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Stuart Lister was trying to show initiative. But he was also placing his career in jeopardy.


He checked his watch. Another three quarters of an hour at least before there was any danger of being interrupted. The silence of the place felt heavy, disturbed only by the throaty whirr of the ancient fridge in the kitchen area. Beyond the large double-glazed windows people were crossing the cobbled marketplace, going about their business, just a regular Wednesday in Bruncliffe.


The normality of it all only served to heighten his awareness of the risk he was taking.


With a deep breath, he stepped into the office, palm damp against the door handle, and swallowed, the sharp edge of his Adam’s apple raking down his throat. He shouldn’t be here. This was so out of character. Effectively breaking and entering when the most criminal thing he’d done up until now was lie about his age in the pub. He should be out in reception getting on with his work.


But this was work. It was a burst of resourcefulness, motivated by two things: a desire to impress and a broken boiler.


Having been malfunctioning for a week, the ancient water heater in his flat had finally given up entirely that morning, choosing to die a noisy death during his shower. With an alarming bang originating from the cupboard that housed the contraption, the tepid water he was washing in had suddenly turned into an icy waterfall that had made him yelp.


Wrapped in a towel and shivering, Stuart had called the landlord again and been met with promises of action, none of which he had any faith in. So he’d dressed in a hurry, pulling on yesterday’s shirt which he’d hung in the bedroom doorway to air, ensuring that it now smelled less of him and more of the sickly sweet-and-sour aroma of Chinese cooking that seeped through the floor from the takeaway below. To compound his misery, he’d arrived at work to a scrawled note from Julie, the receptionist, informing him that she was away on a training course for the day and he would have to man the office.


His heart had plummeted. Not so much at having to take on her role. More at the fact that she was going to be absent. With her open manner and infectious laugh, Julie was what got him through the hours toiling away for Taylor’s Estate Agents. It certainly wasn’t the pay, his salary still barely above minimum wage despite his increased responsibilities. Lettings Manager – it sounded impressive; in reality it meant nothing. He was the head of a department that consisted solely of himself, responsible for everything to do with the rental properties the agency had on its books. Well, almost everything. Much to his frustration, Mr Taylor still didn’t trust him with the high-end properties, handling the lettings and inspections for those himself.


Standing at his desk reading Julie’s note in a rumpled suit reeking of prawn crackers, Stuart Lister had had a moment of insight, wondering if the lack of trust his boss placed in him came from image. After all, it was hardly impressive that the lettings manager’s own living quarters were so shoddy. A tiny flat above the Happy House takeaway – flat being a generous description for the bedroom that just about accommodated a double bed, the narrow lounge with kitchenette and the cramped, mouldy bathroom – didn’t really suggest success. But without a substantial increase in pay, Stuart had no other option. With holiday rentals yielding good income in the picturesque Dales, there was a shortage of standard lets and those that did come on the market were often larger properties which were actually up for sale, rented out while waiting for a buyer.


Of course, there was the possibility of moving back to Skipton. But that would mean moving back in with his mother and, while he loved her dearly, she fussed over him too much. When he’d told her he was relocating to Bruncliffe, all of fifteen miles to the north, she’d gone into a panic, warning him how folk ‘over there’ were different. He couldn’t go running back with his tail between his legs. Which meant if he was to improve his lot, he needed money so he could afford a better flat. Which meant he needed a promotion. Hence the initiative he was currently showing.


He took a step into his boss’s office, grip still tight on the door handle, anchoring him on the right side of the law. For now. Vertical blinds on the small window opposite sliced the bright light of the day across the empty desk, Mr Taylor in tuxedo and his wife in long dress smiling out from behind bars of sunshine in the sole photograph adorning its surface. A couple of certificates and awards decorated the wall behind. And to one side, the large metal filing cabinet that was the motive for Stuart’s trespass.


Another glance at his watch. Another minute had passed while he dithered.


One more deep breath and Stuart Lister crossed the floor in quick steps, long legs covering the distance to the filing cabinet in seconds. The key. That’s what he needed first. Picking up the pot that contained the flourishing peace lily which resided on top of the cabinet, he took the small silver key from the plastic saucer beneath it.


The worst kept secret in the estate agency’s history. Having once lost the key and having had to fork out a fair amount to the local locksmith to get access to his private papers, Bernard Taylor had decided to keep a second one in the office. His employees weren’t supposed to know about it. But Julie had discovered it when watering the plant one day and had mentioned it to Stuart in passing as an example of how tight their boss was, risking security for the sake of calling out a locksmith again.


And now here he was, Stuart Lister, about to break the law with it.


Before he could change his mind, he unlocked the filing cabinet and pulled open the top drawer.


Financial accounts, payroll info, VAT records . . . Stuart flicked through the tabs on the dark green suspension files, nothing of interest catching his eye. He eased the drawer closed, wincing as it screeched on its runners. A panicked glance over his shoulder to the reception area, checking there was no one to witness his wrongdoing. He turned back to the cabinet, opened the second drawer.


Personnel files. Along with information packs on employment law, health and safety regulations, insurance and a raft of other documents. Half of the contents, Stuart suspected, were probably already obsolete, revised versions easily available online. He moved onto the third drawer. More out of date material, this time old brochures and flyers for the business, along with printed specs from an age when digital house-selling hadn’t been an option.


Impatience overriding his nerves, he bent down to the fourth drawer and knew straight away from the weight of it that this one was different.


Bingo.


A drawer full of fat files. The first section held what he was after. Eight folders, neatly arranged, documenting the more expensive rentals handled by Taylor’s. The ones Stuart wasn’t trusted to manage. Before his conscience could interfere, he scooped them up, closed the drawer and turned towards the reception. And through the large windows either side of the front door, he saw the stout figure of Bernard Taylor crossing the cobbles of the market square.


He was early. There was no time to get the files back where they belonged without being caught.


Frozen in the doorway of his boss’s office, forbidden folders clutched to his chest, Stuart Lister felt his heart start to thunder.


Funerals were generally good for business. It was a fact that Troy Murgatroyd, landlord of the Fleece, never admitted to anyone, but had long observed in a lifetime spent behind a bar. Folk came in from the cold needing a bit of cheer – because the graveyard could be a bitter place even in late spring if a northerly was blowing down the dale – and the pub was the perfect place to find it. A fire in the grate, the company of good friends and a fine spread laid out by his wife in the back room, all conspired to keep them chatting and drinking. And spending. And hey presto, a quiet weekday morning could suddenly become lucrative.


Looking at the muted group of locals who’d attended the funeral of Pete Ferris, Troy sensed today would buck that trend. There was no food on offer for a start, the few family members who’d bothered to show up having left town the minute the formalities were over. All in all, it hadn’t been much of a send-off.


For someone from one of the cities to the south, Leeds perhaps, or even Lancaster across the border to the west, maybe it wouldn’t seem so strange that a man’s passing could be marked by so few and in such a lacklustre way. After all, cities were places of anonymity where you could live – and die – alone. But this was Bruncliffe. A tight-knit community nestled in the Yorkshire Dales. Surrounded on three sides by the embrace of the fells, it was a place where people knew each other and knew how to show respect. Strange then, that the good folk of the town hadn’t turned out in their best suits, collars tight on unaccustomed necks, shoes polished.


Some would say the dead man deserved no more.


He’d been a poacher. Not the most popular of professions in an area devoted to farming and country pursuits. He’d lived his life on the outskirts of civilised society, rarely seen in the marketplace and rarely sober when he was. Little surprise then that, by all accounts, the church had been close to empty. And of those people who’d bothered to pay their respects and made it as far as the Fleece, there was a dark cloud hanging over them, no doubt arising from the manner in which the man had gone to meet his maker.


‘Suicide.’ Will Metcalfe shook his head and stared into the bottom of his empty pint glass. ‘What a way to go.’


‘Drugs too,’ muttered Troy, hand hovering above the Black Sheep tap, waiting for Will to offer over his glass. ‘Not the route I’d choose.’


No one asked the sullen landlord to expand on his preferred choice of exit from this life. Nor was anyone making any move to order more drinks.


Will Metcalfe sighed. Put the empty glass on the bar and glanced at Samson O’Brien, who was standing next to him. And drinking a coffee. It was enough to curdle the landlord’s already sour temperament. Folk frequenting a public house and not ordering ale.


‘I just wish I could have thanked him in person,’ Will said. ‘You know, for what he did for Nathan.’


Surprised to hear Will mention his nephew in the same context as the poacher, Troy moved away from the beer pump and leaned in towards the oldest Metcalfe sibling. ‘What did Pete Ferris do for young Nathan?’


‘He saved his life,’ said Will, attention back on the landlord. ‘When Nathan went missing up on the fells back in March, Pete found him and brought him down safe.’


It wasn’t often that the man behind the bar was surprised by his clientele, having lived in the Fleece all his life. He was proud to know his customers. To be able to predict their behaviour. And while Pete Ferris hadn’t been as regular as some, no doubt owing to a lack of spare cash to pay for his beer, the ferret-faced man had been in often enough to give Troy a sense of his nature. Furtive. Feral. The poacher certainly hadn’t been known for his philanthropic nature.


Yet here was a revelation about him Troy hadn’t been expecting. The dramatic return of Nathan Metcalfe to Bruncliffe after several days on the hills in bad weather – a return that had seen the anxious townsfolk expressing a universal sigh of relief at the teenager’s safe delivery from what could easily have been an untimely death – was thanks to Pete Ferris.


‘I had no idea,’ he said.


Will shrugged. ‘I only found out myself after Pete died. He didn’t want folk knowing.’


‘He wouldn’t even accept a reward,’ added Samson O’Brien, draining the last of his coffee and placing the cup on the bar, next to Will’s empty glass. ‘Lucy wanted to pay him for saving her son’s life, but Pete wouldn’t hear of it.’


If Troy had been astounded at the first disclosure, this second one was enough to make his jaw drop. ‘He refused payment?’


Samson nodded. ‘Wouldn’t take a penny.’


‘And like I said,’ muttered Will, ‘I didn’t even get the chance to thank him.’


James ‘Herriot’ Ellison, the town vet, had been standing quietly next to Samson, not one for getting involved much in conversation. He was a man who went about his business with a level of care and a discretion that endeared him to the farmers he worked with. But now he spoke up.


‘Nathan taking in the lurchers is thanks enough,’ he said. ‘They’d have struggled to find a home and being confined to a kennels would have killed them.’


Troy grunted in agreement. The two dogs that had been the permanent companions of the poacher were legendary for their ferocious protection of the man and his ramshackle caravan, people approaching the premises unannounced at their peril. There were few who would have been happy to take on a couple of dogs with that kind of temperament. But by all accounts, young Nathan seemed to have a rapport with them akin to that they’d shared with Pete Ferris. Until Pete had decided to kill them along with himself . . .


It had been all over town – that Samson O’Brien and Delilah Metcalfe had discovered the dead poacher in his caravan, and his two lurchers left for dead outside.


‘What kind of man rescues a kid he doesn’t really know and then a matter of a few weeks later, decides to kill his own dogs in a joint suicide?’ mused the landlord.


Herriot shook his head. ‘We can’t be certain what Pete’s intentions were.’


There was something in the way the vet said it that made the three other men turn to him.


‘You saying they weren’t poisoned?’ asked Samson.


‘Oh, they were poisoned all right. I’m just saying that the quantities used aren’t conclusive. We can’t say for sure that he meant to kill them.’


‘What was it?’


‘Ketamine,’ said the vet.


‘Ketamine?’ Will Metcalfe’s voice was sharp. ‘What the hell is it with that stuff?’


He had a point. Other than in connection with horses, Troy had never heard of it until six months ago, and now the area seemed to be awash with it. ‘There’s definitely a lot of it about,’ the landlord muttered, shaking his head in disgust.


‘Sure is.’ Herriot lowered his glass and looked at Samson O’Brien. And Troy Murgatroyd, with all his years of experience gleaned from a life working in a pub, noticed the stillness that had settled on Bruncliffe’s private detective.


If he’d been inclined to bet, the landlord would have put good money on the man sensing a case.


He made it to his desk just as Bernard Taylor stormed in, metal and glass crashing behind him as he let the door slam shut.


‘Morning, Mr Taylor.’ It came out in a squeak of tension. Stuart Lister shoved the folders he’d stolen from his boss’s office under a pile of papers and wiped his palms on his trousers, wondering if the violent thumping in his chest was the portent of a heart attack.


‘Where’s Julie?’ Mr Taylor snapped, looking at the unoccupied seat behind the desk nearest to him.


‘She’s at a training course. She said you’d authorised—’


‘Christ! Like we can afford to be understaffed. Here. Get this into the system!’ A rental contract dropped in front of Stuart, Mr Taylor mopping a podgy hand across the sweat sheening on his forehead. The man was perspiring like a wrestler three bouts in and it wasn’t even hot outside. ‘And call someone about that bloody fridge. That rattling is driving me crazy.’


‘Yes, Mr Taylor.’ Stuart shifted in his chair, acutely aware of the hidden folders.


But Bernard Taylor was turning away, still mopping his face as he headed for his private office. The danger was far from over, however.


Concentrate on work. Just act normally. Stuart pulled the contract that had been deposited on his desk towards him. A letting agreement for a large house on the fells above Keasden, it was standard fare. Apart from the blank space at the top.


‘Mr Taylor,’ he said, standing up on legs that were quivering. ‘Erm . . . what name should I put on this?’


His boss wheeled round. ‘Name?’


Stuart gestured at the empty space on the page in his hand. ‘For the tenant?’


Plump fingers flicked at the air as though they were conjuring an answer and Mr Taylor’s face contorted. ‘Erm . . . name . . . yes . . . erm . . . Fred Lambert. Forgot to write it down. Too busy . . .’


‘I could help with that.’ The words slipped from the young man, as though something in him recognised that this was his chance to impress without resorting to underhand means.


‘Help?’ Mr Taylor was staring, walking back towards him.


‘With the rentals. I could help you out with them. Do more of the inspections—’


A heavy hand thumped down on Stuart’s desk, halting the nervous stream of language gushing from the lad and sending a pile of papers cascading over the edge. ‘Just do what I bloody asked!’ barked Mr Taylor.


‘Sorry . . .’ spluttered Stuart, aware out of the corner of his eye that some of the paperwork now littering the laminate flooring included pages that should be under lock and key. If his boss so much as looked down, Stuart’s career with Taylor’s would be over. ‘I just thought . . .’


‘I don’t pay you to think! So how about you get on with the work I do pay you for.’


To Stuart’s relief, Mr Taylor swung back towards his office, oblivious to the origin of the rental contracts scattered on the ground. He slammed the door behind him and Stuart dived to the floor, shaking hands gathering up the incriminating evidence, heart thundering in his ears.


Pages and folders in a jumbled heap in his gangly arms, he slumped into his chair.


That had been close. Too close. Even now, if Mr Taylor decided to work on one of the contracts he kept to himself . . .


The thought was enough to make Stuart squirm. Which is when he felt something dig into his leg. Metal, with sharp edges.


Already feeling a cold cloak of dread stealing over him, Stuart put a hand in his pocket and pulled out a key. The key to the filing cabinet in his boss’s office, which he’d stolen from and then forgotten to relock.


With a quiet groan, he sank down even further in his chair and waited for the axe to fall.
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‘Hmph!’ The sound was part approval, part disbelief, Norman Woolerton running a hand over his bald head and squinting at the computer screen before him. ‘You seem to be getting there at last.’


On the other side of his desk was the sombre figure of Delilah Metcalfe, the young woman clad in black, having come straight from a funeral to a meeting with her bank manager. Who also happened to be a family friend, married to Delilah’s father’s cousin and known more commonly, outside the confines of his office, as Uncle Woolly.


There was nothing woolly about the man when it came to banking, as Delilah could testify. Six months ago he’d hauled her in for a frank talk about her escalating debts – her small cottage and her business premises mortgaged and her two enterprises, a website-development company and a dating agency, failing to yield sufficient turnover to cover her costs. Insolvency had been looming and Norman Woolerton had been determined to make it as painless as possible by refusing to extend Delilah’s loans, there being no point in throwing more good money after bad. But Delilah had put forward a passionate defence, begging him for one further extension, just enough to tide her over the rough patch that had followed her divorce. She’d backed up her faith in herself with detailed spreadsheets of projected income, talking about the growing dating agency membership, the fact that she’d taken on a tenant in her office building.


It had been enough to sway the bank manager. But not enough to turn him into a fool. So he’d put a time limit on her attempts to pull herself back from the brink. Six months.


With those six months having passed, Norman Woolerton was pleasantly surprised to see from the information in front of him that the lass was almost there. There’d been a small but steady upturn in subscribers to the Dales Dating Agency; the IT side of the business had pulled in a couple of decent accounts; and then there was the work Delilah had been doing with Samson O’Brien’s detective agency. Not to mention a substantial payment more recently from local farmer Clive Knowles, described as a consultation fee.


‘I didn’t realise there was scope for setting up websites amongst farming folk,’ said Norman, indicating the substantial figure that had been handed over by Mr Knowles.


Delilah blushed, shaking her head. ‘That’s not what it was for,’ she murmured.


‘So what kind of consultation was it?’


‘Marital.’


Norman blinked, picturing the unkempt man who lived out past Horton on a farm that was as badly kept as its owner. The fact he was a confirmed bachelor was a matter of course, for what woman in her right mind would take him and his ramshackle premises on? Hence there was more than a touch of astonishment in the bank manager’s next words.


‘Clive Knowles asked you for advice on getting wed?’


A brief nod from across the desk was the only answer. Norman looked at the computer screen, at the sizeable deposit and then back across to his client.


‘I take it from this you were successful!’


‘Kind of,’ muttered Delilah.


Norman Woolerton stared at her. Reappraising her in light of what she’d achieved. For Delilah Metcalfe – a woman with such a chequered history when it came to love, not to mention already being divorced and not yet thirty – had been ridiculed when she set up the Dales Dating Agency. But here was evidence that she knew what she was doing.


‘Any sign of more lonely farmers asking for similar advice?’ he queried, ever the businessman. ‘Because another couple of payments like that and you’ll really be out of the woods.’


‘Not that I know of. Besides, it was a fluke.’ Delilah’s head dropped and her shoulders slumped, causing Norman to regard her with narrowed eyes, like a spreadsheet refusing to yield its secrets.


It was strange. The lass should have been jumping up and down, celebrating the fact that she was well on the way to turning her businesses into profit. Yet she was the most subdued he’d seen her since . . . He cast his mind back to the dreadful days three years ago when Delilah’s world had been rocked: first by the death of her brother Ryan while on duty out in Afghanistan; then by the repeated philandering of her husband, Neil Taylor, and the break-up of their marriage.


Young Delilah hadn’t been one to mope. Instead she’d thrown herself into rescuing the enterprises she’d set up with that rascal Taylor. But she hadn’t been herself, her warm smile not often seen. All that had changed of late, though. To be precise, since last October when Samson O’Brien had returned to Bruncliffe and opened his detective agency in the downstairs office of Delilah’s building. Since then, the two of them had become quite a team, solving cases together. And getting into all sorts of danger, from all accounts. Delilah had seemed to be thriving on it.


Yet here she was, looking like the weight of the world was upon her.


The bank manager didn’t know what to make of it. Nor did he know how to address it, being far more at ease discussing profit and loss than anything personal, even when it pained him to see one of his favourite people looking so glum.


‘Anyway,’ he said, clearing his throat, ‘whatever you’re doing, keep it up. Another couple of months of this kind of growth and you’ll really be on solid ground. This love lark clearly pays!’


There was a strangled noise from Delilah, who then coughed, stood, and came around to the other side of the oak desk that served as a barricade to every other client except her.


‘Thanks, Uncle Woolly,’ she said, kissing his cheek. She managed a small smile and as the door closed after her, the puzzled bank manager couldn’t help thinking that something was ailing Delilah Metcalfe. Something that was beyond his professional help.


‘Who’s a good boy, then?’


The large grey dog sitting upright by the radiator in the reception area of the bank turned his head at the sound, an eyebrow raised in what could be classed as query. Or hauteur. From behind the safety of the glass partition that separated her cashier’s position from the rest of the foyer, Mrs Pettiford couldn’t interpret the look. Suffice to say, it wasn’t one of affection.


‘A good doggy,’ she persisted, nodding her head at the regal Weimaraner, his pale eyes fixed on her now.


It was a quiet morning in Bruncliffe’s bank. A morning she’d wished she’d not had to work as it had prevented her from attending the funeral that had taken place within the stone walls of St Oswald’s down on Church Street. Not that she’d known Pete Ferris. Well, not personally. She didn’t associate with that kind of person. But one had to admit that his life – and subsequently his death – was fascinating. A poacher. Slinking around the hills with his gun and his lurchers, living beyond the line of legality. And then killing himself.


It was most annoying to have missed the sending off of such a character. Especially as such occasions often proved fertile ground for the harvesting of gossip. So, as she stood behind her counter with no customers to entertain her, Mrs Pettiford was feeling more than a little left out. Hence she was trying to make conversation with Delilah Metcalfe’s dog.


‘Not long now,’ she cooed. ‘Mummy will be out any minute.’


Although that might not be true. For Mrs Pettiford knew a bit about the state of Delilah Metcalfe’s finances and the concerns Mr Woolerton had about them. Rightly so, too. The bank couldn’t afford to be propping up frivolous concerns like a dating agency, especially if it wasn’t paying its way. If asked her opinion, which regrettably Mr Woolerton never sought to do, she would have added that it was high time the youngest of the Metcalfe brood settled down to a proper career. Something with prospects. Like working in a bank.


Even if that bank was quieter than Mrs Pettiford ever remembered it, no longer filled to bursting point on market days with a queue of farmers out the door, the floor left as mucky as a shippon at the end of winter. Those days were gone. Now entire mornings went by without a single person coming through the double doors, despite the fact that this was the last bank standing in Bruncliffe, the two others having pulled down their shutters for the final time over a year ago, one now a fancy cafe, the other an Indian restaurant. It was a sorry state of affairs. And when she allowed herself to think about it, her own position no longer seemed the safe haven it had always been—


The rattle of the front door and the low woof of greeting from the dog pulled Mrs Pettiford away from such morbid thoughts as her first customer of the day entered.


‘Good morning,’ she said, smile in place.


She was rewarded with a wan-faced nod of acknowledgement from a middle-aged woman, dressed immaculately in a cashmere jacket, moleskin trousers and smart ankle boots, none of which had come out of Betty’s Boutique on Back Street. Which was hardly surprising, as Mrs Pettiford’s customer was none other than Bruncliffe royalty – Nancy Taylor, wife of the successful estate agent Bernard Taylor, who was also the town’s current mayor. She was a woman more at home in the boutiques of Harrogate and one who wore her wealth well.


‘How can I help you?’ asked Mrs Pettiford, as her eyes took in the fine cut of the woman’s clothes, the subtle accents of jewellery and the exquisite leather of her handbag, trying not to let her jealousy show. Or her surprise at seeing the ugly black holdall the woman was placing on the floor, the one jarring note in what was otherwise style perfection.


‘I need a statement for our account. The bank’s website is down,’ said Mrs Taylor.


‘Oh. Right.’ Mrs Pettiford’s heart lifted. The website was down again – another cyberattack no doubt. Last time it had seen a huge influx of customers coming through the doors and, even though most of them had been irate at the inconvenience, for the woman behind the counter it had briefly felt like the old days when her position had been one of value. ‘I can give you up to six weeks’ worth of transactions but anything beyond that will need to be posted to you, I’m afraid. Is that sufficient?’


‘It’ll have to do.’


‘Business or personal?’


‘Personal . . . actually, make it both, please.’ Nancy Taylor shifted on the other side of the glass and stared down at the holdall. There was something about her not as self-composed as her tailored clothing would suggest, fingers tapping on the counter briefly before she thrust her hands into her pockets.


That movement – the suddenness of it; the stealth of it. It caught the bank clerk’s attention, but only for a second as the printer chose that moment to start its usual trick of chewing up paper.


‘I think it’s not awake yet,’ Mrs Pettiford simpered, pulling out the ruined pages and resisting the urge to slap the damn machine like she normally would. ‘There you go.’ She passed the reprinted pages under the partition. ‘Is that everything?’


‘Yes. Thanks.’ With her left hand firmly in her pocket, Nancy Taylor pushed the statements into her handbag, picked up the holdall and walked out of the door.


‘Well,’ murmured Mrs Pettiford as the bank settled back into silence. ‘Not exactly talkative, was she?’


The Weimaraner didn’t even look up from where he was now lying on the ground. But the bank clerk was unaware she’d been snubbed. Her mind was too busy trying to work out what it was she’d just seen. Something about Nancy Taylor. Something about those slender fingers tip-tapping away—


A door in the back of the building closed and the sound of footsteps roused the Weimaraner in a way Mrs Pettiford’s attempts at conversation couldn’t, a low whine emitting from his long throat as he looked hopefully towards the far corner of the room. And sure enough, Delilah Metcalfe emerged from the corridor, a smile fleeting across her pale face at the enthusiastic tail-wagging of her dog.


‘Sorry, Tolpuddle,’ she murmured, untying his lead. ‘Didn’t mean to be so long.’ She began heading for the door, the dog pulling her on in his desperation to be outside. ‘Thanks for keeping an eye on him, Mrs Pettiford. Bye.’


Unusually for a woman known for her garrulous nature, Mrs Pettiford didn’t reply. She was staring at the counter. At the precise spot where Mrs Taylor’s hands had been only moments before. It was only as the door to the bank closed behind Delilah that a sudden spark of comprehension lit up the clerk’s face.


Those slender fingers. That’s what it was! They’d been bare!


With no band of gold decorating the left hand, it could only mean one thing. And then there was the ugly holdall . . .


‘She’s leaving him!’ Mrs Pettiford exclaimed to the empty room. ‘The mayor’s wife is leaving him!’


This dazzling insight, perhaps the richest vein of gossip Mrs Pettiford had ever unearthed in a lifetime of digging, was only marred by one thing – that it hadn’t happened slightly earlier when there had been someone in the bank to appreciate the brilliance of her deductions. And who better to have been the first person to share this shock revelation with than Delilah Metcalfe, former daughter-in-law of the for-now Mrs Taylor?


But Mrs Pettiford didn’t spend long ruing her missed chances. After all, Delilah wasn’t the most receptive of audiences when it came to scandals, having starred in a few herself. And besides, this was sensitive material. The kind of thing that, if got wrong, could really backfire, the mayor having plenty of powerful friends in the town. So instead, the bank clerk stored the nugget away. She would do a bit more surreptitious digging around the subject and bide her time before unleashing this earth-shattering news on the unsuspecting folk of Bruncliffe.


It felt like an age. Sitting there waiting for his boss to come storming out and sack him. Knowing that when it happened, his fledgling career as an estate agent would be over, for such was the power of Taylor’s in the area that few would hire someone rejected by that agency.


Despite the perilous situation, somehow Stuart Lister managed to work, fingers busy on the keyboard creating a digital file for the latest tenant. But all the while, his nerves were stretched taut, sweat gathering on his top lip, his breath that of a cornered animal, fast and shallow.


There was no way out of this. As soon as Mr Taylor tried to open his filing cabinet, he would know something was up. The missing key, for starters. And when he opened the unlocked drawers and found all of the high-end rental properties missing from the files, he would come looking for Stuart. For the young man, it was tempting to simply get up and leave before he was fired.


The muffled sound of a ringing mobile made him turn towards the closed office door and he heard the rumble of Mr Taylor’s voice.


A distraction. Thank God. Although Stuart knew it was only prolonging the inevitable. At some point his boss was going to discover the extent of Stuart’s betrayal. He’d mucked it all up, trying too hard to impress. He was an idiot.


It had seemed like the perfect plan – if a bit risky. While on the computer the day before, Stuart had noticed a backlog in the inspections on some of the rentals Mr Taylor oversaw. Three of the houses were supposed to have had their six-monthly visits at the end of April but there was no record of those reports having been completed. As the entire IT system was in the process of being overhauled by Delilah Metcalfe, Stuart hadn’t liked to jump to conclusions, thinking that maybe it was simply a glitch and that the paper files would show that the inspections had in fact been carried out.


His first instinct had been to ignore the omission. Bernard Taylor had never been the most considerate of employers, but the last couple of weeks he’d been even worse, taking out his moods on the office furniture and his staff. And while this unpredictable behaviour held the silver lining of giving Stuart the excuse to strike up conversations with the lovely Julie – there being nothing like a shared sense of being treated unfairly for breeding camaraderie – it was mostly Stuart who bore the full brunt of Mr Taylor’s temperament. So, for someone who shunned confrontation, asking his more-irascible-than-ever boss if he was doing his job properly wasn’t a move Stuart favoured. Best just to let it lie.


But that morning, arriving at work to an empty office and no prospect of anyone being around for at least an hour – his boss out with rental clients, Julie on her training course and the cleaner, Ida Capstick, long finished and gone – Stuart had seen a way to show his resourcefulness. He’d have a look at the paper files himself. If there had been an oversight, he’d find a way to raise it with Mr Taylor without revealing that he’d been checking up on him. Because, Stuart had reasoned as he made the decision to be proactive, with the way his boss had been acting lately, he needed a hand or the business was going to suffer.


Taking the files without permission had seemed like a sensible option.


How then, had it come to this? Mr Taylor about to discover the extent of his employee’s errant behaviour, an abrupt dismissal looming.


A loud curse from the office and Stuart felt his stomach curl tightly in on itself, long fingers clenching into tense fists. Footsteps and then the office door being flung open.


‘Stuart!’


The shout made the young man jump. He turned slowly towards his fate, his boss advancing on him, hands on hips, face puce.


‘Yes, Mr Taylor?’ Even to his own ears, Stuart sounded scared.


‘If anyone calls, I’ll be out for an hour,’ snapped Bernard Taylor. ‘Get that fridge sorted before I get back.’


Stuart Lister watched in bemused relief as his boss stalked past his desk, across reception and out of the front door. It was only then that the young estate agent felt the air rush back into his lungs, hands shaking as his fists unfurled.


Somehow he’d dodged a bullet.


He reached for the pile of folders that he’d retrieved from the floor, papers sticking out all over the place from their fall. He’d sort them out and then put them straight back in Mr Taylor’s filing cabinet without delay. No more trying to impress. No more initiative. It wasn’t worth it.


But the first piece of paper he picked up changed all that. His hands went still and he found himself staring at a rental contract.


It was odd. Odd enough to make him rethink. And this time his actions weren’t driven by anything other than curiosity.
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Samson O’Brien didn’t have far to go to get to work. Stepping out of the gloomy interior of the Fleece into the bright sunshine of a late morning in May, blinking at the sudden change in light and still finding himself surprised at the warmth in the air despite the good weather having held for the last week, he crossed the narrow tarmac of Back Street to the three-storey building opposite.


Automatically, he glanced up at the first-floor window where the shared kitchen looked out over the road. No shadow behind the glass. Delilah Metcalfe, his landlady, his supposed partner and the woman he was trying to pretend was only a friend, wasn’t back. After a meeting with the bank manager, she would be needing to refuel and would have already been in the kitchen putting the kettle on, brewing up a pot of tea in true Yorkshire fashion. Samson’s stomach shrank at the thought of it, the strength of his hometown’s cuppa something he’d lost a taste for during his years down in London.


It wasn’t the only thing he’d lost a taste for while he was away. The cold of a North Yorkshire winter was another. After six months back in Bruncliffe, most of them spent freezing and wet, it was little wonder that he was inclined to mistrust this change to soft breezes and balmy temperatures, not a single rain cloud in the sky. He was still having to fight the instinct to put on his parka every time he left home.


Home.


His gaze drifted to the top floor of the building. Thanks to Delilah’s generosity, that was where he was living. Because home was something else he’d lost while he was down south. The farm out in Thorpdale, which he’d left in a blaze of anger, had no longer been in the family when he’d returned fourteen years later. But on the plus side, his father was no longer drinking. Just as he couldn’t quite get himself to trust the sudden change in season, so Samson still couldn’t get used to seeing his father at the bar in the Fleece, nothing stronger than an orange juice in his hand. But that’s where he’d just left him, talking away to Arty Robinson and his friends from Fellside Court retirement apartments, the pensioners having turned out for the funeral of Pete Ferris, partly through sentiment but also out of respect for what the man had done for Nathan Metcalfe.


Samson let his eyes drop back down to the window spanning the ground floor, the bright letters ‘D D A’ picked out in a gold arch across the glass. Freshly applied, the letters glinted in the sunshine, mirroring the more faded characters on the window above. Two lots of D D A. Two businesses that shared the same initials, shared the same office building, and of recent times, the same personnel. The Dales Detective Agency and the Dales Dating Agency – they couldn’t be more diverse and, some would say, they couldn’t be more niche, in an area not known for crime or for lovelorn folk. And yet both businesses had started to thrive in the last couple of months. Delilah had achieved success with her Speedy Date nights and her online matchmaking, and Samson, having solved a number of cases – several of them with Delilah’s help – was beginning to believe his fledgling venture might prosper.


So they’d gone into business together. A combining of forces, Delilah’s technical knowledge lending an element to the detective services that Samson couldn’t have offered, and it seemed to be working. On a superficial level at least. Beneath the surface . . .


Samson sighed and let himself into the office building. Human relationships weren’t his forte. Not after years working undercover for the National Crime Agency, where he was used to lying and manipulating and never opening himself up to trust. And here he was—


A noise. From the back of the building. A small clatter of metal.


Samson froze in the hallway, soundlessly easing the door closed behind him, feeling his heart rate increase, every fibre of him alert to the danger. He had no weapon to hand. Which wasn’t an ideal state of affairs, because danger was on the horizon. The very past that had driven him out of the police force and back up north to Bruncliffe was closing in on him, and he’d been warned to expect the worst. An attempt on his life.


Was this it?


His hand slipped into his pocket, feeling the cold screen of his emergency mobile. The one his old boss, DI Warren, had given him, the one that was supposed to serve as an alarm, alerting him when the threat came calling.


There’d been no message. No forewarning. Samson clutched the phone in his fist. At the very least he could throw it.


Another noise from the back. Footsteps. Wary. Not the confident steps of someone who had nothing to hide.


Samson tried to remember whether he’d locked the back door when he’d left for the funeral that morning. It was something he wouldn’t have had to think about in London, the idea of leaving a door unlocked not one that he would ever have entertained. Yet six months back in his home town and he’d fallen into old ways, nipping down the shop without bothering to secure the premises.


He was going to have to change his habits, given what was hanging over him. If it wasn’t already too late.


Moving quietly, he edged down the hallway, his back to the wall until he got to his office. A quick glimpse inside the open door revealed just the old desk, a couple of chairs and the filing cabinet. And the dog bed to the far side. Nothing out of place. Nothing he could use in a fight either, his laptop upstairs in Delilah’s office where she’d been updating his software.


But at least the room was empty. Whatever this threat was, it had come alone, then. Because if there were two of them, they’d have split up, one in the front, one in the back.


Feeling like the odds might be a bit more in his favour, Samson moved further along the hallway towards the downstairs kitchen, which was now used as a utility. He could see the basket of dirty laundry that he’d forgotten to put on that morning on top of the washing machine and, in the reflection from the window, a figure hidden around the corner of the L-shaped room.


There was definitely someone in there. And it wasn’t Delilah. Because Delilah came in a package that included an excitable Weimaraner who adored Samson. There was no way he could be this near to the hound without being met with some serious canine affection. Then he saw the reflected image shift and his blood ran cold.


Whoever was waiting around the corner for him was holding a gun, arm outstretched, pointing it towards the doorway. And Delilah was due back any minute. She was about to walk in on a situation that was deadly. About to fall into a situation that he had been worrying about since he’d heard that danger was heading his way.


He needed to act. And now.


In one swift movement he lunged into the kitchen, grabbed the plastic basket of clothing and, as he dived to the floor, flung it around the corner at his assailant.


There was a stunned yelp, the clatter of metal on tile and Samson was already springing back up onto his feet, turning to face whoever had been sent to do him harm as they flailed blindly around the small kitchen space, the basket over their head, dirty laundry draped all over them. He caught an out-swinging arm, devoid of gun, and grasped it hard, preparing to twist it up behind the attacker’s back. But he felt his fingers dig into soft flesh beneath the jacket. A smart jacket, made from wool of some sort. Not normal assassin attire. Then he heard the moan from under several layers of clothing.


A woman.


‘What the hell—?’ No longer confident he’d read the situation correctly, he dropped her arm, stepped back and lifted the basket off her. With a shake of her head, a dark bob appeared, not as immaculate as usual, a stray sock still caught in it. ‘Sorry . . .’ Samson stuttered, realising the magnitude of his mistake as he stared at the familiar figure. ‘I thought . . . I didn’t know . . .’


‘No, I’m sorry.’ The woman brushed the remaining articles of clothing to the floor and retrieved her mobile – a mobile, not a gun – from next to the washing machine before turning to face him. And Samson got a sense that her pale features were only partly a result of the assault she’d just endured. ‘I didn’t want anyone to see me. So I came in the back. The door was unlocked . . .’


Samson swallowed. Nodded. And wondered if Nancy Taylor had any idea how close she’d just come to being seriously hurt.


‘Come on in,’ he said, embarrassed now, a week of his dirty washing strewn across the kitchen. ‘Delilah will be back soon. I’ll make you a drink while you wait.’


But Nancy Taylor was shaking her head. ‘I’m not here for Delilah,’ she said, tension tightening her face into a grimace. ‘It’s you I came to see.’


‘Me?’ Samson felt his eyebrows shoot into his hairline. What on earth would the mayor’s wife want with him?


‘Yes, you. Thing is . . .’ The woman faltered, a hand going out to the worktop to steady herself. ‘Thing is, I need someone to spy on my husband. Would that be something you’d do?’


The sunshine was having no effect on Delilah Metcalfe. As she walked across the cobbled marketplace, Tolpuddle pulling at the lead in his eagerness to be back at the office, she felt none of the joys normally associated with the month of May. While she may have thrown off her coat and braved the day in just a jumper and jeans, she didn’t feel buoyed by the arrival of this lovely weather. The bright colours of the bouquets outside the florists didn’t catch her eye. Even the delicious scent of baking wafting over the square from Peaks Patisserie failed to turn her head in anticipation. Instead she trudged on, her spirits as heavy as a Swaledale’s fleece on a wet winter’s day.


What was the point? All that excitement and adventure. A near-death experience that had brought them so close. Close enough to almost kiss. And when she’d slipped into a frozen sleep, he’d kept her warm, wrapped in his embrace. He’d saved her life.


And now? He might as well have been a brother. A surplus sibling for a woman who already had enough older brothers and had no need of another.


Just over three weeks since they’d been locked in a freezer together facing certain death, and Delilah was despairing over the state of her relationship with Samson O’Brien. While the staff at Airedale hospital had been amazing, bringing thawing limbs back to life, things between the Dales Detective Agency staff seemed to have remained frozen.


It wasn’t like he was giving her the cold shoulder. In fact, for an outsider, it would be hard to fault Samson’s behaviour towards her. He was friendly. He was considerate. And unfailingly polite. So actually, he was nothing like a brother at all. More like a colleague. An affable colleague.


Nothing more.


It was her own fault, this depression that had settled upon her, causing her to lose her appetite, draining her enthusiasm for daily life. Because after their escapade, after the intimacy they’d shared in the dark tomb of the freezer when Samson had told her everything about the events that had forced him to leave London, she’d been convinced things would be different. That just as they’d survived, so too would this new-found warmth that had blossomed in the icy temperatures.


But it hadn’t. When they were released from hospital and normal life returned, things between the two of them had become . . .


What? Not strained. Not on Samson’s part anyway. He seemed to be genuinely happy to be her friend, and no more. Which was the problem. Delilah wanted so much more. She knew that now. But how to broach the topic? This was a man who’d been suspended from his role as an undercover detective with the NCA on corruption charges; a man who was facing the possibility of a court case if he couldn’t clear his name; and a man with a very real threat against his life. Her aching heart seemed so trivial a subject to burden him with.


And on a more pragmatic level, they’d hardly seen each other in recent weeks.


Work was partly to blame. Delilah had been caught up trying to complete two website-development projects that she’d had to abandon when events at the auction mart had taken over their lives. And Samson had been hit with a flurry of enquiries from folk who only a month before would have shunned him on the street. Word was getting round about what he’d done to help save Bruncliffe’s livestock auction and gratitude was bringing him cases. What kind of cases, Delilah had no idea, as he’d not asked for her help on any of them.


In fact, she’d seen more of Frank Thistlethwaite, the Leeds-based policeman, in the last couple of weeks. A night out in the pub. A meal at a restaurant over in Skipton. Delilah knew that with just a bit more encouragement on her part Frank would happily develop their friendship into the kind of relationship she’d been hoping for with Samson.


‘God, you’re never happy,’ she muttered at herself as she turned down Back Street, trying to take cheer from the day around her.


For it was a wonderful day. The sun was shining on the narrow road, high enough to clear the slate roofs and brighten the normally sullen stones of the Fleece. It bounced off the rainbow-coloured array of merchandise outside Plastic Fantastic. And it had turned the letters spanning the glass of her building into a golden arc.


A golden arc behind which she could see two figures as she approached the front door. Samson had a client in with him. She knew better than to go barging in like she would have done a month ago. There was no point. Samson would politely tell her he had no need of her services. Something that she wouldn’t have accepted before, but now she was reluctant to add to his worries by forcing the issue of their relationship out into the open. Plus, with her heart so bruised, she was wary of exposing it to any more harm.


Fixing a smile on her face, she slipped the key into the lock and took a deep breath. She’d do her best to keep a firm lid on her temperamental nature, curb her tendency for rash behaviour, and respect Samson’s need for distance. Even though it was driving her mad. Full of good intentions, Delilah opened the door.


A crying woman sitting opposite him was never a great way to start work. Samson O’Brien loosened the black tie that had been threatening to choke him for the last hour, sensing that this day which had begun with a funeral and continued with him attacking an innocent person – who just happened to be part of Bruncliffe’s elite – wasn’t about to improve any.


‘Tissue?’ he asked, passing across the box he kept in a drawer and wishing that Delilah Metcalfe was there with him. The same Delilah Metcalfe he’d been keeping at arm’s length for the best part of three weeks, despite it almost killing him.


He pushed back such futile thoughts and concentrated on his unexpected visitor.


Nancy Taylor was sobbing gently, a tissue now pressed to her eyes. Like everything the woman did, it was elegant. But no less heartbreaking for that. And Samson didn’t have a clue how to deal with it.


Make tea, maybe? That’s what Delilah would do. And then she’d sit with Mrs Taylor, an arm around her, offering the comfort and warmth that came so naturally to her. Whereas he . . . he was offering this classy woman some tissues from the Spar.


Samson shoved the box back in the drawer and cleared his throat.


‘Perhaps we could start at the beginning?’ he suggested softly.


‘I’m sorry . . .’ Mrs Taylor’s voice broke and her shoulders shook. And Samson felt completely out of his depth.


The dog let her down, as he always did. While she was making every effort to respect the distance Samson had put between them, despite her confusion about it, Tolpuddle was doing no such thing. And so the second he managed to squeeze his nose between the front door and the doorframe, he started pushing hard, forcing his large grey body against the wood.


‘Tolpuddle!’ Delilah snapped. But it was too late. The door sprang out of her grasp and smacked against the wall, the dog already racing into the hallway and towards . . .


‘Tolpuddle!’ she tried again.


He wasn’t listening. He was heading straight into Samson’s office, an affection-seeking missile that she had no power to avert.


‘Bugger.’ She hurried after him as his wagging tail disappeared out of sight through the doorway. ‘Sorry,’ she was already saying, ‘he’s been cooped up in the bank and—’


She halted abruptly on the threshold, eyes taking in the identity of the woman sitting opposite Samson, sideways on to Delilah, head bent down, black holdall on the floor beside her.


‘Nancy?’ Delilah didn’t hide her surprise. Her former mother-in-law was the last person she’d expected to see visiting the Dales Detective Agency. ‘What are you—?’


She paused again, noticing the ball of tissue in the woman’s hand, the slight smudge of mascara on the high cheekbone. Nancy Taylor, the most composed person Delilah had ever known, had been crying. In front of someone.


Delilah went to move, automatically wanting to console and comfort this woman who’d offered her daughter-in-law unexpected support when young love had turned sour. But then she remembered where she was. In Samson’s office. It was no longer a place she felt at liberty to enter without invitation. She glanced at him and found his eyes fixed on her, something akin to panic in their depths. Then his lips moved, silently communicating.


Help! He tipped his head at the woman opposite him, who was crying openly now.


Delilah was in the door in a flash, pulling up a chair next to Nancy Taylor and placing an arm around her shaking shoulders.


‘I’ll make tea,’ said Samson, getting to his feet. The relief in his voice was audible.
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‘Bernard’s having an affair.’ Nancy Taylor placed her cup on its saucer and her shoulders sagged, as though the admission had drained her.


So shocking was the bare statement, Delilah found herself unable to take it in, distracted instead by the crockery in the hands of the mayor’s wife, wondering how far back in the kitchen cupboards Samson had had to dig in order to find something that was more appropriate for his prospective client than the chipped mugs the Dales Detective Agency normally offered its customers.


The rattle of china drew her attention back to the astonishing announcement that had come from the woman sitting next to her, who was now leaning forward to place her cup on the desk.


‘Sorry,’ said Nancy. ‘I can’t seem to stop my hands shaking. So stupid of me. I’m behaving like a teenager.’


‘No need to apologise.’ Delilah placed her own hand over Nancy’s, surprised at how cold they felt despite the warmth in the office.


Samson cleared his throat. ‘An affair?’ he asked. ‘What makes you say that?’


A twisted smile prefaced Nancy’s response. ‘It was a gut feeling at first. Late nights that were always blamed on work. Phone calls cut short when I walked in on them.’ She turned to her ex-daughter-in-law with a contrite look. ‘You know what I mean.’


Delilah nodded. Only she didn’t know. Not really. Because when her husband – Nancy’s son – had cheated on her, she’d been the last person to find out. She’d placed her blind trust in the man and had never suspected that the loving persona he showed to her and the rest of Bruncliffe was masking a serial adulterer.


‘And have you asked Bernard about any of this?’ Samson’s pragmatic response brought another small smile to Nancy’s face.


‘No. That would be the sensible option, I agree. But I’m feeling far from sensible about all of this. In fact, if I had to be honest, I’m afraid to ask him.’


‘You think he could be violent?’ The surprise in Samson’s voice was understandable, the idea of Bruncliffe’s rotund mayor being capable of physical aggression not one many in the town would sign up to.


Nancy’s smile turned into a dry laugh. ‘No, not at all. I’m afraid to ask him because I can’t bear the thought that it’s all been a sham – the lifestyle we’ve built up together; all the hard work getting him to where he is . . .’ She shook her head. ‘I’m a coward.’


‘You’re here asking for help,’ countered Delilah. ‘I’d hardly call that the action of a coward.’


‘About that,’ said Samson. ‘I don’t mean to sound callous, but if you already know Bernard is having an affair, what do you need a detective for? Surely you’d be better off seeing a solicitor?’


‘I thought about it. Until I found this when I was going through Bernard’s wardrobe this morning.’ Nancy picked up the holdall from the floor, unzipped it and then stood, turning the bag upside down as she did so. Bundles of rolled-up banknotes thumped down onto Samson’s desk.


‘Jesus!’ Samson stared at the money piled in front of him and then at Nancy. ‘That’s a lot of cash!’


‘You’re not kidding,’ murmured Delilah, stunned.


‘It’s one hundred and twenty-five thousand pounds, to be precise,’ said Nancy. ‘And it’s why I’m here. I not only want to know if my husband is having an affair, but also if he intends to rob me blind in the process.’


‘I want out!’ Bernard Taylor was on his feet, leaning across the desk, face ashen, jaw tense, looking like a man one pulse away from a coronary.


Sitting in his office in the Low Mill development his company owned, Rick Procter eased back in his chair, mind racing. His instinct was to cut the man loose, let the people they both worked for step in and take charge – a euphemism if ever there was one. The concept didn’t cause the property developer any qualms. He held no allegiance to Taylor, despite the fact they were deep in this together; that he had actually been the one to bring the estate agent on board with his ingenious idea to incorporate remote rental properties into the business.


But it was too risky. If the organisation they answered to got wind of the fact that part of Rick’s operation was getting cold feet, their response would be to close down his whole set-up. Another euphemism, and one Rick didn’t want to be on the other end of.


So he was going to have to calm the man down and get him back in line, because there was too much at stake. Taylor knew everything about Procter Properties – well, almost everything. Enough to sabotage the image Rick had carefully cultivated over the years and to expose the murky dealings behind the facade. Enough to secure both of them a lengthy prison sentence, or an early death. He couldn’t have him simply sauntering off into the sunset. Or losing his nerve and developing a conscience. In fact, the timing of Taylor’s meltdown couldn’t have been worse.


‘I understand your concerns, Bernard,’ he began. ‘I really do. But now isn’t the right moment—’


‘I don’t care. I can’t take any more of this.’ Taylor started trembling, legs going weak and depositing him into his chair with a thud. He ran a hand over his face and for one awful minute, Rick thought he was going to cry. Instead, the estate agent shook his head mournfully. ‘I’m not sleeping. Ever since Pete Ferris . . .’ The words trailed off into an edgy silence.


Bloody Pete Ferris. Taylor had been getting more and more twitchy since the poacher launched his blackmail attempt. A couple of photographs, taken from a hiding place at a remote property on Henside Road, and Ferris had had them over a barrel – the golden boy of the Bruncliffe business world and the town’s mayor caught in the act of running a cannabis farm. Never one to miss an opportunity, the poacher had contacted Bernard Taylor and outlined his demands: £250,000 in cash.


There had never been a question of paying the man. It simply couldn’t happen. But Taylor had allowed himself to believe that the money would be handed over and Pete Ferris would be satisfied, never to darken their doors again. So, nearly four weeks ago, when the poacher was found to have committed suicide the very night the ransom was supposed to have been paid, Rick had presumed Taylor would accept it with relief, a lucky break that allowed him to keep his half of the potential ransom. As early as the next day, however, the estate agent had started getting anxious, querying the cause of Ferris’s demise. And undeterred by Rick’s repeated warnings that this was a course of inquiry best left alone, he kept coming back to it.


The fact his doubts were justified didn’t change anything: Bernard Taylor had become a liability. One look at him was enough to see he was right on the edge. But there was no get-out clause in the unwritten contract they had with the people they were doing business with.


‘Look,’ Rick said softly, ‘let’s just get this networking event at the weekend out of the way and then we can discuss this.’


But Taylor was shaking his head again, more vigorously this time. ‘I’m revoking all of the rental contracts. The farms need to be gone within the week.’


‘And the rest of the business?’ Rick’s tone was deceivingly genial, concealing his rising temper at the naivety of the man opposite.


Taylor shrugged. ‘We can sort something out.’


Sort something out. An enterprise that was pulling in millions for the criminal organisation behind it all, and the estate agent was talking about ending it like he was negotiating a divorce settlement.


‘Okay,’ Rick said, hands flat on the desk in front of him – the safest way to stop them from reaching across and fastening themselves around Taylor’s chubby neck, which would at least solve this current problem. ‘I promise I’ll raise it with the bosses, but you have to swear you’ll leave it with me. These aren’t men who take rejection lightly.’


The mayor nodded eagerly, happy yet again to consign the dirty work to his partner. ‘Thanks,’ he muttered, getting to his feet.


‘So, can I still count on you for Saturday?’ Rick kept the question light, despite the weight it carried. Because his partner had no idea of the magnitude of the coming few days, Rick having made the decision to keep him in the dark as long as possible in the hope it would contain the man’s jitters. Judging by the man’s demeanour, it had been the right call.


‘What time?’


‘Eight thirty at Mearbeck Hall Hotel. Don’t be late.’


Bernard Taylor nodded and, looking no more composed than when he’d entered the room, took his leave. Half an hour later Rick Procter was still staring into the distance, trying to come up with a solution. One that didn’t involve shutting down the operation as his companion in crime was insisting. Because if there was one thing he was sure of, telling this particular bunch of men that you no longer wanted to be part of their organisation wasn’t an option. Especially when the next time Rick met them, they would be carrying fully loaded shotguns.


Fred Lambert.


Stuart stared at the name on the piece of paper in his hand. It was a rental contract that had fallen out of one of the folders he’d taken from the filing cabinet, drawn up for an old manor house with four bedrooms and lots of outbuildings on a secluded plot out past Horton. The property had come on the market last June for a hefty eighteen hundred a month before being snapped up by a Mr Lambert.


Needless to say, being at the pricier end of the lettings market, it was a property Mr Taylor hadn’t let Stuart near, so while it had been entered on the computer system, this was the first time the lettings manager had paid attention to the details. Or the name of the tenant. It wasn’t an unusual name, not around these parts, there being plenty of Lamberts in the Dales. But it was striking a chord.


Fred Lambert was the same name Mr Taylor had given him just now for the newly leased house up above Keasden – a five-bedroomed barn conversion set back from the road on a couple of acres, out of sight of what little passing traffic ventured up onto those fells.


A coincidence, maybe? If not, then the man had deep pockets. And a seemingly insatiable need for large houses in isolated areas.


Curious to see if there were any more instances of Mr Lambert’s appetite for high-end rental properties, Stuart pulled the rest of the folders towards him. Separating the contracts from other paperwork, he spread them out on his desk.


No more Fred Lamberts. But bizarrely, there were a couple of other oddities. For a start, it appeared that Mr Lambert shared an address with a Mr Dugdale, who’d rented the former farm on Henside Road, because both contracts had the same details listed as the tenant’s contact information.


Stuart automatically turned to his computer and googled the address, zooming in on the map to see a large house on a leafy road in Roundhay in Leeds. A house easily as big as those the two men had rented here in the Dales.
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