, not a wake!’

As if at Ida’s behest, there was a wheeze of organ pipes and music flooded the cavernous space, lifting the congregation to its feet in a rustle of Sunday-best clothing and a murmur of happy expectation.

A wedding. It was just what Bruncliffe needed after everything that had bedevilled the town over the last year, not least the ongoing fallout from the Rick Procter affair. The unmasking and subsequent arrest of the town’s self-made property tycoon a few months earlier was still having repercussions, casting a long shadow over the Dales town as the extent – and impact – of the man’s malign influence was realised. Hence the chance to rejoice at the union of two lovely townsfolk had been much welcomed, bringing smiles to the faces of the waiting guests.

Apart from Delilah Metcalfe. She was in no mood for celebrating.

She stood alongside Ida and was twisting to see the bride begin her walk up the aisle when a vibration on her wrist sent a twinge of pain up her left arm. With her bones healed and blistered hands recovered following the fire at Hill Top Cafe, this occasional discomfort was the only physical reminder Delilah carried from those dreadful events back in June. That and yet another new smartwatch.

She glanced at it, the cause of the vibration a notification from her running app. A tracking notification, alerting her that the sender had started an activity . . .

Delilah stared at the blinking dot progressing slowly across a map. Samson wasn’t tied up as Ida had suggested. He’d gone for a run – not here in Bruncliffe where he should be, but over two hundred miles away. And the worst of it was, Ida was right. Delilah really only had herself to blame. In giving Samson the freedom to choose how their relationship developed, she’d made a rod for her own lonely back.

That didn’t stop her from getting upset about it, however. There’d been so much he’d missed of late because of work. He’d had to skip the Bruncliffe Show and Fell Race a couple of weeks ago, evading the dubious pleasures of judging sheep and busting a gut running up the steep hills out of town. He’d also been a no-show for Delilah’s thirtieth birthday, the activities of the criminal gang he’d had under surveillance showing no respect for such personal milestones. All of that, she’d understood. Not been overjoyed by, but had understood. But this time he’d promised her he’d be back, no matter what.

Stifling the howl of frustration threatening to explode up into the rafters of the packed church, she forced her furious lips into a smile. But as the bride glided by, radiant and happy, Delilah was planning how and when she was going to kill Samson O’Brien.

Detective Constable Samson O’Brien was running all right. Down a deserted side street, feet slapping tarmac, breath coming in short gasps. Behind him, more feet, all hitting the ground heavily. Big men. If they caught him, he was a goner.

A sting, gone wrong. His cover blown at the last minute, crucial moments before the police raid which would have liberated him. Now he had four angry drug dealers on his tail in the backstreets of East London.

He dived to his left, down a narrow alleyway between two rows of terraced houses, leaping over a couple of up-ended wheelie bins, rotting rubbish strewn across the path.

‘This way!’ A holler from behind him, he didn’t dare look back. Just kept his eyes focused on the strip of daylight between two walls where the end of the alleyway beckoned.

Had the signal reached its target? If not, he would meet his end in this dingy ginnel. A long way from the fells of Bruncliffe. From the sheep and the stone walls he’d grown to call home all over again. From Delilah—

A stumble, his right foot catching on a brick, sending him sprawling, arms out as he hit the ground. Shouts from the rear, encouraged by his mistake, knowing he was easy prey now. He sprang back up, running, cursing his lapse in concentration. It was what had got him in this position in the first place.

‘I’m gonna do for you!’ A hand, grabbing his shoulder in a meaty grasp, spinning him round.

He ducked, unzipping his jacket as he spun, shrugging it off. The speed of it surprising his pursuer, leaving him with a handful of clothing as Samson ran on. Three more strides, the exit to the alleyway ahead. This was his last chance. If they weren’t there . . .

He burst out of the alley, onto a narrow bit of pavement and straight across the road into the path of an oncoming car. He heard a squeal of brakes and had a quick glimpse of blonde hair behind the wheel before he was flipped over the bonnet, landing on the far side as more cars pulled up, sirens wailing. The slam of car doors, lots of boots on the ground.

‘Police! Stop!’

The sounds of pursuit, the shouts of capture. His pursuers had been detained.

Samson O’Brien lay there, breathing hard, staring up past the roofs to the watery sun above and wondering just how many of his nine lives he had left.

‘Well, that was a monumental screw up, O’Brien!’ Blonde hair spilling down from her ponytail, Jess Green was standing over him. ‘What the hell happened?’

No concern for his well-being. No worries that he might be dying after being hit by a car. Which she’d been driving.

He sat up, wincing, pain in his left ribs, his hip and down his leg.

‘Sorry, Sarge. Things just went a bit astray.’

She held out a hand, hauling him to his feet, frowning. ‘That’s one way of putting it. Distracted is how I’d describe it.’

Newly promoted DS Jess Green, now his boss, overseeing an undercover operation for the National Crime Agency to break up a drugs racket estimated to be bringing in up to three million pounds a month. Drugs which were sent out from the capital across county lines and into the far reaches of the country. To places like Bruncliffe.

And Samson had nearly made a mess of all the team’s hard work, because, as DS Green had called it, he’d been distracted. His mind on the wedding he was missing thanks to this unexpected change in plan. His attention on Delilah when it should have been on the deadly men he was dealing with. A slip of the tongue and months of surveillance had been blown. He’d nearly cost the entire operation. Nearly cost his own life.

‘I think,’ DS Green continued, her voice softening, ‘you need a break. Take a few days. A week even. Go home and think things over.’

He found himself nodding. Already thinking of those green hills. The spectacular beauty of the Yorkshire Dales. And the woman he loved.

‘Yes, Sarge,’ he muttered.

She turned to go, then paused. ‘Oh, and Samson, tell Delilah that watch saved your life!’

He grinned, looking down at the Garmin on his wrist, the screen showing an activity in progress. Bought by Delilah so she could track his training in the lead-up to the Bruncliffe Fell Race, he’d reconfigured it so DS Green could follow him too. A quick press of a button as he ran for his life, and she’d been able to see exactly where he was.

‘Will do.’ He watched his boss walk towards one of the police cars and knew he wouldn’t get the chance to thank Delilah. She’d kill him as soon as he walked in the door.





2

‘For someone who peddles love for a living, you don’t seem to be enjoying the fruits of your labour!’

Perched on a stool with her back resting against the rugby club bar, Delilah was wishing she was somewhere else as she glanced up from the pint she was nursing to see James ‘Herriot’ Ellison standing next to her. He was gesturing towards the wedding reception in full swing around them with a wry smile on what was a very weary-looking face.

‘Crikey!’ she exclaimed, momentarily pulled out of her melancholy as she took in his appearance. Even his formal attire, the dark grey suit a far cry from his normal vet’s uniform of checked shirt and corduroy trousers tucked into muck-covered boots, couldn’t mask the fact that he was shattered. ‘You look as forlorn as I do, but on less sleep!’

Herriot managed a grin. ‘Thanks, I think. But seriously, I’d have thought you’d have been crowing today, seeing as you should get all the credit for putting those two together.’ He nodded towards the bride and groom, Harry Furness and Sarah Mitchell, dancing in the centre of the crowded dance floor, Sarah laughing as Harry clowned around. Herriot was right. The newlyweds had met thanks to Delilah’s Dales Dating Agency. She should have been basking in the glory of her romantic achievements. It felt a bit rich to be boasting of her prowess, however, when her own love life was such a mess.

‘I’d like to say it was all my doing, but to be honest, I think they were made for each other. Even without my intervention, they’d have found a way to be together. Besides,’ she muttered, indicating the empty bar stool next to her, ‘I’m hardly the best advertisement for finding love and keeping it!’

‘Ah!’ Herriot nodded. ‘Samson. I’m guessing he’s not going to make it today?’

Delilah shook her head. And Herriot sat on the empty stool.

‘So what about you?’ she asked, focusing on him. The bags under his eyes. The pallor to his sun-weathered skin. All of it compounded by a general air of pain. Like the man was in some kind of personal agony. ‘Are you ill?’

He gave a dry laugh. ‘No. Just busy. This and that . . . you know.’

She didn’t. But she knew a lie when she heard one. She also knew Herriot harboured a shy soul, which didn’t need heavy-handed expressions of concern. If he wanted to tell her what was ailing him, he would do so in his own good time.

She lifted her pint, took a long drink, Herriot doing the same.

‘God. What on earth is this bloody awful music?’ Will Metcalfe had joined them, ordering two pints of Black Sheep as he aired his opinion on the band’s current number. ‘If this is Bruncliffe’s finest, you can keep them!’

Delilah and Herriot both cocked their heads, listening. As did a lot of the guests. Then there was a rumble of laughter, Sarah clapping delightedly as it became clear the band were singing a song about otters.

‘It’s some folk song from the seventies.’ The explanation came from Ash Metcalfe as he flopped his long frame on the stool the other side of his sister. ‘Harry knew it meant a lot to Sarah, so he had the band learn it.’ He shrugged as he took his pint from his brother. ‘I guess ecologists obsessed with otters offer a pretty niche musical selection for a bridegroom trying to impress.’

Delilah smiled. The dance floor was packed now, everyone clapping and singing along while Harry pretended to be an otter. True love truly was daft.

‘So what is this?’ Will tipped his chin at the three of them, taking in the air of dejection with a grin. ‘Crestfallen corner?’

‘Bugger off, Will,’ muttered Ash, his eyes fixed on the crowd.

‘And there was me thinking I was the churlish one in the family. Now take Gareth over there,’ said Will, pointing towards a large man slumped on a stool at the far end of the bar, staring morosely into a pint, a springer spaniel curled up at his feet, ‘he has every reason to be depressed. Not only has he lost his job, but he was kicked out of his accommodation this morning.’

‘He lost his job?’ asked Ash.

‘Can’t be a gamekeeper if you don’t have a gun licence,’ murmured Herriot. ‘It was only a matter of time before he was turned out.’

‘Christ, at least I’ve still got a home.’ Having been hired to supply and fit kitchens at the latest Procter Properties development in Skipton, with the company mothballed as the subject of a major criminal investigation, Ash had lost his lucrative contract. He was back to being a self-employed carpenter, struggling to find work, just one of many casualties caused by the reverberations from the Rick Procter affair. But as he said, at least he had a roof over his head.

‘Poor bugger.’ Delilah looked at the gamekeeper, his face drawn, dark shadows underlining his eyes. Even his thatch of russet hair and bushy beard looked muted, rendering him devoid of his usual vigour. The guilt she carried from events three and a half months ago up at Bruncliffe Manor surfaced, making her feel even more morose. If it hadn’t been for her fooling around in disguise, a man’s life might not have been lost and Gareth’s career might still be intact . . . ‘I didn’t realise he’d been evicted.’

‘The new estate manager at the manor making his mark, no doubt. So, like I said,’ continued Will, addressing the three of them, a wide grin on his face, ‘compared to Gareth Towler, you lot have no reason for being glum. As best man, I’m officially ordering you to snap out of it. Weddings are supposed to be joyous occasions!’

He turned as he said it, facing towards the room now, towards the guests occupying the small square of floor set aside for dancing. And the grin fell from his face.

‘What the hell is he doing here?’ he growled.

‘Who?’ asked Delilah.

‘That bloke with Elaine Bullock.’

Delilah searched the crowd, spotted the familiar figure of her friend, the geologist-cum-waitress. In a bright red dress with her thick, dark hair released from its usual plaits, she looked stunning. She was standing next to a tall man Delilah didn’t recognise, engaged in an animated conversation, glasses perched halfway down her nose and her Dr Martens flexed onto tiptoes, positioning her lips close to his cheek so she could make herself heard above the music.

‘I don’t know,’ said Delilah, ‘but she looks happy!’

Ash grunted. Sharp focus on the pair of them. He took a long drink from his pint.

‘So who is he?’ asked Delilah, attention switching to the smartly dressed man. Somewhere in his early forties she guessed, judging by the peppering of grey in his trim beard, he had the studious look of an academic and the lithe build of an athlete. Someone who took care of themselves and looked good for it, the well-cut tweed suit he was wearing carried effortlessly on him.

‘A bloody pain in the arse,’ grumbled Will, features clouding over.

‘His name’s Ross Irwin,’ said Herriot. ‘He’s another ecologist. He’s got a business over Kendal way but knows Sarah from university, so I heard. Seems like a nice chap the few times I’ve met him. What’s your beef with him, Will?’

‘He doesn’t know when to mind his own business.’ Will had kept his gaze fixed on the man. A gaze so fierce Delilah was surprised flames weren’t shooting out the back of the poor bloke’s jacket.

‘You can say that again,’ muttered Ash. ‘Looks like a right prat in that bloody get-up, too.’

While Delilah wouldn’t have phrased it the same, she had to agree the outfit with its wide navy checks and tan detailing was a bit loud by Bruncliffe standards. But even so, she glanced at Ash in surprise. The youngest of her five older brothers, he’d inherited the amicable nature that came from the Metcalfe side of the family. To hear him being as tetchy as the much more volatile Will was unexpected, even given his current predicament.

She looked back at the man in question. Ross Irwin. His left hand had slipped around Elaine’s shoulder, bringing her closer as they tried to converse.

Ash took another long drink, eyes not leaving the two of them. ‘That bloke looks like bad news.’

‘That’s exactly what he is,’ murmured Will.

Finally aware of their scrutiny, Irwin glanced over, murmured something to Elaine and began walking towards them, leaving her on the dance floor.

‘Herriot, Will,’ he said as he approached. ‘Good to see you both again. And this must be the delightful Delilah I’ve heard so much about.’

He extended a hand towards her, his smile warm. Genuine. Delilah grinned.

‘Don’t know who you’ve been talking to but I wouldn’t say I’m known as that around here. Happy to accept the compliment, though.’

He laughed, a warm, mellow sound. ‘Ross Irwin. Lovely to meet you.’

‘And this is Ash.’ Delilah nodded towards her brother, who was standing now, stretching to his full height, which brought him a head above Irwin. He held out a hand, chin tipped up as he inspected the newcomer. Like a stag displaying its antlers.

‘Pleasure,’ muttered Ash, gripping the man’s hand. Hard.

‘Likewise.’ Irwin nodded, extricated his hand and turned to Will. ‘Any chance we could have a quick word? Somewhere a bit quieter?’ He gestured towards the door at the side of the bar and the hallway beyond.

Will looked as though he was about to refuse. Then he slowly placed his pint on the counter and followed Irwin out of the room.

‘What’s that all about?’ Delilah asked.

Ash shook his head, eyes on the two men heading for the corridor. ‘Buggered if I know. But judging by the set of Will’s shoulders, I’d keep my distance if I was that Irwin fella.’

He had a point. While Will might not be as tall as the ecologist, he more than made up for it in strength, his stocky build backed up by muscle and a hair-trigger temper. Right now he was giving out warning signs most Bruncliffe locals would have recognised. But Irwin wasn’t local.

‘It’s probably something to do with the survey Irwin is doing on the Dinsdale farm,’ suggested Herriot, indicating the man talking to Harry Furness, a thinning thatch of blond hair crowning a ruddy face as he held an animated conversation with the livestock auctioneer. Kevin Dinsdale might as well have had ‘farmer’ tattooed across his forehead.

Ash nodded in comprehension. ‘So it’s Irwin who’s doing the ecological checks for Dinsdale’s camping pod idea.’

‘That’s going ahead then?’ asked Delilah. ‘Will didn’t mention it.’

‘Reckon he’s still holding out hope that the planning permission won’t come through. The ecological survey is probably his last chance of it being turned down.’

‘Crikey. No wonder he’s grumpy.’ Delilah looked out into the hallway at her oldest brother. Having taken on the Metcalfe family farm on the fellside above Bruncliffe, he seemed to have aged exponentially in recent months. And now Kevin Dinsdale had applied to build ten camping pods in a picturesque setting by a beck. Not something Will would normally object to, being realistic when it came to the difficulties of making a living out of sheep farming in the modern world. Diversification was all in the name of the game.

Only trouble was, Dinsdale’s proposed diversification was right on the border of Ellershaw Farm, where Will’s land butted up against the Dinsdale property. Land historically used to hold ewes in lambing time. Will’s concern, and one Delilah shared, was that an increase in the number of tourists would lead to an increase in the number of dogs. And that some of those dogs might not be kept under the best of control when situated in a field next to cavorting lambs.

Sheep worrying was a perennial problem in the Dales, particularly around lambing time. Having the possibility of it becoming an even greater concern wasn’t something any farmer would vote for.

Delilah turned her gaze to Kevin Dinsdale, his wife having joined him, chatting away to Sarah and Harry. It was a difficult situation. For generations, Dinsdales and Metcalfes had farmed those hills as neighbours without any discord. And Delilah knew you couldn’t get nicer folk than Kevin and Louise, their little girl, Ava, a firm friend of Will’s youngest, Izzy. She also knew from the Bruncliffe grapevine that things were hard for them at present. A couple of poor seasons and suddenly they were having to find new income streams, Kevin even turning his hand to wood carving, selling his creations at the local craft market. It was hard to blame them for wanting to make the most of the stunning setting they lived in.

‘I’m sure they’ll sort it out one way or another,’ said Herriot sanguinely.

‘Sort what out?’ Lucy Metcalfe, Delilah’s widowed sister-in-law who shared the vet’s natural inclination to see the good in people, had joined them, Elaine Bullock by her side.

‘The possible teething problems over the Dinsdale camping pods,’ said Herriot, sitting more upright on his stool, animation coming to his tired face.

Lucy let out a laugh. Looking at the three of them in disbelief. ‘Honestly, that’s what you’re talking about when there’s a wedding to celebrate? You farmers and vets – you’re all the same. Why talk about love when you could be talking about sheep!’

Elaine let out a belch of laughter, Delilah and Ash grinning. But Herriot . . . he was looking shamefaced.

‘You okay?’ Delilah leaned over to ask.

Herriot flushed. Nodded. ‘Just contemplating getting a round in. Another pint?’

‘If you’re buying.’ She grinned at him.

‘Lucy, Elaine, Ash?’ he asked, as he gestured the barman over.

‘Sparkling water, please, Herriot.’ Lucy dangled a set of car keys off her fingers. ‘I offered to do chauffeur duty for Will this evening so Alison and the kids can go home early.’

‘I’m fine,’ said Elaine. ‘Ross is getting mine.’

Ash grunted, expression grim for someone being bought a drink. ‘Whisky please. A double.’

‘Crikey, you’re hitting the hard stuff early,’ teased Elaine.

‘Aye, well not all of us are loved-up,’ came the muttered reply.

‘Or going on dates.’ Lucy gave Elaine a sideways glance.

‘You’re going on a date?’ Delilah asked.

‘It’s not a bloody date! Honestly. This place.’ Elaine shook her head, sending the large silver hoops in her ears dancing, her eyes fierce behind her glasses. ‘Ross has asked me to go over to Malham to see the peregrine falcons with him tomorrow. He’s interested in the geology of the area and wants me along for my expertise. Okay?’

‘Sounds like a date to me,’ said Ash.

‘How the hell would you know what a date sounds like?’ Elaine turned her focus on him, arms on her hips. ‘When did you last go on one?’

‘Fair point, Ash,’ said Lucy, as Delilah and Herriot burst out laughing. Ash drained the last of his pint.

‘So,’ continued Lucy, turning to Delilah now, ‘seeing as it’s okay to talk about work at a wedding, any joy on identifying my thief?’

Delilah groaned and slapped her forehead. It had been a week since Lucy raised her concerns about cakes disappearing from her cafe during closing hours, asking the Dales Detective Agency to investigate, and in the intervening time it had clean slipped Delilah’s mind.

Bloody Samson. Another curse to be laid at his door.

‘Sorry, Lucy. I’ve just been snowed under. The residents of Fellside Court have tasked me with validating rumours of a new owner and discovering their identity. And we’re up to our eyes with insurance claim cases. Not to mention trying to compile several background checks. Nina goes back to school the week after next, so that’ll just leave Ida and me and I’m already flat out with the dating agency and putting together a website for Nancy Taylor’s new estate agents—’

Lucy leaned over and hugged Delilah, cutting short her monologue which had been getting more agitated by the word. ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s just a few cakes here and there. I know you’ll get round to it when you can.’

‘Someone’s stealing your cakes?’ asked Ash.

Elaine nodded. ‘It’s been going on for about a fortnight. Well, that’s when we noticed it at any rate. The odd muffin here and there. A couple of scones . . . Never any of the larger gateaux. I’ve taken to counting the stock before we close up at night so we can keep track of it.’

‘Could it be a member of staff?’

‘If it is, they’re not using the back door,’ said Herriot. ‘I mean . . . from what Lucy’s said . . . it doesn’t appear to be the means of entry . . .’

‘Plus, by staff you mean me or Ana,’ said Elaine, punching Ash on the arm. ‘So take that back.’

He grinned at her. ‘I can vouch for Ana being on the side of the angels. But you, you’ve always had a streak of the devil in you.’

Lucy shook her head. ‘I’d trust both of them with my life. So I think we can dispense with that theory straight away.’

It was a theory Delilah hadn’t even considered in the scant moments she’d thought about her sister-in-law’s case. Ana Stoyanovic was, as Ash had said, an angel, and besides, the former manager of Fellside Court had barely worked at the cafe in the last few weeks, having secured regular hours at a large residential care home in Skipton. And Elaine would walk through fire for Lucy. So what else could it be?

‘Perhaps someone has managed to get a copy of a key somehow,’ she suggested. ‘Either way, I’ll get you a camera set up and see if we can’t catch them in the act.’

‘Thanks, Delilah. You’ll have my undying gratitude—’

Lucy’s appreciation was drowned out by a commotion coming from the corridor beyond the bar. A loud voice, raised in anger, loud enough to be heard by most of the room. Loud enough to turn heads, to cause gasps. Because visible in the hallway were two men, one pinning the other up against a wall and looking fit for murder.
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‘Will!’ exclaimed Ash, slapping his pint on the counter and running for the doorway.

Delilah followed him, Herriot on her heels, the bride and groom abandoning the dance floor and hurrying in the same direction with a large portion of the guests behind them.

‘Will!’ Ash shouted again as they all entered the corridor.

But Will Metcalfe was beyond hearing. Face scarlet with temper, he had a deathlike grasp on Ross Irwin’s neck, the tall ecologist on tiptoes as he tried to escape the farmer’s powerful hold.

‘You’re scum!’ Will was shouting. ‘Beyond scum. You don’t deserve to be walking this earth. And if I ever see you near my land again—’

‘Stop it, Will!’ Ash was pulling at his brother’s arm to no avail. ‘Let him go.’

‘Let him go?’ Will turned, wild. ‘Have you any idea what this bast—?’

‘Daddy!’ Little Izzy Metcalfe, blessed with the same dark features as her father, had broken free of her mother’s grasp and wriggled her way through the adults’ legs to stand staring at him in confusion. The fingers of her right hand were playing nervously with the ribbons on her bridesmaid’s dress while her other hand, somewhat incongruously, had a fierce grip on a rounders bat.

Will released his hold. Ross Irwin coughed, straightened his tie, smoothed down his jacket and nodded at the crowd of people filling the corridor, before turning and walking away towards the rear exit. A swell of voices rose from the onlookers as he left.

‘Show’s over, folks!’ The commanding tones of Harry Furness swept over the growing hubbub and he stepped forward with a big smile on his face to address his shocked guests, who were struggling to take it all in. Two of them caught Delilah’s eye – Kevin Dinsdale watching Will with disquiet, and his wife, Louise, who was standing next to him, rigid with stress, her focus on the departing Irwin. Delilah’s heart went out to them, knowing they would be feeling responsible in some way, knowing they would be hating the friction their plans were causing.

‘At least now we can call it a proper wedding,’ continued Harry, working the crowd with his bonhomie the way he did on auction day, ‘as no wedding worth its salt passes without a contretemps of some sort!’

‘Is that a posh word for a fight, Harry?’ came a call from the back.

‘Aye, happen it is. See how being wed can change a fella. Now get thyselves back on that bloody dance floor. I paid good money for that band and I can’t abide waste!’

Laughter broke the tension as the gathering dispersed, drifting back into the main room as Harry had suggested. Sarah, Ash and Delilah stayed where they were, while Will bent down and scooped his daughter up into his arms, his wife, Alison, walking over to hug them.

‘What the hell, Will?’ Harry turned, the smile gone from his face and replaced with concern. He’d known Will Metcalfe all his life and while the farmer’s temper was legendary, Harry knew it would have taken something extraordinary for Will to behave so disrespectfully at a friend’s wedding. A wedding at which he was the best man. ‘What did Irwin say to prompt that?’

Will shook his head. ‘Little pitchers have big ears,’ he murmured, gesturing at Izzy, who had one arm draped around his neck, her head on his chest and the rounders bat held between them. ‘All I’ll say is life would be a lot easier if Dinsdale had asked Sarah here to do the survey.’

‘A bit more neighbourly, too,’ grunted Harry. ‘Keeping his business local instead of bringing in outsiders.’

Sarah laid a hand on her husband’s arm. ‘It’s not that simple, love. A lot of people don’t want a local connection when having surveys done. It can all get a bit awkward if things are uncovered that hamper progress or add to the development costs.’

‘Anyway,’ continued Will, kissing the top of his daughter’s head, ‘I’m going to take this one home – reckon we’ve both had enough excitement for one day, don’t you think, Izzy?’

Izzy nodded. ‘Weddings are boring,’ she announced solemnly, making the adults laugh.

‘I don’t mind taking the kids back,’ said Alison. ‘Charlie’s playing with some lads on the rugby pitch but he’s ready to go, too.’

But Will was shaking his head. ‘I’ve had my fill of partying. You stay and have a good time, love. Get Lucy or the Dinsdales to drop you back up.’

Alison tipped her head to one side as she passed her husband a set of car keys. ‘As long as you’re okay to drive?’

‘Barely got a sip of my second pint before that bugger soured it,’ muttered Will, taking the keys. He glanced down at his daughter, ruffling her hair. ‘What say we get Charlie and go play a quick game before bedtime with the present Harry and Sarah bought you?’

The proposal was met with an enthusiastic nod from Izzy.

‘Unique bridesmaid’s gift, Harry, I’ll give you that,’ said Ash, grinning as he gestured at the bat in his niece’s small hand. ‘Not many rounders sets doled out at weddings.’

‘Aye, well, I’m not one for gender stereotyping,’ said Harry gruffly. ‘Same for the lass as for the two pageboys.’

Sarah gave a cheeky smile. ‘Nothing to do with the fact it was buy two, get one free?’

The ensuing laughter didn’t faze the auctioneer.

‘Whatever the reason,’ said Will, ‘it’s grand. Izzy’s right attached to it – she’s not let go of it since you’ve given it her. Thanks.’

‘Good to hear,’ said Harry. ‘As for your to-do with Irwin, I’ll catch you tomorrow and you can fill me in on what caused it—’

‘Tomorrow? I thought you were going on honeymoon?’

Will’s question brought the surprised focus of the small gathering onto the groom. Harry shook his head. Cheeks flushing.

‘Not just yet. Got a bit of business to sort first.’

‘Don’t tell me you’re staying to conduct the tup sales?’ Delilah stared at him, incredulous. As one of the top auctioneers in the county, Harry was always in demand when it came to prestigious sales but surely even he wouldn’t put work before his new bride?

‘Well, not quite . . . thing is . . .’ Harry went a deeper shade of scarlet and looked at his wife in desperation.

‘It was my choice to postpone the honeymoon, not Harry’s,’ offered Sarah, lowering her naturally quiet voice even more than usual. ‘It’s all a bit hush hush but I’m pitching for my first major project since I set up on my own, so I didn’t want to go away right now. It’s kind of make or break.’

‘I’m sure you’ll wow them,’ said Delilah.

‘I wish I had your confidence. But I’m up against Ross Irwin.’

‘Isn’t that a good thing? Surely it’s better to be bidding against someone you know well? At least you might have an idea of how he’ll pitch his tender.’

Sarah shook her head. ‘I don’t know Irwin at all, really. He’s just a passing acquaintance. Plus he’s got far more experience than I have.’

‘Experience doesn’t count for everything,’ muttered Will at the mention of the man’s name. ‘You’ll do grand. And now I really must get off before I have a sleeping child on my hands. Apologies for the unscheduled entertainment, Sarah. I’m sure that’s not what you expected when you asked me to be best man.’

His words provoked a shy smile from the bride. ‘No damage done. And besides, Harry did warn me when we chose you. He said the Metcalfes were a “rum bunch”.’ She gave her husband a glance full of mischief and Harry started sputtering for a second time.

‘I didn’t . . . I mean, Will, Ash, Delilah, I wouldn’t . . .’

Will grinned. ‘No offence taken.’ He shook his friend’s hand in farewell, and then leaned in to kiss Sarah on the cheek. ‘I don’t know how he persuaded you to marry him, but I know he got the better part of the bargain.’

Harry placed his arm around his bride, grinning now. ‘Too right, Will. So what say the rest of you? How about we get back in and celebrate that this amazing woman agreed to be my wife!’

They all turned to go but as they did so, through the open back door Delilah spotted a flash of red running across the car park. Elaine. Hurrying after Ross Irwin. Delilah watched her catch his arm, gesturing back towards the rugby club as she spoke to him, the ecologist smiling and shaking his head. A little bit more conversation and they both walked over towards a black Toyota Land Cruiser. Ross held the passenger door open for Elaine, provoking a comment which made him laugh. Then he got behind the wheel and they drove away.

‘Damn it.’ The muttered curse made her turn. Ash was standing behind her, witness to it all. ‘I hope she knows what she’s doing.’ Then he shook his head. Mournful. ‘Come on, Dee,’ he said, moving towards the noise of the party beyond. ‘Let’s get bladdered.’

Rucksack slung across his shoulders, Samson stood on the concourse at King’s Cross Station as the weekend rush hour milled around him, looking at his watch and making calculations. It would be tight. He’d have to pray that his connections went smoothly. But if the gods were on his side, he’d make it to Skipton in time to catch the last train to Bruncliffe.

He pulled out his phone, the string of progressively irate messages vivid on the screen, Delilah rightly airing her annoyance at his failure to attend Harry’s wedding. His failure to let her know he wasn’t going to be there. He started composing a response, telling her of his imminent arrival. Then he paused. Thought about how she’d react if he failed a second time to keep a promise.

It had been so difficult living apart, the last eleven weeks being the longest of his life. Work had been flat out, which should have been enough to keep his mind focused. But in the middle of a stakeout, he’d found himself wondering what Delilah was doing. While sitting at a bar working undercover, he’d seen someone with a Weimaraner and found himself laughing about her daft hound, Tolpuddle, and his penchant for drinking beer. And all the time he was hanging out in the seedier side of London, he’d found himself yearning for Bruncliffe.

Yet this was supposed to be what he wanted. What Delilah had given him free rein to try. A chance to get his career back on track with the NCA and put himself in the thick of the action once more, chasing big-time criminals and making a difference.

Only trouble was, making a difference was taking too great a toll on his life, and his relationship with the woman he loved.

They’d tried spending the weekends together a couple of times, but it hadn’t gone well. Twice Delilah had come down to London; twice he’d had to leave her in his tiny flat while he was called up for an operation at the last minute. As for the one occasion he’d ventured back to Bruncliffe, he’d been so tired, he’d ended up sleeping most of the time.

Things hadn’t been made easier by the way they were with each other during those snatched days together. It was like they were strangers all over again. Awkward. Feeling the need to be on their best behaviour. Which admittedly took more effort for Delilah, he thought with a grin. It had all been so stilted. So forced. None of the natural camaraderie they’d established over the eight months they’d been working together.

Samson was getting tired of having to excuse himself from things, too – the fell race he’d trained for, the sheep judging which he’d been strangely looking forward to, Delilah’s thirtieth. So far she’d been great about all of it, saying that she understood. But when he’d seen photos from her birthday party at the rugby club, Delilah being feted by friends and family, he’d found himself thinking that while she might be okay with him not being there, he was feeling left out. As though the best part of life was passing him by.

DS Green had been right. He needed time to re-evaluate. A week to decide whether this existence lived across two worlds was worth continuing with. Or whether he needed to make a final choice, opting for a future with Delilah in Bruncliffe, or one without her, working for the NCA.

The departures board overhead flickered, announcing his train was ready, and Samson began weaving through the Saturday evening crowds, people making way for him when they saw the large bruise blooming on his left cheek from where it had made contact with the road, a constellation of cuts and grazes completing the look. Just as well they couldn’t see the mess down his left side, from ribs to knee, the skin already turning numerous shades of purple. Ignoring the wary glances, he walked towards the platform deep in thought, wondering if the next time he was on this concourse, he’d be back in London for good.
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‘I think my aunt is drunk.’ Nathan Metcalfe grinned, pointing his phone to video the figure standing barefoot on top of one of the tables, headbanging to ‘Mr Brightside’. On the floor below, his Uncle Ash was playing air guitar, looking every bit as inebriated. While Herriot watched on from the sidelines, nodding with drunken approval.

The wedding of Harry Furness and Sarah Mitchell was turning out to be entertaining in so many ways. As a fifteen-year-old lad, Nathan had not been right keen about attending, sitting in church and then enduring adults partying wasn’t how he would choose to spend a sunny Saturday in late August. Not when there was farming to be done, or his lurchers to take out. Not to mention the sheepdog pup he was training.

But the news that Nina Hussain was also going to the wedding had seen him donning what passed for formal attire – he’d outgrown his suit and so his mother had had to settle for dark jeans, an ironed shirt and a tie – with eagerness. The fact Nina was sitting here with him now, at a table in the corner of the rugby club watching his family make idiots of themselves, made the day more bearable.

Nina smiled. ‘And adults are always warning us teens about the perils of drink. Delilah’s going to regret this in the morning.’

‘It’s a Sunday. She can just sleep it off.’

Nina shook her head. ‘Not tomorrow. Ida’s got us in to do what she’s calling a deep clean. She reckons it’s the only day of the week when we can get it done without someone walking in the door wanting us to take on a case.’

Nathan’s grin grew wider. ‘Ha! I can’t miss that! What time do you start?’

‘Nine on the dot. Or beware the wrath of Ida—’

‘I heard that, young lady!’ Ida Capstick, cleaner, secretary and investigator at the Dales Detective Agency, sat down opposite them, almost unrecognisable in a peacock-blue dress, bolero jacket and a jaunty hat adorned with a huge feather. She had a small glass of port in her hand. ‘Happen as cleanliness is a fundamental part of efficient businesses and goodness knows the Dales Detective Agency could do with a bit of efficiency. We’ve been so busy chasing our tails this past month, everything’s been let slide. This’ll give us a chance to catch up.’

‘Reckon Delilah might not be in the mood for catching anything if she keeps on drinking,’ said Nathan, nodding towards his aunt, who had just performed a spectacular leap off the table as the song came to a conclusion, triggering applause and lots of laughter.

Ida tipped her head in acknowledgement, her granite features softening momentarily as she watched Delilah bowing to her audience. ‘That lass needs to let off steam. Better like this than like her brother.’

‘You mean Will?’ Nina asked. ‘Do you know why he went for that Mr Irwin?’

‘No. But I’ve got ears. Seems it’s something to do with the planning permission out on the Dinsdale farm.’

Nathan nodded. As he lived with his mother in a converted barn just above the Metcalfe farm, he spent a lot of time at Ellershaw helping out and had witnessed at close quarters the darkening mood of his oldest uncle in the previous few weeks. But Will wasn’t one for sharing, and beyond sensing it was connected to the proposed camping-pod development, Nathan couldn’t offer anything else. Apart from a stark opinion.

‘That ecologist does seem like an arse, though.’

Ida’s lips pursed, whether in disapproval or holding back a smile, it was hard to tell. ‘Never an excuse for violence, lad.’

‘And to be fair,’ said Nina, ‘he ate at our restaurant last night and was super nice. Left a tip and everything – unlike the Dinsdales who were on the next table.’ She rolled her eyes in disgust. ‘Honestly, folk who don’t tip should be forced to waitress on a Friday night and see how hard it is. But that Mr Irwin, he was lovely. He was asking me how my GCSEs went and what I’m going to do next year. Treated me like an adult.’

The smile Nina gave was tinged with something wistful. Enough to send a sting of emotion through Nathan, too complex for him to try to identify. Instead he just lowered his gaze, looking at the glass of coke in front of him and suddenly wishing he was anywhere but here.

‘Talking of adults,’ said Ida, tapping Nathan’s arm, ‘there’s no need for thee to stay cooped up in here watching them make fools of themselves. Get thyself outside while there’s still light in the day and warmth in the sun. And take this one with thee.’ She gestured at Nina. ‘Tha could do with a bit of help with that project for school.’

Nina looked at Nathan. ‘What project?’

‘About the Hoffmann kiln. I’ve got to write a report on it for history.’

The vast lime kiln situated on the fellside above Bruncliffe had seemed like a good candidate to Nathan back in June when asked to choose a monument of historical importance for his summer holiday homework. Basically a huge oval doughnut made of stone and the length of a rugby pitch, the derelict site had been a favourite of his since his dad had taken him up there as a toddler. He’d been first scared and then entranced by the curving network of dark, interlocking chambers, and it became somewhere he sought solace when his dad was away on duty with the army. He’d walk up there and scramble up the stone side to sit on the grassed-over roof, alone with his thoughts. And his worries. Worries which turned out to be well founded three years ago when his dad never made it back from Afghanistan.

Now though, it seemed like a stupid choice of topic. Unless . . .

‘Don’t suppose you fancy a walk up there, Nina?’ He said it casually, as casually as he could, but his fingers were touching his dad’s old Yorkshire Regiment tobacco tin which he carried around in his pocket for luck, and the fizz in his guts had him feeling far from laid-back.

‘What, and miss all the fun?’ Nina was looking towards the dance floor, where Harry Furness was now wheeling out a karaoke machine to large groans, while defiantly declaring that his wedding meant his rules. The strains of ‘Dancing Queen’ began and as Harry started crooning, Nina stood up, grinning. ‘Even a history project has got to be better than this. Come on! Let’s escape while we can.’

Nathan was on his feet in an instant. Not so quick that he missed the wink Ida Capstick gave him as he followed Nina out of the rugby club and into the soft evening sunshine.

‘You okay to drop by mine so I can change out of this? It’s not exactly suitable for hiking up to the kiln.’ Nina tugged at the maroon dress that came to just above her knees, her slender legs emerging from beneath to drop into platformed sandals.

Nathan snapped his eyes back up, away from the danger. ‘Yeah,’ he coughed, ‘sure.’ Even though he thought she looked stunning. But then, he thought she looked stunning in jeans and a T-shirt.

Stowing that notion in the space he kept in his head for things he didn’t want to think about, he fell into step beside her, crossing the rugby club car park and heading towards the town in the distance. Behind them came the faint strains of the bridegroom singing his heart out, making Nina giggle. And Nathan felt the awkwardness dissolve.

This was Nina. His mate. And yes, he knew she was out of his league, sixteen to his fifteen and a full year above him in school. But here she was, one of the most popular girls in the town, whip-smart and gorgeous, walking along beside him on a sunny day.

Life didn’t get much better.

The wedding was getting raucous. Too raucous for Ida’s tastes.

She’d stayed sitting at the table vacated by the teenagers long enough to finish her port – which took rather less time than normal, her drinking pace urged on by her desire to be away from the racket coming from the karaoke machine – and then she stood to go. As she did, she looked around for Delilah.

Not that the youngest Metcalfe wasn’t capable of taking care of herself, but Ida knew how much pressure she’d been under of late. Running three businesses on her own all while pining for a man she’d sent packing. You had to hand it to the lass, she’d managed well these past eleven weeks, keeping her emotions in check while going through torment. And now today, for whatever reason, Samson had failed to come home when he’d promised. It was enough to tip Delilah over the edge, without the added ingredient of a wedding reception and all the alcohol that went with it.

So there was no harm in checking up on her before heading home.

Scanning the melee on the dance floor, Ida spotted the rangy figure of Ash, still dancing, Herriot now slumped on a chair, head on the table in front of him, while on the makeshift stage, Harry was serenading his guests with an off-key version of ‘Angels’ that was positively diabolical. But no Delilah. Ida let her gaze pass over the gathering and across the many familiar, smiling faces, the only discordant note being Kevin Dinsdale, just coming in from outside with a troubled look, no doubt reflecting on the fracas between Will and the ecologist earlier. Still no sign of Delilah, though. Where was she? And then Ida saw her. At the bar, leaning against the large frame of Gareth Towler, talking to him earnestly, as earnestly as a person who’d been downing shots of whisky for the last hour or so could.

Gareth, for his part, looked remarkably sober, especially considering rumour had it he’d lost his job and his home that very morning. The gamekeeper had an arm under Delilah’s, holding her upright, and was enduring her chatter with a good-humoured smile.

Ida gave a satisfied nod. The lass was in safe hands. Not that she needed to worry, as pretty much everyone gathered in the rugby club could be considered safe hands. This was Bruncliffe after all.

Picking up her gloves and removing her hat – the ride home she had organised not exactly one that would respect her fancy attire – she made her way towards the exit, surprised to find the air still warm despite the sun having set. She was similarly surprised to see Sarah Mitchell getting out of a car and hurrying towards the club. No longer in her bridal gown, she was wearing a dress the colour of early heather, its fitted bodice and full skirt embellished with delicate lace embroidery. With her natural tan acquired from years of outdoor work, she looked wonderful.

But despite this, she was frowning as she approached, focus on the ground, thoughts miles away.

‘Tha looks as pretty as a picture,’ said Ida in pure admiration.

Sarah’s head jerked up. ‘Oh, Ida. Thanks. I had to go home and change . . . something got spilled . . . and this was all I had that was suitable.’ She gave a nervous laugh. ‘But now I’m concerned it’s a bit over the top . . .’

‘Nonsense, lass. It’s a bobby-dazzler! Now get on in there and save tha guests from Harry’s caterwauling.’

Sarah smiled, a dimple flashing in her cheek, and turned to go. But Ida, ever the cleaner, called after her.

‘What got spilled?’ she asked.

‘Sorry?’ Sarah looked confused.

‘On tha wedding dress? Happen I might know how to fix it.’

‘Oh . . . er . . . red wine.’

Ida nodded. ‘Club soda and white wine vinegar. Failing that, soak it for an hour in three-parts hydrogen peroxide and one part washing-up liquid. But don’t leave it too long before doing something, mind, or tha’ll not shift it for love nor money.’

Sarah raised a hand in thanks and hurried into the rugby club, leaving Ida alone in the car park. She wasn’t waiting long before the rumble of a tractor greeted her and a Ferguson TE20 turned onto the club driveway.

‘Tha’s timed that perfectly, George,’ she said as she clambered onto the vintage vehicle.

Her brother merely nodded and pulled away, guiding the tractor towards Thorpdale and, Ida hoped, a bit of peace and quiet.

It was dark.

Or was it? Delilah blinked a couple of times, just to make sure her eyes were actually open. Then giggled. It was dark. And in Bruncliffe, with no street lights on the outer margins of the town, that meant proper dark. But Delilah was born and bred in the place. Knew it like the back of her hand.

Which didn’t explain why she was standing in one of the many ginnels that weaved between buildings and roads in the town centre, wondering where she was going.

She gave a whisky-scented sigh and looked up. As if that would help, above being nothing but stars and a huge outcrop of rock. Her faculties sludge-slow, it took her a few moments to recognise the Crag, the swell of limestone that loomed over the town. She now knew where she was – the alley behind the office building – but didn’t know why, seeing as her cottage was up on the hill at the back of the town. So it wasn’t so much she was lost, she mused. It was more that she’d lost her sense of direction.

Which made her think of Samson—

‘No!’ she slurred into the deserted alleyway. ‘Not allowed. No thoughtsss of him!’

So she lurched on, further into the ginnel, a hand on the high wall to her right, fingers trailing across the rough stone as though that would lead her to her true path.

Then she had a moment of clarity. Drunken clarity.

She knew why she was here. She was going to check to see if Sam—

‘Nope. Not allowed.’

She recalibrated the thought. She was going to check to see if anyone had arrived at the office building. Someone who might have travelled up from the south and been too late to make the wedding. And be too afraid of her temper to show up until she was calmed down.

She giggled again. At the thought that Sam—

At the thought that anyone could be afraid of her temper.

She stumbled further into the ginnel until she came to a gate she recognised. It was ajar. Saved her getting out her keys.

She went through into the shadow-filled yard, glance automatically going to the empty rectangle of concrete to the left as it had done every day for the last eleven weeks. Under the bright semi-circle of moon, the white space stared back at her. No Royal Enfield. Not that it meant anything, as the motorbike was parked up at Baggy’s, the mechanic having offered to store it until such time as its owner came home—

This time the thought was stopped by a stab of alcohol-fuelled self-pity, tears welling up in her already unfocused eyes, the ache of missing him overwhelming her.

‘For God’sssake,’ she muttered, wiping a hand across her face as she turned towards the back porch. ‘Get a grip!’

She reached into her pocket, fingers searching for the office keys, and promptly stumbled over a solid object lying across the doorstep. As she staggered backwards, struggling to stay upright, the large mass got to its feet, looming over her. She opened her mouth to scream but a huge hand was already covering it.
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The train had been too late. Of course it had.

Just south of Doncaster it had slowed to a crawl before stopping completely, the driver announcing a fault with the signalling system, and Samson had known there and then that his plan was doomed. They’d finally limped into Leeds a full thirty minutes after his scheduled connection and he’d had to endure the painfully slow progress of the subsequent train, which stopped at every station along the way. By the time he’d got to Skipton it had been gone nine o’clock, dusk had given way to night and his options had been limited.

There were no onward trains to Bruncliffe. And no chance of asking someone to come and get him as everyone he knew with access to a car would have been at Harry’s wedding and incapable of driving by now. So he’d walked through the park to the Gargrave Road, across the roundabout and onto the A65, where he’d started heading north, thumb stuck out in hope.

It had worked for him once before, back in March, when he’d been returning under an even darker cloud. Just out of the police station, suspected of murder, he’d braved a long walk home over the tops in bitter weather. At least this time it was a mild night, the half-moon as good as a torch as he’d begun walking along the road.

He’d been lucky. A group of four young women in a hatchback, on their way back to a spa hotel in Coniston Cold after a night out in Skipton, had pulled over to offer him a lift only minutes into his journey. They’d done a double take when he’d bent down to the passenger window and they’d seen the state of his face. But he’d turned on his brightest smile and they’d opened the rear door for him to get in. High on being relieved of parental duties for the weekend, they’d kept up a stream of excited conversation, peppering him with questions as they drove onwards. When he’d explained the circumstances of his injuries and the reasons for his determination to get to Bruncliffe that night – no names mentioned – there had been a chorus of ooohs and ahhs, his gesture unanimously described as romantic.

The women had insisted on going a further ten minutes out of their way to drop Samson at Long Preston, wishing him luck before driving off with a lot of waving and blowing of kisses, leaving him to start the trek over the tops with a wide smile on his face and optimism in his heart. If four total strangers could be won over by his endeavours to get home, surely the woman he loved would be too.

Now, over an hour in, he stood on the top of the fell above the town, looking down at the sprinkling of lights nestled below the hills that curved around it. And he was struck with a strong sense of déjà vu. He’d been here before. Heading back in the expectation of a warm welcome. It hadn’t turned out that way last time, the news of his suspension breaking before he had a chance to tell Delilah how he felt about her, his name turned toxic thanks to allegations claiming he was connected to drugs.

What if he’d got it wrong this time too? What if her annoyance at yet one more broken promise was the proverbial straw that broke the Metcalfe back? Perhaps he wouldn’t get the reception he was hoping for.

Although, seeing as this was Delilah he was dealing with, any expectations on his part would be foolish, for the woman defied them at every turn!

With a wry laugh, Samson started down the narrow track that led into Bruncliffe, his breathing mercifully easier now, for which his aching ribs were thankful. Instead it was his left hip letting him know he’d been hit by a car as he stiffly negotiated the incline. But the pain wasn’t enough to prevent him enjoying the sense of being home – the muted bleat of a sheep in the dark; a lonely owl hooting from the copse of trees that marked the start of the Bruncliffe Manor estate. When his route brought him out onto Hillside Lane he picked up the pace, like a horse heading for the stables. Rucksack on his back, a gentle wind in his face, he was at the outskirts of the town and almost at the turn for Back Street when he heard the noise of an engine, coming from behind.

It was upon him in a heartbeat, the vehicle travelling at pace, hurtling out of the dark in a blaze of headlights. Samson had a split second to throw himself against the stone wall to his left, catching only a glimpse of a dark 4x4 as it sped along the narrow road and disappeared around the bend towards town.

He stood there for a moment, hip screaming, his ribs on fire, not appreciating the contact with the wall. Then he glanced at his watch. It was almost midnight. Who the hell would be tearing around at this hour? Lads on a night out? A night that would end in disaster if they kept that up.

Consoling himself that he was almost home, where a comfy bed was waiting, he resumed walking. Five minutes later, he was letting himself into the back porch of the office building. Relieved to have what had felt like the longest day in history almost over, he walked up the stairs, going past Delilah’s office and the kitchen on the first floor and on up to the top storey. The bathroom door was open, the landing light spilling into the room to reveal a towel left in a heap on the tiles, toothpaste smeared on the washbasin, and puddles of water pooling in the shower tray.

He grinned, his hopes soaring. Delilah was here! Too drunk and too weary after the wedding reception to go all the way up the hill to her cottage at the top of the town. Definitely drunk because it wasn’t like Delilah to be so messy. Ida would have words when she saw that in the morning.

He inched towards the bedroom door and heard the snuffle of a dog. Tolpuddle was here, too! 

All at once Samson’s trials and tribulations of the past twenty-four hours were as nothing. He was home. Easing the door open slowly, he entered the room, aware of the light filtering around him, not wanting to wake her—

A snore. Loud. Rough. Male.

Samson froze. Stared at the bed. The shadows showing a large shape beneath the covers. Too large for Delilah.

Another snore, broken off this time, as though the sleeper was on the verge of waking.

Samson stepped back out onto the landing, closing the door behind him. Mind racing.

There was someone in his bed. A man. And given that Tolpuddle was in the room and never went anywhere without his mistress then that meant—

It meant, Samson thought, as he headed back down the stairs, that he’d screwed up yet again. It also meant he had nowhere to sleep.

Letting himself back out into the night, he walked across the town with a heart feeling every bit as battered as his body.

Tigger was a bit off her patch. Seduced by the night’s late-summer warmth, she’d cut through the ginnels between Plastic Fantastic – the place she nominally called home – and High Street, and had been stealing up towards the marketplace, grey-striped body tucked tight in against the shop fronts, when curiosity got the better of her.

A narrow passageway between two walls, down which there was the dark shape of a vehicle. Even from that distance, the scents intrigued her.

Slinking silently towards it, both ears pricked, senses on alert, she walked around, sniffing the tyres, the bodywork. Back round to the front and then a light jump, up onto the bonnet. The surprising sensation of warm metal beneath her paws. She would normally have luxuriated in it but her attention was caught by a flashing red light behind the windscreen. Stretching her neck forward, she was cautiously peering at it when there was a crash of sound from inside the building to her right and a flood of light from behind.
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