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“The people who wound us get no say

in how we clean up the blood.”

– Harriet Selina –


25 YEARS AGO, 1:45PM …


Jennifer Clayton, Jenny to her friends, twenty-one and fresh out of university, and with the rest of her life ahead of her, was covered—no, she was drenched—in blood. With her t-shirt half ripped off and her jeans slashed, and her arms lacerated so badly that in places flaps of skin were hanging from her like swollen, blood-soaked bandages, she looked like a walking horror movie. And that, after all, was the point. Everything stuck to everything else, and her black fringe, thick with gore, hung down in front of her face like iron railings around a churchyard.

‘You ready?’

The question was from Austin Clarke, a handsome young man with broad shoulders, scruffy brown hair, and an almost unhealthy interest in agriculture. This would generally surface whenever he spotted a random piece of farming equipment trundling along the lanes, or shuffling across the Somerset fields around the house Jenny had lived in her whole life.

Jennifer laughed to herself; calling where she lived a house was to undersell it a little, what with the dozen bedrooms, acreage, and walled garden. There was a woodland, too, not just the one by the lake, but another up a short footpath crossing a field, and she had spent many a day exploring there as a child.

As for Austin, they’d met during freshers’ week, never once fancied each other, much to the bemusement of their circle of friends, and been like brother and sister ever since. Jennifer had often wondered why the spark of romance had never flared between them, had even tried to persuade herself to try and fancy him, but that essential flame had simply never been there. Friendship it was, and friendship it would always be; there were worse things. He had been the first person she’d asked to join her in making a movie that summer. And he’d said yes without a second’s thought.

‘How do I look?’ she asked.

Austin took a moment to really take in the vision of violence before him.

‘Like you’ve been chased around the house by a crazy person with a very big knife.’

Jennifer turned to look at herself again in the wall mirror at her side.

They were up in her bedroom, a place that had been her sanctuary her whole life, growing with her, yet still containing echoes of various versions of her past selves; her first teddy bear, some dolls she’d apparently pretended were the Prince and Princess of Wales and who would always come for tea at the weekend; various posters of boy bands, and her most precious item in the world, a handmade jewellery box sitting on her dressing table beside the mirror. It was a little rough around the edges now, but still beautiful, if not more so because of its well-loved, rustic charm. It had belonged to her mum. Jennifer had loved it as a kid, sitting on her mum’s lap to lift the lid and hear the tune it played, and to watch the little ballerina rise and pirouette. Remembering her mum, she lifted the lid and watched the ballerina dance to the music. She thought about how the box still held so many treasures, both real and remembered, and a few secrets too, in the scratches and worn edges.

‘Do you think we need more blood?’

‘Not sure we’ve that much left,’ Austin said.

‘This is a horror movie though, isn’t it? We need buckets of the stuff.’

‘Which is what we’ve used,’ laughed Austin.

Jennifer played with a flap of the skin on her arm.

‘Special effects makeup was my favourite part of the course, you know?’

‘I can tell,’ Austin grinned, then poked one of the cuts on her arm.

Jennifer flinched.

‘Ouch!’

‘Excellent acting there,’ said Austin with mock applause. ‘Some of your best work.’ Then he added, ‘It’s good of your dad to let us do this, you know? Film a movie in your house.’

Jennifer shrugged. There were eight of them in total, all staying in the house.

Though being asked first, Austin had made it clear he didn’t want to appear on screen, so he had taken on the title of producer, and done a good job at keeping everything in check.

‘He could hardly say no to a daughter who’s just graduated with a degree in film, could he?’


ONE


Detective Inspector Gordanian Haig was sitting at a small table in a tiny room at the top of a short, narrow flight of stairs. Opposite her was another woman, bedecked in flowing garments of assorted colours and numerous scarves, her wrists adorned with so many bangles that they were part limb, part musical instrument.

The room’s décor was really leaning into the idea that all surfaces must be covered in crushed velvet, and Gordy found herself wondering, if she fidgeted too much, would she get a shock from the build-up of static electricity? That thought reminded her of a scene from Superman III that had terrified her as a child, where a female villain had been pulled into a supercomputer and turned into a cyborg. There would be advantages to that, she thought; at the very least, she wouldn’t have to keep thinking of the one thing that refused to leave her brain: Anna, and her dreadful absence.

To her left, a window stared out into a day that had promised sunshine but had delivered rain, the windowsill comprising a neat display of various crystals. No fairies and not a wand in sight, though, so that was something. Not even a tiny dragon guarding a glimmering egg.

The woman held out her hands and Gordy stared at the deck of oversized cards they were holding spread out in front of her.

‘Point at the seven cards you would like to pick,’ the woman said.

She had a very kind smile, thought Gordy, and counted out seven cards as instructed.

The woman removed the cards from the deck, then laid them out on the table in a cross, facedown, with five cards down the middle, and the two remaining cards on either side of the one in the centre.

‘Now, is there anything in particular you would like to know or talk about?’ the woman asked, as she rested the rest of the deck to one side.

Why the hell I’m here in the first place would be a start, Gordy thought, but kept that to herself; she’d never been to a card reading in her life, had always considered it to be abject nonsense, and yet here she was, sitting in a room in Glastonbury, doing exactly that. What the hell am I thinking? Am I really this desperate for direction, or just that lost? Both, she thought, and more besides.

Then Gordy saw Anna’s face in her mind. But she always saw Anna’s face, didn’t she? Everywhere she went, every moment of every day, it was always there, smiling and laughing and filling her life with a joy now crushed and broken, a thing turned to ash.

‘I’m not sure,’ she said, hearing the huge lie in those words. ‘I think I’m just intrigued.’

‘About what?’ the woman asked, an eyebrow raised enough to show she knew Gordy wasn’t being entirely truthful.

Gordy gave a shrug. She didn’t want to say too much. She knew enough from her decades in the police that reading people was a skill you learned and could use to your advantage. She was worried that if she started, she wouldn’t stop, and she wasn’t here to bare her shattered heart and broken soul to a total stranger dressed like an extra from The Voyages of Sinbad. Neither was she going to let the tears come, though they were there, as they always were, right on the edge of breaking through.

The woman smiled.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Just relax, and we’ll see what the cards tell us; how does that sound?’

‘It sounds fine, I think?’ Gordy said, her reply voiced as a question, because she really wasn’t sure about any of this, and was half tempted to just get up and leave. But that would be rude. Also, she’d just forked out sixty quid for the pleasure, so she was going to get her money’s worth, regardless.

After explaining how it worked, and having used the word energy just a little too often for Gordy’s comfort, the woman reached out a hand. She turned over the card in the centre of the cross, the gems in the rings on her fingers catching the light like fallen stars.

‘Ah,’ she said, her voice bright. ‘New beginnings.’

Gordy laughed, but heard and felt no humour in it.

‘I bet you always say that, am I right?’

The woman cocked her head to one side.

‘Only if the cards tell me to,’ she said, then pointed to the card she had turned over. ‘See? That’s what this one actually says, and you picked it at random, remember?’

‘Can’t argue with that,’ Gordy said, though knew just how easy it was for someone skilled enough to force a card to be chosen. ‘What does it mean, then, this new beginnings?’

The woman clapped her hands together excitedly.

‘Best way to look at it is like this … you’re standing on a bridge, behind you is everything you already know, yes? But you’ve decided, for whatever reason, to go and live on planet Mars …’

Somerset isn’t exactly Mars, thought Gordy, but she understood the point. Sort of. The reason she would keep to herself for now.

‘You’re not from round here, are you?’ the woman stated, narrowing her eyes.

‘The accent is a bit of a clue, I think,’ said Gordy.

The woman shook her head.

‘That’s not what I mean. You’re not on holiday though, are you? You’re not dressed for it.’

‘I didn’t know there was a way I was supposed to dress.’

‘There isn’t, but my guess is that you’re in your everyday wardrobe, rather than your away-from-it-all one.’

‘I’ve just moved here,’ Gordy said. ‘Well, not here exactly, not to Glastonbury, but to the area. Little place called Evercreech. Thought I’d go exploring.’

‘New beginnings it is, then, see? Just like the cards said. And what’s coming, well, it’s really exciting, isn’t it? But also, it’s really petrifying.’

‘Not so sure about the exciting part,’ said Gordy. ‘But the petrifying? That’s about right.’

And it was, thought Gordy, because what she was facing every day, on her own, twisted her gut into knots made her feel sick.

‘That’s because this isn’t a normal everyday new beginning,’ the woman continued. ‘This is going to challenge your very being, your very soul. And the reason for that is because there’s a conflict between the part of you that really wants to do it, and this other part that wants to just run the hell away.’

Suddenly, Gordy was no longer in that room, but back in the flat she had just moved into. The furniture was built, not that there was much of it, but the boxes were still unpacked, huddled together in the corners of the rooms as though discussing among themselves how long it would be.

That was two weeks ago, and she was still living out of her suitcase. Living off microwave meals and meal replacement shakes, simply because she didn’t have the energy to think, to plan, to care about food. She knew that she was trying to make what she was doing seem transient, but that was because anything else would make it all too real. Not just the move, but Anna’s death.

Thanks to roadworks and awful traffic, the journey down from Wensleydale, where she had lived and worked for goodness knew how long, had taken her longer than she’d planned. She’d arrived late, and the removal truck not at all. Her first night had been spent in a sleeping bag on the floor of an empty flat, her only meal a collection of various things in packets she’d picked up at motorway service stations on her way down; nothing said this didn’t go according to plan quite like a post-midnight feast of dry-roasted peanuts, a limp cheese and onion sandwich, a small packet of chocolate digestives, and a couple of cans of warm gin and tonic.

She’d told herself there hadn’t been time to unpack, but that was a lie. All she seemed to have was time. Too much time. Too much time alone, in her head, in her memories, in her grief.

The woman’s voice pulled Gordy back into the present.

‘… writing letters to each other.’

‘What? Who’s writing letters?’

‘The two parts of yourself are, that’s who,’ the woman said. ‘You need to get them to communicate, that’s all.’

‘I do? By writing letters? Well, I’ll no’ going to be doing that.’

Gordy could see that the woman knew she hadn’t been listening, but the deep frown that creased her face seemed to show that she wasn’t so much irritated, as concerned.

‘It’s all about the pros and the cons; there’s a part of you that doesn’t want this change, wants to run away from it, and there’s this other part that’s telling you to embrace it, and get on with it.’

‘But you just said something about writing letters.’

‘You can do it like that if you want, or you can just write a list of pros and cons; either way, you’ll have a better understanding of where you are right now and where it is that you’re going.’

Good luck with that, Gordy thought.

‘And just so you know,’ the woman continued, ‘that first voice, the negative one, it’s just being protective, that’s all. It’s making sure you’re okay, and that you’re fully aware of the dangers that lie ahead. And that other voice, it can be a little bullish, can’t it, if that makes sense? Likes to push you on, even when you really don’t want to. You need to make all the parts of you work well together. Nice and simple, really.’

‘I’ll do the lists,’ said Gordy, fairly sure that she would do no such thing. ‘No letters though; writing to myself sounds like a step too close to losing the plot.’

The woman reached for the next card.

‘Peace.’

‘What about it?’

‘Your soul needs a bit of a rest.’

Gordy shook her head, then rubbed her eyes to force the tears back inside. She wasn’t going to allow them to fall, not today.

‘You have no idea,’ she said.

‘The cards do though, don’t they?’

Gordy said nothing, biting her tongue to stop her saying, ‘Do they, though?’

‘It seems to me that you’ve a lot going on,’ the woman said, and Gordy was starting to see how good she was at what she did. Her voice was soft and calm and open, the kind of voice you could listen to for hours, that would send a room of children peacefully to sleep with a story. ‘Personally, professionally, and every other ly you can think of; all of this change you’re in the middle of, all the conflict, try and find some peace in it.’

‘Easier said than done,’ Gordy replied.

How the hell was she supposed to find peace when she was living with a broken heart so painful she could feel the hole inside her, the emptiness, a well of despair so deep that sometimes she wished it would just swallow her whole and be done with it.

‘I know, but it doesn’t take much,’ said the woman. ‘Go for a paddle in a stream, take a book and rest a while in a field, why not try a forest spa?’

Gordy frowned at that.

‘A what now?’

She’d never heard of such a thing, but had a sneaking suspicion it involved getting naked and being hit by twigs, neither of which she was in the mood for, and certainly not as a joint activity.

‘Go for a walk through the woods, breathe it in, that’s all I’m saying,’ the woman explained. ‘The trees are wise, you know, and they’ll help if you let them.’

Of course they are, Gordy thought, starting to lose her grip on the reality of the moment, panic creeping through her veins like an army of tiny spiders. She was getting fidgety. Coming here was a bad idea. It was making her think about things she didn’t want to think about, and all of those things, every single damned one of them, centred around Anna. Yes, there was the move and the small issue of the new job she was starting in a couple of days, in which she had zero interest at all. But it was all so small when compared to the bottomless rift that had been carved so brutally into her by the loss of—

‘…sex.’

‘What?’

Gordy saw that the next card had the word passion on it.

‘You need to have more sex.’

Ignoring how blunt and forward that statement was, Gordy waited for the woman to elaborate, if only because she had nothing she could offer herself.

‘I don’t just mean the physical,’ the woman said, then tapped her temple with a bejewelled finger. ‘It’s about what’s up here, in your head. And neither does it necessarily mean doing it.’

‘Doing it?’ Gordy repeated, laughing a little. ‘Can’t say as I remember the last time I heard someone call it that.’

‘Well, you can do it in other ways, you know.’

‘Sex? How do you mean? And please, for both our sakes, don’t say tantric.’

‘You need to think about how sex makes you feel, that euphoria, that release, that sense of abandonment, that’s what this is about; finding something that gives you that, outside of everything else that’s going on.’

‘Easier said than done.’

‘It can be sex, and who’s going to ever say they don’t need more of that? But it could be swimming or music or drumming, anything, really, that gives you that … thing …’

The woman did a sort of excited shiver, closed her eyes for a moment, then let out a faint moan.

Gordy very much hoped she hadn’t just witnessed what she had a horrible feeling she very much had, or at least a very good impression of.

‘You mean a hobby.’

‘Can sex be a hobby? I suppose so. But yes, if that’s how you want to look at it; see if you can find something outside of your everyday that’ll give you—’

‘You’ll be moving on to the next card now, yes?’ said Gordy, encouraging the woman to turn over the next card before she blessed her with another bit of hugely inappropriate acting.

For the next few minutes, Gordy watched the cards turn, listened to the woman’s voice, and talked. She hadn’t meant to. In fact, ignoring that she still had no real idea as to why she’d ended up there in the first place, she found herself talking so much that by the end of the session, she felt not just exhausted by it, but relieved.

They had talked about the move, yes, and the job, but in the end it was Anna who had pushed through to the front of everything, taking over the discussion as though it was her rightful place.

How could it not be? Gordy thought. Anna’s absence was so raw, the echo of it so deafening, that Gordy found herself back in that hospital hearing the news, almost as though her life had, at that very moment, stopped, just like Anna’s heart. Because, if she was truly honest with herself, it had. Yes, she’d moved forward, lived and breathed and spoken to people and gone for walks and gone to bed and got up again and moved house and … and none of it meant or felt like she was living.

‘You’ll be okay, you know?’

The woman’s voice cut into Gordy’s thoughts.

‘Pardon?’

‘You don’t feel it, love, I can see that and I hear it, too. And not now, either, because you can’t. These things can’t be rushed, not unless you want to damage yourself even more, but you will. Not today, not tomorrow, but little things will happen, small changes, and eventually the sun will break through the cloud.’

‘Very poetic.’

‘Hardly.’

The woman reached out and before Gordy could react, she took hold of her hands. Gordy hadn’t realised that her own hands were even on the table.

Holding her gaze, she said, ‘From what you’ve said, and from what I’ve heard, you’re here because of someone else, not you.’

Well, that was perceptive, thought Gordy, and said, ‘Pretty much.’

‘There’s a hurt in you,’ the woman continued. ‘I can see it as well as feel it. It’s in your eyes, your body language, your skin.’

Gordy went to pull her hands away, but something kept them there. She wanted to keep everything private, to not let on, but there was something about the moment, the safety of it, the privacy, and the way the woman was staring at her, that made the walls she was built suddenly just crumble.

‘Annd,’ she said, her voice breaking with the hurt of it all. ‘I moved here because of her. It was her job we were following, her “calling” as she would describe it, and there’s very little you can do to argue your point with a vicar when God has told them to move house, trust me!’

Something splintered in Gordy, and she heard her own broken whimper, then felt the tears fall at last. She didn’t care that the woman didn’t exactly know what she was on about; she was saying things now as much to hear them herself as anything, as though voicing them made them even more real and forced her to face them head-on.

‘I miss her,’ she sobbed, her words thrown out into the room like driftwood on the crest of waves. ‘Every moment of every day, I miss her. She was my heart, my soul, my every tomorrow! And now she’s everywhere I go because she isn’t there, you know? The absence of her fills my head with this god-awful silent scream and it’s there all the time. Anna’s right there, wherever I am, whatever I’m doing, because I can’t call her, because I can’t send her a text, because I won’t see her when I get back after this, because everything that I’m doing now, from this moment ’til forever, will be without her! And that’s why … that’s why I can’t …’

‘Can’t what?’

‘Bloody well move on!’ Gordy snapped back, her voice javelin-sharp and thrown hard.

The woman took a long slow breath, exhaled, looking again into Gordy’s eyes, yet somehow deeper still.

‘I’m going to break with protocol now,’ she said, and gave Gordy’s hands a squeeze. ‘The cards, they had a few things to say, but now? Well, now I’m going to say something myself, so I hope you’re listening …’

‘Not sure I’ve much choice in the matter, have I?’ Gordy smiled.

‘None at all.’

‘Thought not.’

‘I want you to be kind to yourself,’ the woman said. ‘Grief isn’t something you just move on from, and the reason for that is that moving on means leaving things behind, and you can’t really do that, can you? Don’t answer—of course you can’t! Why? Because grief is simply all of that love you have, but with nowhere for it to go. And this love you have—not had, okay, but have—for Anna, it’s everything that you are, isn’t it? She was your morning, your midnight, and she’s never going to be anything else.’

‘Not so sure that’s healthy. I can’t be like this forever. I just can’t.’

‘And you won’t be, either, because Anna’s love for you won’t let you, and neither will your love for yourself.’

‘This is stretching into the realms of counselling more than a card reading,’ Gordy said. ‘Though, from my own experience, counsellors don’t usually give advice, do they? They usually just keep throwing questions at you to help you come up with your own answers.’

‘Well, bollocks to that,’ the woman said, the sudden change of tack in how she spoke making Gordy laugh. ‘I see a broken heart before me, and a good soul, so I’m going to give advice. And I have; it’s down to you whether you listen or not.’

‘Be kind to myself, then …’

‘I’ve not finished.’

‘Are you sure? Can you no’ just bring it all to a close now?’

‘No.’

‘Oh …’

For the next few minutes, Gordy just listened.

When the session came to an end, and she found herself outside, Gordy still had no answer as to why she had ended up in Glastonbury, sitting in a velvet room having her cards read. In a daze, she walked down the high street, wondered briefly about popping into the abbey, then decided against it, mainly because she needed cake.

Managing to avoid popping into any one of the numerous shops she passed, all of which were selling what looked to be the same collection of crystals, incense sticks, patchwork clothes, and candles, but from slightly different display units, Gordy navigated her way to a small, vegan café. She then ordered a huge slice of their chocolate cake and a pot of tea, and sat down in a corner, far enough away to give herself some space.

New beginnings, she thought, as she took her first mouthful, then noticed something; when she’d picked up her cutlery for the cake, she’d grabbed two forks, rather than just one.

The café shifted, melted, and for the briefest of moments, Gordy saw Anna sitting opposite her. She was smiling, and the few faint freckles she carried were shining brighter than usual. Then she was gone, the café was back to normal, and Gordy reached for her tea. She remembered something the woman had given her, having dashed off at the end of their session into another room. It was a sheet of paper. Gordy had thought nothing of it at the time, but now she removed it from her pocket, and unfolded it.

She saw the words, Stages of Grief, and beneath them, a simple diagram, like a valley, starting on the right with Loss and Hurt, dropping to the bottom of the valley then back up again to Loss Adjustment. Her eyes fell down the left side of the valley too easily, as she tumbled through shock and numbness and denial, banged into emotional outbursts and then anger, smashed herself to pieces on fear and searching and disorganisation, until finally she came to a stop, slowing down through panic and guilt, to lie in loneliness and isolation and depression.

Gordy stared at the sheet of paper for a long, long time. She felt all of those things all at once, and could see no way to ever crawl up the other side, out of the valley. Looking at it, reading what it comprised, almost terrified her more than where she was in her life right now. How could she have new strengths, new relationships, hope? Because if she did, then that meant she was leaving Anna behind, and she didn’t want to, not yet … not yet.

Later, with her day behind her, the memory of the chocolate cake as much as the card-reading still vivid in her mind, and the sheet on grief back in a pocket, Gordy let herself into her flat. She marched down the hallway into the lounge, and stood in front of a pile of boxes.

‘Just the one,’ she said to herself. ‘That’s all. Just the one …’ She grabbed the box sitting on top of all the others, placed it on the floor in front of her sofa, and ripped it open.


TWO


Monday arrived with all the clamour and symphony of a damp firework dying in a muddy puddle on a dank November evening. Gordy had spent the weekend trying to unpack. She’d managed three boxes, but given up on the rest. All of it had proved too exhausting. Instead, she’d spent her time walking some of the thin lanes that stretched out from the village of Evercreech as though tying the tiny, quiet outpost to the landscape like guide ropes on a tent.

When the unpacking had become too much, she’d tried to watch television. That had only served to put her on edge, making her feel like she was wasting the day. And perhaps she was, but she didn’t need quiz shows and sitcom reruns to remind her.

The session with the card reader had been interesting. It had allowed her to talk through things a little, which she had never been all that good at, not really. Always better to put a brave face on it, and to help others, than to let others in and accept their help.

She had read the sheet on grief numerous times, even stuck it to the wall. It was a reminder that what she was going through was normal, that she shouldn’t be afraid. But she was, because sometimes—even last night—she would feel out of control. It was the tears that confused her the most, because she had never been a crier. Now though? Now, she could cry at any moment. There would be no reason, no trigger, they would just come, and with them would be the memories and that god-awful emptiness inside, echoing the sound of a voice she would never hear again.

The village of Evercreech, her new home, was just away from the main road, which connected the small market towns of Shepton Mallet and Castle Cary. Had Anna been there, she would have been starting her new role as the vicar at the local church. On a stroll, Gordy had to force herself to walk past the ancient place of worship.

Gordy had ventured through Shepton Mallet only briefly, having driven into the car park for the supermarket before quickly driving out again, a strange sense of panic gripping her at the idea of going inside. All those people, busy with their lives, and her in limbo, just drifting from one simple task to the next, not living really at all, just getting by.

The lanes around Evercreech were narrow things, lined with a mix of wall and greenery. Though the deeper into the rolling countryside Gordy ventured, she discovered the wilder and taller the hedges grew, and the walls were less apparent. Along one lane she decided to venture into the fields, and hopped over a wooden stile to stroll through a pasture. Soon, she was by a tiny stream, and for a while she had simply stood there, listening to it, remembering what the woman over in Glastonbury had said about being kind to herself.

When Sunday afternoon slipped into the evening, Gordy had done her best to make it last as long as she could, dreading as she was the next day, her first on the job. She managed to unpack another box, had gone for a walk, only to find the evening had fallen dark quicker than she had expected, and she’d been left to depend on the torch on her phone to find her way back. Not that navigating was difficult, or that she had wandered far, but she’d found another little footpath across some fields. The ground was sunk deep with holes from cattle she’d seen roaming there earlier in the day, but were thankfully now shut in somewhere. What with cows supposedly killing more people a year in the country than any other animal, she was in no mood to deal with their criminal bovine ways.

The rest of that evening she’d spent reading up on the notes about the team she’d be looking after, the detective chief inspector she’d be working under, and anything else that had come to hand or seemed relevant to the sender. Gordy had no doubt that life here would be quite different to how things had been up in the Dales, but in exactly what ways, she couldn’t rightly guess. Nor did she want to; she was trying to forget that life a little, to force herself to take on the challenge before her, but it was anything but easy. Caring about her new responsibilities, her team, the local community, seemed a big ask.

Forcing herself to go to bed, Gordy had pushed the window open to keep the room cool, then laid awake till past midnight, staring into the darkness, with half a mind to just get up, pack up, and sod off. Because in those moments, when the night crammed itself into her bedroom to suffocate her, she could think of nothing more than escaping, just running and running and running.

But to where? she thought. Because running would solve nothing, simply because she would always be there herself, wouldn’t she, at the end of any journey? The memories would follow, the thoughts and the questions and the pain. Something had kept her where she was, prevented her from jumping into her car and heading for the horizon. Somewhere out in the garden, a pigeon had cooed softly, and yet more tears had come, these gentle, and with barely a sob, as they had slipped down her face to dampen her pillow.
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Gordy’s new workplace was in the market town of Frome. She had pronounced that wrong immediately when she’d popped along to the small bakery in Evercreech to grab something for lunch, and ended up chatting to the woman at the checkout.

‘No, it’s not Frome as in Rome,’ she’d said, ‘it’s Frome as in room.’

‘Then why’s it spelt like that?’ Gordy had asked. ‘Should it no’ at the very least have two Os in it, instead of just the one?’

The woman had just shrugged.

‘I guess.’

Driving to Frome from Evercreech, Gordy had had two choices: to take either the main road, which would be faster and, she suspected, probably more stressful, or the back roads, which would be anything but fast, but would at least give her time to process what she was doing. And she really needed that time, because the only way she was ever going to arrive at her new job was to physically force herself to get in her car and go, when all she really wanted to do was lock the door, close the curtains, and hide. So, the back roads it was, and with a carrier bag holding a generously filled coronation chicken bap, a slice of coffee and walnut cake, crisps, and a drink, she hopped into her vehicle and headed out of Evercreech towards the village of Batcombe.

Though Evercreech sat on relatively flat ground, the fields around it like a vast patchwork rug cast upon the Earth, soon the roads rose steeply. More so than Gordy had expected, and the hedges on either side quickly blocked the view. At points, she felt as though she were driving along a tunnel lined with hedge and hoary old trees, with nettles and long grass hanging out into the lane to brush her wheels as she rolled past.

Unsure of the road ahead, Gordy knew she was probably going slower than someone local to the area, but it hardly mattered. Even though Batcombe was only three miles from Evercreech, she ended up stuck behind three tractors on the way, one of which she’d had to do a double-take at, sure that it was being driven by a dog, only to see that the huge hound simply dwarfed its owner.

The sight of the dog actually made Gordy laugh, a sound that took her by surprise, and she found herself remembering the two dogs who had practically become members of the team in the Dales. One was a black Labrador called Smudge who belonged to Harry Grimm, the DCI who had moved to the Dales from this area a few years ago. The other was a Border Collie called Fly, who went everywhere with its owner Jim Metcalf, who was a PCSO and a farmer.

Gordy wouldn’t be getting herself a dog, despite so many people advising her that it would be a really good idea. She begged to differ, and strongly; yes, she was on her own, and so suddenly that the wrench of it still pierced her mind, but putting that on an animal just didn’t seem fair. Maybe one day, but for now, Gordy was set on getting used to being on her own, no matter how hard. If the thought of getting a dog seemed like a bad idea, then the thought of meeting someone else horrified her beyond all belief, because the Anna-shaped hole in her life bled freely still, and no one could stop it.

The road dipped sharply before rising steeply again. At a crossroads with zero visibility either way, Gordy eased forward, only to have the sound of a car horn blare at her, forcing her to slam on her brakes. A black Range Rover then flew past, at what speed she didn’t dare to even guess, and was gone before she even had a chance to register its passing. Amazingly, she managed to clock the numberplate. Maybe she’d ask someone to look into finding the owner and then pop round to have a word about the importance of driving safely and appropriately, rather than like some creature breaking free from Hell’s clutches.

Giving the crossroads another go, this time Gordy floored it, blasting out of the road she was on to dash across the one in front of her, and then up a small rise opposite onto another lane. This brought her to the top end of Batcombe. To her left she saw another ancient church, almost the twin of the one back in Evercreech, then a signpost to a pub, before she pushed on through the rest of the village.

Houses lined each side of the road as though facing each other off in some age-old staring competition. As she drove down the middle of the road, she was aware of expensive cars on either side, a good number of which were considerably outside her price bracket.

Though Gordy hadn’t visited many of the villages and towns in the area yet, she had already seen a marked difference between the ones in Somerset and those in the Dales. Both were popular destinations for tourists. She had a sense that Somerset was home to a considerably more varied population, made up not just of those who had lived there for their whole lives, but people who had moved to the area either for work, or because they had plenty of money and fancied living the country life. And who could blame them? she thought. Though nothing like the Dales, the area had a beauty to it.

Coming to what was nearing the end of the village, Gordy spotted the same Range Rover that had nearly slammed her into a hedge. Well, perhaps that was an exaggeration, but there had been no need for the driver to blast along the lane like they had.

She checked the clock, knew she’d given herself plenty of leeway to get to the station without having to rush, and decided that there was no time like the present to throw herself into the new job. Yes, she was a detective inspector, and yes, there were probably other things to concern herself with right now, but if she just drove on and said nothing, it would bug her for the rest of the day. Even more so if the idiot at the wheel ended up having a prang, injuring someone, or worse.

Slowing down, Gordy pulled up in front of the Range Rover.


THREE


Before Gordy even had a chance to turn off the engine and unclip her seatbelt, her ears were witness to one of the loudest car horns she’d ever heard. It came again, twice more, but she ignored it, opened her door, and climbed out.

The driver wasn’t entirely visible, the bright light of the morning reflecting harshly off the windscreen.

The horn came again, and Gordy wondered if the driver hadn’t yet clocked her uniform; it was her first day, after all, and it was always sensible to make a good impression. Just because she had ‘detective’ in her job title didn’t mean she got to race around the streets in jeans and a hoodie, lobbing criminals across the bonnet of her car and yelling, ‘You’re nicked, son!’

More was the pity, Gordy thought, because that was something she’d never done, and had always wondered what it felt like. Ridiculous was the only word that sprung immediately to mind, because she had never been able to see herself as that kind of detective.

Though, right then, with how she was feeling, that kind of activity might serve as good therapy. For a moment she dared to play out a scenario in her mind where the driver jumped out and attacked her, giving her no choice but to defend herself, and violently.

Gordy walked up to the Range Rover, then along to the driver’s door. The window, darkly tinted and hiding the driver from view, was still up, so she rapped a knuckle against the glass.

The window didn’t so much disappear into the door as get sucked down into it.

‘Good morning,’ Gordy said, her voice bright, and her smile not even forced. She’d been stressed beyond belief about this day, but now that she was all dressed up in her finery—she knew that was over-selling it, but she didn’t really care—she found herself relaxing into the role she’d inhabited for decades. It was rather comfortable. She wasn’t happy, not by a long shot, but this was a character she knew how to play, so that’s exactly what she did.

The driver was a woman aged anything from thirty to fifty, and Gordy wouldn’t have dared hazard a guess. She was confused as to whether it was due to the heavy makeup, a nip and tuck, a very healthy diet that no doubt comprised mainly kale and pine nuts, or a terrifying combination of all three.

The woman’s hair, black enough to shine with the very faintest hint of blue, was pulled back into a ponytail, a pair of oversized and no doubt expensive sunglasses were perched on her tiny, perfect nose, and she was, from the little Gordy could see, wearing what would best be described as activewear.

Gordy, to put it bluntly, hated activewear. That it had become some kind of strange fashion statement baffled her. Yes, by all means, wear it while active, or when coming or going to some kind of fitness activity, but for the love of God, don’t just go wearing it as a replacement for a T-shirt and jeans. But then, maybe the woman was doing exactly that, so Gordy did her best to not judge, not yet.

‘I’m in a hurry,’ the woman said, not turning to look at Gordy. Her accent was of no fixed abode, as though its edges had been eroded on purpose to allow it to fit in anywhere. ‘I had to drop something off and—’

‘So I gather,’ said Gordy, her expression passive. ‘You passed me a few minutes ago. Going at quite a pace, too, I must say.’

‘Well, it’s rather hard to hurry somewhere if you go slowly, don’t you think? Kind of defeats the object.’

The woman then cocked her head forward and to one side just enough to allow her to look at Gordy over the top of her sunglasses, a gesture that in Gordy’s current heightened state made her want to reach in, rip them from her face, and crush them underfoot.

‘I think it’s always best to make sure you give yourself plenty of time to get to where you’re going, so that you don’t have to rush in the first place. And even if you do have to rush, it’s best not to, just in case. Because we all make mistakes, little errors, if we’re no’ thinking straight, don’t we?’

Gordy watched her reply settle on the woman’s face and turn from a look of mild condescension into an expression of wild irritation.

‘Well, that’s okay for you, I’m sure,’ the woman snapped back. ‘But some people—me, for example—rarely have plenty of time just sloshing about in the footwell of our car for us to dip into whenever we want, do we?’

Another voice, considerably younger and very tired, joined in the conversation from the darkness hiding in the back of the vehicle.

‘Mummy, why are you talking to that woman?’

Gordy peered inside the Range Rover and saw, sitting behind the woman, a boy, maybe eight or nine years old.

‘Don’t worry,’ the woman said. ‘We’ll be at school soon.’

‘This is the school run, then?’ Gordy asked, annoyance now turning to anger, because this woman had risked not just her own safety, but that of a child. ‘And where would that be, if I wanted to find it?’

‘Somewhere over there,’ the woman said, waving a hand at nothing in particular. ‘I don’t know. I just follow the satnav.’

Gordy waved at the boy. He smiled and waved back.

‘I don’t want to go to school,’ he said, looking at Gordy. ‘We have to do hockey. The last time we played I got hit really hard on the ankle by Albie and he thought it was funny, but it wasn’t, and he never said sorry, so I hit him back, and we got in dead big trouble, but it wasn’t my fault, and that’s not fair.’

‘Well, you have to go to school,’ the woman said, then turned to face Gordy. ‘Will there be anything else?’

Gordy gave that question a fair amount of silence at first, to keep herself calm, but to also pile on the pressure a little.

‘Just a wee word of advice,’ she said eventually, leaning in close and lowering her voice. ‘Ease up a bit, okay? You’re carrying precious cargo back there, aren’t you? And that’s more valuable than any appointment, any deadline, any meeting you can think of, believe you me.’

‘Well, of course he is,’ the woman replied. ‘And I don’t like what you’re suggesting at all.’

Gordy narrowed her eyes.

‘And I don’t like people driving like idiots and putting not only their own lives in danger, but the lives of others, too. That makes me angry, and when I get angry, I tend to keep an eye on those people a little more closely than others, you hear me?’

Shock lit up the other woman’s eyes like fireworks.

‘What? You can’t spy on me! That’s … Well, it’s an infringement of my rights!’

‘Mummy, what’s precious cargo?’ the boy asked from the back of the vehicle.

‘Nothing,’ the woman said, her eyes still on Gordy. Then she said, ‘I don’t appreciate being told how to run my life.’

‘And I don’t appreciate turning up at vehicle collisions wondering what I’m going to find,’ Gordy replied.

‘But I didn’t hit you! I didn’t crash! What are you talking about?’

Gordy stepped back from the vehicle.

‘Hopefully, I won’t be seeing you again,’ she said.

‘You know, I didn’t move all the way out here from London to be hassled by the police.’

‘Then, what a relief it must be to know that you’re no’ being hassled at all, merely graciously advised on how to improve your driving.’ Gordy tapped her cap badge. ‘Here to serve, you see; to make sure people such as yourself arrive at their destination safe and sound. And it’s been a pleasure to have helped.’

‘A pleasure? But … I mean … What?’

Gordy went to head back to her own vehicle, but turned one last time to face the woman.

‘One last thing,’ she said, leaning in close enough that her head was now inside the vehicle. ‘Try to stop thinking about everything as your right. It’s a little bugbear of mine, you see, and it puts me on edge. Instead, why don’t you focus on your responsibilities; you’ll be surprised, not just by how differently you’ll live, but how much happier you might be. Now, you get on and have yourself a good day, ma’am.’

Gordy gave the woman a tip of her hat, turned on her heels, and headed back to her own vehicle. She stood and watched as the woman started her engine and pulled out slowly into the road, almost resurfacing it with her caution, so thickly was it laid on.

Well, thought Gordy, climbing back into her own vehicle, that was certainly an interesting start to the day. In the Dales, she’d have more likely been stopped by an overheating campervan or a trailer with a snapped axle, rather than someone racing to the school run.

Quickly pushing the event to the back of her mind, Gordy continued on her way, leaving Batcombe by driving along a road once again lined with trees and hedgerow.

As the road rose in front of her, what struck her was just how green everything was. The Dales was green, of course it was, but there was a haunting bleakness to the place as well. It was a landscape of moorland and field, scarred with the bone-grey of drystone walls, and dotted here and there by clusters of trees, which huddled and bent together against the wind, as though whispering to each other their own ancient memories of when the place had been covered in woodland, and leaf and bower and dappled shadow had been the paintbrush of the sky.

But in Somerset, there seemed to be nothing but trees. Wherever she looked, the horizon was a broken by treeline after treeline, lanes were hung in deep shadow beneath branch and bough, and the borders and corners of field and pastureland seemed to be but the gathering places of ancient woody dwellers of copse and grove, their twisted, knotted trunks ever reaching for the sky.

At long last, the twisting lanes finally gave way to the main road, and swinging right at a roundabout, she joined a snake of urgent traffic. A few minutes later, the market town of Frome welcomed Gordy, and after navigating two more roundabouts, she was soon in a small industrial estate which housed a supermarket, a garden centre and a fast-food restaurant, as well as various other industrial units. They all stretched along a lane that rumbled to the drone of trucks and vans dodging parked vehicles and each other. What Frome itself looked like, what treasures it held, would have to wait. Gordy just hoped that it was a darn sight prettier and more inviting than the car park she was pulling into, and didn’t smell so much of French fries.

Gordy parked up next to a handful of incident response vehicles, switched off the engine, then sucked in a deep breath, and exhaled slowly.

‘Here we go, then,’ she muttered, opened her door, and climbing out, took her first tentative steps into her first day. And each one felt like she was wading through wet tar.


FOUR


As buildings went, the station had about as much charm as a pizza chain restaurant, but without the birthday party balloons and all-you-can-eat lunchtime menu. Not that Gordy expected charm by any means, she knew she had been spoiled by where she had worked before, but it was hard to be anything other than a little disappointed.

Modern, industrial buildings made sense as far as costs were concerned, but there was no romance to them, no sense of being a part of the history of the area. Knowing it was too much to ask, Gordy forced an approachable, relaxed smile onto her face as she pushed through the main door and found herself in a reception area designed by someone who had been good with straight lines and very little else.

Walking past a handful of stackable chairs, the legs of some bent enough to give the disturbing impression they’d made a few attempts at escaping and failed in the task, she approached the front desk and rang the bell. It rattled with the buzz of a weary wasp trapped in a jar.

A door opened in a far wall and an Asian man with the most extraordinary white beard approached.

‘Hello.’ He smiled. ‘And welcome to the Hut.’

Gordy looked around her, once again taking in the building.

‘Hut? I mean, I know it’s fairly functional, but to call it that seems a bit unfair.’

‘It’s not unfair at all,’ said the man. ‘Used to be a Pizza Hut before the old police station was knocked down to make way for housing and we moved in here instead. Detective Inspector Gordanian Haig, correct?’

‘What gave it away?’ Gordy asked, smiling to herself about her initial impressions of the building and just how accurate they had been.

‘This,’ the man said, and from beside him on the desk, he flipped over a sheet of paper.

On it, Gordy saw her own face staring back, beneath which was typed her name and rank and various other bits of official information.

‘Ah.’

‘That, and the uniform, obviously,’ the man smiled. ‘I’m Vivek Ramesh, the receptionist. Not the sexiest of job titles, I know, but I’ve never been one to attach someone’s worth to the badge they wear.’

Vivek held out his hand, and Gordy shook it. The gesture was warm and welcoming, the grip firm, but not crushing. Gentle hands, but strong, Gordy thought, wondering if that was a summing up of the man’s character as well. His voice and smile certainly gave that impression. A good start to the day, she thought, and welcome.

‘I know it says Gordanian on that sheet of paper,’ she said, ‘but please, call me Gordy.’

Vivek raised an eyebrow.

‘Why? Gordanian’s your name, isn’t it?’

‘Just sounds so official. Four syllables … It’s a bit of a mouthful, isn’t it?’

‘Gordy it is, then,’ said Vivek. ‘Now, have you had breakfast?’

‘Pardon?’

Gordy was immediately reminded of a certain Detective Sergeant from the Dales, Matt Dinsdale, a man whose enthusiasm for food had introduced so many on the team to the importance of pies and cakes no matter the time of day.

Vivek said, ‘The smell of this place can play havoc with your mind, believe me; you get used to it, but every now and again, and especially if you turn up on an empty stomach, it’s all you can do to not start the day by rushing out to buy half a dozen hash browns.’

Gordy laughed.

‘And it always smells like this?’

‘It does,’ said Vivek. ‘And you didn’t answer the question.’

‘Yes, I’ve had breakfast,’ said Gordy, deciding against saying what, because she was fairly sure a double espresso that had made her eyes water, and a toasted slice of crust burned and covered in butter didn’t really count. ‘But I’m not sure it’s going to be enough to fight off that smell. And who doesn’t love a hash brown?’

‘Then what about a good, strong coffee to take your mind off rushing out to buy one?’ Vivek offered. ‘Come on, I’ll show you upstairs to your office. You’re first in, you know. Very keen.’

‘Good,’ Gordy said. ‘Gives me a chance to settle in.’

Vivek made his way out of reception by flipping up a hatch in the front desk, then led Gordy up some stairs to the first floor. He was smaller than she, and somewhat wider, but solid rather than soft and squishy. Or that was how he looked, anyway; it wasn’t as though Gordy was about to pull out a pen and give the man a prod just to check.

‘This way,’ Vivek said, and guided Gordy through a plain door which swung open with about as much enthusiasm as a teenager told to tidy their bedroom. The squeak from the hinges made Gordy wince. ‘Must oil that,’ Vivek added.

On the other side, desks were set out, all of them sporting in and out trays, computers, phones, piles of papers, and items that the various users had brought in to try and personalise the workspace. Photos mainly, but on closer inspection, Gordy saw that one desk had a small display of medals, and another a collection of Lego models.

‘Your office is just over there at the back,’ Vivek said, and Gordy followed him over to a small room with a large window looking out onto the car park, and beyond that, the roundabout and supermarket.

Traffic was shunting its way along the roads, and horns were being beeped by tired drivers who were already edgy on the first day of the week. She watched a large minibus pull up at a bus stop, noting that the lettering on the side was for a school. Smartly uniformed children climbed on board before the minibus went on its way once again. It reminded her of the woman she’d met earlier, and she wondered if the minibus was heading the same way, though at a considerably more sensible speed.

The small office Vivek had directed Gordy to was everything it should be and nothing it shouldn’t, with a desk and a computer, filing cabinets and shelves, and a small, circular table in the corner with a couple of chairs pushed under it. Every piece of furniture bore scars from being dragged around from room to room, perhaps even from building to building.

Gordy wondered if the scars she bore were as obvious, and made a mental note to keep her guard up. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to settle into things, and quickly. It was more that after everything she’d gone through recently, she wasn’t sure enough of herself to reveal more than only the bare minimum. It was safer that way. She would maintain a distance between herself and the team, the job, the area, and that way, perhaps, she would survive.

‘I’ll go get you that coffee, then.’ Vivek smiled. ‘Let you get settled in. How do you take it?’

‘Strong and black,’ Gordy said. ‘No sugar.’

‘I’ll be back in five.’

Left alone, Gordy stood for a moment breathing stale air. That she was there at all didn’t seem entirely real, as though she was instead captaining a Gordy-shaped ship, hiding behind her own eyes, steering her body, controlling the voice.

She opened the window a little to allow a breeze to huff its way in, regretting it immediately, as car fumes and fast food jostled for attention.

Walking around to the other side of the desk, she sat down and decided that a few personal touches would definitely make a difference to the room. The walls seemed to have been attacked by someone with a little too much grey and blue paint to use up. What those personal touches would be, she really wasn’t sure, because if it was photos, then of what, and of whom?

A collage of memories of Anna cascaded into Gordy’s mind, sucking the oxygen from her lungs, and cramping her stomach to the point where she nearly doubled over.

The door opened.

Welcoming the distraction, Gordy looked up, expecting to see Vivek. Instead, what she was presented with was a slim woman about the same size as Vivek. She was wearing a deep blue trouser suit, a no-nonsense bob hairstyle, and an expression that told Gordy she had yet to decide on whether it was better to smile or look stern. The mix of both made it look like she was caught in a stuttering freeze frame, and Gordy felt for a moment as though she was in the presence of the living version of one of those live photographs she found so bloody annoying.

‘Good morning,’ the woman said, her voice clipped and professional, as she walked into the office.

Gordy rose to her feet as the woman came to stand in front of her desk and held out a hand. Gordy shook it, trying to ignore how tiny the hand was, like a child’s almost, the fingers so thin and fragile that for a moment she was reminded of breadsticks and just how easy they were to snap.

‘Detective Chief Inspector Ellen Allercott,’ the woman said, and Gordy noticed then a faint note of an accent that she recognised from Harry, that soft, lilting tone of the west country. But it was distant and fleeting, as though DCI Allercott was trying to keep it hidden. ‘I see you’re wearing your uniform.’

The statement came out strange, Gordy thought, sounding a little like it was laced with suspicion, though of what, she couldn’t guess.

‘First day and all that,’ Gordy said. ‘Always best to make a good impression, I think, don’t you? But tomorrow it’ll be holey jeans and baggy sweaters all the way, I promise.’

‘Well, I most certainly hope it won’t be.’ Allercott frowned.

Gordy said nothing for a moment, at first assuming that she was joking, then quickly realised she wasn’t. Not good.

‘So, tell me,’ Allercott said, ‘are you up to speed on everything for the month ahead at least?’

At least, Gordy thought, why would she add that? And she’d not heard anyone mutter the phrase up to speed in a very long time; it reeked of management speak from over a decade ago. Gordy had a pet hatred for such phrases and a memory made her smile; she had once informed a detective considerably younger than herself that if he said blue sky thinking one more time, she’d be happy to help him get as much as he could ever dream of by hoofing him one hard enough in the arse to send him into orbit.

‘Something funny?’

The question caught Gordy off guard.

‘Just thinking how friendly Vivek has already been,’ Gordy said, then quickly added, ‘I’ve a fair idea of what everyone is involved with, individually and as a team, and I’ll be spending a good amount of time with them out and about, getting to know them, the local community, that kind of thing. I think that’s the best way to be spending my first month here; help me get to know the place, the people, settle in.’

Allercott gave a serious nod. Gordy was already wondering if she had any other kind. She tried to place her age. She was definitely a good deal younger than herself, perhaps mid-thirties, but acted older.

‘Excellent,’ Allercott said. ‘Now, I’ve looked at some of the cases you’ve been involved with over the past while, and had another glance at your personal statement; you’re sure your experience up north will be of use here, correct?’

Gordy heard the inflection, ignored it.

‘Aye, I’m sure it will,’ she said.

Allercott turned on her heel, grabbed a chair from the small table in the corner, swung it around to face Gordy’s desk, then sat down.

Vivek entered the room.

‘Oh,’ he said, seeing Allercott and placing Gordy’s coffee in front of her. She was surprised to notice that it smelled very good, something she hadn’t been expecting at all.

‘Good morning, Ramesh,’ Allercott said, and Gordy noticed immediately how the DCI referred to the man by his surname. ‘I hope you’re not giving DI Haig the impression that all you do is make coffee.’

Gordy took a sip.

‘It’s very good coffee,’ she said, then smiled and added, ‘Thank you, Vivek.’

She knew that using the man’s first name was little more than her showing just the faintest glint of a blade drawn momentarily from its sheath, but it got Allercott’s attention. It wasn’t meant as a warning, just a demonstration of how Gordy liked to run things.

‘I was a barista in a past life,’ Vivek replied. ‘I refuse to serve something I wouldn’t drink myself.’

‘Everyone chips in a little each week, to make sure we’ve always a good supply of freshly roasted beans,’ said Allercott.

Gordy saw Vivek look at the DCI and widen his eyes briefly at her words. So, not exactly everyone then, she guessed.

‘Can I get you one?’ Vivek asked, stepping back towards the door, the question obviously aimed at Allercott.

Allercott shook her head.

‘No, I’m fine, thank you,’ she said. ‘Only popped in to introduce myself to our new Detective Inspector.’

Vivek left the office, sending Gordy a quick, warm smile as he closed the door.

Allercott said, ‘Now, I need to tell you that you won’t see me all that often.’

‘DCIs are busy people,’ Gordy replied.

‘They are, and I cover a large number of stations across the county, you see. Also, I generally work out of the central station in Bristol. Means I can really keep an eye on things, hear what’s going on, keep up to date on all the latest working practices, that kind of thing.’

Hearing that reminded Gordy of something, and she said, ‘Actually, I’m there tomorrow.’

‘You are? Why?’

Gordy noticed that Allercott sounded not just surprised but a little put out, though why she would be either she had no idea.

‘I’m meeting Detective Superintendent Firbank.’

Allercott’s eyes went momentarily wide, and Gordy felt for a moment as though she was being stared at by a very annoyed cow.

‘You are?’

‘I am.’

‘Oh.’

‘A DCI that I know well worked with her before moving north,’ Gordy explained.

‘And you’re off there tomorrow, then?’

‘I’m never one for hanging about.’

‘Clearly not.’

This whole conversation was both going nowhere and starting to get on Gordy’s nerves, but she maintained her calm composure and waited to see where it would all lead, if anywhere.

Allercott leaned forward.

‘Can I just say …’ Gordy watched the woman’s eyes flit from side to side as though she was attempting to find what it was that she was trying to say floating in the air around her. ‘… I’m, well, you know, very sorry about what happened. To your partner, I mean.’

‘Well, thank you,’ said Gordy, in no mood at all to talk about it. It also seemed to her that the words weren’t entirely genuine, said out of duty, rather than care.

‘To be honest, I’m rather surprised you decided to come at all,’ continued Allercott, shaking her head, almost as though she’d not heard Gordy’s reply. ‘Something like that is so difficult to deal with, isn’t it? Really impacts on you and for such a long time, too.’

‘If you’re worried that it will affect my work, I can assure you—’

Allercott waved her comment away.

‘Goodness, no, that’s not what I’m suggesting at all. I’m speaking from experience.’

Gordy waited, sure Allercott was going to say something else, and also sure that was exactly what she was suggesting. Who had she lost? Gordy sensed she wasn’t going to find out.

‘This line of work, it doesn’t mix well with external pressures, as I’m sure you know,’ Allercott said. ‘Well, of course you do.’ She paused, and Gordy saw a change come over the woman’s face, as she cocked her head to one side, and stared. ‘I think you’re going to do very well here, and I, for one, am very pleased that you made the brave decision to come, despite what you’ve been through. I can only respect that.’

That statement took Gordy back a little.

‘Oh, well … thank you?’ Gordy replied

‘I mean it,’ Allercott continued, leaning forward now, like a doctor with a patient. ‘And I would like to offer you something I do not do lightly or ever, actually.’

Gordy waited, waited some more, wondering what it was that her new DCI was going to offer.

‘I’m here for you,’ Allercott said. ‘By which I mean that if you need anything, just call, yes? Life here can be quite mundane sometimes, but I’m sure something exciting will come along soon enough. But if you have any problems, any issues, or just want to chat? Please, call me.’

She handed Gordy a card with a number on it.

‘I’m looking forward to working with you.’

‘And you,’ said Gordy, the card now in her hand.

Allercott stood up, giving Gordy a wide smile that her eyes seemed to be surprised at being asked to join, as though such a show of emotion was rare indeed.

‘I’m glad we had this chat.’

Gordy rose to her feet, wondering what it was they had actually chatted about, if anything at all. The offer of help, though, of support, and the phone number? That had caught her off guard and she wasn’t quite sure how seriously to take it. Not yet, anyway. It was early days.

‘Well, thank you for coming in,’ she said. ‘I’ll be sure to keep you up to date with things as I settle in.’

‘So long as you keep things running smoothly, keep me up to date, and call me as and when you need me, that’s all I ask,’ Allercott said. ‘The devil’s in the details, and all that, isn’t it? And I think the detail is probably what you excel at. You’re not one of those detectives who break down doors and chain-smokes their way through every investigation and interrogation.’

‘I don’t smoke.’

‘Exactly,’ said Allercott. ‘See? We’re going to get on wonderfully.’

Gordy replied with a non-committal ‘Mmm …’

Allercott moved to the door, then with one hand pulling it open, paused and said, ‘Oh, and one word of advice before I go …’

Gordy waited, expecting some gem of wisdom from someone who, though younger than her by enough years to wear fewer lines around her eyes, was still her senior officer.

Allercott leaned forward, lifted a finger, and when she spoke, her voice was softer, not far from a whisper, but loud enough to hear.

‘Source your own stationery.’

Gordy narrowed her eyes, not quite sure she had heard correctly.

‘Did you just say my own stationery?’

‘Yes,’ said Allercott, with such pointed finality that Gordy could tell that to her, this was vital information which she was imparting. ‘There’s never enough, you see, in the cupboard, and it’s always a mess, and when you do find what you want, it’s never any good, or it’s broken, or dried up; just a few biros, a broken stapler, creased paper for your printer, you know what I mean. Very disappointing.’

‘I can see how it would be.’

‘There’s a lovely little art shop in town, plenty of choice there,’ Allercott said. ‘My suggestion is that you pop in after work and stock up. Oh, and make sure you keep it all locked away; there are more thieves in the police than in prison, I’m sure!’

Allercott then laughed, as though what she’d just said was the funniest thing in the world.

Gordy, somewhat baffled, couldn’t bring herself to join in with the jocularity, and watched, as without another word said, not even a goodbye, Allercott left her office, humming to herself as she went.

Gordy thought she recognised the tune, but then Vivek popped his head around the door, and she lost it.

‘You probably won’t see her again for a month or two.’

‘She mentioned an art shop.’

‘She does love a good pen. Not that she’ll ever let you borrow it. Very protective about her pens, she is.’

‘Not the pep-talk I was expecting, if I’m honest. It was an odd mix. Sort of like she was keeping me at arm’s length, while also trying to reach out and give me a hug. I’m a little confused.’

‘As well you should be.’ Vivek frowned. ‘Allercott doesn’t hug. That’s very out of character. Wonder if she’s ill.’

‘I didn’t say she actually hugged me,’ said Gordy, clarifying things, ‘but she did try to be supportive, said I could ring her if I ever needed to, that kind of thing.’

‘Are we talking about the same DCI?’

‘I think so,’ said Gordy.

Vivek didn’t look so sure. He nodded out into the main area of the building.

‘The rest of the team are here, by the way, if you’re ready to meet them?’

Despite feeling even more on edge about what she was doing than she had been even that morning, thanks to Allercott’s odd manner and strange approach to welcoming her to the new position, Gordy said, ‘I am.’

‘There might even be biscuits,’ Vivek added, and with that temptation, Gordy followed him out of her office and into the main room.


FIVE


‘What do you mean, you like cider, but you don’t like scrumpy? They’re the same thing!’

‘Wensleydale’s a place? I thought it was a cheese?’

‘Cheddar’s a cheese and a place.’

‘So’s Stilton.’

‘Cider and scrumpy aren’t the same thing at all. Well, they are, it’s just that one’s fizzy and everyone likes it, and the other has bits that float in it, and it makes you fall over really quickly. Oh, and it can smell a bit, well, farmy …’

‘Good point. Fizzy cider from a service station has nothing on the kind of stuff you can get at Wilkin’s farm; that’s nectar, that is.’

‘Still farmy, though, just in a good way.’

‘You said something about somewhere called Hawes; where’s that to, then?’

Within minutes of meeting the team, Gordy was already reeling from the full-frontal assault of questions, none of which were about her police background, or coming at her in any semblance of order.

‘It’s not so much that I don’t like scrumpy,’ Gordy said, trying to bat away some of the queries by answering the one from the PCSO supervisor, Jack Hill. ‘More that I just haven’t really ever drank it. I’m not even sure you can really get it up north. Pretty sure I’ve never seen it.’

Jack was late thirties, Gordy guessed, wore his hair razor short, and was carrying earphones around his neck. Not modern ones, though, Gordy noticed, and neither was what they were plugged into; a bona fide nineteen-eighties Sony Walkman.

‘Well, I’m sure we can rectify that easily enough and get you some of the proper stuff as a welcome to Somerset present.’

That was from the detective sergeant, Patti Matondo, a black woman in her early thirties, with a soft Welsh accent.

‘I wasn’t really aware there was such a thing as proper stuff,’ Gordy said.

At this, Patti’s eyes went wide and her jaw fell open.

Gordy went to speak, but Peter Knight, the detective constable, got there first. He was in his mid-twenties and had fashionably spiky black hair that looked more like a dangerous weapon than a hairstyle.

‘Anyway, this Hawes place,’ he said. ‘Where’s that—’

Gordy held up a hand to quell the storm of questions throwing itself at her with wild abandon.

‘First,’ she said, ‘I know you’ve all just told me your names, but I’ll be honest, they’ve no’ stuck in my head at all, sort of just gone in one ear and fallen out the other and onto the carpet. And looking at the state of the carpet, I don’t fancy getting on my knees to try and pick them up. So, can we start again?’

For the next while, Gordy did her best to look and sound interested in what everyone was saying, allowing her professional side to take over, and wearing it as a shield almost. She knew she was supposed to care, to really be in the moment, what with it being the first day of a new job, and these being the people she would be working with for a long time to come, but she was finding it beyond difficult, and the conversation drifted on, with her taking part, yet simultaneously forgetting everything almost as soon as it was said.

She was again wearing the disguise of DI Haig, stepping into character just enough to keep people happy but at arm’s length, but inside, she was, even then, sitting in a corner, crying.

‘Well, that’s agreed, then,’ said Patti, with a clap of her hands so loud it was like the crack of a rifle shot.

‘Certainly sounds like it,’ said Gordy, realising she had no idea what was agreed on at all, so focusing on the sergeant she added, ‘Over to you, then?’

‘Actually, today you’ll be with PCSO Hill,’ Patti said, nodding at Jack. ‘No one knows the area better. I mean, we’re all local-ish, but Jack’s born and bred, and I think it would be a good idea for you to just head out with him today, have a look around, meet some of the other PCSOs as well if you can. If that’s okay? You’re the boss, so if—’

‘Sounds perfect,’ said Gordy.

She was sure she’d had other things planned for the day, really important detective inspector things, a whole list in a notebook somewhere, but when she glanced away from the team to see the dark shadows of her new office, she shuddered. She wasn’t quite ready for that yet, for sitting in a small, grey room at a tired desk and starting on goodness knew what. No, this was definitely a much better use of her time, she thought, and turned to Jack with a smile she hoped looked convincing, because on her side of it, she could feel the muscles resisting, her eyes not getting in on the act quick enough.

‘Looks like I’m in your hands,’ she said, then noticed that Jack was now holding a silvery, palm-sized box and was busy switching his headphones over from the Walkman.

‘MiniDisc player,’ Jack said. ‘Such a great format.’

‘Yes, wasn’t it?’ said Gordy, having absolutely nothing else to offer to the conversation.

‘It was expensive, but it was brilliant,’ Jack continued. ‘Better than tape, better than CD. It should have never died. But that’s often the way with things, isn’t it? The good stuff just doesn’t make it.’

Though Jack had no idea of the impact of what he had just said, Gordy felt it and stumbled a little, grabbing the edge of a desk quick enough to stop herself from falling.

‘You okay, there?’ Jack asked, reaching a hand out to rest it on Gordy’s arm.

‘What? Oh, aye, I’m fine,’ Gordy said. ‘You know how it is on your first day; not enough sleep, you don’t eat enough for breakfast.’

‘That I do,’ said Jack. ‘You okay to head off? We can wait?’

‘No, I’m good,’ Gordy lied, forcing her mind to bury deep the memories of Anna, which had resurfaced uninvited.

A few minutes later, Gordy was sitting beside Jack in a very clean and shiny incident response vehicle. A pair of furry dice hung from the mirror.

‘We’ll do Frome first,’ Jack said. ‘Give you a bit of a guided tour, wave to Paul, then head off somewhere else. You’re over in Evercreech, right?’

Gordy gave a nod, and asked, ‘Paul?’

‘PCSO Edwards,’ said Jack. ‘The world’s most unflappable man.’

Heading into Frome, Gordy tried to sound interested in everything Jack was saying. He pointed out various points of interest, from Gentle Street, which he seemed to regard as the most used film location in the world, ‘Because of all those costume dramas we do,’ to Cheap Street, a narrow lane where the flagstones were cut from top to bottom by a thin sliver of flowing water fed from a spring at the church it sat beneath.

Pubs featured fairly heavily, with particular emphasis on The Lamb and Fountain, which was historically important, sold proper cider, and hadn’t been redecorated since the fifties; Gordy wasn’t sure how all of those things together made the place sound good or worthy of a visit.

As for PCSO Edwards, Jack spotted him outside the Cheese and Grain, a venue used for everything from flea markets to stopover gigs for big names on their way to Glastonbury.

‘Paul McCartney played here recently,’ he said, as they climbed out of the car to meet Paul.

‘Really?’ Gordy said, finding that very hard to believe.

Jack took out his phone as the PCSO approached and a moment later was showing her photos.

‘I was lucky enough to get a ticket,’ he said, and there on the screen of Jack’s phone was indeed none other than Sir McCartney himself.

Paul introduced himself, shaking Gordy’s hand warmly.

‘He’s not talking about record fairs, is he?’ he said.

‘Not yet, no,’ said Gordy, remembering that one of her team in the Dales, Constable Jadyn Okri, had a similar interest. Not that he talked about it much, wrapped up as he was now in his blossoming relationship with Detective Constable Jenny Blades. The thoughts of her old team made her smile, and she found herself wondering just why the hell she’d gone ahead with this move at all. She had kind of just let it happen, lacking the energy or the brain space to do anything to change the direction her life was taking. She wondered if it was a decision she would regret.

‘Give it time.’

‘It’s the best format, and you know it,’ said Jack.

Paul took out his phone.

‘See this? I’ve got thousands of albums on it, and it just fits in my pocket. Why would I need to fill my house with plastic discs? Makes no sense at all.’

For the next few minutes, Gordy listened to Paul and Jack argue about the pros and cons of various music formats, and really didn’t have the energy to interupt.

Once they were done, and Paul had given Gordy a quick run-through of what things were like in the town, what the main issues they were dealing with were, and where the best coffee could be found, she was back in Jack’s car and heading deeper into Somerset.

‘We’ll not take the main road,’ Jack explained, taking them away from the centre and threading them instead through various streets lined with old houses and endless lines of parked cars. ‘Can’t see a place if you only take the fastest route, can you?’

Considering how young Jack was, that struck Gordy as incredibly wise, especially as, moments later, they burst out of Frome and down a steep hill into a world that seemed pulled out of history.

Gordy had driven around the area a little, but as she stared out of the window at the sea of green before her, she realised that most of her journeys had been by those faster routes. That morning had really been the only time she’d strayed from the more direct routes, and she’d been struck then by how green everything was, the trees, the lanes lined with hedgerows. And once again, it was the lushness of the area that grabbed her and refused to let go. She wasn’t in the right mood to start liking the place, but as it drifted by her window, there was little she could do but stare in wonder.

Wherever she looked, trees danced along the edges of fields, holding onto each other with outstretched branches like hands. Woodlands tumbled down the sides of low rolling hills, as though only just managing to stop themselves from falling into the fields at their feet, like toddlers teetering on the edge of a giant puddle.

The road rose again, its high sides of bush and grass eventually dropping enough to afford Gordy a view of the way ahead.

‘And this is Nunney,’ Jack said as they rounded a corner and came to a village. ‘Properly old place, this. We won’t stop, as there’s plenty of other places I’ve to take you to, but it’s worth a look when you get a chance.’

Gordy was about to ask why, when the very obvious reason loomed ahead of them.

‘That’s a castle,’ she said.

‘It is, indeed,’ said Jack. ‘Nunney’s a pretty little village, isn’t it? But to have that huge thing standing over it really sets it apart. It even has a moat.’

Jack slowed down, and Gordy was able to take the place in. She was astonished. Though clearly a ruin, it was still very much a castle, and an imposing one, too. With towers at its corners, and high walls with windows that must have seen and witnessed so much, there was enough presence about the place, even from the comfort of a car, to be a little unnerved by it. It was as though, buried deep in its walls and foundations there were dark secrets long forgotten.

‘That must bring in a fair bit of money,’ she said, staring at the broken towers of the structure, which grinned down at her like the smashed teeth of a brawler.

‘What? No,’ said Jack. ‘It’s free. Worth popping over when you get a chance, maybe at the weekend or something. And the George is a decent pub, as well.’

He pointed ahead and Gordy saw where Jack was talking about, its sign hanging from a metal beam spanning the road.

‘Nice way to hang that,’ she said.

‘Hanging being the key word there,’ said Jack. ‘Used to be a courthouse for travelling judges, and that beam was where they despatched the condemned.’

Gordy turned in disbelief, expecting to see a smirk on Jack’s face. She was the new kid in town, so she fully expected to have her leg pulled a few times as she settled in.

She saw no sign of the expected smirk.

‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’

‘No reason not to be.’

Leaving Nunney, Gordy made a mental note to visit again, and soon. Though, she wasn’t too sure about having a drink in view of a gibbet that had taken the last gasps of goodness knew how many. But the castle intrigued her. Not that she was some mad history buff or anything, but sometimes just soaking up the atmosphere of a place so very old could do your soul good. And if there was something her soul needed, it was that.

From Nunney, Jack took a twisting, turning route, through numerous villages, all hung along the lanes and roads like bunting on a line. Names of places whizzed past as Jack gave her a whistle-stop tour, pointing out woods to walk in, pubs to drink in, while also pulling over when necessary to meet another PCSO.

By the end of the day, when they rolled back into the car park at the station in Frome, Gordy’s mind was full of people and places and the names they carried. She’d met four more PCSOs, and couldn’t remember the names of any of them. For that reason, she’d sensibly jotted them all down in her little notebook, alongside something she’d noticed about them that would help her remember who they were when they next met. Whether it worked or not, she would just have to see.

‘Thank you, Jack,’ Gordy said, climbing out.

‘You know, you’re different to our last DI,’ Jack said, as he climbed out as well, locking the vehicle behind them.

‘Being Scottish,’ said Gordy.

Jack shook his head.

‘No, it’s not that,’ he said. ‘You use first names. Spotted that right away. DI Matthews was always a rank- and surnames-only kind of man. DCI Allercott is the same. Though with her, I’m not sure she actually even knows our first names in the first place, like she’s just not bothered to learn them, because to do so would be an inefficient use of her time, or something like that, anyway.’

‘Didn’t realise,’ said Gordy, though she very much did, and was pleased it had been picked up on. ‘Should I no’ do it, then? Is that what you’re saying?’

‘Not in the slightest,’ Jack replied.

‘You’re sure? I mean, if it’s something Allercott doesn’t like, then …’

‘She’s never around enough to notice,’ Jack laughed. ‘Today’s probably the first and last time you’ll see her for months. Well, unless something big comes up, then she’ll swoop in with her vast array of pens to make lots of notes, before disappearing again, but somehow claiming responsibility for all the good stuff.’

Gordy laughed, even though she had a feeling she probably shouldn’t have, out of respect for someone of a higher rank.

Heading into the building to grab what she’d left in the office, Gordy was soon back outside and in her own vehicle. The day had been good, enjoyable even, and it had helped her to forget for a moment the deep ache inside. Now, though, as she eased the key into the ignition, the ache began to throb once again. Starting the engine, she tried to ignore it, but it just came back worse, and by the time she had eased herself out onto the road, all she could feel was a creeping dread of heading home.

The drive back to Evercreech took forever, and yet seemed over in moments, as though time and distance had conspired to concertina and deposit Gordy outside her house, confused and disorientated.

The walk back to her flat echoed with the sound of her footsteps, and all Gordy could think about was how she missed Anna’s, which had, not so long ago, walked beside her.

When the grey evening became night, and after a microwave bolognaise that tasted of ash, Gordy headed to bed and begged the darkness to swallow her.


SIX


Bill Halliday was cold and damp and had no doubt in his mind at all that he reeked worse than a nest of rats. None of this was on purpose, but simply an unavoidable side effect of his current way of life, and that wasn’t something he’d chosen either. But life had a way of cutting the legs from under you, Bill thought, and for him, it had gone at them with gusto.

He felt sure that some nights the sound that woke him was of all the awful things that had happened to him happily gnawing on his bones, desperate to get to the marrow inside. And they were welcome to it. Not that he’d given up, not yet, but some days he wished he could fall asleep and never wake up, wondering sometimes if death was like being carried to your bedroom as a child, the bed warm, the darkness cosy, and the distant sound of family and friends below sending you to sleep.

Homelessness, Bill knew, was not a choice. To suggest otherwise was ignorance and arrogance all wrapped in a lovely, neat package he’d happily set fire to. It was not something he had decided to do on purpose. There had never been one marked day where he’d woken up and decided that a roof and a comfy bed to share with someone he loved, good food and being warm and maybe watching a bit of telly while drinking a beer from the fridge were just not for him.

At no point in his life had he determined to pack everything he needed into a rucksack and just head off into the wilds of England’s rubbish-strewn streets to sleep in shop doorways and under bridges and in cheap tents, if you were lucky. And if you weren’t? Well, he’d had plenty of kickings from drunk thugs, though a good number had soon realised they’d bitten off a little more than they had been expecting to chew. This was no romantic life, seeing the world by means of a knapsack and a wanderlust; it was a dark, damp, and unfriendly place, and he had, at times, done things to survive that he wasn’t proud of.

No. His way of life was definitely not a choice. It was something that had happened gradually over time, an odd sort of slumping through various small events, from days that he could still remember where his life had been mostly good, to right now, where it was anything but, and could best be described as an absolute crock of shit.

How he’d ended up in Somerset, Bill wasn’t entirely sure, but neither did he care. If he was going to be homeless, then the one thing he was going to do was use his lack of a fixed abode to see things a little. He’d seen enough of the world to know that wherever you went, you’d always end up meeting dickheads, so now his choice was to stay clear of the larger places, of cities and towns, and the absolute planks that seemed to live there, and stick to the countryside instead.

Bill had enough skills from his past life to enable him to survive in the wilds, so that was what he did. Generally, setting up a small shelter in a tiny woodland wouldn’t lead to your gear being kicked around and stamped on or nicked, or someone trying to hoof you one in the head with their Friday night specials.

The Army had been good, Bill thought, as he scurried through a small gate in a wall, and onto a gravel footpath that bowed to his left. It was a life he’d loved, not just for the friendships he had made, but for the things he’d got to do, what he’d learned. He was no John Rambo or Andy McNab, and had never wanted to be, but he’d been a decent squaddie, a good infantryman, and a damned fine shot, which had helped in a few situations, that was for sure.

The memory of just such a situation had Bill laughing as he continued his way along the path, before taking a right across a small bridge. Ahead of him a huge shadow loomed, cut through with occasional blades of moonlight, their razor edges glistening with a thin mist catching the air like the gossamer sails of a ghost ship dancing through the waves.

Why he was laughing, he wasn’t entirely sure, especially considering the brutality and awfulness of the memory which had floated to the surface, though that had always been the way, as far as he could remember; the worse the situation, the more uncomfortable and unpleasant and dangerous, the more important it was to try and see the funny side.

A vast shadow swallowed Bill as he stepped into the place where he would spend the night, out of the wind and hopefully out of the rain if he picked his spot right. He stood for a moment, enjoying the stillness. Something flitted by his head, and he recognised it as a bat, the soft flutter of its leathery wings barely noticeable in the air.

He heard the solemn, sorrowful hoot of an owl, chased by the high-pitched yap of a skulk of foxes racing each other somewhere far off. Bill hoped he wouldn’t be bothered by them tonight. Generally, foxes in the countryside were more wary of humans and would stay away, though he’d had plenty come up for a sniff. In the city, though, they were confident, brave, brazen. He’d lost precious provisions he’d taken from large bins at the backs of restaurants to the hungry bellies of too many foxes. Not that he begrudged them the forage; they, like he was himself, were simply trying to survive, and he had to respect that.

Finding a sheltered corner against a wall, Bill kneeled on the ground before laying out his bedroll. It provided little comfort, but insulated him just enough to make sure he didn’t freeze to death. Next was the sleeping bag, which was protected from the elements by a waterproof, breathable bivi bag.

Bill sometimes wondered if passersby looked at him as though he was too well prepared, almost as though, because he was homeless, he wasn’t allowed to have good kit. But it wasn’t just the memories he had from the Army, he’d also kept his gear, and it had saved his life too many times to mention. He’d not just heard tales, but known people who had been frozen in the night and never woken up. He wasn’t about to let that happen, which was why he also stayed away from drink.

There were other reasons. Alcohol had caused him enough problems in the past to make him decide one day that he wasn’t going to use it as a crutch anymore. He had grown tired of how easy it was to pop the cork, sink the drink, feel the buzz, then wake up worse than ever. Not with a hangover, because he’d drunk so much over the years that they were a thing of the past. It was the way the booze hit his mood, turned a magnifying glass on the worst bits of his life, turning into a spiral. A helter-skelter to hell he’d chosen to ride so often and for what, just so he could drown out the noise it had caused in the first place? So, that had gone, and he didn’t miss it.

His only vice now was a cheap, wooden pipe he carried close to his chest, and the small amount of tobacco he dipped into now and again, if only to help still his mind, and to take away the stale stink of his own life.

With his bed set up, Bill set to with a little camp stove and soon had some water boiling. Into it, he poured some pasta. The sauce would be margarine and some extra salt, with a few chunks of cheese and some cut-up sticks of spicy meat, all things he’d bought with the takings of the worst part of how he now lived; sitting in a doorway with a cup and a piece of cardboard, on which he had written, ever so politely, just enough to tell people who he was, what he was, and to thank them for their time and their spare change, however small.

Once the pasta was done, and the other ingredients were mixed in, he took his most treasured item from a jacket pocket: a bottle of Tabasco sauce. He dotted the food with a few precious drops of the red spice. That was another echo of his soldiering days; Tabasco went on everything. You went into the badlands carrying that as preciously as you did the rounds for your rifle.

Leaning against a wall, Bill tucked into his food, his mind drifting back and back and back, and for a while it seemed to him as though he was walking through a jungle, his memories hanging from branches like vines, and with each one he brushed into, another moment in time would present itself. Soon he had to force himself to stop remembering, and he raced out of that tangle of thoughts, though they tried their hardest to snag at him and trip him and trap him, to remind him of the things that had gone wrong.

Tears stung Bill’s cheeks, and he just allowed them to fall, because he knew there was little point in stopping them. He tasted them in the last few mouthfuls of the pasta, an additional seasoning of pain.

Diligently, he cleaned away his gear, wiping the single pan with a stale piece of bread, before giving it a rinse with water. Then it was time to get his head down and to let the night take him. First, though, he unwrapped a small cellophane package he kept in a tin with some rolling tobacco and cigarette papers. A few minutes later he was having a much-needed pull on a spliff. Nothing too strong, mainly because he had to make what he had last and last, but enough to take the edge off the day, and help him relax.

Sleep took a while, not because the ground was rough, or that he was cold, because he had become hardened to both things. It was his mind that kept him alert, refusing to switch off, despite the cannabis in his system, but eventually it and the fatigue won over, and he slept.

The nightmare that woke Bill some hours later left him short of breath and sweating. His heart was pounding and for a moment he had no idea where he was, just that the darkness around him had teeth.

Shivering, he sat up. He shook his head to dislodge whatever awful thing had entered his mind to wake him with the whining scream of missiles slamming around him in some dark, hellscape of war. When nothing came loose, he considered lying back down again, but he was so awake that instead he just fell comfortably into a habit from his soldiering days, which he depended on even now. If in doubt, have a brew.

Scrabbling through his pack, Bill soon had his stove out and lit, and on it rested a small pot of water. The bright orange and purple glow of the flame gave an illusion of warmth and comfort, and he held his hands over it to steal some of the heat.

Once boiling, he lobbed in a teabag and let it stew. Then he added some milk from a little sachet he’d snatched from a café, and let the golden-brown liquid do its work.

The deep, black pit of the dream that had ripped him from slumber came back to him, gut-punching him hard enough to make him grab his stomach. Then the whine of the missile twisted itself into a tune, and he realised then that it wasn’t just the nightmare that had woken him, but the sound of someone whistling.

Grasping his steaming mug, Bill climbed out of his sleeping bag to go for a stroll in the moonlight. He knew all too well how the mind could take what it heard while he was asleep, and turn it into things which would then chase him into blood-soaked shadows, so he needed to calm his nerves by checking the area to make sure he was still alone, still safe.

It was then, as he wandered away from where he had slept, and out into the night itself, lifting the mug to his lips for a sip, that he saw it. A silhouette, standing still as a post, just outside of his camp.

The initial shock of seeing someone, not just so suddenly, but so close to where he had been asleep, made Bill almost spill his tea, but he calmed himself down by taking another sip.

The silhouette didn’t move. Bill felt sure that they must be aware of him, whoever they were.

‘Hello, there? Was that you I heard whistling?’

No movement, no reply.

‘Everything okay? Anything I can do to help?’

Still nothing.

‘I’m Bill. Just staying here for the night, that’s all. If there’s a problem, I can move on; don’t want to cause any trouble. That’s not what I’m about. Been long enough in this game to know to always take the path of least resistance, don’t draw attention.’

Bill waited, stared, took another sip, the steam warming his nose.

‘I’ll be gone in the morning,’ he said, now edging closer to whoever this was who had turned up in the middle of the night to freak him out, intentionally or not. ‘That’s only a few hours away, isn’t it?’

Bill was used to being diplomatic to save his skin. To make sure he was in one piece to face another day of the life he wasn’t exactly enjoying, but also didn’t yet value so poorly that he was willing to let go of quite yet.

Still nothing from the silhouette.

Bill took a gulp of tea, felt the liquid burn as it raced down his throat, and his diplomacy turned to annoyance, his anger suddenly a grenade with the pin out.

‘If you don’t want anything, then can I ask you to just bugger off?’ he said, noticing the grit in his voice now, remembering the trouble it had got him into before, so many times. ‘I’m not doing anyone any harm, am I? Just having a kip, that’s all. And I never leave a trace, always take my rubbish, because that’s how I was trained. But if you’ve got a problem with me, then why don’t you come over here and we can have a little chat? How does that sound?’

Bill took a couple of steps and saw that whoever they were, they were standing beside the small bridge he’d taken just a few hours ago. He wondered how long they had been there, just staring, but at what? It certainly hadn’t been him, had it, because he’d been hidden away, out of sight?

Bill’s annoyance mixed with his anger, a chemical reaction that had exploded too many times before, and caused damage he had never been able to repair.

‘The least you could do is bloody well say something!’ he said, his voice the vicious growl of a starved wolf cornering its prey. He stepped forward, closed the distance between himself and this absolute git trying to mess with his head. ‘How long have you been standing there? What the hell do you want? And just who the hell are—’

Bill’s voice caught in his throat, hooked as it was on the barbs of the vision now before him, one so bizarre, so horrifying, that at first, he couldn’t see how it was real.

The silhouette was that of a man, or so Bill assumed, though it was hard to be sure, all things considered. As for the individual’s age, Bill had no idea and certainly couldn’t guess, and not because of what the figure was wearing, the colour of their hair, or their wrinkles.

What it had more to do with, and what certainly drew Bill’s eye, was the huge metal spike which jutted out of the ground and thrust upwards through the figure’s body, its end bursting from their mouth to point at the sky. Even in the dark, Bill could see that what the figure was wearing glistened with a wetness he didn’t need to guess at. Teeth hung by strands of flesh against the body’s lips.

His tea forgotten, Bill ran across the bridge, down the path, through the little gate. He hammered on the door of the first house he came to, loud enough to wake the whole village. The living, as well as the dead.


SEVEN


Gordy was already awake when her phone rang, and had been for over an hour, thanks to a restless few hours in bed, courtesy of her mind refusing to give her the break she so desperately needed. The weeks since losing Anna had given her little rest, day or night, and she yearned to wake up feeling refreshed. But her mind seemed intent on continuing to harass her with a barrage of memories, and insisted most nights on firing them at her hard enough to scour her skin raw.

She had been about to get up and make a hot toddy, simply because there was little else more comforting in the early hours than a mug of hot water with whisky, honey, and lemon, and if she was feeling all fancy, a stick of cinnamon, as well. Tonight, she really wasn’t, mainly because the reality of her new life had, after her first day in the office, hit her hard.

The team had welcomed her. Allercott had seemed a little cold perhaps, but maybe that was just the way she dealt with her own authority. All in all, it had been interesting and enjoyable. But the taste of it was still like ash in her mouth and Gordy had been careful to not allow too much of who she was to shine through the cracks, afraid that if she did, her vulnerability would be front and centre and that was just too much.

Perhaps it was a good thing that the phone had caught her before she got her hands on the whisky. Not that she would’ve drunk a lot, but then again, there was that temptation, wasn’t there, to let the warmth of the liquid call her, and give her a moment of respite?

‘Detective Inspector Haig,’ Gordy said, announcing herself, her tiredness curling the edge of her words with a yawn.

‘It’s Detective Sergeant Matondo,’ the voice on the end of the phone said.

‘Matondo?’ Gordy replied, pretty sure she didn’t know anyone by that name. Then, as she was about to hang up on whoever the weirdo was calling her in the middle of the night, she remembered.

‘Patti?’

‘Yes, sorry to wake you.’

‘Well, you didn’t.’

A pause.

‘But it’s the middle of the night …’

‘Aye, tell me about it,’ Gordy said, yawning again, adding, ‘I don’t sleep well, not at the moment, anyway. It’s more a case of hello darkness, my old friend, I’m afraid.’

Patti was silent just long enough to make Gordy realise that she had guessed why. Though she’d only spoken about Anna’s death with DCI Allercott, and even then hardly at all, she realised the rest of the team knew. It was right that they did, she thought, but it did make her feel momentarily exposed. That was an aspect of her life she was barely able to speak about with the people she knew best, never mind a new team she had only just met.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Patti said, breaking the silence. ‘Lack of sleep is a killer.’

‘It really is.’

‘I use audiobooks if I can’t sleep. Not dramatised ones, but those where you have just a narrator doing the voices. Most times, I don’t even care what the book’s about. In fact, it’s better if I don’t.’

‘I’ll maybe give it a try,’ said Gordy. ‘Anyway, I’m assuming this isn’t just a call to discuss insomnia.’

There was a pause, just long enough to worry Gordy, then …

‘Something’s come up,’ Patti said.

‘Considering what time it is, my guess is that it’s no’ anything good, am I right?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘And this is my first week, too.’

Actually, it’s not even my first week, thought Gordy. She’d managed one day in her new role, and most of that on a magical mystery tour of Somerset, and here she was already being called in the middle of the night to go and attend something or other. What, though, she almost didn’t want to find out, because no one ever called in the middle of the night with good news and something fun and exciting to do.

Patti was still quiet, but Gordy waited. She had always preferred to give people time, instead of hurrying them along. Hurrying led to panic, which led to mistakes, and that just wasn’t how she did things. But eventually, and with Patti’s silence still holding, she decided that a gentle nudge was perhaps needed.

‘Patti?’

‘Yes?’

‘You’ll actually need to tell me what it is if I’m to do anything about it,’ Gordy said, as lightly and relaxed as she could. ‘So …?’

‘There’s a body,’ Patti said, blurting the words out like she just wanted rid of them and the bad taste they had. ‘It’s … well, we don’t …’

Gordy heard a shiver of panic in Patti’s voice. Or perhaps it wasn’t panic, just a little dose of shock. Though she had no doubt that the sergeant had dealt with plenty of grisly things in her role; all part of the job.

‘Where?’

‘Nunney.’

‘The village with the castle? Really?’

‘Yes, why?’

Gordy couldn’t believe it.

‘Nothing, it’s just it formed part of Jack’s very detailed and entertaining tour, and I’d planned on making my way back there again soon. Just not this soon, or for such a reason. Where exactly in Nunney?’

‘Actually, at the castle,’ Patti explained. ‘He—the body, I mean—it was found by someone sleeping rough inside the castle itself. Uniform have been sent to secure the scene, and we’ve an initial report of what’s been found.’

‘And what has been found, exactly?’ Gordy asked, already dreading the answer.

She heard Patti take a breath.

‘He’s been impaled on a spike,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry, what?’

‘A spike,’ Patti repeated. ‘That’s all we know so far, really.’

‘I’m on my way.’

Moments later, Gordy was dressed and in her vehicle, heading out of Evercreech, but instead of taking the route she had the previous morning, she turned left at the tiny hamlet of Stoney Stratton and pushed on up a steep hill. The road ran straight, with just a small number of corners once Gordy had reached the top of the rise, before cutting its way between dark, shadow-laden walls of hedge on either side. Soon, she was at the main road, now empty of vehicles, and taking a right, she accelerated hard.

With her headlights pulling her on, cutting a tunnel through the night, Gordy saw them catch the occasional glimmer of an eye from deer or fox or bird. Zipping past the entrance to a quarry, she eventually slowed to meet a roundabout, and followed the signs, taking her off left and on into the village of Nunney.

Along the side of the road, houses were dark as people slept on, as yet unaware of what was unfolding in the village’s ancient heart. Right then, Gordy had little idea herself, but something in her gut told her that whatever it was she was about to walk into, it was nothing normal. But then, when would a body impaled on a spike ever be normal? she thought.

She could recall one similar event, a good few years ago now in the Dales, where a farmer had ended up skewered on a bale spike attached to his tractor. By some chance or miracle, or a mix of the two, the spike had managed to not only miss all of his main organs, but seal the wound shut. Unable to move, the farmer had had no choice but to wait until he was found by his eldest daughter, who worked the farm with him. She had driven into the yard where he was pinned, almost passed out at the sight of the spike rammed through her father’s torso, but managed to call the rescue services. How he had been freed, Gordy wasn’t sure, but the event had been the talk of the Dales for a good while after. Unsurprisingly, the farmer had been given the nickname Spike, and it had stuck with him ever since.

In the centre of the Nunney, Gordy took a left over the small bridge spanning a river, then an immediate right. There, directly in front of her, the vast stone structure of the castle sat silent and still. The broken walls, which a little bit of internet research the previous evening had told her had been smashed apart by Cromwell during the First English Civil War, were darker than the night that rested on the castle’s shoulders like a thick, velvet cloak.

Climbing out of her vehicle, Gordy took a breath, exhaled slowly, then made her way past several police vehicles, until she came to a small gate in a wall surrounding the castle, at which a uniformed officer was standing guard.

Patti was there, waiting for her.

‘That was quick,’ she said, looking at Gordy.

‘I sleep in my clothes,’ Gordy replied, and watched Patti’s eyes widen at her words. ‘Joke.’

Patti’s face wrestled with the idea of smiling, then gave up.

‘It’s through here,’ she said, then pointed over to the castle. ‘Just over there, on the other side of the bridge that crosses the moat. We’ve put cordon tape both here and round the other side as well, to cut off that half of the path, and stationed an officer on both sides. The path goes all the way around, you see, and the moat is a pretty good deterrent to anyone wanting to sneak in and see what’s going on.’

‘More fool anyone trying,’ Gordy said, as she came to stand next to Patti and saw, just a ways below where she was standing, the inky black water of the moat. It sat around the feet of the castle, still and foreboding, and though Gordy doubted it was all that deep, it was still an eerie thing to stare down into, and for a moment she felt sure that it was calling to her to just slip beneath its depths. She added, ‘Swimming that is asking for goodness knows how many revolting things to enter your system.’

Patti headed off, but Gordy held her back.

‘We need a scene guard,’ she said. ‘Or was that officer at the gate supposed to take my details?’

‘Scene Guard is a bit closer to the crime scene,’ Patti said, pointing into the darkness ahead, which swirled around the base of the castle, thick and silent.

‘Forensics?’

‘Scene of Crime team are aware of the incident and await your call. An ambulance is on its way.’

Falling into step behind Patti, Gordy followed the sergeant through the dark, her footsteps crunching on the gravel path like shingle on a beach.

Ahead, she saw another figure in the darkness, smartly dressed in uniform, and recognised Detective Constable Knight immediately.

‘Morning, Pete,’ she said, coming to a stop in front of him, barely holding back a yawn. ‘It is morning, isn’t it? Something like that, anyway.’

Behind the constable, another strip of cordon tape was across the path.

‘You’re the Scene Guard, then?’ Gordy asked.

Pete revealed a small clipboard.

‘Have you made a reservation, ma’am?’ he asked, glancing at the clipboard. ‘Booking for two, was it? I can check to see if we have space or not, though there might be a wait.’

Gordy was genuinely impressed. She had been in plenty of situations where, to anyone else, humour would seem out of place, but she knew the value of it, and apparently, so did Pete, which was impressive for one so new to the force.

‘Has anyone other than the officer first on the scene been to have a look?’

‘That was me, and no,’ Pete said.

Gordy saw a dark look flitter across the young man’s eyes, the horror of what he had seen obviously still vivid in his mind.

‘You were first on-scene?’

‘I was the closest, and I was on duty, so yes.’

‘What about the witness?’ Gordy asked, then looked at Patti. ‘Someone sleeping rough, I think you said.’

‘He’s back there,’ Patti said, pointing back up the path to the small gate and the collection of police vehicles. ‘PCSO Edwards is with him, making sure he’s calm, keeping him warm with some hot, sweet tea and a few biscuits, that kind of thing.’

‘And there’s no one better to do it, either,’ added Pete. ‘That man could calm down Leatherface.’

Gordy frowned at that, confused by a reference she didn’t understand.

‘Leatherface?’ Pete repeated, clearly picking up Gordy’s confusion. ‘Wears someone else’s face, wields a chainsaw, and runs around chopping people up with it?’

Gordy had a vague recollection of the title of a film she’d never watched and never would, either, for that matter.

‘I’ll want to have a chat with him once we’re done here,’ she said.

‘Of course,’ said Patti. ‘The witness’s name is Bill Halliday. Ex-soldier. Homeless. Nice and chatty, actually, especially considering what he stumbled on. My guess is he’s seen a few things himself, if you know what I mean.’

‘He’s been in theatre, then?’

That got a quizzical look from both Patti and Pete.

‘Sorry,’ Gordy apologised. ‘Used to work with an ex-Para; picked up some of his jargon. What I meant was, he’s been on tour, you know, active service?’

‘Judging by his stories, very much so,’ said Patti. ‘And I think dealing with them, or not, is why he’s ended up living as he does.’

Gordy asked, ‘You said he found the body while he was sleeping rough in the castle?’

‘Yes,’ Patti answered.

‘And that the body is on the other side of the bridge?’

Patti gave a nod.

‘Then I’m confused as to how those turn of events took place,’ Gordy said. ‘If the body was there before he entered the castle, how did he not see it? And if it wasn’t, how did it being put there not wake him up?’

Neither Patti nor Pete could provide an answer, and both remained silent.

Gordy gestured towards the castle.

‘Come on, then,’ she said, pulling a torch from her jacket pocket. ‘Let’s go and have a look for ourselves, shall we?’


EIGHT


Dipping under the cordon tape, Gordy led Patti along the path a little further to where she saw the small, wooden bridge crossing the moat. To the side stood an illustrated information board, and even just a glance at it showed her just how much history was in these broken walls. She put on some disposable covers for her shoes and Patti did the same.

Stepping onto the bridge, she was aware again of the moat, but wondered at how effective it would’ve been as a defensive measure. Perhaps it had served as more of a decorative design feature than anything else. No doubt the information board would tell her, but there were more important things to examine, and even from where she was now standing, it was utterly impossible to avoid exactly what. Still, it was unnerving to shuffle over the stagnant water.

Above her, the castle walls loomed and staring up at them made her a little dizzy. It was as though she was acutely aware of their vastness, their weight, and she felt suddenly very small and insignificant. She could see the night through the empty windows and cracks in the walls, the eye of the moon glaring through one high in the wall opposite, as though it was trying to see what she was doing. Wind whistled faintly through the structure, calling out with a tune both sorrowful and haunting.

To say that the body drew the eye would’ve been a huge understatement, Gordy thought, because it was utterly impossible to look at anything else. Though the finer details were not yet visible, the hideous shape of it was enough to cause Gordy to pause.

‘Everything okay?’ Patti asked, coming up alongside her.

‘Just taking my time,’ Gordy said, pulling her eyes away from what she was walking towards. ‘I’m assuming you’ve informed DCI Allercott?’

Patti fell quiet.

‘Something the matter?’ Gordy asked.

‘No, it’s just that …’ Patti paused.

‘It’s just that what?’

‘Well, you see, I haven’t actually informed her,’ Patti said, then held up her hands in defence and added, ‘Not on purpose … I mean, I didn’t do it on purpose, you know, not tell her, and I will, it’s just that with you here, and then with how our last DI worked, and she’s not on duty tonight either, so …’

Gordy turned her back on the castle and its horrifying visitor for a moment.

‘And how exactly did your last DI work?’ she asked. ‘Matthews, wasn’t it?’

‘It was,’ Patti said. ‘And he … well … he kind of didn’t tell her things.’

‘Any chance of you being a wee bit more specific there, Sergeant? What kind of things, exactly? What he had for breakfast, his twelve favourite shapes?’

‘Favourite shapes?’

‘It’s both late and early,’ Gordy said, failing to hide a yawn. ‘Even I don’t know where that came from. But answer the question.’

‘I guess they just didn’t really get on,’ Patti explained. ‘She—’

‘You mean Detective Chief Inspector Allercott,’ Gordy corrected, albeit gently.

‘Yes,’ said Patti. ‘DI Matthews always thought that she just … got in the way.’

Gordy’s eyes went wide.

‘She’s our DCI!’ she said. ‘It’s kind of her job to get in the way, I think, don’t you? Comes with the rank. And you’ll have noticed, I’m sure, that I’m not Matthews. Call her. Now. And while you’re at it, the SOC team as well; I think we’ve seen enough already to know that this is not simply a case of someone tripping over and oh, whoops, a spike has impaled me from backside to bonce.’

Gordy heard the edge in her voice, and backed it up by folding her arms across her chest. Considering how she had felt yesterday, almost as though she was piloting herself from inside her own skull, protected from the outside world, right now, on the site of a truly horrific crime scene, she felt oddly alive, something she hadn’t felt since …

‘Done,’ said Patti, cutting through Gordy’s thoughts, much to her own relief.

‘And?’

‘She’s on her way. At least I think she is.’

That answer confused Gordy.

‘How do you mean?’

‘She hung up before I had a chance to give her the location. Think I got caught up in the finer, more gruesome details, and she just said she’d be here ASAP, and that was that.’

‘You called her back, though, yes?’

‘I did, but her phone went to voicemail.’

‘Then how will she get here if she doesn’t even know where here is?’

‘I sent a text. Hopefully she’ll get that.’

‘Well, that’s the best we can do, I suppose,’ Gordy shrugged. ‘But you agree that calling her was the right thing to do, yes?’

‘I do,’ said Patti.

‘Good,’ said Gordy.

‘Called the SOC team as well,’ Patti added. ‘And you’ll know when they arrive, that’s for sure.’

Gordy looked at Patti through narrowed eyes.

‘And what exactly do you mean by that?’

‘I think it’s best you discover that for yourself.’

‘Not even a clue? A hint of some kind? I’m not one for mystery if it’s not needed, which, I’ll be honest with you, it isn’t right now, is it, seeing as we already have plenty to be getting on with?’

Patti shook her head.

‘No clue, no hint, no mystery, just something you have to experience firsthand.’

Gordy gave a shrug.

‘Well, if that’s how it’s going to be, how’s about we crack on and see if we can work out how our friend over there ended up being skewered like a kebab?’

Gordy caught the cold scent of the wind whipping around the castle as it explored every nook and cranny it could. Then the air brought with it another taste, something metallic, and she allowed her eyes to fall again on the reason for her middle-of-the-night trip.

Using the beam of her torch to trace the figure, the light stroking its contours like the gentle bristles of an artist’s brush, Gordy gave herself a moment to take it all in.

The body was on its knees, which gave it the look of someone deep in prayer. They were wearing a boiler suit, though Gordy couldn’t make out if it was blue or black, so dirty was it, and so dark the night.

Gordy guessed by the figure’s build that it was a man, but really, at this point, everything was a guess, not least because their head was hidden beneath a rotting, threadbare sack, the kind she had seen potatoes in at market stalls and farm shops, to give them that rustic, artisan feel. Though how a potato could be artisan, she hadn’t the faintest idea.

The figure had the build of someone who had, she guessed, once upon a time been rather sporty, muscular even, but had let it all sag a little over the years, with the weight of life taking over from weights at the gym. He certainly wasn’t skinny, but the fact that he was on his knees made Gordy think that getting him into position hadn’t been too difficult. If he had been standing, that would have been an entirely different matter. Regardless of the practicalities of how he was displayed, she could see that at some point in his life, he must have been quite imposing to behold. And in death, no less so. Perhaps more so, considering how he was dressed.

Gordy dropped the beam of her torch to the ground, the sallow light catching the end of the spike the figure was impaled on, pleased to have taken her eyes from the awfulness for a moment. Keeping the beam steady, she circled the body until she was able to see where the spike had entered, and also where it was thrust into the ground.

Crouching, Gordy went in for a closer look.

‘What do you think about this?’ she asked, calling Patti over.

Patti joined Gordy, easing herself down beside her.

‘How do you mean?’ she asked.

‘The ground,’ Gordy said. ‘Where the spike goes in, just there, you see? There’s something off about it, isn’t there?’

Gordy pulled on a pair of disposable rubber gloves, then reached out a finger, brushing gently at the earth.

‘Looks just like soil to me,’ said Patti.

Gordy edged her finger towards the spike, poked down a little, and came to a stop.

‘There’s something hard just beneath the surface,’ she said.

‘You mean like a rock or something?’

‘Not a clue,’ Gordy replied. ‘And between you and me, I’ve plenty of experience with SOC teams to know it’s generally best to leave well enough alone and let them find out first. Otherwise, they get a bit antsy about it all and think you’re stealing their thunder. And believe you me, I’ve enough of a storm going on in my own life and have zero interest in adding to it.’

That last comment got a quizzical look from Patti, so Gordy quickly moved on.

‘Bit odd though, isn’t it?’

‘A marked understatement, that,’ muttered Patti.

Gordy traced the beam of her torch back up the spike, dreading what else she might see, though was fully aware that it was unavoidable, no matter how awful. She had already detached herself as best she could from what was in front of her, but that didn’t make it any easier. Instead, it simply enabled her to view things objectively, clearly, and not get wound up in the horror of it all, and the numerous possible reasons as to how and why it had happened in the first place.

‘Dear God in Heaven,’ she said, staring at the entry wound.

The boilersuit the figure was wearing had been roughly pulled or hacked apart at the seam, and the iron spike entered his body through the most obvious route.

Staring at it, Gordy wondered briefly if there was something a little wrong with her own head that she wasn’t at all surprised, and had almost been expecting it. She noticed then, that the man’s lower back and his buttocks were a smashed up, bleeding mess. It looked as though numerous attempts had been made to insert the spike into his anus, the surrounding area dotted with seeping stab wounds.

‘I’m surprised it was that difficult to hit the target,’ said Patti.

‘How do you mean?’ Gordy asked.

‘Well, and I know this is going to sound a bit weird, but a bit of lube and it would’ve slipped in easily, wouldn’t it?’

Patti then, for reasons Gordy couldn’t immediately fathom, proceeded to push a finger from her left hand into the closed fist of her right, and made sort of a squelchy sound effect with her mouth.

‘Well, I can’t say I was expecting any of that at all,’ Gordy said.

‘I warned you it would sound weird,’ said Patti. ‘So, why do you think they, whoever did this, took so many attempts?’

Gordy realised that Patti had a point. Why had they made such a mess of trying to take the obvious route, and instead gone somewhat off-piste?

Standing up, Gordy stepped back and allowed her eyes to drift upwards once again to where the spike exited the figure’s mouth. Though the face was mostly hidden behind the scant threads of the sack pulled over their head, the white of their teeth caught the glare of her torch and shone brightly. A number of them had been rammed out of the way, and hung loosely on threads of bleeding gum, the lips ripped and torn with the violence of what had taken place.

‘In answer to your question, I haven’t the faintest idea,’ Gordy said. ‘Fury, rage, alcohol, drugs, confusion, who knows? All we know is what we have in front of us.’

‘And that it’s horrific.’

‘Aye, that pretty much sums it up.’

‘Do you think he was alive when it happened?’

Gordy felt her eyes go wide.

‘I bloody well hope not,’ she said, but even as she did so, she noticed something else, and to confirm it, reached out to pinch the material of the boilersuit between her fingers.

‘He’s sopping wet,’ she said.

‘All that blood I should think,’ said Patti.

Gordy shook her head.

‘No, it’s not,’ she said, then checked elsewhere, up and down the figure and what they were wearing. ‘It’s water. Yes, there’s blood, but it’s like he’s been …’

She stopped talking and swung her beam to the moat. The dark, oily water beckoned to her silently, promising things she didn’t want to hear.

‘But if whoever this is, was in there,’ she said, staring into the dark, reed-strangled depths, before placing her torch beam once again on the figure, ‘then how the hell did they end up like this? And why?’

Patti was given no time to answer as a voice called across the bridge.

Gordy glanced over and saw the petite figure of DCI Allercott.


NINE


Gordy waved at Allercott, a little too cheerfully, she thought, and immediately regretted it. The smile she could feel herself wearing like an ill-fitting shirt, didn’t help any either. What the hell was wrong with her? Well, she knew exactly what, didn’t she? The person inside was not the person she was allowing everyone else to see, not by a long shot, so she was having trouble maintaining some sense of continuity in how she was coming across.

She didn’t want to let people in, she just wasn’t ready, didn’t know if she ever would be. Frankly, right then, it was all about surviving, so she’d deal with any fallout from it at a later date. A much later date. Maybe never.

Pulling on a pair of disposable rubber gloves as she approached, Allercott crossed the bridge, trip-trapping across it like one of the three Billy Goats Gruff. Gordy wasn’t too sure which one.

The DCI was small, yes, but something told Gordy that she was disguising a strength, both physical and mental. Perhaps it was the way she carried herself, walking with a sense of awareness of her own body that, to Gordy, suggested she looked after herself. And perhaps it was also in the haircut, and her focused stare as she came to stand with her and Patti. Whatever it was, and whatever she’d learned about Allercott from the people she’d met so far, she was going to reserve judgement.

Perhaps Detective Superintendent Firbank would be able to shed a little more light on this somewhat enigmatic DCI later on, assuming she was able to get there, and didn’t get held up by this. Which, she probably would, because that was police work; you made your plans, then someone decided to inconvenience you with a gruesome murder. It was the way of things.

For a few moments, Allercott said nothing, just stood and stared at the scene before them, only moving her head to take it all in. Gordy was fairly sure she didn’t blink either, and she felt as though she was in the presence of a wax doll from Madame Tussauds. She saw no emotion, bar a final narrowing of the eyes, and a clenching of her jaw.

‘SOC team’s on their way as well,’ Gordy said, mainly because the silence was unnerving her, as was Allercott’s body language. ‘Patti gave them a call after she spoke with you.’

This got a reaction from Allercott, but not one she expected. The woman startled, snapping around to stare at her, her oddly sombre mood popping like a balloon.

‘What? When? I mean, of course they are, but what time? Do we know how long? Before they get here, I mean?’

Gordy, taken aback by the sudden barrage of questions, glanced over at Patti, who gave a noncommittal shrug and suggested, ‘Half an hour maybe? Ish? But that was when I called so, I’m not really sure.’

Allercott removed her gloves and turned sharply to face Gordy, handing her the gloves.

‘I believe you have this all in hand,’ she said. ‘Keep me updated.’

‘Of course, aye,’ Gordy said. ‘I just thought you might want to be Officer in Charge.’

Allercott shook her head.

‘I’m putting you on as OIC,’ she said. ‘You’re new to the area, so this will be a great way for you to stamp your authority on the team.’

‘I’m not one for stamping anything on anywhere,’ Gordy replied, but Allercott was already at the bridge.

As she watched her trip-trap across once more, Gordy was sure that she could hear music. It jarred with the peace of the village and the castle, almost more so than the body.

Allercott was on the other side of the bridge when she turned around and called over, ‘I hope this isn’t a sign of things to come, Detective Inspector, and that you’ve not gone and brought something with you from where you were before.’

‘What?’ Gordy replied, actually shocked. ‘You can’t be suggesting that my joining the team has somehow caused this?’

Then, bizarrely, Allercott’s usually stern face broke into a grin.

‘A joke,’ she said. ‘Humour helps with these kinds of things, don’t you think?’

Gordy said nothing, because she had nothing to say, then watched as, instead of turning left to head back to where she must have parked, the DCI turned right, to take the long way around the castle.

The music was louder now.

‘What is that?’ she asked, looking at Patti.

‘What is what?’

‘That!’ Gordy said, pointing into the air as though to do so would identify the sounds filling it. ‘Who the hell is playing Country and Western music at this time of night, and here?’

Joining in with the music came the thrum of two large diesel engines and Gordy stepped onto the bridge to see a couple of tired-looking white vans pull up over where she had parked.

The driver opened his door, and the music grew louder, if that was at all possible.

‘That’s the SOC Team,’ Patti said. Then she pointed at the driver, who was pulling open the side door. ‘And that,’ she then added, ‘is Cowboy.’


TEN


Of the many things Gordy had seen in her life, a man skewered by a spike beside a castle and its moat, in the middle of the night, was certainly one of the most gruesome. However, what approached her then was, though not gruesome in any way, almost more bizarre.

Like a parade at a carnival, they came two by two in a line behind their leader, a tall man who was, against all sense and reason, wearing a large, white Stetson hat atop the usual garb of white, disposable PPE overalls.

Gordy actually did a double-take, shook her head, rubbed her eyes, but none of it worked; the hat was still on the man’s head, a huge white thing more befitting a sheriff in a spaghetti Western than someone about to take apart a crime scene piece by detailed piece.

A figure with the fronds of a black fringe poking out from under the hood of their white paper suit, who followed closely behind the man she currently knew only as Cowboy, was carrying something Gordy had not seen in decades; an honest-to-God, 80s boombox, with a twin tape deck. The rest of the team were all lugging various other crates and aluminium boxes and everything else they needed to get to work on a crime scene. But a boombox?

Cowboy and his posse arrived at the other side of the bridge. Gordy caught sight of movement over by the small gate and saw Allercott ducking through quickly, clearly not wishing to be seen.

Then Gordy noticed the tune and realised that she’d only been putting off recognising it because she absolutely despised it, every note putting her teeth on edge; it was Rhinestone Cowboy, by Glen Campbell.

As tunes went, it was one she would, if it came on the radio, turn the radio off, and if that meant using a hammer to do so, all the better, because no radio that had been allowed to send such awfulness into the world could ever be allowed to suffer again. It was surely the kind thing to do.

She had been known to walk out of pubs playing it, rip jukebox plugs out of the wall for daring to let the god-awful racket enter her listening space. She’d even threatened to arrest a busker for playing it, because back when she had been in uniform, and been out on patrol in a busy city centre, he’d played it six times in one hour. It had been all she could do to not smash his guitar over his head just to shut him the hell up.

She had issues with the song. Ones she had, until now, completely forgotten about, but once resurfaced, simply added a new flavour of poison to what was already swirling around inside her. So, as she headed across the bridge to meet Cowboy, she was already not in the best of moods, dark clouds swirling inside her as foreboding as a storm falling down the mountainsides of Glencoe.

‘That, off, now,’ she said, jabbing a hard finger at the boombox.

The man with the black fringe, who was holding the boombox, frowned at Gordy, did not do as she had ordered, and instead looked to Cowboy for direction.

The music still blared.

The storm in Gordy crackled with lightning, and thunder boomed inside her head as she waited.

‘Whoa, take ’er easy, there, Pilgrim,’ said Cowboy, in what Gordy could only assume was his attempt at a John Wayne impression.

To her, it sounded more like Foghorn Leghorn. Cowboy looked a little like him, too, she thought, though she wasn’t entirely sure how that was possible. But he did have a huge mouth, which if she squinted, and really used her imagination, could perhaps look like a beak.

‘I’m Detective Inspector Haig,’ Gordy said. ‘OIC for this crime scene.’

‘And I’m Cowboy,’ said Cowboy, then he scanned the area. ‘No Allercott?’

‘Already left,’ said the figure with the black fringe, before Gordy could say the same herself, though how he knew, she had no idea. Must’ve spotted her as they were coming in, she thought.

‘Now, ain’t that a darn shame,’ Cowboy lamented, the words falling from him lasciviously, Gordy thought, and immediately understood why Allercott had done a runner; intentionally or not, the man seemed very happy to make the worst of first impressions.

And still, the music was raking at the night. It was loud, it was misplaced in the extreme, and it was close to getting its hooks into Gordy to drag her somewhere she didn’t want to go, and hadn’t been to in decades.

Before anyone could react, she had the boombox in her hand. The shock in the eyes of not only the man who had carried it but Cowboy’s was, she thought, quite delicious.

She switched it off, ejected the tape, and went to throw it in the moat, then pocketed it, much to her own surprise.

‘Now,’ she said, ‘perhaps we can all have a sensible conversation?’

When Cowboy spoke next, his American drawl had faded and been replaced with something a little more at home around Birmingham. Not quite Ozzy Ozbourne, but not far off.

‘Not a fan of Country, then?’

‘My opinion on music is neither here nor there,’ said Gordy. ‘You’re the pathologist?’

The abject disbelief in her question lit the words like petrol poured on a bonfire.

‘Hell no,’ Cowboy said. ‘Pathologist is Charming.’

Gordy wanted to ask if that was a name or a description of the pathologist’s character, but Cowboy was still talking.

‘I’m head of the Scene of Crime team. Though I do pop by the mortuary on occasion to give a helping hand with things, should the need arise.’

‘And I’m assuming you have another name, despite the one you’ve already given me.’

‘It’s what everyone calls me.’

‘I’m not everyone.’

For a moment, no one said a word and Gordy used that time to hold Cowboy’s gaze, her own face passive, but her stare strong enough to show she wasn’t about to back down.

‘Keith,’ Cowboy said eventually. ‘I’m Keith Brown.’

‘But we call him Cowboy,’ said a voice from someone in the team, though Gordy couldn’t see who.

‘Well then, Mr Brown,’ Gordy said, ‘your parade includes a photographer, yes?’

Cowboy called someone out from behind him, and a figure stepped forward wearing, like everyone else on the team, the disposable white paper suit that was the SOC team uniform. The suit was tight in all the wrong places and made him look like a really rubbish fancy dress version of the Stay Puffed Marshmallow Man from Ghostbusters.

That immediate comparison took Gordy by complete surprise. It was a film she had not seen in a very long time, but which had always been a bit of a guilty pleasure. But then she did have a thing for eighties movies. That had always made Anna laugh, especially the way she had been able to recite The Breakfast Club, word for word, when they’d watched it one evening, back in the early days of dating each other.

That quite unexpected, and very happy memory, took Gordy’s breath away a little, and she stepped back to allow the photographer over the bridge, her mind elsewhere for a moment. Hearing Anna’s laugh, as she shovelled in handfuls of popcorn and looked at her with the first sparks of love.

A few minutes later, a voice cut into her thoughts.

‘DI Haig?’

Gordy shook herself free of the memory to see that Cowboy was talking to her.

‘Yes?’

‘I think we might have got off on the wrong foot.’

She saw that he was holding out his hand.

She reached out to shake it, and something buzzed in her palm.

Snatching her hand back, she stared at the man so hotly she wanted his face to melt.

‘What in the name of—?’

Cowboy held up his hand to show, attached to a thin metal band around a finger, a metal device that had given her the deeply unpleasant buzz.

‘Brilliant, right?’ he said. ‘Only cost me a couple of quid. Bargain.’

‘Are you absolutely sure you’re head of the Scene of Crime team?’ Gordy asked, rubbing her palm, even though there was no pain, and narrowing her eyes at the man.

Cowboy wasn’t given a chance to answer, as the photographer had returned from across the bridge.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘that’s something I’ll never be able to unsee.’

‘Didn’t take you long,’ said Patti.

‘Not much to photograph,’ the photographer replied.

‘Over to you, then,’ Gordy said, and gestured across the bridge for Cowboy to lead his team on.

As they passed, Patti leaned in close and whispered, ‘The thing is, as annoying and clearly off-the-scale bonkers as he seems, he’s actually brilliant.’

‘Really …’ said Gordy, scepticism dripping from her lips.

‘And he works really well with the pathologist. Mind you, the pathologist works really well with everyone. He’s an acquired taste, though, I’ll give him that.’

‘And one I look forward to never acquiring.’

Over the other side of the moat, Cowboy and his team got to work, and Gordy felt like she wanted to be anywhere but near them and their very strange leader.

‘I think we should go and have a chat with our one witness, don’t you?’ she said, and without waiting for an answer, strode off along the path, with Patti following on behind.


25 YEARS AGO, 1:51PM …


Austin gave a sigh.

‘Mine would, but then he says no to most things. It’s his favourite word, I’m sure.’

Jennifer saw a flicker of darkness in Austin’s eyes.

‘He’s let you have these two weeks off though, hasn’t he?’

‘He’s not happy about it, though. The estate needs me, apparently, what with shooting season round the corner, various properties needing looking at, the farm—’

A polite knock rapped against the open door, and a shadow cut across the floor. Jennifer turned to see a man standing there. He was around the same age as her father, perhaps a few years younger and slightly less well dressed, wearing as he was a worn waxed jacket and jeans, despite the sunshine of the day.

‘Hi, Jack,’ she said, smiling brightly. Then she gestured to herself, and asked, ‘You like?’

Jack Harris cocked his head to one side.

‘Not for me to say if I do or don’t, Miss Clayton.’

‘That’s a no if ever I heard one, isn’t it, Austin?’ Jennifer said, raising a questioning eyebrow.

Austin shrugged and Jennifer waited for Jack to reveal the reason for his appearance. He’d turned up at her door numerous times over the years, a close friend of her father’s, from his days in Sandhurst and then their respective careers in the army. Returning from a tour of duty, he hadn’t fared so well as her father had, the experiences haunting him, and if it hadn’t been for her parents stepping in to help, then …

‘Young Mr Cartwright asked me to tell you that you’re needed on set in fifteen minutes.’

Jennifer rolled her eyes. Tristan had been the second person she’d asked to join in with the film, and he’d jumped at the chance, offering his services as director, and giving Jennifer no other option other than to say yes.

‘You do know you don’t work for him, don’t you, Jack?’ she asked. ‘If he orders you about again, you just tell him to bugger off.’

She saw a flicker of a smile in the corner of Jack’s mouth.

‘I was coming this way anyway,’ he said. ‘Your father asked me to fetch a jacket from his room, so it was no bother, really. Shall I tell him you’re on your way?’

Jennifer shook her head.

‘I’ll be down in my own good time,’ she said, then glanced at Austin. ‘Honestly, you’d think we were working on something straight out of Hollywood!’

‘Not sure Tristan understands what low-budget actually means,’ Austin said, his voice quiet, conspiratorial. ‘Seems to think he’s Spielberg.’

Jennifer agreed.

‘He’s as mad as his dad.’

‘Not quite.’

Jennifer sniggered.

‘No, maybe not.’

She remembered hearing about Tristan’s somewhat unstable father in the first year of her degree. It wasn’t something he had ever told anyone himself, but then he hadn’t needed to; the Tabloids had done it for him.

‘He’s not even that good,’ she said, briefly wondering if Tristan really was taking after his dad. ‘I’m amazed he even passed his degree.’

‘Then why did you ask him to direct?’

‘Well, first, I didn’t; he offered, and second, everyone else was either busy or on holiday. He is a bit shouty, though, isn’t he?’

‘A little.’

‘Also, and I know you’ll laugh at this, but I kind of felt a bit sorry for him. It’s not his fault, is it, what his dad is like? Can’t be easy.’

‘Even so …’

‘Miss Clayton?’

Jennifer hadn’t realised that Jack was still standing expectantly in her bedroom doorway.

‘Is there something else?’ she asked. Then she saw a look in Jack’s eyes, one she recognised all too well, and added, ‘It’s Dad, isn’t it? I can tell. What does he want?’

Jack shuffled a little, clearly awkward.

‘He’s asked if you’re free this evening, Miss Clayton, that’s all.’

‘Any reason why he’s not come up here and asked me himself? No, don’t answer; he’s too busy.’

‘He does the best he can,’ said Jack. ‘You’re a lucky girl, I mean, young woman, living where you do, with what you have. He works hard, yes, but it’s all for you, as well you know.’

Jennifer heard the gentle chastisement in Jack’s voice.

‘Mum would come and ask …’

Jack said nothing, just stayed quiet.

Jennifer allowed the silence to grow just awkward enough before she said anymore, but Jack spoke first.

‘I see you’ve your mother’s jewellery box. Took me so long to make it. It’s not very good, but with the kindness she showed me, I …’

‘It’s beautiful,’ Jennifer said, noticing the awkwardness in Jack’s voice. ‘I love it.’

‘Your dad still uses the stick I made him as well,’ Jack added.

‘You’re quite the craftsman,’ Jennifer said. ‘So, tell me, then, what does dear Daddy want to do this evening?’


ELEVEN


Gordy found PCSO Paul Edwards standing outside one of the team’s vehicles, the rear door open. Sitting inside, his hands clasped around a metal mug of tea, was the dishevelled figure of Bill Halliday.

‘I see the circus is in town,’ Paul said, and Gordy knew exactly what he was referring to.

‘Patti’s attempted to convince me that Mr Keith “Cowboy” Brown knows what he’s doing. I find it very hard to believe.’

Paul smiled.

‘Please keep calling him Keith,’ he said.

‘Why?’

‘He’ll hate it.’

‘A good enough reason, then,’ Gordy said with a wink, then glanced over Paul’s shoulder at Bill.

‘Anything to report?’

‘Well, he’s certainly got plenty of stories,’ said Paul. ‘Put him on stage and he’d make a killing. Though some of it might be a bit too much for most people; he’s had a rough time of it. Every now and again he’ll just break off and sit there with this thousand-yard stare.’

Gordy took in Bill’s attire, noting that he seemed to be wearing a good deal of kit usually found in a military surplus store.

‘Why was he at the castle?’

‘He likes to stay away from towns, areas where there are too many people,’ Paul explained. ‘He was in Frome earlier in the day, actually. When I saw him tonight, I remembered speaking to him. He was on the bridge, the one from the car park at the Cheese Grain, over to the shopping arcade. He was just trying to get a bit of spare change, if anyone was kind enough to give him some.’

‘And were they?’

Paul gave a shrug.

‘People like Bill, they’re invisible, aren’t they? I helped a bit, though, because that’s what you do, isn’t it?’

‘Not sure everyone would agree with that sentiment,’ said Gordy.

‘I’m not everyone,’ Paul replied, and Gordy couldn’t help but warm to the genuineness of his response, and note how much milder his use of it was when compared to her own just a few minutes ago with Cowboy. ‘I’ve already arranged for him to check in with some local support, see if we can’t at least provide him with some new kit, some food, help him get cleaned up a bit.’

‘What about a bed?’ Gordy asked.

‘You can’t force someone off the street,’ said Paul. ‘That’s not how it works. Build up trust first, provide a safe zone, I guess. So, I’ve also told him I’ll check up on him over the next few days, which’ll make sure he’s still in the area while we’re on with this investigation. He usually camps out in woodlands, leaves no trace either; ex-military, so he has the skills to survive.’

‘That explains his gear and clothing, then,’ said Gordy, adding, ‘Well, I’d best have a word with him, then.’

‘Oh, and there’s something you need to ask him about as well; Allercott popped by to have a chat with him, probably to avoid being seen by Cowboy. They don’t get on, you know.’

‘I gathered,’ said Gordy. ‘Though my impression is that Cowboy would very much like to.’

‘That’s it right there,’ Paul nodded. ‘Anyway, Allercott, she had a chat with him, asked if he’d heard anything, and it turns out he did.’

‘What?’

‘A whistle.’

‘You mean like a dog whistle?’

Paul shook his head.

‘No, as in someone actually whistling, like a tune. She asked him about it, but said you should maybe push him a bit on it, just in case.’

Paul leaned into the car and said something to Bill. Gordy saw the man look up at her as she walked around to scooch in beside him.

‘Hi,’ she said, sitting down in the rear of the car. The smell wasn’t enough to make her eyes water, but she was in no doubt that a good deal of time had passed since Bill had last had a decent wash or worn clean clothing. He didn’t smell dirty, as such, more well lived in. There was an aroma about him of field and farm, of smoky fires and tobacco, and something sweeter behind it that she recognised well enough, too, but didn’t begrudge him it, because who was she to judge how someone managed to survive living the life he had found himself in? There was no smell of booze, which struck her as a positive.

‘Evening,’ Bill replied. ‘No, it’s morning, isn’t it? I think. God, I’m tired. I mean, I’m usually tired, anyway, but this is different; don’t feel like I’ve been asleep at all.’

‘I’m Detective Inspector Haig,’ Gordy said. ‘But you can call me Gordy.’

‘Bill Halliday,’ said Bill. ‘Gordy … that’s a name I’ve not heard before.’

‘It’s short for Gordanian.’

‘You a Highlander?’

Gordy smiled at that.

‘Interesting statement.’

‘Served with a couple of lads from that way, and the accent’s softer than anything from Glasgow, isn’t it? More musical.’

‘I like to think so.’

‘I know so.’

Gordy felt herself warming to Bill immediately. He had an honesty about him that spoke of someone who either had little to hide, or who had just decided that trying to hide things served no purpose.

‘You’ve had quite the night,’ she said.

‘I’ve had better, that’s for sure,’ said Bill. ‘I’m sorry if I’m not supposed to sleep in the castle. It’s public access, and I promise I’ll be away with no bother, no mess.’

‘I don’t think you’ve anything to worry about. And who could resist the chance to sleep somewhere so grand?’

Bill laughed.

‘Must’ve been quite a place back in the day. And I’d have had little chance of sleeping in it then, I’m quite sure.’

Sipping his tea, Bill fell quiet for a moment, and Gordy allowed him that time to just get used to her being with him.

‘Are you okay to take me through what happened?’ she asked, once Bill had rested his mug on his lap once more.

‘You won’t take my stash, will you?’ Bill asked suddenly, his voice hushed and nervous. ‘I’ve not got much. I don’t deal or anything. It’s just something that, well, it helps, you know? With getting to sleep, helping me to relax.’

‘I could not be less interested,’ said Gordy, and she saw Bill’s shoulders fall a little with relief. She took out her small black notebook and a pencil. ‘I’m just here to listen, that’s all. You okay if I take some notes?’

‘I can’t see what I’ve got to tell that’ll be much help,’ Bill said. ‘And I’ve told your PCSO Edwards plenty enough. And that tiny woman with the dramatic hair. Can’t remember her name … Dovecote?’

‘Allercott.’

‘That’s it.’

‘Well, if you can tell me everything again, that would be really helpful,’ said Gordy, making sure her voice was relaxed, calm, non-threatening. ‘Then at least I’ll have the information myself as well, and I can discuss it with PCSO Edwards and the rest of the team, make sure we’ve got all the facts. And you never know, you might remember something that you’ve not told them.’

Bill laughed, but with little humour.

‘Trust me, I’ll not be forgetting this night for years, if ever.’

Gordy said nothing more, waiting for Bill to allow the words to come.

‘Can’t remember what time I arrived,’ Bill said. ‘Been a long day, what with sitting on the bridge to try and get a bit of change from people passing by. I don’t expect much, because that’s not fair, is it? But enough people gave me a quid or two, and that PCSO of yours, he was quite generous. He’s a good lad, you know, worth keeping a hold of. Anyway, after that, I took myself out of the town, because I always prefer to sleep away from anything too big, if you know what I mean? I’ve had enough run-ins with the post-pub closing time folk to know it’s best to stay away. I hadn’t planned on staying here, either, but the village seemed quiet, and like you said, it was hard to resist a spot like this.’

‘Did you notice anything when you got here?’ Gordy asked.

‘No,’ said Bill, shaking his head. ‘I just made my way around the footpath, wondering if I could get inside, and when I saw that bridge, I just headed over. Couldn’t quite believe my luck.’

‘Did you see anyone?’

‘Not a soul. Like I said, everything was quiet, so I didn’t think I’d get much bother from anyone. And no one was in the castle when I arrived either, so I just settled in for the night; laid out my doss bag, got the stove going, had some scoff, then a bit of a smoke before I got my head down.’

‘There was no one around the castle at all?’

‘Well, I didn’t walk all the way around,’ said Bill, ‘so I couldn’t say for sure, but I didn’t see anyone.’

Gordy thought for a moment, then said, ‘If you were asleep, how was it that you then found the body?’

‘I’m almost embarrassed to say, but it was nightmares,’ said Bill. ‘Me, a grown man, and that’s what it was. Sometimes I’ll go weeks without a single one, then they’ll all come crashing in. Looks like I’ll be having a few restless nights ahead of me.’

‘Sleep is never easy,’ said Gordy, ‘not if you’ve had a tough time of it, have things on your mind.’

At that, Bill narrowed his eyes at her.

‘You’ve said more with that than you realise, haven’t you?’

‘I have?’ Gordy replied, a little taken aback.

Bill didn’t expand on what he had said, just held Gordy’s eyes for a moment, before turning back to his tea for another sip. He tapped his head.

‘There’s too much in here for it to stay inside,’ he said. ‘It leaks out. I woke up to the sound of missiles, bullets, you name it, it was all coming in at me. Couldn’t recall it at the time, but I can now. It’s not a specific memory, really, just fragments of lots of them all joining in together to give me this god-awful picture.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Gordy, seeing pain in Bill’s eyes.

‘Not your fault, is it? Anyway, I woke up, and the missiles sounded like whistling, and I thought I’d best just check to see if there was anyone around playing silly buggers.’

Gordy remembered the sound of the wind through the cracks in the castle and could see how Bill’s mind had turned the haunting song into something quite different and altogether more awful. But she also thought back to what Paul had passed on from Allercott.

‘Do you think it was someone actually whistling? Or just your dream?’

Bill frowned, scratching his chin.

‘Can’t say I’m entirely sure, but maybe it was someone? It was more tuneful than what I usually get in my dreams, if that means anything?’

‘It just may,’ said Gordy. ‘Can you remember what it sounded like?’

To Gordy’s surprise, Bill pursed his lips and attempted to whistle a tune.

‘Sorry, that’s not very good, is it?’ he said. ‘It’s like I can hear the tune, but at the same time, I can’t.’

‘Oh, I think it was a decent enough attempt, all things considered,’ said Gordy. ‘There’s a tune in there somewhere, isn’t there?’

‘I think there is, so maybe it was someone? I wouldn’t be able to swear on it, though.’

‘But that was when you found the body?’ she said.

‘It was,’ said Bill. ‘Nearly shat myself!’

Gordy couldn’t help herself and burst out laughing.

‘Sorry about that,’ said Bill. ‘Squaddie talk. Old habits, right?’

Still smiling, Gordy asked, ‘Can you describe what you saw then?’

‘I’d rather not, but yes,’ said Bill, and proceeded to detail everything Gordy herself had already seen. ‘And then I just ran, found the nearest house, banged on their door ’til someone answered. They weren’t happy, what with someone looking like me turning up at God knows what hour and screaming crazy stuff about a body in the castle. Pretty sure they thought I was pissed.’

Gordy looked again through her notes.

‘Is there anything else, Bill?’ she asked.

Bill scratched his chin, drained his mug.

‘Not a thing,’ he said. ‘That’s all of it, I promise. If there was more, I’d tell you, if only to get it out of my own head.’

Gordy sat for a moment longer with Bill, just chatting with him about anything and nothing. Then, having confirmed what PCSO Edwards had told her, and the arrangements he had made with Bill, she thanked him for his time, wished him well, and climbed back out of the car.

She walked over to Patti and Paul.

‘What do you think, then?’ Patti asked, as Paul headed back to deal with Bill.

Along the path and across the bridge, Gordy saw the ghostly figures of the SOC team doing the crime scene dance under the glare of spotlights, chasing each other through the shadows cast by the castle standing watchful under the moon.

‘I think,’ she said, ‘that when we all get together in the morning, we’re going to need an awful lot of Vivek’s coffee.’


TWELVE


Gordy was in a hospital. Bright lights and stainless steel and white sheets and pale faces and dear God, what was the doctor saying, and the nurses, what was anyone saying, why wasn’t anything making any sense? And Anna’s hand. It was cold, so cold, and she was still, not moving at all, hadn’t moved since she’d arrived.

The smell of the place, it was everywhere, in everything, on her clothes, her skin, and she needed to get out, but she couldn’t. She didn’t want to leave, couldn’t leave, because if she did, if she left Anna now, then—

Gordy woke to the sound of her own scream. It ripped from her throat, pulling her heart out with it as she jolted upright in a desperate attempt to escape it, her duvet conspiring with the panic to wrap itself around her, trap her, force her to replay the very thing that she had just woken from.

Sunlight cut through a thin gap in the curtains, a blinding razor slicing across her legs as she tried to untangle herself, kicking the duvet off the bed and onto the floor.

Breathless, Gordy sat in the gloom of her room, heart pounding, gasping for breath, no idea of the time, bar the fact that morning had long ago broken and waited now to welcome her with its cold greeting.

Squeezing her eyes shut to force the images back down into the locked box where she kept them, she swung her legs out of bed and sat for a moment on the edge of the mattress. Leaning forward, she gripped its edge as though to do anything else would allow her to fall into an abyss, because that’s what she was teetering on. How long she could hold on, she had no idea, nor what would happen to her if and when her grip on reality, on life, slipped, and she fell.

Anna …

Another scream threatened to shatter her chest, but Gordy held it in, only to have it break free as a sob. Tears came, and she wept, long and hard and with no control over it, the sensation one that was both relief and terror; that she was crying was no surprise, and it only served to confirm the hurt that clung to her like a leech, but that it came so suddenly, and was beyond her control to do anything to stop it, was alarming.

Deep breaths, Gordy told herself, just take some deep, deep breaths, get a grip.

The crying eased just enough for her to finally take control. That was where she needed to be. She couldn’t let it take over, couldn’t give in to it, because where would she be then?

Gordy stood up, checked the time.

Today involved two tasks; a team meeting about the previous night’s deeply unpleasant and disturbing events, and a trip to Bristol to meet Detective Superintendent Alice Firbank. There would be a trip to the mortuary as well, no doubt, but not today. And even if it was today, she would need time to build up the energy to deal with Cowboy again, and would delay it.

The next half hour was a series of simple actions into which Gordy put little thought, doing them on autopilot. She shut down her mind, closed it off completely, and as though on a conveyor belt, allowed her body to take itself from bedroom to bathroom to kitchen, washing, clothing, and feeding her, just enough to make her presentable and fuelled enough to get into her vehicle and take the back roads to Frome.

Why the hell would they pronounce it Froom, and not spell it like that? she thought, as high hedges guided her along thin lanes, a bramble luge track of thistle and thorn. It made no sense. All they had to do was get rid of the E and add in that extra O. Hell, they could even keep the E!

At the main road, she picked up speed. A roundabout came up a little too fast, but she held the steering wheel firmly and ignored the squeal of the tyres as they complained.

Arriving at the station, she lifted herself out into a thick concoction of smells, most of them delicious. Yet, right then, all they did was churn her stomach, and she couldn’t get inside fast enough.

Vivek was at the front desk and, the same as yesterday, greeted her with a warm smile.

‘Everyone’s here,’ he said. ‘By all accounts, sounds like you had an interesting night.’

‘Something like that,’ Gordy replied, doing her best to hide the wobble in her voice.

Vivek stared at her.

‘Do you need anything?’

‘Coffee,’ Gordy said, forcing a smile. ‘Lots and lots of coffee, and I don’t mean just for me, either. We’re all going to need it, I think.’

‘Not a problem.’

Upstairs, the room her small office was attached to was alive with the sound of late morning chatter.

‘I’m last to arrive, then,’ Gordy said, as Patti strode across from a desk to greet her.

‘You’re not late, if that’s what you mean,’ Patti replied, then nodded around the group. ‘Jack’s in because he’s been sorting out various PCSO stuff across the region. As for Pete and Paul? I think they’re just a little bit too keen after last night to find out what they’ll be doing next.’

‘And yourself?’

‘Oh, I sleep under my desk, and live off stuff I find bin-diving behind McDonald’s and Gregg’s.’

Gordy laughed at that, but then she saw something resting behind Patti’s eyes that choked it off.

‘I hope you’re not serious,’ she said.

Before Patti could answer, Vivek entered, and to Gordy’s amazement, he was pushing an honest-to-God trolley that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a vicarage. That thought had all the potential to bring things crashing around her again, so she walked over to meet him, ignoring the hollow echo of Anna’s memory knocking at the inside of her skull.

‘That doesn’t look exactly police issue,’ she said, pointing at the trolley and smiling.

‘This? Goodness, no; it’s from a charity furniture shop just along from here. The last one we had gave up one day and took a load of crockery with it. So, I had to act quickly.’

Atop the trolley was a selection of mugs and plates, with no two the same.

‘I’ve made a couple of pots of French press coffee,’ Vivek said, nodding to the trolley’s bottom shelf.

Gordy, however, wasn’t listening. Instead, she was staring at something on a plate. It looked a little like a loaf of bread that had been run over by a bus, then covered in syrup, its squashed surface glistening under the glare of the harsh lights in the ceiling.

‘I’ve a feeling I’m going to regret asking this,’ she said, and pointed at the sad-looking thing. ‘What is that, Vivek?’

Vivek’s eyes flashed bright.

‘That,’ he said, ‘is lardy cake.’

Gordy leaned in, fairly sure she hadn’t heard him properly.

‘A what cake?’

‘Lardy.’

‘As in—’

‘Lard.’

‘Of course.’

Patti came to stand beside her.

‘Vivek’s a bit of a baker,’ she said. ‘This is somewhat of a speciality, though.’

‘I don’t do it often,’ Vivek said, ‘but thought you might appreciate it on your first week.’

‘Dare I ask what’s in it?’ said Gordy. ‘Apart from the obvious clue in the name.’

‘Think of it like a sweet, spiced, fruit bread,’ Vivek explained. ‘You roll the dough out, then cover it with blobs of lard, sugar, dried fruit, spices, fold it over, and repeat a few times, bake it, then cover it in a sugar syrup.’

Pete, Jack, and Paul gathered around the trolley.

‘Thought I smelled something delicious,’ said Jack.

Vivek proceeded to cut up the lardy cake, while Jack poured the coffee.

Gordy took a plate handed to her, and a mug of coffee, then turned to find herself a chair to slump into. The coffee, like yesterday’s, was sublime.

A prickling sensation at the back of her neck caused Gordy to look up, and she saw that the rest of the team were all staring at her.

‘Well?’ Jack asked, his own plate already empty. ‘What do you think?’

Gordy picked up the slice of lardy cake.

‘It’s still warm,’ she said.

‘Fresh this morning,’ said Vivek.

‘What time did you get up, then?’

‘Early enough to bake it.’

Gordy took a bite.

‘Bloody hell …’

‘Good, isn’t it?’ said Pete.

Gordy wasn’t quite sure how to answer the question. She knew that what she was eating was clearly the most appalling thing to put into her body, just animal fat and sugar and dried fruit, but at the same time, she immediately wanted more, and soon polished her own plate clean. The coffee chased it superbly, its earthy, smooth bitterness working to cut through the sweetness.

A moment or two later, the caffeine and sugar hit home, and Gordy, at last, felt as close to being awake as she had done in weeks, which wasn’t saying much, but it would have to do for now.

She stood up.

‘Good?’ she said. ‘It’s fantastic! So, how about another slice before we decide what to do about last night and the body in the castle?’


THIRTEEN


At first, the conversation had bounced around the room like a loose rubber ball, but Gordy had soon called things to order and asked for something to jot down her notes on.

‘What do you mean, what is it?’ Paul asked, as he stood beside Gordy. Behind them, attached to the wall, was what looked to be a huge computer screen. ‘It’s an interactive whiteboard.’

‘Then, I refer you again to my original question,’ Gordy replied. ‘What is it?’

Paul showed Gordy how to use a special pen to write on the board, click on various icons to turn the writing a different colour or to make it bold, how to select text and move it around, and lots of other things which, after a few minutes of Paul talking, she’d already forgotten. Why did things have to get so complicated? Usually, it was in the name of efficiency, but in Gordy’s experience, that was rarely the case.

‘That all make sense, then?’ Paul finished.

Gordy leaned over and said, ‘I don’t suppose you have anything as old-fashioned as a normal whiteboard and some pens, do you? Even a flip chart would do.’

‘A flip chart?’ said Paul, looking back at Gordy as though she’d just asked him to put his hand in a blender. ‘But what about the interactive one?’

‘I don’t think now’s the time for me to be learning how to use new technology,’ replied Gordy.

‘It’s not new. It’s been around for years. Every primary school has one, and has done for at least a decade.’

Gordy said nothing more, just stared, one eyebrow raised slightly to force her point home.

‘I’ll go have a look,’ Paul said, a note of disbelief in his voice.

‘Aye, you will,’ Gordy said. ‘Thank you, Paul.’

Paul wandered off, shaking his head as he went. Gordy heard him muttering the words flip chart to himself, and she did her best to not smile.

Paul returned a few minutes later, pushing a rickety board on squeaky wheels. Steering it was clearly an issue, as from the moment he came through the main door with it, the thing wanted to go anywhere but where he wanted it to be.

After crashing into three desks and knocking over a bin, Paul finally managed to navigate the board to where Gordy was standing. He presented her with a pack of pens. There were five in total, out of what Gordy guessed had at one time numbered eight. Three of the pens were without lids.

‘First order of the day, then,’ she said, ‘is to jot the following down in the Action Book: buy new pens.’

Gordy saw that Patti was holding an iPad and tapping on it with one hand at an impossible speed.

‘Patti?’

The sergeant glanced up.

‘What are you doing?’

‘The Action Book,’ Patti replied, waggling the iPad in her hands.

‘But that’s an iPad.’

‘I know.’

‘So, where’s the Action Book?’

The Action Book, a simple record of tasks to allow the team to plan and record what they were doing that day, was to Gordy a simple thing of paper and pen.

Patti flipped the iPad around so that Gordy could see the screen.

‘Here,’ she said. ‘I just type in the notes on the screen, then we can all access it through a shared file in our—’

Gordy held up her hand to stop Patti right there.

‘I’ll take your word for it,’ she said, and quickly turned to the board.

Ignoring the dried-up nibs of the lidless pens, she tried the two that remained. The one with the red lid turned out to be black, but also dry. The one with a black lid turned out to be red, but actually worked well.

‘Right, then,’ Gordy said, happy to at last be getting somewhere. ‘Quick run-through of last night’s events …’

Once she had finished her recap, which included a description of the victim and various other relevant details from the crime scene, it was time to decide who was doing what next.

‘First, as yet we’ve got no ID on the victim,’ she said. ‘So, we need to do a check of missing persons, see if we’ve had any reports locally of a man matching his description not coming home, that kind of thing. If we find nothing, move further afield. But my guess is, he’s local.’

‘I’ll check up on the photos,’ said Patti, ‘and see if anything has come to light that might give us a lead in identifying who he is, even if we don’t have anything like a credit card or driving licence.’

Pete suggested a bit of good, old-fashioned door-knocking would make sense.

‘Not that I’m expecting anyone to have seen anything, considering the time, but you never know. Someone might have heard something, been woken up by vehicle lights; anything’s useful, right?’

Thinking back to the crime scene, Gordy looked over at Jack and Paul.

‘The spike,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen them before; it’s a bale spike, I think, something you put on the front loader of a tractor to lift those huge bales you see all over the place.’

‘Want us to see if anyone’s reported one going missing?’ Jack asked.

‘Exactly that. Needle in a haystack, I know, or at least a giant one in a pile of straw, but sometimes that’s the best we’ve got.’

‘I’ll check farms local to the village first, then move further afield,’ said Jack.

Paul added, ‘I could head out to that agricultural store we’ve got over in Standerwick; there’s always a bit of chat going around that place about what’s happening where, if any farms have had to deal with trespassers or poachers or whatever, that kind of thing.’

Gordy was genuinely impressed.

‘I’ll give our ludicrous friend Keith a call, just to chivvy him along,’ she said. ‘Then I’m away to Bristol for a meeting with Detective Superintendent Firbank.’

There was an audible gasp from the team.

‘Something the matter?’ Gordy asked.

Silence.

Gordy looked at them each in turn.

‘You gasped,’ she said. ‘Now, that’s either because of something I just said, or because something awful has just walked through the door behind me and shocked you all into silence. And, having witnessed the horror that is our friend Cowboy, it’s worth mentioning that nothing will ever scare or shock me again. So, which is it?’

‘It’s neither,’ said Patti.

Gordy was confused.

‘How can it be neither and yet you all gasped in unison?’

‘Does DCI Allercott know you’re meeting with Firbank?’ asked Pete.

‘She does,’ Gordy replied, ‘though I’m not sure what that’s got to do with anything.’

‘They don’t get on,’ Patti said, clarifying things a little. ‘That’s all, really.’

‘Not sure how that affects me,’ Gordy said. ‘You can’t get on with everyone in the workplace, can you? I mean, the recently mentioned Cowboy is a prime example, isn’t he? Yet, I’ve been reassured that he’s damned good at his job. So, whether I like him or not is irrelevant.’

The team was silent.

‘Well, with that settled, then,’ said Gordy, clapping her hands together loud enough to make everyone jump a little, ‘shall we crack on?’

As the team dispersed, Gordy attempted to move the whiteboard that Paul had wheeled into the room. Neither pushing nor dragging improved its steering, but after a few minutes of barely disguised swearing, she had it in her office and against the wall, but not before being very close to reading it its rights and arresting it for assaulting a police officer.

Sitting behind her desk, Gordy viewed the notes she’d jotted down. There wasn’t much at all, not yet, anyway, but there would be. There had to be. Someone didn’t just end up impaled on a spike in a castle without anyone knowing anything, it just wasn’t possible.

Reaching for her phone, Gordy realised that she didn’t actually have Cowboy’s number, so she called Patti into her office. Much to Gordy’s dismay, she took her through the phone system, eventually bringing up the crime scene manager’s number on the screen.

‘There you go,’ she said. ‘Easy.’

Gordy gave a nod, but said not a word, knowing full well she had already forgotten every single instruction she had been given.

She dialled the number.

On the sixth ring, the line connected, and the voice of Birmingham slipped into Gordy’s day.

‘Keith Brown, speaking.’

‘DI Haig,’ said Gordy, and was fairly sure she heard the faint sound of a gulp. ‘Just wondering how things are going, if there’s anything to report yet? I know it’s not long since you were on-scene, but I always like to check in, just in case there’s something that might help, no matter how small.’

‘Actually, there is something,’ Cowboy replied, and Gordy heard the man’s voice almost slip into his western persona, before stalling and sticking around Birmingham instead.

‘Really? What?’

‘It’s a film frame. Just one. Like it’s been snipped from a reel.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, a film, a movie, it’s just hundreds of thousands of still photographs, isn’t it, all flying past at a hell of a rate to give the illusion of movement? Like that thing with the pictures of horses inside a spinner with slits in the side.’

‘Hmm,’ said Gordy, understanding enough and encouraging Cowboy to get to the point.

‘So, there was one in the pocket of the overalls the victim was wearing. We’ve had a look at it, and it’s fairly old now, but we can still see someone in the frame, and make out a few other details about their surroundings.’

‘Any idea who the someone is?’ Gordy asked, knowing the answer before it came.

‘Not a clue,’ Cowboy replied. ‘A young woman. Looks like she’s covered in blood.’

That detail made Gordy shudder. She’d heard of snuff films, movies made of people being tortured and killed, but had never really thought them to be anything more than an urban legend.

‘Can you send a copy over?’

‘Of course,’ said Cowboy. ‘Photos will be on their way later today as well, but I can get this sent over now if you want. It’s been enlarged as well, so you can really see what’s going on. I warn you, though, even though it’s a fairly grainy image, it doesn’t look pleasant.’

‘I’ll expect it shortly,’ Gordy said, drew the conversation to a close, then hung up.

A few minutes later, when she opened the attachment Cowboy sent, she couldn’t help but think that his description had undersold it more than a little.


FOURTEEN


The image on Gordy’s screen, though grainy like Cowboy had described, was sharper than she had expected. Her reaction to it was visceral enough to make her flinch, and she found herself pushing her chair away from her desk just enough to make the wheels complain at her attempt to get away from it.

Blood. That was really all she could see for the first few moments, because there was just so damned much of it. So much, in fact, that she was sure she could smell it, the sight of all the blood, oddly frozen in time, stirring up memories she’d had more than her fair share of counselling sessions to learn to deal with. She leaned into a technique she’d learned through some of the tougher days of being in the police, focusing on her breathing to calm herself down and focus. Just simple breathing in through the nose, then out through the mouth, her lips tight enough to slow the breath down as she forced it out.

Once the initial shock had faded, Gordy edged closer to her screen, making herself examine what she was seeing and not be distracted by the horror of it or to let her imagination run wild with the hows or the whys.

The girl was drenched in crimson. Her clothes were sodden, her hair matted, her face running with thick beads of it like sweat. She looked to be in her late teens, maybe her early twenties. Beneath the blood, she could see a young woman with defined cheekbones and wide eyes, a thin smile cutting through all the blood with a flash of white teeth.

Elven, Gordy thought, thinking back to the stories of myth and legend her uncle told her when she was but a girl. Stories of dragons and wizards and elves and dwarves and men. The tales he’d read, and especially the ones he had spun himself from the darkness of an evening, had seemed so at home in the Highlands, as she had been herself.

Gordy’s breath caught in her throat as memories of home, of mountains and lochs and the smell of bog myrtle, whirled around her head for a moment.

She closed her eyes, took another slow breath in and out, and focused again. Thoughts of her far away and long ago home filled her mind, and she found herself staring out across the dark waters of a loch, suddenly still after a passing storm.

Opening her eyes again, Gordy realised something: the girl, she was smiling …

Now, that was odd, she thought. If she was covered in all of that blood and gore, why the hell would she look so happy?

Rubbing her eyes, Gordy gave herself a moment, then once again tried to take in what she was seeing, which wasn’t proving easy. The fact that this was a film cell gave it a very surreal air. And that was a point that really struck a chord, though one that was out of tune and rang harshly in Gordy’s mind.

Gordy ran through what this small and strange piece of evidence was trying to tell her, if anything.

It was a still frame from a film. It showed a young woman covered in blood. The young woman was smiling. Gordy also noticed that she was holding something in her right hand, though she couldn’t quite make out what it was, the image too blurred in that area.

Moving away from the girl herself, Gordy turned her attention to examining where the girl was; perhaps that would help tell a little more of the story of this strangely selected moment from the past.

The girl was standing in a huge, open doorway which led out into bright light and faded hues of green and brown. Gordy had no idea if what she was looking at was real or a film set, the details insufficient to give her any further clues.

As to whoever was behind the camera, they were standing inside the building, though there was little detail visible of the room itself.

Gordy tried to see if she could make out any details beyond the open door. The green … was that a lawn? And the browns beyond it… perhaps a field? That might give her some idea of the time of year, if the field was freshly ploughed, but it was hard to tell. The image at that point was fuzzy and out of focus, the girl being the centre of attention.

Something else caught Gordy’s eye. Behind the girl, between where the lawn, if it was that, and the fields met, was something else, a building maybe? It was small, But what the hell was it? She leaned in closer, zooming in so that section of the still filled her screen.

Squinting, Gordy tried to make out the details, pushing away as best she could all thoughts about the blood, the odd smile on the girl’s face, the thing she was holding in her hand.

There was an ornamental look to the building, the doorway somewhat ornate and arched. If it was a garden shed, it had certainly been over-designed. But why would a film set have such a thing?

Maybe it was part of another scene, Gordy thought, not that she had any idea at all about how films were made and sets constructed. Was it a cottage? No, that door looked too big. There was a temple-like quality to the place, though, and Gordy thought that she could make out carved stonework on the walls, and there were wide, shallow steps leading up to that large, ornate door. It reminded her of a mausoleum.

Perhaps this wasn’t a film set and was actually a large house. If that were the case, having such a thing out on the front lawn seemed to be an oddly prominent place to have it, but perhaps this was the back of the house. It was impossible to tell, and Gordy’s thoughts only swirled faster and faster as she tried to decipher whatever story lay behind the image.

Squinting at the screen again, Gordy tried to pick out any other details that would give her some clue as to what had been going on, and where, but she came up blank.

Leaning back in her chair, allowing her head to fall back, Gordy closed her eyes. Her mind drifted as she shuffled through a replay of what she had witnessed the night before at Nunney Castle, what she had learned and been told, the smell of the place, the atmosphere, and she tried to link all of that, and this. But the more she thought about it, the harder it seemed to be to do so.

What if there was no connection? Indeed, how could there be? The events of the night before had given her team a nameless man dead on a baler spike, and this film still frame was nothing more than a random picture. And maybe that’s all it was. People kept odd things in their pockets.

Gordy was no different in that. Checking her own to prove her point, she found a parking ticket, a small penknife with a bone handle that she’d had since she was a child, a pebble she’d picked up from a stream months ago with Anna, an elastic band, and some loose change. Why she had transferred any of it from one pair of trousers to another, she had no answer for, except, perhaps, for the pebble. She held it for a moment, caressing its smooth, dark grey surface with the tip of her thumb, before stuffing it back into her pocket with the rest of the items.

Gordy checked her watch and saw it was time to head off to Bristol. Part of her didn’t want to go. This case, as shocking as it was, had actually given her something to focus on beyond wishing she was anywhere else but here, a way to close the door briefly on the memories. But Firbank had been insistent, and maybe something useful would come from it, even if it was just a funny story or two about Harry.

With thoughts of her old DCI and the rest of the team up in Wensleydale dancing in her mind, she left the office, enjoyed a cheery farewell from Vivek, thanking him again for the lardy cake, and was soon in her vehicle and making her way out of Frome.


FIFTEEN


Detective Superintendent Alice Firbank’s office was possibly the most organised room Gordy had ever sat in, and she immediately felt as though her presence alone was enough to make the place untidy and cluttered.

She had been met at reception by an officer, and then taken upstairs by another, neither of whom she had been given a chance to notice anything about other than their speed and efficiency in getting her from one place to another. The first had been a man, the second a woman, but that was really about as much as Gordy could recall.

Sitting in the D-Sup’s office, waiting for her to arrive, she tried to imagine Harry sitting exactly where she was right then, and that thought was enough to turn her initial trepidation into a chuckling smile.

DCI Grimm, whose nature matched his name better than any person Gordy had ever known, must have filled the space with his own sense of awkwardness, she thought, the size of him enough on its own to make him seem out of place. Not that he was a giant, but there was certainly plenty of him to have her wondering if his entering the room had been a cause for concern, considering how easy he found it to knock into things as though they weren’t even there.

He wasn’t a bull in a china shop so much as a Pit Bull without a muzzle, and she could imagine him sitting there growling and grumbling to himself about how meetings were a waste of time, that he had other things to be getting on with, cases to follow up on. But like almost every huge, terrifying dog she’d ever met, underneath that gruff exterior was something considerably softer.

Not that he would flip over on the floor and ask for a tummy rub, a thought which made Gordy snort a laugh. Harry was a man with a big heart, and a sense of loyalty and kindness to those he cared about that just couldn’t be matched, and though they had all been wary of him when he had arrived in the Dales a few years ago, they’d soon come to see just how lucky they were to have him there in the first place.

‘Detective Inspector Haig,’ said a voice from behind Gordy, and she stood up so suddenly that her legs caught her chair and knocked it over with a dull thud on the thin, hard-wearing office carpet.

‘Ma’am,’ Gordy said, unsure whether to salute or to hold out a hand to shake or to just stand there and wait for instructions. This confusion resulted in her doing an odd sort of wave at hip-height as Firbank went around to stand behind her desk.

‘No need to stand,’ Firbank said, and sat down. ‘And no need to be calling me ma’am, either, though I do appreciate it, so thank you.’

Gordy retrieved her chair and lowered herself into it, careful to not cause any further mishaps.

‘Sorry about that,’ she said.

‘You know, Harry once got stuck in that chair,’ Firbank said, the thinnest of smiles cutting a line across her face, her black, pony-tailed hair bobbing a little with her laugh.

‘Really?’

Gordy tried to imagine what that must have looked like.

‘I still have no idea how he managed it,’ said Firbank.

‘He was actually stuck?’ Gordy asked. ‘This room must still echo with his swearing,’

‘Not just this room, the whole damned building,’ Firbank replied. ‘And most of Somerset.’

‘I can well imagine.’

‘He’s got quite the roar on him when he gets going, hasn’t he? And he really does embrace guttural swearing with a passion matched by few.’

‘He swears through gritted teeth better than anyone I’ve ever met.’

Firbank said, ‘I’ve actually just been speaking with him. That’s why I wasn’t here to greet you when you arrived. Sorry about that.’

Gordy was surprised.

‘You’ve been talking to Harry?’

‘I know, he doesn’t like phones much, and yet here we are.’

‘Dare I ask what about?’

Firbank leaned back in her chair, folded her arms.

She was slight, Gordy noticed, but there was a presence to the woman that made up for it. She had a sense right then that Firbank was the kind of person who could silence a stadium just by holding up a single hand, perhaps even just a finger.

‘You,’ Firbank said.

‘Ah.’

‘You sound concerned.’

‘Should I be?’

‘Should I?’

‘I don’t think so, no,’ said Gordy, a little unnerved by the rapid exchange, wondering if Firbank was playing games, trying to get the measure of her by being deliberately combative. ‘What did Harry have to say?’

That got another chuckle from Firbank.

‘You know Harry,’ she said. ‘Not much, but always just enough. I’ve long thought his approach to conversation was much like adding salt to a meal; he would put in enough to season it, but never too much to spoil it. Though I doubt that’s anything like his thought process.’

‘Doesn’t quite answer my question though,’ said Gordy.

Firbank sat forward again, and this time leaned her elbows on her desk, hands clasped together in front of her.

‘How are you doing?’

‘I’m fine?’ Gordy replied, all too aware of the giveaway inflection at the end.

‘In case you’re wondering, Harry speaks very highly of you. And he really doesn’t speak highly of anyone at all.’

Gordy wasn’t quite sure how to respond, so said nothing.

‘I don’t generally call people in for a chat,’ Firbank continued. ‘If I did this with everyone, I’d never get my job done, would I? But Harry’s a special case, and by default, so are you.’

‘He’s certainly that,’ Gordy said, unable to hide her smile.

‘Drove me up the bloody wall,’ said Firbank, rolling her eyes. ‘That’s why you ended up with him, after all. But, by all accounts, it’s done him a world of good.’

‘And he us, actually,’ replied Gordy. ‘He’s not as gruff as he’d like everyone to think he is, no’ by a long way.’

‘He’s a bloody good detective, to boot,’ added Firbank. ‘Plus, he looks after his own, if you know what I mean.’

Gordy spotted something, not just in what Firbank had said, but in the way she had said it.

‘He seems to lead from the front, but at the same time is always alongside you,’ she said, looking at Firbank. ‘Not sure that makes any sense, but I can’t think of a clearer way to say it.’

For a moment, neither Gordy nor Firbank said anything.

Gordy broke the silence.

‘I’m still not entirely sure why I’m here,’ she said. ‘If you have concerns, then—’

‘I do,’ said Firbank, cutting in, ‘but they’re not about your work. About you and how you are, though? Yes. Very serious concerns.’

Gordy’s stomach twisted. This was what she had been dreading deep down, that the battering she had taken would have a knock-on effect that she couldn’t do anything about. Was she about to be put on garden leave? Was that what this was? Had she been called in to be told to just stay at home, take some time off, only two days into her new job? How was that even fair?

‘I know a little about what you’ve been through,’ said Firbank, breaking Gordy’s spiralling thoughts. ‘Harry has, off his own back, kept me up to date, and given me a broader picture of things. His call earlier was little more than him asking me to tell you that you can always call on him, and the others, if you need to.’

‘I know,’ Gordy said, aware she had not reached out even once since moving South, preferring instead to keep her head down and push forward regardless.

‘He’s very much someone you can depend on,’ Firbank continued. ‘Believe me, I know.’

There it was again, Gordy noticed, the strange tone, as though something deeper was hiding behind Firbank’s words.

‘But it was you who sent him North,’ she said.

‘For his own good,’ said Firbank. ‘But that doesn’t take anything away from the fact that he’s had my back too many times to remember. He also saved my life, and in many ways that was the biggest reason of all for me to do what I did. He needed to rescue himself, and the only way for him to do that was to be sent somewhere else, somewhere completely different, where he’d be out of his comfort zone and forced to change.’

‘He saved your life?’

‘That’s a story for another day,’ Firbank smiled. ‘Now, back to you.’

Gordy realised she was holding her breath in anticipation of what the D-Sup was going to say next, and forced herself to relax.

‘I can’t begin to imagine what it must’ve been like to lose Anna,’ Firbank said, ‘and even if I had lost someone so important to me, I wouldn’t be so insensitive as to suggest what I had been through and experienced was in any way the same. Grief hits us all in different ways, doesn’t it, and no two people suffer the same?’

Gordy felt pinned to her seat. She both wanted to burst out of the room and run like hell, and at the same time just listen to what Firbank was saying.

Firbank took a pad of blank sticky notes from the side of her desk and jotted something on the top note. She peeled it off from the rest of the pad and handed it to Gordy.

‘That,’ she said, ‘is my personal number. I do not give this out lightly. And I do not expect it to be shared. Is that understood?’

Gordy felt her jaw drop open a little. She gave a short nod, staring at the number, not really sure what on earth was going on. First Allercott, and now Firbank. Nice, yes, but also a wee bit weird, she thought, but kept quiet about it.

‘If you need someone to talk to, to shout at, whatever, just call. If I’m unavailable, leave a message, and I will call back. You have my word on that. Do not suffer alone and in silence.’

‘I … I won’t,’ Gordy said.

‘I admire your courage in taking on this new role, considering the circumstances. But don’t let that bravery cast too large a shadow, such that everything else gets blocked out and forgotten; that way madness lies. Harry knows that better than most, as I’m sure you’re aware. Which is why I suggest you lean on him, too, when you need to.’

Gordy smiled, though there was no humour behind it.

‘Sometimes, I think this is all madness,’ she said, looking around Firbank’s office, shaking her head sorrowfully. ‘I don’t know whether to run or to stay, but neither seems to be a good option, and that doesn’t help, because then I feel like I’m just running on the spot, and that I’m only doing that to stop myself from falling flat on my face.’

‘Running only takes you away,’ said Firbank. ‘Wherever you end up, you will still be you, and you will still have to deal with what you’ve been through. Staying might actually give you a bit of stability.’

‘That’s why I’m still here,’ Gordy sighed. ‘It’s why I’m sitting here now, believe me.’

Firbank stood up.

‘Well, I wish you well in your new role. I’m sure you’ll fit in with the team; even Allercott.’

Gordy rose to her feet.

‘Can’t say I’ve quite got the measure of her yet,’ she said.

‘Let me know when you do.’

Firbank led Gordy to her office door and waved over another officer. She then held out her hand. Gordy shook it.

‘I meant what I said, understood? Call. And if you don’t, Harry won’t be happy.’

‘Oh, well, in that case,’ Gordy said, then followed the other officer back down to reception.

When she was back outside and in her vehicle again, Gordy took a moment to let the meeting sink in.

She felt like crying, but she wouldn’t, because she was strong, and tears weren’t going to help.

Driving away, despite what she’d told herself, tears fell as softly as the evening, but for once, over a smile.
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Come the morning, Gordy was back in the office, and this time earlier than the rest of the team. She had forced herself to head to bed at a sensible time, instead of allowing herself to drift off on the sofa, watching chewing gum for her brain on television. She had woken in the night only once, managed to push away whatever nightmare had sunk its claws into her, and to her own surprise, woken up again only when her alarm called her.

The conversation with Firbank had definitely stilled her mind a little, she realised, and knowing that Harry was out there, too, and the rest of her old team, rooting for her, wishing her well, and offering her their help should she need it, meant more than she’d ever given herself a chance to realise.

The only person in the office was Vivek, and Gordy’s first words to him were a simple statement. ‘This may only be my first week, Vivek, but I hope I’m not going to have to have words with you about working longer than you should.’

Vivek smiled, then opened his arms in a gesture at the reception area he manned.

‘Oh, I know all about work-life balance. Why else do you think I’m here?’

He offered no further details, but Gordy left with the impression that Vivek had a backstory, and one she’d like to know more about, once she got the chance.

On her desk, she found a folder waiting for her. Opening it, she was presented with photographs from the crime scene. She knew that they would also be in her inbox, but the physical copies were so much more immediate and real.

Gordy flicked through the images, and the speed of them dashing past provided a short, silent movie of the horror they had all witnessed at the castle. It reminded her of the single film frame found in the victim’s pocket, and again she wondered from where it had come, and whether it was relevant, or just a thread which, if pulled, would ultimately be found to be attached to nothing at all.

Leaving the photographs to one side, Gordy turned in her chair to stare at the board and the scant notes written on it. She’d not had a chance to get an update from the rest of the team, so as a focus for that, she tried to wheel the board back out into the main office. One of the wheels came off, and the jolt of the frame digging into the carpet caused her to stumble, and both she and the board tumbled forwards.

For a split second, Gordy felt as though she was frozen in time, neither standing nor falling, suspended in the moment. Then gravity claimed her, and she fell, the board not so much breaking her fall as making the sound of it so much more dramatic. The top edge caught a shelf and dislodged it, sending a cascade of books and folders over Gordy as she landed ungracefully on all fours, the board between her and the carpet.

A smell of stale coffee and dirt wafted up from the floor and Gordy pushed herself to her feet, swearing under her breath.

‘Everything okay?’

Gordy turned to see Detective Sergeant Patti Matondo standing at her office doorway. Behind her, she spied the spiky hair of Detective Constable Peter Knight.

‘Wheel came off,’ said Gordy, brushing herself down, kicking at the board as it lay forlornly on the floor.

Patti and Pete came into the office. Pete lifted the board back up onto its three remaining wheels.

‘Any idea where the other one went?’ he asked.

‘Not a clue,’ said Gordy, her palms stinging a little from her landing.

‘Well, you can have a look for it while we’re out, can’t you, Pete?’ said Patti, and Gordy realised the sergeant’s eyes were now on her.

‘Has something come up? Is it Cowboy?’

Patti shook her head.

‘Not Cowboy, no. However, a car’s been found in Nunney,’ she said. ‘Jack’s there now.’

Gordy frowned.

‘And he thinks it might have something to do with what happened at the castle?’

‘One of the residents he spoke to yesterday called it in first thing. Said they’d remembered seeing someone parking it up, matching the description given of the victim. He’s checked to see if it’s locked. Turns out the keys have been left in the ignition.’

‘That’s odd.’

‘Isn’t it?’

Gordy looked at Pete.

‘Find that wheel,’ she said, ‘and let me know if and when you hear from Cowboy and the pathologist.’

‘Prince? Sure.’

Gordy narrowed her eyes at Pete.

‘Prince?’

‘As in Charming,’ said Pete. ‘Suits him, too.’

‘In what way?’ Gordy asked, still trying to get over meeting Keith ‘Cowboy’ Brown, and now with the image of meeting Adam Ant at the mortuary…

‘Dunno really,’ Pete replied. ‘He’s just properly nice, I guess. One of those people you just find yourself talking to. Really good at remembering things, like the names of your family, dates you’ve been on, that kind of thing.’

Intrigued, Gordy then remembered the film frame she’d printed out, and took it from a drawer in her desk, handing it to the constable.

‘What’s this?’ Pete asked.

Patti leaned over for a look as well.

‘Bloody hell,’ she said. ‘That’s horrific …’

‘Aye, it is that,’ Gordy agreed. ‘What it actually is, is the enlarged image of a single film cell found in the victim’s pocket. I don’t know what to make of it, but there’s a lot off about it, for sure.’

‘Like all the blood and the fact that she’s smiling,’ said Patti.

‘Exactly,’ said Gordy. ‘She’s holding something, but I can’t make it out, and I’ve no idea if what we’re looking at is real or fake, a film set, or an actual place … Anyway, it’s worth having a few pairs of eyes looking at it for sure.’

Pete took the picture.

‘Come on then,’ Gordy said, with a nod at Patti. ‘You can drive.’ She marched out of her office, the sound of Patti racing to keep up following her.

To get to Nunney, Patti left Frome behind to head out on the main road towards Shepton Mallet, taking a right across oncoming traffic to drop them onto a narrow lane. Just a few minutes later, they were in Nunney, taking another right to thread their way through the village, where a sharp left took them over the small bridge spanning the river.

On the outskirts of the village, Patti pulled them into a small parking area and Gordy spotted Paul leaning against his vehicle, patiently waiting. The only other vehicle parked up was a black car, its glimmering paint dancing with the sunlight dropping through the high cover of bowed trees now well on their way with fresh buds of spring.

Patti pulled her vehicle to a stop and Gordy was first out.

‘What’ve we got, then?’ she asked, walking over to Paul.

‘BMW,’ Paul replied. ‘M3 model, so not exactly cheap. The person who called in was out with their dog when they saw the driver park it up. They’d not made the connection until they’d been out again this morning and spotted the car, which is why they called.’

‘And who is this they?’

Paul checked his notebook.

‘A Mrs Clough,’ said Paul. ‘I’ve her address and contact details so we can follow up if necessary.’

‘What time did she see the driver?’ Gordy asked.

‘The same evening,’ said Paul. ‘She walks her dog twice a day. Eight-ish she thinks, which is later than she usually goes out, but she had been busy with work and hadn’t been able to get out until night was falling.’

‘What does she do?’

‘Dog groomer. Though hard to tell, considering how scruffy her own dog is. Looks like a hair explosion on legs.’

Gordy headed over to the black BMW, and Paul and Patti followed.

‘If this was parked here,’ she said, ‘at the time Mrs Clough has said, then what was the driver doing between then and ending up at the castle? The car’s open, yes?’

‘It is,’ said Paul. ‘I’ve not checked inside, though; figured it would be best to wait for you, what with me being just a PCSO.’

Gordy narrowed her eyes at Paul.

‘You mind saying that again for me, just to make sure I heard you right?’

‘Say what again?’

‘About being a PCSO.’

Gordy saw confusion in Paul’s eyes.

‘But I am, aren’t I?’ he said again. ‘I’m just a PCSO, I can’t—’

‘There’s no such thing as “just a PCSO,”’ Gordy said, her tone edged with flint sharp enough to cut his sentence in two. ‘So, you’ll no’ be saying that again, you hear?’

She gave Paul no time to reply and, with disposable gloves pulled on, grabbed the handle of the car door and gave it a yank.

The smell from inside the car was a mix of leather and aftershave, one expensive, the other eye-wateringly cheap. The carpets were spotless, the dashboard shiny to the point of being a little off-putting.

‘Nice car,’ she said, then started searching through the various pockets and cubby holes, instructing both Paul and Patti to do the same, Patti handing Paul a pair of disposable gloves.

As Gordy and Patti scrabbled around in the main cockpit, Paul headed to the back of the car.

Gordy heard the boot open, the sound of the PCSO rummaging around whatever was in there, then a hissed yes, followed by, ‘Er, ma’am?’

Pushing herself out of the car, Gordy went around to the rear of the car.

‘Please,’ she said, ‘don’t call me ma’am.’

‘But Allercott prefers—’ Paul began, but Gordy cut him off.

‘I’m not Allercott,’ she said.

‘Then what should I, or any of us, call you?’

‘You’ll think of something, but keep it polite when it’s to my face. What have you found?’

In the boot was a small, brown leather suitcase, the flap hanging open.

‘This,’ said Paul, and he handed Gordy a leather wallet that was well worn, but had a feel to it of a quality only big money could buy.

Opening it, Gordy found a neat selection of notes, ranging from fivers to a couple of fifties, and a collection of receipts, all folded. There were no photos, no hint of the life of the man who owned it. A number of bank and credit cards were stacked together, behind which Gordy found three more; one for collecting supermarket points, one for somewhere called Holcombe Hall Club, and another for a roadside rescue organisation. Then, she struck gold, and removed another card, this one pink.

‘Driving licence,’ said Patti.

Staring back at Gordy from the card in her hand, was the small, black-and-white picture of the victim from the castle. Brian Shepherd, and he lived in Frome.
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She instructed Paul to catch up with the rest of the team and get back to her with any updates, especially with regards to the baler spike.

With lunch on the horizon, she was with Patti outside an iron-gated entrance on a narrow street in Frome. Cars lined one side of the road, leaving only just enough room to drive past, and there were no parking places available.

‘This would drive me crazy,’ Gordy said, as Patti took them back around the block to have another pass, in the hope that someone might have moved on. But no one had, so she was forced to navigate to another street to find a space.

‘Yeah, parking can be an issue,’ Patti said, as they both climbed out of her vehicle to head back down to the address the driving licence belonged to. ‘Popular place though, so people are happy to put up with it if they get to live in a beautiful, if not a rather overpriced, pile of stone.’

As they approached the house, Gordy was struck not just by the size of the houses, each of them being at least three storeys, but by just how old they were, and how different, with no two having their doors or windows in the same place. She wondered if the terrace had been built ad hoc rather than all at once, with various new builders over the years adding their own slant to the next house to join the line.

Coming to a stop outside the gate, which sat at the end of an arched throughway leading to a rear yard, Gordy saw that the gate itself was locked.

With no idea yet if the victim lived alone or not, the best and also simplest and most sensitive way to find out was to speak to someone in person.

‘I think this is the front door,’ said Patti, pointing at a simple wooden door to the left of the gate, and she gave it a firm knock.

Gordy waited long enough for someone to come to the door, then leaned past Patti to thump the heel of her hand against the door, the dull thud echoing through the house beyond.

‘Well, if they didn’t hear that—’ she said, when a voice from above called out.

Gordy stepped back and looked up to see a woman with striking silver hair leaning out of an upstairs window from the house next door.

‘Brian’s not in.’

Gordy introduced herself and Patti.

‘The police? What’s he done? He’s not had any problems for years!’

That statement was enough to make Gordy want to take the conversation off the rather public road.

‘Could we have a chat inside?’

‘But I’m going out.’

‘I promise this won’t take long,’ Gordy said. ‘We just need to follow up on a few things, and any help would be greatly appreciated.’

The woman stared down at them for a moment before ducking back inside the house and pulling the window closed.

Gordy readied herself to knock at the door once again, not entirely convinced the woman was coming down to let them in, but then there was the rattle of keys and various locks from the other side, and the door opened. The woman’s silvery hair shone in the light from inside the house and Gordy realised the colour was natural. Whoever she was, she was growing old disgracefully well, she thought, putting her in her early sixties, but with a look that she not only carried off effortlessly but seemed to knock at least a decade off her, if not more.

‘Ten minutes,’ the woman said, and stepped back, gesturing to Gordy and Patti to enter.

Inside, Gordy was presented with an open-plan space, a lounge leading to a dining room and, beyond that, a kitchen. It all looked very high-end, not a penny spared. The walls of the lounge and dining room were painted in dark hues of green and blue, which somehow managed to make the space seem both cosy and huge all at once.

The kitchen drew the eye with a brightness Gordy knew instinctively that she couldn’t afford. Even from where they were standing, she could tell that it was all hand built, the craftsmanship as apparent as the cost in each and every line, the granite worktop sparkling in the sunlight cutting its way through the windows.

Gordy decided to not wait to be shown a chair, and sat down, Patti following suit, taking out her notebook as she did so.

‘Can we take your name and a contact number, please?’ Patti asked.

Gordy took in what the woman was wearing, and found that the only word that sprung to mind was linen. Swathed in the oat-coloured material from neck to ankle, she seemed not so much to stand as float.

‘But you’re here for Brian, not me, aren’t you?’ the woman replied.

‘We’re just trying to find out a little bit more about Mr Shepherd, yes,’ said Gordy. ‘And it’s in your interest, as well as our own, if we record your details as well. Simply means we can maintain a good line of communication if we need to.’

The woman sucked in a long, slow breath through her nose, then sat down opposite as she exhaled.

‘Lovely house,’ Gordy said, trying to crack the ice enough to allow conversation to flow.

The woman’s somewhat chilly front thawed immediately at the compliment.

‘I’m an interior designer,’ she said. ‘So, this isn’t just a home, it’s a shop front, really.’

‘And a very effective one, I’m sure, Ms …?’

‘Williams,’ the woman replied. ‘Christina Williams. Would you like tea? Coffee? I’ve some filtered water as well. And some biscuits. They’re vegan.’

‘No, we’re fine, thank you; we won’t take up much of your time,’ Gordy said, wondering why mentioning that the biscuits were vegan was important, ‘but thank you.’

‘When was the last time you saw Mr Shepherd?’ Patti asked.

‘Brian? A couple of days ago, perhaps. We don’t talk much really. We’re very different. I’ve offered to help him with his house, but he won’t of hear it. Seems to think that minimalism to the point of achingly empty is the best way to live. Never been in a house that feels so cold, even with the heating on, if you know what I mean.’

‘How long have you lived here?’ Gordy asked.

‘Ten years,’ Christina replied. ‘This place was a shell when I bought it. I swear the previous owners kept horses in what’s now the kitchen. The smell! Sometimes, I’m sure I still get a waft of it, like the stink of them is in the brickwork.’

‘Was Brian here when you moved in?’

Christina shook her head.

‘Moved in a couple of years after me. He’s from here though, you know? Proper local. I think he was in London for years, for work, but then decided to move back and set up his own company. Fair enough though, it’s a lovely place to live. So many artisan producers, lots of independent shops, and there’s a huge market every month as well.’

Gordy was beginning to realise that Christina liked to ramble and embellish.

‘He has a business here?’ Patti asked.

‘Shepherd’s Solicitors,’ said Christina with a nod. ‘On Stony Street. Are you sure you don’t want some tea?’

‘Very sure,’ said Gordy. ‘Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary recently, with regards to Mr Shepherd? A strange question, I know, especially as you’ve told us that you don’t really talk much. But anything at all, anything he’s said, perhaps a visitor …’

Gordy watched as the faintest of frowns appeared on Christina’s forehead.

‘I’ll be honest,’ Christina eventually said, ‘everything about Brian is out of the ordinary.’

‘Really? How do you mean?’

‘I’ve never seen him receive a visitor other than the postie or a delivery van from the supermarket. Not one. Doesn’t seem to have any friends. I don’t think he’s dating anyone. He’s either at work, grabbing some shopping, at Holcombe Hall, or in the house. He’s often still awake in the early hours of the morning; I hear him walking about, like he’s pacing. He shouts sometimes, too. The walls of these houses are thick in places, thinner in others, and he’s managed to wake me up sometimes. Then there’s the crying.’

Gordy noticed Patti glance at her, and she gave the sergeant enough of a nod to indicate that she should ask the next question and probe a little deeper.

‘Do you know why?’ Patti asked.

‘It’s hard to make out words,’ said Christina. ‘Whatever it was or is, it was an accident. That’s all I’ve ever been able to make out.’

‘He cries about an accident?’ Gordy said. ‘Do you know what kind or what he means?’

‘I’ve never asked,’ said Christina. ‘I mean, when he first moved in, I tried to get to know him, introduced myself, turned up with a bottle of wine and a card, that kind of thing, but it was clear from the off he wanted to keep his distance. He looks haunted, you know? Like there’s something behind his eyes. That sounds a bit dramatic, but it’s the only way I can describe it, really.’

‘No, that’s a very accurate description, I think,’ said Gordy. ‘If someone is carrying a trauma with them, it’s often very hard to disguise completely.’

Christina leaned forward.

‘Can I ask what’s actually happened with him?’

Gordy ignored the question.

‘When we first arrived and told you we were with the police, you said something quite interesting; you said, “What’s he done?” then something about him not being in trouble for years; can you tell me what you meant by that?’

At this, Christina rolled her eyes.

‘Well, he may not have any friends that I know of, but he certainly has a reputation locally. I half wonder if that’s why he goes to Holcombe Hall; it’s a safe place really, isn’t it?’

Gordy glanced at Patti, not having a clue what Holcombe Hall was.

‘It’s just a private club really,’ said Patti. ‘Like a spa-hotel kind of thing. Quite posh, by all accounts. Not that I’ve ever been.’

Gordy had an idea of just the kind of place they were talking about, and also of the people who frequented it.

Patti asked, ‘What do you mean by Brian having a reputation locally?’

Christina mimed taking a drink from an invisible glass.

‘How he manages to keep his business going, I don’t know,’ she said, ‘what with the trouble he’s found himself in over the years. Though it’s been a good while now since one of you knocked at his door to have a word.’

‘He drinks, then,’ said Gordy.

‘Honestly, it’s been a fair few years since he was in trouble, and I think he just drinks alone now in his house, which is probably why he’s up most nights pacing about and shouting and crying. But the first few years? It was either the police, an angry pub owner, or someone he’d had an argument with at the bar. He would always be very remorseful, and I think because people sort of know him, being as he’s local, they’ve let him off. And anyway, it’s been a good while, like I said, since he’s been out and about and caused a problem.’

Gordy allowed the conversation to fall quiet for a moment, then she stood up and Patti did the same.

‘Thank you, Christina,’ she said, using the woman’s first name to add a more personal tone to their chat, ‘this has been very useful.’

‘You didn’t tell me what’s happened,’ Christina said, pushing herself to her feet. ‘Is Brian okay? Is something wrong? Is it serious?’

Gordy moved to the door, opened it.

‘If we need to ask you anything else, we have your details and we will be in touch. Again, thank you for your time.’

Then she was outside and with a swift farewell, heading back up the street, Patti right beside her.

‘We need Brian’s house looked over,’ she said, as Patti led her back to their vehicle.

‘I can get Paul on with sorting the search warrant,’ said Patti. ‘Shouldn’t take too long; two, maybe three hours?’

Gordy stopped mid-stride.

‘Which means you’re leaving me with the unique pleasure of calling a certain Mr Charming, the pathologist; does he have a first name other than Prince?’

That got a laugh from Patti.

‘James,’ she said. ‘You’ll love him, everybody does.’

‘I’m not everybody,’ Gordy replied.

Patti smiled, took out her phone. ‘Once we’ve both finished our respective calls, I’m assuming we’ll be heading to Stony Street? Unless you fancy a visit to a spa, that is?’

Gordy lifted her phone to her ear.

‘Jacuzzis and wall-to-wall aromatherapy aren’t quite my thing,’ she said, then punched in a call to the pathologist.
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Patti drove them into town and parked up outside the Cheese and Grain, which Gordy recognised from her first trip out with Jack at the start of the week. A market was taking up half the car park, and Gordy followed Patti through the stalls, tempted by the smell of sausages cooking on a huge skillet.

They had briefly discussed on the way that a check of the records back at the station with regards to Brian Shepherd’s supposed various run-ins with the police would be a task for later in the day. But to hurry things along, Gordy had called James Charming, explained what they needed, and asked him to look into it as soon as he got the chance.

A quick phone call was hardly enough to make a judgement call on just how nice someone was or wasn’t, but she’d been struck by the warmth of the man’s voice. For all she knew, though, the honeyed voice was simply a disguise, so she would delay judgement until they met face-to-face.

‘Hungry?’ she asked, stopping by the stall.

The look in Patti’s eyes was enough of an answer for Gordy to buy them both a sausage in a bun with plenty of onions, and they both munched in silence as they walked on over River Frome and into the town itself.

The name Stony Street suited it, thought Gordy, the road ahead was cobbled, and it rose steeply, each side lined with shops.

Following Patti, she saw everything from a shop selling stationery—clearly the one Allercott had referred to—a wine bar, and a tattoo parlour, to a café, a charity shop, and a small boutique kind of place selling the type of underwear she would love to wear, but wasn’t sure she had the confidence to pull off. That thought made her a little cross, and she kept it to herself, annoyed that her self-confidence had taken such a hit that she would even think such a thing. That surely needed to change. She just wasn’t sure how to make it happen.

‘Here we are,’ said Patti, and opened a door to allow Gordy to enter first.

Inside, Gordy walked up to the receptionist, who greeted her with a smile that had not informed her eyes it was taking place.

‘Can I help?’

Gordy presented her ID.

‘Detective Inspector Haig,’ she said. ‘And this is Detective Sergeant Matondo.’

‘Do you have an appointment?’

‘Is it possible to speak to one of the partners?’

‘Mr Shepherd is unavailable, I’m afraid.’

‘It’s because of Mr Shepherd that we are here.’

At last, the receptionist’s eyes joined in with the rest of her face as they went wide with shock.

‘Oh! Has something happened? Is he okay? It’s not his ex, is it? Oh God …’

‘How many staff work for Shepherd Solicitors?’ Gordy asked, wondering if the whole conversation was going to be nothing more than questions batted back and forth across the room. As for the statement about Shepherd’s ex, she logged that for later.

‘Five. Mr Shepherd, his partner, Ms Jones, their PAs, and myself.’

‘Can I take your name, please?’ Patti asked with a smile.

‘Yes, of course,’ the receptionist answered immediately. ‘I’m Louise Abbott.’

‘And the other two members of staff are?’

‘James Barker, and Hazel Thackery.’

‘Are they all in the office today?’ Gordy asked.

Louise gave a sharp nod.

‘Would it be possible to speak to them?’

‘Ms Jones and James are with a client.’

‘And Hazel?’

‘Snowed under with paperwork, as always,’ Louise replied.

‘Well, why don’t we start with Hazel?’ Gordy suggested. ‘Then, while we’re having a little chat with her, you can inform Ms Jones that we’re here and would like a chat when she’s done. How does that sound?’

‘I think I should speak to her first, really,’ said Louise.

‘Whatever you think is best,’ Gordy replied, then pointed at the handful of chairs in the reception area. ‘We’ll grab ourselves a seat while we wait.’

Sitting down, Gordy watched as Louise sprang up from behind her desk, then raced off through a door in the far wall. Not even a minute had passed before she returned, hot on the heels of a woman in a deep green trouser suit, her hair short and smart and, Gordy had to admit, rather bloody nice. She’d never had short hair herself, certainly not short enough that clippers had been involved, and for the briefest moment, she wondered if it would suit her.

‘Amanda Jones,’ the woman said, coming to stand in front of Gordy, hand extended. ‘Can I help?’

Gordy stood up and shook her hand.

‘We could do with a minute or two of your time, if that’s okay,’ Gordy said. ‘I understand you’re busy, but this is, as I’m sure you will understand, a wee bit important.’

‘If you’re here to speak with Brian, I’m afraid he’s on leave this week.’

‘Just a minute or two, that’s all,’ Gordy said, repeating herself.

Amanda turned to Louise.

‘Can you nip up and tell James and my client I’ll be a few minutes? Maybe see if coffee or tea are required, biscuits, that kind of thing? We’ve some chocolate ones, haven’t we? That usually works to keep people relaxed.’

She looked back at Gordy.

‘This way, please.’

Amanda didn’t wait for an answer and marched to the door Louise had disappeared through just a few minutes ago.

Gordy followed, with Patti behind, and they were soon in a small, private room, decorated with strikingly realistic plastic flowers, and three artistically taken and framed photographs pinned to the wall, all of which showed various locations in Frome.

Amanda gestured to the seats at the round table in the centre of the room and they all sat down.

‘What’s happened?’ she asked, before Gordy had even managed to get herself comfortable. ‘Louise said something about Brian’s ex; what is she accusing him of this time? Not that she’s in any position to accuse him of anything after what she’s done.’

Once again, Gordy decided to leave the mention of Brian’s ex for now, and said, ‘We understand that Brian is currently on leave.’

‘Which is a rare thing indeed,’ said Amanda, reaching for a bottle of water in the middle of the table and pouring them each a glass. ‘Never takes holiday. And there’s nothing I can do to force him to, either. It’s not healthy.’

‘Do you know what he intended to do with his time off?’ Patti asked. ‘Did he have plans to go away, to stay at home …?’

‘He didn’t say. It was all very short notice. Had to move a lot of things around, but I didn’t mind; I was just pleased he was finally listening to me.’

‘Do you have any idea about his movements these last few days, perhaps over the weekend?’

‘Not at all. He’s very private. Keeps himself to himself. He moved here from the city, but that didn’t go quite according to plan, not for the first few years anyway, and that damaged him, I think. Or maybe it was something else. Hard to say.’

‘How do you mean?’ Gordy asked.

‘I don’t really know,’ Amanda said. ‘He’s local, but I don’t know of anyone he hangs around with, anyone he would call a friend. Seems to prefer his own company. Especially the first few years after he came back. But that’s all down to Melonie, really. You’d think a restraining order would have some kind of impact, wouldn’t you? But it took her a long time to get the message.’

‘Melonie?’ Patti prompted.

‘The ex,’ said Amanda. ‘They met at university, got married soon after, and they kept it going long enough for it to fall apart somewhat dramatically.’

‘What happened?’ asked Gordy, and received a narrow stare from the solicitor.

‘You’ve not told me why you’re here, and I see no reason to divulge anything further. It’s Brian’s private life, and for him to share if and when he wants to.’

‘Do you have any contact details for Brian’s family? Does he have children, or siblings?’

‘Single child, both parents are dead. As far as I know, no extended family either, certainly none that I’ve heard him talk about.’ Amanda’s jaw clenched. ‘As I’m sure you know, my knowledge of how the police work, the questions they ask and why, is rather detailed, Detective Inspector. Can I suggest that you cut to the chase and tell me exactly what is going on and why you’re here?’

Gordy allowed them all a moment of silence before she spoke again. She would have preferred to break the news first to a family member, but under the circumstances, she felt fairly sure she had little choice but to be open about what had happened. Amanda, after all, might well be the closest thing to a family member that Brian had.

‘I’m very sorry to inform you that Brian has been killed.’

The words were harsh, but they were accurate, and Gordy had found over the years that there was no way to soften the message, because whatever words you used, they were still communicating something utterly horrendous and earth-shattering.

Amanda didn’t move, staring at Gordy, who held the woman’s gaze.

‘What happened?’

‘I’m afraid that at this point we are unable to go into much more detail, as I’m sure you understand,’ Gordy explained. ‘However, I can tell you that his body was found two nights ago at Nunney Castle.’

‘Then it was Melonie!’ Amanda said, her voice suddenly sharp and rippling with anger. ‘Melonie sodding Cox! Do you have her? Surely you have her, you must!’

Gordy maintained her calm composure.

‘Can I ask why you think that?’

‘Because he bloody well proposed to her there, that’s why!’ Amanda said, then hurled her glass at the wall.

Gordy waited for the last of the shards to fall.

‘I don’t suppose you have her address?’ she asked.


NINETEEN


Approximately forty-five minutes later, Gordy was once again slipping through somewhere she had never been to before, though she had recognised some of the roads Patti had driven them along, thanks to her own journey to and from work that week.

‘Nice place, Castle Cary,’ Patti said, as they pulled up at the side of the road.

Ahead of them was the address that Amanda had given them once her rage had eased a little and the smashed glass had been cleaned up by a very surprised Louise. She had also provided them with Brian’s file on his ex-wife, which was kept under lock and key in his office. It contained an awful lot of detail and various photographs.

‘It’s one of those places,’ Patti said, ‘I’ve driven through dozens of times and always thought it would be nice to stop and have a mooch around, but I’ve still not done it. Always the way when something’s on your doorstep, isn’t it?’

They had approached the small market town from the direction of Shepton Mallet, first passing the train station, which, for whatever reason, sat far enough out of town for Gordy to wonder why it even held the same name.

Once in Castle Cary itself, Patti had driven them into the centre, then turned right, rolling them through a picturesque collection of stone buildings populated by pubs and various small businesses, and even an honest-to-God small museum of local history.

Though Gordy had never admitted it to anyone, not even Anna come to think of it, she rather liked museums, especially the smaller, quirky ones. They told stories of people and places, which was one of the reasons she had become a police officer in the first place. Yes, she enjoyed the pace of the work, the importance of it, but at its heart were people, their lives, the choices they’d made or that had been forced upon them, and helping them deal with the worst of times gave her a sense of worth.

The road they were on led out of the village. Both sides were lined with houses more than a little outside of Gordy’s own price bracket. Not that she was even considering buying a house; she was having enough trouble as it was persuading herself to stay in the place she had rented, so putting down roots was something she couldn’t imagine. Not yet anyway; perhaps never. She didn’t know, didn’t want to think about that. The future was still a huge, scary, and unknown place, and one she felt considerably more comfortable approaching one day at a time. She had dreamed of sharing it all with someone, and that someone was now gone. Forever. How the hell was she supposed to see beyond that?

Gordy quickly ran through what Amanda had told them about Melonie, omitting the quite exceptional display of bad language she had used.

‘We need to remember the facts,’ she said. ‘Description first: Melonie is forty-six years old, medium height, and the last time Amanda saw her, she had long, brown, wavy hair. So, that could easily have changed. We do have photographs, though, so that’s a huge help. Beyond that, she was married to Brian not long out of university. They moved to London together, he completed a law degree, passed the Solicitors Qualifying Exam, got a job, worked hard, earned well, while Melonie attempted to pursue a career as an actress.

‘She had a few on-off jobs, various commercials, a few walk-on roles on some television shows, a bit of theatre, but it never took off. The relationship became strained, and she blamed Brian and his career for taking over, or something along those lines. That strikes me more as opinion, really, so what I’m going to bear in mind is that as the relationship issues came to a head, she leaned on cocaine and drink a little too much. Not that there’s any other amount of cocaine, other than a little too much, no matter how much you’ve had, but you know what I mean.’

‘Then, once they separated,’ Patti added, ‘Brian ended up having to get a restraining order on her. And it sounds like she pushed that as far as she could, stalking him, calling him, turning up at his door, following his work colleagues, suddenly appearing at dates he had arranged.’

‘But all of that was years ago,’ said Gordy, rifling through the file Amanda had given them, to retrieve the most recent photographs of Melonie. ‘Amanda said Brian hadn’t seen or heard from his ex-wife in years. But if he was as private as his neighbour told us he was, there’s always the chance that he just never let on.’

‘She’s a suspect, then?’

Gordy shook her head and reached for her door handle.

‘Right now, she’s a person of interest. She has a history with the victim, which is leaning towards a motive, but there’s a world of difference between losing it when your career and marriage fall apart, and deciding to impale someone on a baler spike.’

‘Fair point.’

Gordy opened her door.

‘Ready?’

‘Let’s go meet Melonie,’ said Patti.

Walking along to the small row of low terrace houses, Gordy tried to prepare herself mentally for who they were about to meet. Amanda’s description had been less than flattering, and, at times, downright terrifying. She suspected, though Amanda never said so explicitly, that Melonie had invaded her life as well, so her professional concern for Brian, her business partner, would have become personal.

It was also something she had very much not signed up for, having explained to them that she had been taken on by Brian only once the business had spent a year becoming established. It had grown quickly, and he had recruited accordingly. They’d never grown larger, however, happy to keep things small, and it sounded as though that was very much down to Brian’s own experiences in a large law firm in London.

At the door to the house Amanda had directed them to, Gordy noticed that the building next door wasn’t a house at all, but a pub. The sound of happy chatter oozed through a small gap in a window, and out of the front door, to mingle with the thrum of vehicles breaking the speed limit as they thundered past.

Gordy looked for a doorbell, found none, and gave the door a firm knock.

‘Give it a minute,’ she said.

When there was no answer, she tried again.

Still nothing.

Gordy gave her head a scratch, then held out a hand to lean against the door.

‘Why is no one ever in?’ she said, then the door jolted forwards, and she was falling. ‘Bloody hell!’

With the door no longer taking her weight, Gordy’s vision was filled only with the sight of the floor zooming up lightning-fast to crash into her face and smash her teeth out the back of her skull. She yelled out as much in shock as fear, her mind filled with images of a crushed nose, black eyes, a mouth of blood, then felt herself get yanked back with a sharp, painful snap.

Reaching out to grab hold of the door frame, Gordy managed to pull herself back up to standing, her heart racing enough for her to hear the blood pumping in her ears.

‘What the hell happened?’ asked Patti, as Gordy tried to get her breath back. ‘I only just managed to catch you; hope I didn’t hurt you.’

‘I’m fine,’ said Gordy. ‘Door must’ve been on the latch. When I leaned on it, it just popped open.’

Patti leaned in through the now-open door.

‘Hello? Melonie?’

The house replied with nothing more than the whisper of emptiness dancing on the tails of dust motes.

‘Maybe she’s just one of those people who pops out and never locks her house,’ Patti suggested.

Gordy stepped inside.

‘Melonie? This is Detective Inspector Haig. Just wondering if we can have a little chat?’

‘Is it me, or is it a little too quiet?’ Patti asked. ‘Do you know what I mean, like the house has been empty for a little too long?’

‘I know exactly what you mean,’ Gordy replied, having sensed something off about the place as soon as she had stepped over the threshold. Her gut told her something was wrong, but what that was, or why she felt it, she had no idea as yet.

‘Melonie, if you can hear me, but can’t respond, I want you to know that we are in the house. If you can make any sound at all, even just a tap, please do so.’

‘You think she’s in, then?’ asked Patti.

‘I think it’s always best to be clear about our intentions,’ said Gordy. ‘Last thing we want is to stumble in on Melonie when she’s fast asleep in a chair or in the bath or something, and cause a scene.’

‘Sensible.’

‘My middle name.’

The room they were in was a small lounge with white walls, and it was lit mainly by the light from the window at the front of the house. Stairs led up directly in front of them, and moving around them, Gordy saw two doors in the far wall of the room, one opening to a kitchen, the other to a small room with glass doors leading into a courtyard garden. A wood-burning stove stood where an open fire would have once been, the floor was flagstone, and the furniture old-fashioned, but cosy, restful.

Gordy stepped further into the room, far enough to allow her to see into the kitchen and the room leading to the garden.

‘Let’s head upstairs,’ she said.

The stairs rose steep and narrow, reminding her of the stairs in the house Harry had bought just over a year ago. He had since moved in with his partner, Grace, and though Gordy hadn’t admitted it to them, seeing them so happy had only magnified her own sadness. She hadn’t even sent them a housewarming card; that was something she needed to rectify very soon.

At the top of the stairs, the stillness of the house seemed to gather weight, the darkness thicker, with the landing cut off from the light by three closed doors. The first opened to a narrow bedroom overlooking the garden. It contained a double bed, a small wardrobe, and on a bedside table, she spotted a small collection of paperbacks. The next room was the bathroom, and it was surprisingly large considering the size of the house. Almost too large, really. Odd.

‘One room to go,’ said Patti.

Standing outside the final door, Gordy could hear something. It was a muffled voice, but she couldn’t quite make out what it was saying. The tone was deep, putting her more in mind of a man than a woman.

Patti opened the door, then froze.

Standing right behind her, Gordy stared over Patti’s shoulder into the gloom of the room on the other side of the door and saw the unmistakable shape of a body on the floor. Then the stink of it smashed into them like a runaway train, and Gordy knew for sure that Melonie was very much still at home.


TWENTY


Instinct mixed with training and Gordy stepped past Patti, taking from a pocket a small tub of vapour rub.

‘Little trick I learned from an old friend,’ she said, holding the tub out to Patti. ‘Get some of that under your nose right now. This may look fresh, but the smells you get from a body aren’t just down to decay, as I’m sure you know.’

The look Patti gave Gordy was enough of an answer, as was the liberal coating of the vapour rub she then dabbed under her nose.

‘And breathe through your mouth.’ She added.

Once they were both adequately daubed with the strong-smelling goo, she tucked the pot away, pulled on a pair of disposable gloves, and stepped into the room.

The room was lit by whatever was playing on a thin television attached to the wall and the tepid veil of light filtering in through the deep blue curtains drawn across the window.

Despite the body on the floor so desperately pulling at her attention, Gordy instead found herself drawn to the television.

‘That’s a bit odd,’ said Patti.

‘Never really been a fan,’ Gordy replied. ‘Sci-Fi just isn’t my thing. I know it was visionary when it came out, but how they’ve managed to spin it into numerous films, other shows, cartoons, and goodness knows what else, I’ll never understand.’

‘My dad’s a fan. He thinks the original series is the best, though he does have a soft spot for Jean Luc.’

Gordy gave a shrug, no idea what Patti was talking about.

‘Next Generation?’ said Patti. ‘Patrick Stewart? Anyway, he thinks that’s okay, but it’s Kirk he goes to, almost like it’s some kind of comfort blanket.’

‘It’s a bit silly, though, isn’t it?’ said Gordy, as on the screen Captain Kirk said something in his inimitable style to Spock. Then she realised how she was in no position to talk, what with her love of reading fantasy, to the point where she’d even toyed, very briefly, with the idea of penning her own fan fiction. It had come to nothing in the end, but she still had a little notebook somewhere full of ideas; something else Anna had never known about.

‘It must be set to replay,’ said Patti, then glanced down at the body on the floor. ‘Maybe she used it to help her get to sleep?’

‘I can see how it would be a little hypnotic,’ Gordy agreed. She realised that the sound of Kirk’s voice was starting to grate somewhat and scanned the room to see if she could spot the remote control.

‘Looking for this?’ Patti asked.

Gordy took the remote and hit the power button. The TV shut off and the room fell quiet, deathly so.

‘I think it’s one of those TVs with an integrated DVD player,’ Patti said. ‘Can’t see any other devices, can you?’

Gordy shook her head.

‘I know I’m stating the obvious,’ she said, turning her attention from the television to the body, ‘but let’s try to leave things as we see them, so that when we call the SOC team in, nothing else is disturbed.’

‘Shall I call Allercott?’

‘After we’re done, aye,’ Gordy said. ‘Right now, let’s just see if we can get an idea of what we’ve got. And if at any point you need to step outside, just go ahead.’

‘No, I’ll be fine,’ said Patti. ‘After finding Brian at the castle, I’m not sure there’s much left my stomach and mind can’t handle.’

‘You’d be surprised.’

‘I’d rather not be.’

For the next few minutes, Gordy and Patti were silent, as they both took a moment to simply look.

The room was small, neat, and plain, but in a fresh, clean way, with crisp white bed linen and pale walls, dotted here and there with exposed brickwork. Gordy felt that it had been put together to be a place of peace and rest, but if that truly was the case, then such an aim had been violently ripped apart.

She remembered that the rest of the house had been similarly decorated, with white walls, a comfortable sofa, and an armchair. This was a house where someone had come to recover, or that was the impression it gave her, though she knew she was undoubtedly reading too much into too little. But the plainness of it all seemed so at odds, not only with what had taken place in it, but with what they had been told about Melonie. Gordy just couldn’t square the circle between the two. They just didn’t match.

Though the body on the floor was truly horrible to see, it was made all the worse by the sprays of blood that painted the room, as though an artist had made them with a brush. It was hard to make out if any surface hadn’t been touched by it, and Gordy had a sense that probably nothing had escaped, because the attack had clearly been frenzied enough to mist the blood, and there would be microscopic droplets of it everywhere.

The white of the bed linen seemed to be brighter still because of the red it now sported, and that struck a chord with Gordy.

‘Point of note,’ she said, impressed with Patti’s composure, ‘the blood; it’s still a fairly lurid red, isn’t it?’

‘It’s almost impossible to look at anything else,’ said Patti. ‘Even with the body at our feet.’

‘Blood, when exposed to the air, begins to lose oxygen.’

‘And changes colour.’

‘Exactly. So, if this had happened a few days ago, it would be dry, and more of a deep brown than the red we’re seeing here and now.’

‘Could’ve happened the same night as Brian’s murder,’ said Patti.

‘Possibly.’

Pulling her attention away from the blood spatter, Gordy took the photographs from the file out of her pocket and knelt gently beside the body on the floor. Like the room, the clothes were sodden with blood, and she could make out small cuts in the pink, short-sleeved top and denim trousers, which were clearly stab wounds.

With a slow breath in and out, she closed her eyes, then opened them on the face of the victim, holding up the photos to compare.

There was no doubt about it. The body was that of Melonie Cox.

Patti came to kneel beside Gordy.

‘It’s her, then.’

‘It is,’ said Gordy, holding out the photos for Patti.

‘Well, she obviously didn’t kill her husband, did she?’

‘That, we don’t know.’

‘But …’

Gordy stood up.

‘Right now, all we have are two bodies, yes? As yet, we don’t know whether Brian or Melonie was killed first; that’s down to the SOC team to find out. We may think there’s a chance that their deaths are fairly close together, but really, we don’t know much else. For all we know, Melonie killed her ex, and was then murdered by someone else, perhaps a boyfriend or a house invader, or someone who just followed her home and decided to get busy with a kitchen knife.’

‘That’s a bit far-fetched.’

‘Maybe Brian killed Melonie, and then he was killed by someone else in revenge for what he did here, or perhaps one of his cases didn’t go quite so well and an ex-client paid him a visit with payback on his mind.’

‘You should write this down. It’s good stuff; I’d read it.’

‘All I’m saying,’ said Gordy, ‘is that right now we don’t know anything. And it’s better to start with that than to jump to any conclusions because more often than not, they’re the wrong ones.’

‘So, what now?’

Gordy stepped away from the body and exited the room, then took out her phone.

‘Cowboy?’ said Patti.

‘Yee-haw,’ said Gordy, and she rolled her eyes as she pulled up the SOC team leader’s number.


25 YEARS AGO, 2:04PM …


‘I don’t rightly know,’ Jack answered. ‘He’s asked me to drive, though. And Ellen and I, we had no plans for tonight, so she’s happy for me to head out. I’ll have to make it up to her, but she’ll probably spend a bit of the evening with Lucy anyway; girl’s night in, that’s what you call it, isn’t it?’

Jennifer brightened up at this.

‘Dad wants to go out? Really? Like, for real?’

‘That would be my guess, yes,’ said Jack.

‘Did he say where?’

‘No, I’m afraid he didn’t say any more, just asked me to come and ask if you were free, that was all.’

Jennifer scratched her chin, picking at a flake of dried, fake blood that had been irritating her.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been out with her dad. More often than not, their time was stolen from his very full diary, squeezed between appointments and meetings. But a whole evening, and one that involved being driven somewhere by Jack?

‘Well, in that case …’

A shout from somewhere far off in the house rolled up the stairs to barge into the conversation. Though the words were impossible to make out, the meaning was there all the same.

‘Tristan’s getting antsy,’ Austin said. ‘Maybe, if we stay up here long enough, and he keeps shouting, he’ll not be able to get his breath back and pass out.’

Jennifer ignored Austin.

‘And how’s my lovely little Smelly Helly doing?’

‘She asks after you a lot,’ Jack replied, smiling at Jennifer’s use of one of the nicknames she had given his daughter.

‘Of course she does,’ Jennifer smiled. ‘She’s my adopted sister!’

‘Well, she does miss you when you’re away, as you know. And she’s not seen much of you since you’ve been back, but that’s to be expected. I’ve explained you can’t be popping round to see her all the time, not now.’

Jennifer rested a gentle hand on Jack’s shoulder.

‘Well, tell her I’ll come over tomorrow, and we can do whatever she wants. How’s that?’

‘That would make her very happy, I’m sure, but only if you’re not too busy.’

‘And tell Dad I’ll be ready for seven,’ Jennifer added.

‘What shall I say to Mr Cartwright?’ Jack asked.

‘Nothing,’ Jennifer said. ‘I’m ready.’

With a last look at her ghastly reflection, she followed Jack and Austin out of her room.

Downstairs, Jennifer found the rest of the crew and cast waiting, though those were grand terms indeed for a handful of friends she’d managed to pull together to see if they could turn a little script she had written into a real movie.

The story was nothing special. It was horror, a genre she had, much to the bemusement of her parents, fallen in love with as a child, always wanting to read creepy tales and ghost stories, watch old movies about monsters and vampires. But it was a script she had written, and she wanted to prove to her dad that, even if the film came to nothing, it was still a film, something she had created, and that her degree hadn’t been a total waste.

‘About bloody time!’

Jennifer didn’t respond, just waited, as Tristan marched over to meet her halfway across the hallway, pushing past Carol, who was checking the camera, and nearly dropped it as he bumped into her.

Behind Tristan, the huge front door of the house was open, and sunshine bled in across the tiled floor.

‘Hey,’ Jennifer said, spreading her arms out, ‘the lead actress was just making herself look beautiful.’

‘You’re the final girl,’ Tristan said. ‘It’s not about being beautiful, it’s about being a survivor. It’s a cliché, yes, but it’s one everyone loves. You know that!’

‘It’s about both, actually,’ said Jennifer. ‘Name me one final girl who isn’t hot?’

Tristan’s mouth bobbed open for a moment, then slammed shut.

‘Exactly.’

‘Do you know your lines?’

‘It’s mainly screaming and running away before I manage to stab him with his own knife … and anyway, I wrote them, remember?’

Tristan scratched his chin.

‘About that; I’ve rewritten them.’

Jennifer wasn’t the only one who gasped.

‘You’ve what?’

‘I’m the director,’ Tristan said. ‘It’s my prerogative.’

‘Then why did you ask if I knew them?’

‘I was testing you,’ Tristan said. ‘I knew you wouldn’t have looked at the script. And I was right.’

Jennifer caught the stares from her friends, and fed on them a little, as she wondered why the hell she’d felt sorry for him if this was how he was going to repay her.

When she spoke next, she punctuated every word with a sharp, blood-covered jab into Tristan’s chest.

‘My script. My film. My house. Oh, and my dad’s paying for it all, in case you’ve forgotten.’
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‘Funny you should call,’ said Cowboy, after Gordy had explained where she and Patti were, and what they had found.

‘It is? Why?’

‘Because I was going to call you, see if you fancied popping over if you had a moment spare.’

‘Give me a second, won’t you,’ Gordy replied, ‘while I have a good old rummage around in my little bag of spare moments to see if I … Nope, it’s empty.’

Cowboy laughed, and to Gordy’s surprise, it sounded genuine.

‘You know, you’re growing on me already, Detective.’

‘I’m sure there’s an ointment you can get from the chemist to sort that out.’

Another laugh, this one louder.

‘Anyway,’ Gordy continued, ‘as your team has the first victim’s house to be looking at, and now this second crime scene, I’m not sure you could spare the time, even if you wanted to.’

‘Which I do.’

‘Which you do what?’

‘Want to spare the time, but you’re right, especially now with what you’ve just told me. I’ve a small team of crime scene investigators gearing up to visit Shepherd’s house once the warrant is through. But this one you’re at now? I’ll be handling that myself. I should be over in about an hour and a half max.’

Gordy said, ‘Detective Sergeant Matondo has just contacted emergency services, so an ambulance will be on its way once one is available. I’ll have my team set up a perimeter, make sure everything is secure. See you soon.’

‘Count on it.’

As she was about to hang up, Gordy went back with, ‘Wait, why was it you wanted me to come over? Has the pathologist finished the postmortem?’

‘He has,’ said Cowboy. ‘Asked me to call you as he was heading off to do something else. Doctors of pathology are busy people, contracted in when needed, so he isn’t usually able to hang around too much. Anyway, much of it is as you would expect, if you can actually expect anything from a full butt-to-bonce impalement.’

Gordy laughed, recognising the phrase because she’d used it herself at the crime scene.

‘I know you said the same,’ he said, ‘and I know I wasn’t there when you did, but your detective sergeant mentioned it, and I couldn’t help myself. Phrase like that, you can’t really forget it, can you?’

Gordy ignored Cowboy’s question. ‘But if the postmortem is exactly what we’d expect, then why did the pathologist want me to come over?’

Cowboy was quiet just long enough for Gordy to know that what he was about to say next was going to be important.

‘Well, the victim, Mr Brian Shepherd, he didn’t die from the impalement.’

After a moment’s pause to take that in, Gordy said, ‘I don’t know whether to feel relieved, confused, or both.’

‘Oh, I’d go with both,’ said Cowboy. ‘Especially when I tell you the next bit.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘He drowned.’

Gordy cast her mind back to the night at the castle, remembering what Brian had been wearing, and how wet his clothes were.

‘You know, I was expecting more of a response than silence,’ said Cowboy.

‘His clothes were wet,’ Gordy said. ‘What you’ve just told me explains why.’

‘Then you’ll not be surprised that the samples of water we took from his lungs show that it happened in the castle moat.’

‘It was either there or the river, and it would make sense for it to be there.’

Gordy remembered the size of Brian, and she’d thought at the time that to impale him, and to get him into the position they’d found him in, would have been seriously difficult, to say the least.

‘He suffered from an impact to the back of the head,’ Cowboy continued. ‘Serious enough to crack the skull. The spike was sunk into what we think was a pre-made block of cement with a hole set into it for said spike to rest in. Must’ve been buried there and hidden prior to the events that then took place.’

‘That takes an awful lot of planning.’

‘It does, and it doesn’t. That location, on a dark night, anyone could easily sneak over the bridge to dig a hole deep enough for the concrete block and no one would be any the wiser.’

‘Even so,’ said Gordy, ‘that’s not the kind of thing you just come up with on the spur of the moment, is it? But then, I guess none of it is. Someone doesn’t just wake up one morning with an elaborate plan to off someone by drowning them and then follow that up with impalement.’ Another question came to mind. ‘If he was drowned, how did his killer get him out of the moat?’

‘There’s a set of steps near the bridge,’ said Cowboy. ‘They’re not that old, probably put in to help clean the moat out. Judging by the drag marks we found in the mud on the bank, and the fact that the moat is so shallow anyway, we think they were able to get him to the steps, then winch him out.’

‘Winch?’

‘James found rope marks on the body. No idea what kind of winch would’ve been used, but there’s plenty of easily available gear out there, like for climbing and tree surgery, anything that needs rope access, so it’s not much of a lead really, I’m afraid. But it would be easy to attach something like that to the bridge or some of the stones in the castle walls. Quiet, too.’

Gordy said, ‘I’ve still had nothing back from anyone about where the spike itself might have come from.’

‘Might be able to help you with that as well, actually.’

Gordy did a double-take at her phone.

‘Really?’

‘We found various grass and wildflower seeds stuck to the spike.’

‘That narrows it down to a farm, and bearing in mind it’s a baler spike, that’s not much of a lead.’

‘You’d be surprised.’

‘Then surprise me.’

‘Well, farming’s changed considerably over the years,’ Cowboy said. ‘New strains of quicker growing grass, that kind of thing. Means you can cut it more times in a year than you used to, and provide more feed for your animals. Then there’s the loss of wildflower meadows, the use of all kinds of chemicals to keep the weeds down, and what you end up with is what people now call a green desert; the countryside looks alive and beautiful, but it’s pretty dead in a lot of places thanks to intensive farming. You’ll have noticed there aren’t as many songbirds now; that’s a direct result of what I’m talking about.’

‘You’re painting a bleak picture.’

‘I am,’ Cowboy agreed, ‘but there’s also a move towards not just organic farming now, but general improvements in ecosystems, soils, plant varieties. There’s grants available for all kinds of things to encourage getting a little bit of nature back into things, and that includes moving away from growing just a few types of grass. It’s all about traceability as well. Butchers love to be able to tell their customers that they know the farm, even the farmer, where they get their meat from. If they can add to the story that the farmer has improved the grass fed to their animals, thus improving the flavour of the meat, it can only be good for business.’

‘I’m beginning to feel like I’m in a university lecture,’ said Gordy.

‘In simple terms, that spike is from a farm that’s not only organic, but is really pushing the whole biodiversity, rewilding, wildflower meadow agenda. There’s some really rare stuff in what we found. And though there will probably be a few of them around the area, my guess is that will narrow down your search considerably. Especially if you throw in the fact that we found a few strands of goat hair.’

‘Not a common farm animal,’ said Gordy, realising Cowboy had a point. ‘Thanks, I’ll get my team on to that right away.’

‘Happy to help,’ said Cowboy. ‘See you soon.’

Call over, Gordy shared with Patti what she had just learned, then instructed her to contact as many of the team as were available and have them head over.

‘The more the merrier,’ she said, ‘but don’t pull people away from leave, or get them doing a double shift. This is a small crime scene, so easy enough for us to secure. It’ll just be good to have a few extra hands and faces, if only to reassure the public and to keep them far enough away from what’s going on.’

‘I’ll go grab some cordon tape from the car as well,’ said Patti, leaving Gordy alone with Melonie.

Gordy had been in the presence of numerous dead bodies, victims of everything from murder to fatal accidents. What always struck her the most wasn’t so much the way the person had died, though that obviously caught her attention with the tenacity of a barbed fishhook, but instead, it was the emptiness of the flesh. She knew that sounded odd, even though the words were spoken silently in her own mind, but what haunted her most was the loss of a person, rather than how that loss had happened.

Staring now at the body, she remembered a phrase, though had no idea how she had first heard or come across it: When someone dies, a library burns.

Gordy was a reader. She loved books, bookshops, libraries, and the stories and knowledge contained inside them. She wondered about Melonie’s library of life, what experiences and memories had been snuffed out when her heart had stopped, her loves and hates, her fears, her dreams … all of them gone.

Heading back downstairs, Gordy was met by Patti returning from the car, a roll of cordon tape in her hand.

‘I mentioned to Pete about what was found on the baler spike,’ she said. ‘He agrees that there can’t be many goat farmers, hobby or otherwise, in the area. He’s going to call in at the vets in Frome on the way, see if they can help; might be a quicker way of narrowing down the list.’

‘Excellent,’ said Gordy.

‘What about next of kin?’ Patti asked.

‘Hopefully, the search of both Brian’s and Melonie’s properties will identify that.’

‘So, what now?’

Gordy plucked the cordon tape from Patti’s hand.

‘We decorate,’ she said, and stepped back out into the day.


TWENTY-TWO


By the time everything was finished at the house of Melonie Cox, the SOC team having carried out their full and detailed inspection, and her body taken away to the mortuary, late afternoon had drifted into late evening, and before anyone had a chance to notice, it was early morning.

The small team of CSIs Cowboy had sent to Brian’s property had finished going over the place and would get back to Gordy with their findings as soon as possible.

Making sure she was the last to leave, and instructing the team that a late morning start was on the cards, Gordy had headed back to her flat in Evercreech. The drive had drifted by so quietly, the roads empty and the sky as dark as thick velvet, that when she arrived home, she could barely remember any of it, the whole thing like a fever dream.

Letting herself into her flat, the temptation to just fall into bed fully clothed was strong, but she forced herself to undress, visit the bathroom, then allowed her bed to reach out and embrace her.

She was tempted to get straight back out of it again and open a bottle of wine, but knew that way madness lay, so forced herself to stay where she was. The temptation though … God, it was almost a physical thing, palpable, the bottle in the cupboard calling out to her. But she didn’t need a drink, and had lived with a general rule that if she ever found she did, then she wouldn’t have one. Drink and her job just didn’t mix. So the bottle remained out of reach for another time, and Gordy closed her eyes.

The room was cold, just how she liked it, the window open to allow a cool breeze in to stir the quiet with the sound of the curtains tussling gently together.

In the moments before sleep eventually took her, Gordy had felt herself sinking deeper into her mattress, as though something heavy was weighing down on her, pushing her into it. At first, the sensation had led to an odd feeling of panic, but then she’d leaned into it and just let herself drift.

When she woke, barely an hour later, in a cold sweat, heart racing, duvet wrapped around her like rope, her mind was a jumble of nightmares she couldn’t recall but could still feel the claws of in her skin. Gordy screamed at the night, her voice ripping its way out, tearing at her throat.

‘I just need to bloody well sleep! Please! That’s all I’m asking for, okay? A break from it all. Please …’

She had no idea who she was shouting at, but vocalising her anguish meant that it wasn’t trapped like a wild animal inside her chest, trying to get out.

Sitting up, Gordy struggled to free herself from the constrictor-like grip of the duvet, eventually kicking it off the bed and onto the floor, swearing at it as it fell. Fully exposed to the cold of the room, a shiver rippled through her body. She became acutely aware of something squeezing her chest, twisting her stomach, as invisible fingers of panic reached deep inside to suffocate her.

Before she knew what she was doing, or could even begin to understand why, Gordy was up and out of her bed, scrabbling around in the dark for her clothes. She stubbed her toes, tripped, fell against the wall, cracked her head, but that only served to make the panic worse as, disorientated, she felt her way along until she found the door, then the light switch, and flooded the room with brightness.

Seconds later, fully dressed, Gordy was out in the hallway, pulling on her shoes, wrapping herself in her coat, and out of the door, keys in her hand, no idea what she was doing, because something had caught hold of her now, and she needed to run.

Outside, the night greeted her with cold disdain, the moon hidden behind clouds, the sky starless and bleak, and she dashed over to her car, tumbling into it as she fumbled with her keys to stab them into the ignition. The engine burst into life. Gordy crunched the gear stick into reverse, spun around in the driveway, and was then out and on the main road before she’d even managed to clip in her seatbelt.

Staring ahead, Gordy’s vision was blurred, and she realised she was crying. She wiped away the tears with the back of her hand, but more fell, and the tunnel cut by her headlights through the blackness ahead was quickly obscured, the road and the hedgerows bleeding into each other like water spilled on a painting.

She had no idea what speed she was doing, no thought as to where she was even going other than away, far away, and fast. Because back there, back in the flat, the emptiness was waiting for her still, sitting at the end of her bed, crouching on the worktop in the kitchen, burrowed deep in the cushions of her sofa, and she couldn’t be around it anymore. It was too much, all of it, she had to get out get out get out just get the hell away from it and—

A T-junction swept up so fast that by the time Gordy realised and hammered her foot down on the brakes, she knew it was already too late. She pumped the pedal, tried to maintain control, but the car was gone, sliding now, the rear end taking its own path as it swung around to her right. Then she was sideways, had drifted past the junction, was now careering across the road at the end of the one she’d just shot out from, and all she could think of, all she could feel, was nothing at all, because right then, she didn’t care, hoped whatever was about to happen would be painless, and that perhaps now she would get some rest.

The car came to a stop. Its momentum was brought to a halt by the far edge of the road, which caught the wheels, jarring Gordy hard enough to crash her head against the window.

The engine stalled.

Gordy snatched at the key, twisted it hard, forgot the car was still in gear, and the vehicle complained with a shudder and a thump. She yanked the gearstick into neutral, tried again, and the engine sparked into life. Then she slammed the stick into first and went to stamp on the accelerator, only to stall again. Ahead, she saw lights racing towards her.

Too late now to respond, to get her car out of the way, Gordy froze, the lights growing larger, blinding her, then the other vehicle shot past, horn screaming at her as it disappeared in her rearview mirror.

Gordy took a moment to calm down, to assess. Then, with shaking hands, she got the engine started, eased into first, and, checking there was no other danger of being crashed into by another late-night driver, swung around to head back home.

Pulling back into her space in the parking area, Gordy came to a stop, turned off the engine, heaved the handbrake on, and killed the lights. Then, sitting there in the darkness, cocooned by the utter idiocy of what she had just done, she leaned her head back into her seat and sobbed.

She couldn’t do this, not anymore. Every moment was agony. She was lost in an unknown world, surrounded by strangers, broken-hearted and alone. The work had distracted her a little, but how healthy was that in the end, really, to be so shattered by life that the only way to keep her mind together was to focus instead on a murder investigation?

Leaning her head forward, and wiping her eyes once again, Gordy saw something on the floor of the passenger side of the car. It was the sticky note Firbank had given her, with her number on it. She reached over, picked it up, grabbed her phone, and tapped in the number. Her thumb hovered over the call, just a millimetre between her and waking up someone she didn’t know, but who had offered to help.

Gordy deleted the number, felt her shoulders sag.

She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t call a stranger, no matter what she’d said. Because what could Firbank do anyway? She couldn’t take away the pain, couldn’t fill in the hole in her chest where Anna still lived despite being dead for months now, couldn’t staunch the wounds of her broken heart.

No, Firbank couldn’t help. No one could. She was alone. Would face it alone. Simple as that. Even if it meant that in the end, she would be broken beyond repair.

Gordy opened her car door, climbed out, and made her way back to her flat, each step leaden and slow. Inside, she went to her bedroom, collapsed on the bed, didn’t bother with undressing, just grabbed the duvet from the floor and gave it a heave, pulling it high enough to hide her head.

Her phone jabbed into her leg, and she struggled to pull it from her pocket, swearing as she tried to untangle it. She had to turn onto her side, which only served to wrap the duvet around her and make retrieving her mobile even more difficult. When she finally pulled it free, she saw from the screen that she’d somehow managed to open her contacts list, and there, in front of her, one name stood out. She punched it in, let it ring once, twice, thought better of it, and killed the call, before switching her phone off completely and hurling it into the dark to thud against the wall.

When sleep eventually came, it was a dead thing, but Gordy welcomed it anyway. Its embrace was little more than a cold mockery of the comfort she so desperately yearned for, and wondered if she would ever feel again.


TWENTY-THREE


Gordy knew that no amount of Vivek’s exceptional coffee was going to help. As first weeks went, it had been the longest. The broken night, punctuated hauntingly by her extraordinary behaviour, had only added to the pain of waking up to a Thursday she wasn’t sure she could face. She was now so tired that she had somehow come out the other side of it, beyond the reach of sense and caffeine. As the team gathered around the board, she felt both tired and wired, like she could at any minute both fall fast asleep and run a mile in four minutes flat.

She had arrived before everyone else, and had run through the postmortem report on Brian Shepherd. It was too early to expect anything yet on Melonie, but Cowboy had already been in touch to see if she could head over later to chat it through before he wrote it up.

The whole team was in, including the other four PCSOs Gordy had met during her guided tour on Monday, though their names eluded her. If they needed any more uniformed officers, she’d call for them, but right now, she was happy to keep things small. Large teams led to things getting unwieldy and overly complicated, and days quickly became months became years.

Gordy had a sense that the cases they were investigating were about to offer something up that would help them better understand what was going on, maybe find the person or persons responsible.

The reason she felt that was because there was a theatre to what had been done, as though those responsible were showing off. And if they were, there was every chance they would also unwittingly give themselves away; no plan, no matter how detailed or well thought out, was infallible. In fact, Gordy had often found that the more elaborate the crime, the faster it unravelled, because there were just too many plates to keep spinning.

Standing by the board, Gordy saw that the wayward wheel had been found, but was now utterly useless, stuck to the frame as it was by being wrapped with sticky tape.

‘Sorry, best I could do,’ said Paul.

‘Well, maybe we can get another ordered, then?’ Gordy suggested. ‘But for now, I’ll just have to make sure I don’t lean on it, or sneeze.’

Everyone was hugging a mug of coffee, provided by Vivek, though today the biscuits were just from a packet. Gordy was a little thankful for that, because as delicious as the lardy cake was, she wasn’t sure having it as a daily snack was all that sensible.

Gordy glanced over at Patti.

‘Anything important in the Action Book, or are we good to crack on?’

‘Nothing urgent,’ Patti replied.

‘Bill Halliday, then,’ said Gordy, and looked over at Paul.

‘I met up with him yesterday,’ said Paul. ‘We actually managed to persuade him to take a bed at a local hostel for the next couple of weeks. Means he’s more secure, and we can keep an eye on him while we work on all of this.’

‘I’m happier with that,’ Gordy agreed. ‘Has he mentioned anything else?’

Paul shook his head.

‘He mentioned that whistle again, the one that woke him up because it sounded like a missile in his dream.’

‘So, he does actually think it was someone whistling, then?’ asked Gordy.

‘He does. Though equally, it could’ve been the wind whipping through the ruins.’

‘Exactly what I was thinking,’ Gordy agreed, ‘but worth remembering anyway. Now, victim one, Brian Shepherd …’ She pointed to a display of photos from the crime scene on the wall beside the board. It made for grim viewing indeed. ‘What he’s dressed in has to be significant. I doubt very much he arrived in Nunney wearing a boilersuit and with a sack over his head.’

‘Could the killer have dressed him?’ asked Pete.

‘According to the postmortem report, he suffered an impact on the head,’ Gordy said. ‘Considerably more blood from this was found on the clothes he was wearing underneath the boilersuit than on it, suggesting he was dressed in it after being knocked unconscious. Once that was done, he was drowned in the moat, winched out, and only then was he impaled on the spike.’

She pointed to a number of other photographs. ‘These are the various items found in the moat by a diving team sent over the day after. As you can see, it’s mainly just beer cans and animal bones, along with some random stuff that’s been in there for years; shoes, a couple of rusting penknives, a bike wheel, an ice hockey mask, even an old air pistol. Nothing fits the shape of the wound.’

‘How did they display him like that, though?’ asked one of the other PCSOs, a woman called Helen Kendrick, who had the most ginger hair Gordy had ever seen. ‘And who the hell takes a hockey mask to a castle, then throws it in the moat?’

‘By planning ahead,’ said Gordy. ‘The spike was sunk into a pre-made concrete block. According to the SOC team, it was buried there sometime before the events took place.’

There was an audible gasp from the team on hearing that little fact.

‘That’s some serious forward planning,’ said Jack.

‘Which is why,’ continued Gordy, ‘I think it’s all significant; what he’s wearing, the fact he was drowned before being impaled.’

‘And the film still frame,’ added Patti.

Gordy drew everyone’s attention to that next.

‘Right now, we’ve no idea who the girl is, what’s happening, or even where this was filmed. You can see something behind her, a building of some sort, but it’s hard to make out. For all we know, this was a film set.’

‘Odd that she’s smiling despite all the blood,’ said another of the PCSOs, a man called Travis Waring, who had the build of a pub-going rugby player, and sported a huge, black, bushy beard.

‘When the pathologist sent it through, it was the blood I saw first,’ said Gordy. ‘I found myself wondering if it was a snuff film. But that smile, it looks too natural, doesn’t it, like she’s happy, enjoying herself?’

‘So, it could be from an actual movie, then, couldn’t it?’ said Pete. ‘Some kind of slasher or horror flick or something. Don’t recognise it, though.’

‘And what’s that she’s holding?’ asked Travis, coming up for a closer look.

‘Haven’t the faintest,’ said Gordy.

Travis sat back down.

‘A few other points of note about Brian,’ said Gordy, keen now to get the team moving. They had plenty to be thinking about, and being active would help them think harder and faster. Sitting in a meeting for too long would have the opposite effect. ‘One, no next of kin. Two, there’s hours missing from when he was seen parking his car, to when he was eventually killed. I need another walk around, check the pub, knock on doors, see if we can find what he was up to, or if he met with anyone. Three, according to his neighbour, he would shout out about an accident, though we have no idea what that could be, whether he was in one or not. Worth checking up on his medical records, see if there’s anything there. And, as for the location, his business partner informed us that he proposed to his ex-wife, Melonie Cox, who is also our second victim, at the castle. Once we’re done here, I’m heading over to meet with the pathologist to go through the post-mortem.’

‘Melonie’s parents will meet you there to identify her body,’ said Patti. ‘Family liaison from Bristol has already visited them.’

‘What about the info on the spike?’ Gordy asked.

‘Very helpful,’ said Pete. ‘Narrowed it down to two farms. I’ve rung both, found the one that’s missing a spike, and will head out to Holcombe after this.’

‘Why’ve I heard that name before?’ Gordy asked.

‘Probably because I drove you through it on Monday,’ said Jack.

Gordy checked her watch.

‘Right, post-mortem and body identification for me,’ she said, the tone of her voice a clear indication of how little she was looking forward to it. ‘Patti, can I leave you to divvy up tasks? And everyone, just keep me up to date, and if you need to call me, do.’

Handing it over to Patti, Gordy left the office and was soon driving to the city of Bath. She’d not had a chance to venture there yet, and didn’t really know what to expect. She knew it had Roman-built baths, after which it was named, and that it was a desirable, and therefore very expensive, place to live.

She also knew it had a couple of really excellent, independent bookshops. She wouldn’t get a chance to visit them this time, but that was enough of a draw for her to consider maybe a trip out on a day off. Today was anything but that, so she put on the radio and allowed the roads to guide her.


TWENTY-FOUR


When Gordy arrived at the mortuary, Cowboy, instead of James Charming, was there to meet her.

‘Can’t say I was expecting to see you here,’ she said. ‘And it’s hard to recognise you without the hat.’

‘Can’t help who I am,’ Cowboy replied, that western drawl to his voice thick and syrupy.

‘I’m sure you can,’ Gordy replied, but with enough warmth in her voice to bring a slight smile to the pathologist’s face. ‘Where’s James?’

‘Getting ready for you,’ said Cowboy.

Gordy asked, ‘Have you always been into, well, whatever all that is or was, with the hat and the music?’

Gordy wasn’t sure how to describe it, whether it was Country, or Country and Western, or something else entirely, such as a love of reenacting historic scenes from the days of the Wild West, maybe even an odd obsession with a TV series she remembered from the 80s, The Dukes of Hazzard. Perhaps it was best to not even attempt to describe it.

‘I do love me some country music,’ Cowboy said, and his accent was again of dust and whisky and riding a horse across a sun-drenched ranch. ‘Always have, always will. My dad, he was a singer, you see, toured clubs and pubs, dressed in all the gear. Did covers mainly; Hank Williams Jr, Waylon Jennings, Kris Kristofferson, Willie Nelson, Don Williams. So, it’s what I grew up on. The hat? It was his. Left it, his gear, his guitars, all of it, to me in his will.’

‘Do you play as well, then?’

‘I do. Not as well as Dad did, but I do my best. Do gigs now and again as well; you’ll have to come see me sometime.’

‘I’d like that,’ Gordy lied, unable to think of anything worse than sitting in a pub listening to live country and whatever music.

Once in the mortuary, Cowboy directed Gordy to a rack of white overalls and a row of white rubber boots. ‘Face masks, gloves,’ he added, pointing to some boxes on a shelf. ‘When you’re ready, just come join me and James through those doors over there.’

Cowboy left Gordy to change. As she did so, she noticed the smell of the air. There was a tang to it, faint in this little side office, but she knew that as soon as she entered the examination room it would be considerably stronger. For that reason, she applied a liberal dabbing of the vapour rub she’d pulled from her pocket, before following on behind.

The first thing Gordy noticed when she entered the exam room wasn’t the white walls, the stainless steel, the bright lights, or the body under a white sheet on a metal trolley, but the music.

‘You have got to be kidding me,’ she muttered, wincing as John Denver sang something dreadful about the wind being the whisper of Mother Earth.

Doing her best to ignore it, and failing terribly, she strode over to stand opposite Cowboy and the pathologist, James Charming, the body under a white sheet on the trolley directly between them.

Gordy stared at the pathologist, or at his eyes, seeing as that was really the only part of his face that was visible. They were brown, and stared back at her, before the right one winked.

‘I’m James,’ the pathologist said, and Gordy saw the corners of the man’s eyes crinkle a little with a smile she couldn’t see behind the face mask.

‘Gordy,’ Gordy replied.

‘I’ve heard plenty about you from Keith, all of it good.’

That statement took Gordy a little by surprise.

James was still speaking.

‘You’re having a busy first week, aren’t you? How are you finding it? Oh, and I know about Anna, too; really sorry to hear you’ve been through something so tough. I’ve worked with your team a few times, and I’ve no doubt at all that they’ll give you all the support you need.’

‘They’ve been great,’ Gordy said. ‘And yes, it’s been tough, the worst, actually.’

‘Remember to give yourself time,’ James said. ‘It doesn’t heal, not at all, but it does allow you to gradually come to terms with your loss, to sift through things, remember the good times. Worst thing you can do? Run away from it, ignore it, let it fester.’

‘Easier said than done.’

‘Just because it’s difficult, doesn’t mean it’s not the right thing to do.’

Cowboy interrupted, ‘As you’re aware, the parents will be arriving soon. So, once we’re done here, James will move Melonie over to the viewing window.’

Despite the nauseatingly cheery voice of Denver echoing through the room, Gordy heard a reassuring depth of sincerity in Cowboy’s voice.

‘One of the worst parts of the job,’ she said. ‘The damage something like this causes to those closest to the deceased.’

‘It’s a cruel world,’ James agreed. ‘Ready?’

‘No, but I never am for this, no matter how much I try and mentally prepare myself.’

James reached up to the top of the white sheet and slowly, gently pulled it down to reveal Melonie’s face, torso, and finally her legs, until she was fully exposed under the harsh hospital lighting.

Gordy closed her eyes for a moment, paused to calm herself with a slow breath in and out, then opened them again.

Melonie’s body bore the scars of the pathologist’s careful, yet no less brutal for being so, dissection work, with lines sewn across her chest and down her torso. The wounds to her body, inflicted by whoever had attacked her in her own home, dotted her flesh like a scattering of small, thin twigs, each no longer than maybe a centimetre or two.

‘This was brutal,’ she said.

‘She was stabbed a total of nine times,’ said James.

Gordy was now looking at the rest of Melonie’s body, especially her arms.

‘But there are no defensive wounds,’ she said. ‘Something like this … I’d expect to see cuts, lacerations, up and down the arms, the hands to be damaged, but there’s nothing.’

‘Not a thing,’ said James, then he pointed to Melonie’s throat.

Gordy looked to where his finger was resting and saw a thin line of purple bruising reaching right around Melonie’s neck.

‘Strangled?’

‘With this,’ Cowboy said, and from a trolley at his side he lifted an evidence bag, handing it over to Gordy for a closer look.

Inside, Gordy saw a tangle of wire flex.

‘And that is?’

‘Telephone cord.’

‘Do people even have landlines anymore?’

‘Well, Melonie didn’t,’ said Cowboy.

Gordy stared at the wire.

‘Which immediately makes me think that the killer took this with them and left it there on purpose.’

‘Looks that way,’ said James. ‘She was strangled with that first, then stabbed. The flex killed her, not the knife.’

‘Where was the knife found?’

‘It wasn’t.’

‘What?’

Cowboy shook his head.

‘No sign of it anywhere.’

‘Might be worth having another look?’ Gordy suggested.

‘We looked everywhere.’

Gordy was quiet for a moment, then said, ‘Anything else?’

Cowboy handed her another evidence bag.

‘First, this,’ he said. ‘And you might recognise it. Well, not it, as such, but what it’s from.’

Gordy took the bag. Inside was another film still. It was similar to the first one Cowboy had sent her, showed the same girl, only this time she wasn’t covered in so much blood. To Gordy’s surprise, a much younger Melonie was standing beside her. It looked to her like they were talking. They were outside, and she could see fields around them, but there was no sign of either the doorway from the other still, or the building she had spotted beyond the girl in the garden or whatever it was that lay beyond.

‘They knew each other? So, there’s obviously a connection, then.’

‘Looks that way,’ Cowboy agreed. ‘There’s also this …’

Cowboy handed over yet another evidence bag.

‘We didn’t find a handbag or anything like that, but we did find a coin purse. Wasn’t much in it, just some loose change, a few notes, and those cards.’

Gordy examined the cards. One was the business card of someone going by the name of Lily Twelvetrees, a counsellor specialising in neurolinguistic programming, relationships, and life coaching. Gordy had to wonder if the name was made up.

‘This could be useful,’ she said. ‘Might be able to learn a little more about Melonie.’

The other was a membership card for Holcombe Hall.

‘I knew I’d heard that name before,’ Gordy exclaimed, holding the card up for a closer look. It was a simple design, containing the outline of a large house etched in gold, and set on a plain black background.

‘What name?’ asked Cowboy.

‘Holcombe,’ said Gordy. ‘The spike that Brian Shepherd was impaled with? It’s from a farm over that way. Brian Shepherd was also a member.’

‘Coincidence, surely.’

‘I don’t believe in them,’ said Gordy, and heard the voice of Harry, her last DCI, saying those exact same words in her mind, as he had done so many, many times. ‘One other thing,’ she added, ‘there was a DVD playing when we arrived. Was there anything on it? Prints, that kind of thing?’

‘Star Trek: The Original Series,’ said Cowboy. ‘One of my favourites. Have you ever seen the episode Space Seed? It’s the one with Khan.’

Gordy didn’t answer, just stared.

‘No? Well, you should. It’s amazing how they then brought back the character for what is clearly one of, if not the best, movies of the whole series, Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan.’

‘You’ve lost me.’

‘He’s got a point,’ said James. ‘Wrath of Khan is excellent.’

‘See?’ said Cowboy. ‘But no, there was nothing on it at all. Not a thing.’

Gordy was a little surprised.

‘What? How’s that even possible? Surely it had Melonie’s fingerprints on it.’

‘Wiped clean. Thoroughly, too. Done with the kind of spray people use to clean vinyl records.’

‘That’s a bit odd, isn’t it?’

‘You’re the detective, not me.’

Gordy thought for a moment about this tiny piece of information.

‘Why would Melonie wipe down a DVD before putting it on? We wondered if she had it playing to help her get to sleep or something, but what you’ve just said doesn’t add up.’

‘Then what does?’ Cowboy asked.

‘Someone else could have done it,’ Gordy suggested. ‘The killer, maybe? But why? What’s the point in putting it on at all? And where the hell is the knife?’

‘Good questions. Can’t say I’ve the answers.’

Gordy shook her head, baffled now.

‘What the hell’s the point of putting an old sci-fi series on a DVD? Why do that? What’s it telling us?’

‘Maybe it’s what they like to kill to,’ Cowboy suggested.

‘That’s a very strange tack to take.’

‘All of this strikes me as strange,’ said James. ‘And believe you me, in this line of work, I’ve seen some very, very strange things indeed.’

‘Fair point.’ Said Gordy.

James reached for the white sheet and covered Melonie’s body once more.

Gordy realised that from the moment he had pulled it down, she hadn’t noticed the music. It was still on, and it was still John Denver, but she’d not heard a note of it.

Unfortunately, it was now back with a vengeance, and Mr Denver was now talking about poems, prayers, and promises, none of which would help Melonie, though Gordy felt that she could do with a few prayers herself.

‘Her parents will be here in ten,’ James said.

‘Then I’ll go and get myself ready to meet them,’ said Gordy.

James went to move the trolley Melonie was lying on, but paused, and looked again at Gordy.

‘I don’t know how you do it, and I’ve the utmost respect for you,’ he said, his voice quiet. ‘Breaking the news to family, I mean, to friends. I know people look at what I do, wonder how I’m able to do it. It’s not that I don’t feel, or anything like that. I treat each person with respect and professionalism and care. But there’s no interaction, is there? They’re gone, and it’s my job to see if what’s left can help you or whoever find out what happened to them, who did it, even the why. But meeting kith and kin? Being in that moment with them? Like I just said, I’ve got nothing but respect for that.’

Gordy stood for a moment, a little stunned by the pathologist’s words.

‘Someone’s got to do it,’ she said. ‘And sometimes, I’d just rather it was me than anyone else. Death, it’s never a simple thing to deal with, to understand, and sometimes, actually a lot of the time, all people want, all they really require, is that you stand with them in that moment of grief and just let them be. Sometimes, just your presence is enough.’

‘But how do you know what to say?’

‘I never know what to say,’ Gordy replied. ‘I just go in there and let the moment lead me. There’s no right way to do it, but I guess there are plenty of wrong ways, and I think, over the years, I’ve just got a feel for what’s best.’

‘Sounds to me like you draw a little on your own experience, your own pain.’

Gordy gave James a sad smile.

‘More so now than you could ever believe,’ she said, then turned away from him, and headed back out to the small room to remove the overalls, the boots, the mask, and the gloves, wipe the vapour rub from under her nose, and stand with Melonie’s parents in their darkest of times.
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By the time Gordy was back in Frome, midafternoon had come around to greet her with open arms, and she welcomed them gladly. Seeing Melonie’s body, experiencing its dreadful quiet, had affected her more than she had expected it to. Being there with her parents in that stark and brutal moment of appalling grief had only served to add to it.

It wasn’t that she was a cold, unfeeling, hardened detective at all. In many ways, she wondered if the death of Anna, the love of her life, had shattered whatever protective shell she had developed over the years, exposing her to the raw grief she felt, even at the death of a stranger.

She did not know Melonie. She did not know Brian. They were the terrifyingly tragic players in a story she was now a part of, and one she knew she would have to see through to the end. Unlike a book, though, she couldn’t skip a chapter when things got to be too much, or just jump to the final pages in the hope of a happy ending.

Seeing the wounds Melonie had suffered, imagining what her last awful moments of life had been like, had somehow given Gordy a deeper connection to both her and Brian. Someone was out there doing something awful, something so utterly against what the nature of humanity was surely about; to be kind, to care, to love, that she was going to do everything in her power to find them, and to stop them.

Worryingly, Gordy had a deep sense that whoever was responsible was not done yet. There was a message here, one she had not yet deciphered. Some killers murdered without reason, just for the thrill of it. Others were driven by a personal mission to prove something, to say something, to make the world shudder at the mention of their name. There were those who never wanted to be caught, and those who enjoyed being chased, staying one step ahead of the police. And then there were those who somehow managed to mix a little bit of each into one unholy, horrifying whole.

Gordy’s gut told her that whatever the killer was doing, it had been long in the making, and something was driving them to do the unthinkable. There were clear links between Brian and his ex-wife Melonie’s deaths; both murders were staged, but for what reason, she had not yet fathomed. There was also the obvious connection of the film stills, and the girl in both was clearly important.

Cowboy had given Gordy an enlarged copy of the second image found on Melonie’s body, as she had left the mortuary. Who the girl in the film still frame was, and why she mattered, was still lost in the fog. The deaths themselves also seemed strangely elaborate; they had not just been killed, but despatched in a way that was neither spur of the moment nor quick.

Each kill had been unique. Each kill had been planned. Each kill was trying to say something.

Gordy wondered if the killer was hoping that someone would figure it all out and stop them. Not that it mattered; her job was to stop them, regardless.

On the way back from her meeting with Cowboy and James, Gordy had called the number on the card found in Melonie’s purse. She had been immediately greeted by the warm voice of Melonie’s counsellor, who was in the middle of her lunch break, and more than happy to meet up and chat.

After pulling into a parking space by the Cheese and Grain in Frome, Gordy made her way to the River House Café. Stepping inside, she was met by the delicious aromas of cakes and coffee, and the sound of happy, bubbling chatter, the tables filled with customers tucking into plates of deliciousness.

A middle-aged woman with short hair and lots of earrings waved to her, and Gordy headed over.

‘Take a seat,’ she said, gesturing at the chair opposite her. She was wearing an enormous, thick cardigan of deep red wool. ‘Just finishing off my coffee. Do you want anything? The cinnamon twist is to die for. Actually, everything is. And you need to try the turmeric latte; sublime!’

Gordy declined.

‘Thank you for agreeing to meet at such short notice, Ms Twelvetrees,’ she said.

‘Call me Lily. And I’m a Mrs, even though he buggered off a while ago now.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said Gordy, not sure whether Lily’s husband had died or ran off.

Lily’s accent was straight out of the heart of Yorkshire, and hearing it immediately warmed Gordy to her.

‘Don’t be,’ Lily said, refusing to clarify what had happened to her husband. ‘Also, Twelvetrees is rather a rare surname, so we try to make sure it’s not used too much, otherwise it might wear out. That’s why I went back to it.’

On saying that, Lily gave Gordy a wink, and she warmed to her even more.

Lily stood up.

‘Right, shall we go to my office? A little more private than here, I think. But you must come back. Not just for the food, either; this is Black Swan Arts, and there’s loads to see from local artists; it’s one of my favourite places. Come on, then!’

Gordy scrambled to get out from under the table as Lily marched off at speed. Catching her up, she followed her out of the café, across the main road, and along a small lane beside the river, before leading her through the door of a house with large sash windows covered in numerous glass ornaments to catch the sunlight, and a handful of dreamcatchers.

‘Here we are,’ Lily said, showing Gordy through to a room on the left of a hallway decorated like the footpath of an ancient woodland, with numerous sticks lining the walls, the ceiling hung with bunches of dried flowers and herbs like the drooping leaves of trees. The smell, Gordy noticed immediately, was somewhat intoxicating.

The room Lily took Gordy into was small and cosy, with a floor-to-ceiling library on one wall, and the others bedecked in art, none of which she recognised. The furniture in the room comprised two deep, soft, olive-green sofas, a leather armchair, and a coffee table that looked to have been carved from one solid piece of wood.

Lily sat down, then was up again and out of the door, returning moments later with a glass jug of water and two tumblers.

Gordy took a seat as Lily poured the water and sat down opposite.

‘Right then,’ Lily said. ‘Shall we get to it? You want to talk about Melonie Cox, yes?’

Gordy sipped her water.

‘I must say that you’re dealing with the news I gave you on the phone rather better than I expected,’ she said, thinking back to their conversation when she had told Lily about both Melonie and Brian.

‘I’ll grieve in my own good time,’ Lily replied. ‘Right now, it sounds to me like you need all the help you can get to catch the bastard who did it.’

‘Yes, quite,’ said Gordy, taking another sip, if only to give her a chance to digest that reply.

As counsellors went, Lily was unlike any she had ever met. She was blunt, abrupt, open, and judging by her house, wildly creative.

‘Warm, isn’t it?’ Lily said and removed her cardigan, revealing arms covered in a rainbow of tattoos.

‘Wow,’ Gordy said.

‘You should see my legs,’ Lily replied. ‘So, how can I help?’

Working hard to push away imagined images of Lily’s art-covered legs, Gordy said, ‘Really, I’d just like some background on Melonie. I understand there will be patient confidentiality, but if there’s anything you can tell me about her that you think might help …’

‘Do you have any specifics?’ Lily asked. ‘And as for patient confidentiality, I’m pretty bloody sure Melonie would want me to share something if she thought it might help to catch her killer.’

‘Not every counsellor I’ve had to see would agree with you.’

‘I’m not every counsellor.’

‘So I gather.’

‘Well, come on, then,’ Lily said. ‘What do you need to know?’

Gordy thought for a moment, then said, ‘I’ve got two pictures of Melonie in my head.’ ‘One is of someone who went through a rough divorce and ended up having a restraining order. The other … Well, her house doesn’t match that description at all.’

‘Explain.’

‘It’s peaceful,’ said Gordy. ‘There’s a calm to it. Hard to put it into words, really, but it struck me as somewhere someone had gone to heal. I know that sounds a bit wishy-washy, but there we are.’

‘No, that’s accurate,’ said Lily. ‘Both points, actually. Melonie was very lost, very broken, but she was working very hard to heal, and she was doing so well.’

‘How long had she been seeing you?’

‘Years,’ said Lily. ‘She’d tried other counsellors, came to me as a last resort, I think.’

‘Why a last resort?’

‘I don’t just sit and talk things through. I have my own way of doing things and it’s not for everyone.’

‘Not sure I understand.’

‘I can get a bit shouty,’ said Lily. ‘I’m not insensitive, it’s just that sometimes folk need a bit of a slap.’

Gordy was shocked, and it obviously showed on her face by Lily’s reaction.

‘Figuratively speaking,’ she said. ‘I don’t actually slap people! But I won’t hold with nonsense if that’s what I’m hearing. I also encourage people to get out of their comfort zone, explore nature, join me for a cold dip in the river under a full moon, find a stick that speaks to them …’

‘A stick?’

‘There’s a lot of wisdom in a stick.’

That statement was said with such conviction that Gordy had no come back at all, so she said, ‘How was Melonie the last time you saw her?’

‘Happy. Genuinely, beautifully happy. At peace with herself, her past, everything. It was quite wonderful to see.’

‘And what did she do, job wise?’

‘Well, you know she was an actress, yes? I think she realised eventually that her strengths were not so much in being in front of the camera or an audience, but helping people to do it instead. She ran private one-to-one lessons, summer schools, children’s clubs. She’s going to be missed.’

Lily then provided Gordy with details about Melonie’s business, her employees.

‘Do you know if she had any contact with her ex-husband?’

‘Brian? She was way beyond that, had left that life behind. It’s why she came to me, really, to try and come to terms with what had happened, to heal and move on. And they did so together, you know? It was very brave of them, inspirational really.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘They did some joint sessions with me, decided to help each other, to forgive, instead of argue and fight.’

‘That doesn’t quite match what Brian’s business partner had to say about Melonie,’ said Gordy.

‘They kept it all very private. I think they knew that they’d get flack from people if they said what they were doing. His business partner will have based whatever she said on what she knew of Melonie before the healing, rather than after.’

‘So, what did actually happen?’ Gordy asked. ‘In their marriage, I mean?’

She knew she was prying, but she needed to find out everything she could about Melonie and Brian, because something in their joint past, something seemingly small and insignificant, could be vital.

‘They were young, wanted different things, the usual kind of stuff. But there was something darker going on behind the scenes that I never got to the bottom of.’

That piqued Gordy’s interest.

‘How do you mean? What was darker behind the scenes?’

‘Some kind of shared trauma, I think. I don’t know what it was, but I felt like I was close to figuring it out.’

‘No hints at all? Was it something that had happened to them both, do you think?’

‘Absolutely. And whatever it was, it affected them both deeply enough to drive a wedge between them, but also into their own individual lives, too.’

Gordy wanted more information. This felt like something really important. But what if Lily really didn’t know anything more than what she had already said?

‘Can you think of anything, no matter how small, that might have given you some hint about what the trauma was?’ Before Lily had a chance to answer, Gordy showed her the enlarged image of the film still. ‘Do you think this has anything to do with it?’

Lily took the image from Gordy, and stared.

‘What is this?’

‘A film still. No idea when it’s from, where it was taken. Do you recognise the other girl?’

Lily shook her head.

Gordy presented the other film still.

‘And this one was found on Brian’s body.’

Lily gasped.

‘Good God …’

‘Whoever is responsible for Brian and Melonie’s murders left those on them for a reason. I’ve just got no idea what it is.’

‘The blood,’ said Lily. ‘That’s surely not real. I mean, whoever this other girl is, she’s smiling, isn’t she?’

‘`Melonie never mentioned anything that might make you think she was talking about this?’

Lily shook her head.

‘She did acting at university, so my guess is that this is some student film she was involved with back then; she looks, what, early twenties? Looks quite horror-esque, doesn’t it? Not my genre at all, I have to say.’

Gordy took the images back, but as she went to file them away, Lily held up a hand, and asked for them back again.

‘What is it?’ Gordy asked, as Lily stared.

‘I … I’m not sure,’ Lily replied, swapping between the images, then resting mainly on the one found on Brian’s body. ‘But this one … There’s something familiar about it.’

‘Really? What?’

Lily was quiet, then turned the image around so that Gordy could see it. She pointed at the strange building far off behind the mysterious girl covered in blood.

‘That,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen it before. I know I have. But where?’

‘Is it local?’

‘Yes,’ Lily nodded. ‘I’m sure it is, actually. But where the hell is it?’

‘Why do you think you recognise it?’

Lily held up a finger and Gordy fell quiet, a little stunned to have been shushed.

Lily narrowed her eyes, stared hard at the image, then stood up and started to pace around the room. Then, without warning, she dashed out, and Gordy heard her footsteps race down the hall and then up the stairs. The sound of Lily rummaging through something echoed through the house, then the footsteps sounded again, growing louder until she burst through the door.

‘Got it!’ she said, a wide smile on her bright face. ‘It was a wedding!’

‘What was?’

‘This,’ said Lily, and flipped the image found on Brian’s body around. ‘Well, not what’s actually happening here, but the place, that building behind it. A wedding. I was at it because I was the celebrant.’

‘You mean you officiated over a wedding in that building?’

‘I did,’ said Lily. ‘I’m not just a counsellor. I also do weddings, funerals, naming ceremonies, that kind of thing.’

‘So, what is it, then?’ Gordy asked. ‘The building, I mean.’

‘It was built as a private church for the owners of the house,’ Lily explained. ‘When the house was sold on, it was deconsecrated, so that it could be more widely used. That way, you’re not dependent on a vicar officiating a wedding; you can have someone like me do it if you want. It’s such a pretty little place. Magical, really.’

Gordy’s heart quickened. This was, at last, a potential lead.

‘I need to know where it is.’

‘What? Oh, sorry, of course,’ said Lily. ‘It’s Holcombe Hall.’

Gordy sat up.

‘The private members’ club?’ she asked. ‘Brian and Melonie, they were both members.’

‘That’s a strange coincidence.’

‘As someone I know once told me,’ Gordy said, ‘don’t ever believe in them.’

She took out her phone and called Pete.
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The late afternoon drive from Frome to Holcombe Hall was a collection of thin lanes knotted together by sharp bends and steep hills. A tangle of shadows was cast across them by high hedgerows, wayward brambles, and trees yawning with the breath of Spring. The sun was low, daylight dimming to a dull grey, and yet the countryside still seemed intent on blessing her with view upon view, as around every corner, and over every hill, some hidden corner of a woodland or vista of patchwork fields would reveal itself.

Despite everything that was going on, not just with the investigation, but with her own life, Gordy found herself so focused on the vast, unending palette of greens she was driving through, that when she arrived at Holcombe Hall, so lost was she to the pastoral splendour of the Somerset countryside, that she just swept on past it.

Pulling in at a gate into a field just ahead, she swung around and headed back, turning off the main road, and down a long, narrow driveway. A small cottage stood guard at its opening, and to its side, a saloon and an old, blue, short-wheelbase Land Rover were parked.

In the doorway, an old man was hugging a woman many years his junior, and Gordy smiled, warmed by the love so apparently on display. Glancing in her rearview mirror, the reflection of the hugging couple shrinking into the distance, something about what she was seeing caused an itch at the back of her mind. She looked up again, found that they were now hidden from view, having probably headed into the house, she guessed, and the itch faded.

Dropping her speed to match the five MPH limit requested by a small, polite sign at the side of the driveway, with all thoughts of what she had seen at the cottage gone from her head, Gordy glided along a tree-lined avenue. She noticed just how bright the sun was, having broken through the clouds to scatter them enough to give it a chance to bless the land below in liquid gold.

Not sure what to expect when she came to the end of the driveway, Gordy prepared herself for a country hotel, a large car park, and enough cheap chintz to attract twenty-something footballers and their wives from a thousand miles away. Then, like the opening credits to a costume drama, the house revealed itself. Before Gordy knew what she was doing, she’d slowed to a stop just to stare at the place, so awestruck was she by the sight.

Holcombe Hall was a large country house set in the most picturesque gardens she had ever seen. Flowers danced in a tumble of riotous colour in numerous flower beds, watched over by trees of all kinds. Towering boughs swayed gently as though conducting nature’s orchestra of bird and beast. Lawns were laid all about; rich green carpets that Gordy felt the sudden urge to run across barefoot.

To one side of the house, she saw tables and chairs with parasols, occupied by people smiling and talking and drinking and eating. The front of the house comprised a huge, wooden door staring out onto an offshoot of the driveway she was on, a turning circle which, in its centre, held a pretty fountain that cast bright gems of water in shimmering arcs through the air.

Gordy realised that another car had eased to a stop behind her. She held up a hand in apology and pulled into a layby, and her pursuer’s wheels crunched past on the gravel. It was a high-end sports car so low to the ground she was surprised it didn’t just drive under her own car to continue on its way.

Gordy followed on behind, around to a car park hidden from view by tall hedges. Parking up, between a metallic-black Range Rover and another expensive car she couldn’t name, she grabbed the enlarged images of the film still frames, and stepped out of her vehicle. Following the signs, she headed to the main reception, where she would be meeting Detective Constable Peter Knight.

The path from the car park was lined with low box hedges, and forked at points to various buildings. Walking across cobbles, she made her way along the last bit of pathway before the main door. Gordy was struck by the peace and tranquillity of the place. It was clear to her that the only way to be a member of Holcombe Hall was to have a fair bit of money to your name, but right there and then, she would happily sell a kidney to get on the membership list, and she’d not even seen inside the main house yet.

Pushing through the main door, Gordy was hit by the sweet aroma of seasoned wood softly burning in an open fire in the front lobby. Pete was sitting in a soft armchair opposite and rose to greet her. At the same time, a man at the reception desk glanced up and smiled warmly.

‘Nice, isn’t it?’ Pete said, coming over to meet Gordy in front of the reception desk. ‘You know, I could see myself living in a place like this quite easily.’

Gordy noticed how the detective constable’s spiky hair seemed even more violently opposed to being on his head than it had earlier. She wasn’t sure if he had added more product to it, or if it was under some kind of dark occult curse, but from whatever angle she looked at it, every spike seemed to be loaded with the urge to launch itself from his skull and escape.

‘Well, if it ever comes up for sale, I’m sure the owners will accept a sensible offer.’

Gordy returned the receptionist’s smile and introduced herself.

‘Is it possible to talk to either the manager or the owner?’

‘Well, Holcombe Hall is actually owned by a small group of private shareholders,’ said the receptionist. ‘But we have a good number of managers around who might be able to help? There’s the members’ manager, the general manager, the floor manager, the bar manager … sometimes, I think all we have working here are managers! Is there anything specific you need help with? Then I can see who would be best for you to speak to.’

Gordy thought about that for a moment, then said, ‘The manager who’s been here the longest and who probably has the best knowledge of the building, its history, that kind of thing.’

‘That’ll be the general manager, Felix Salmon.’

‘That’s quite a name.’

‘We just call him Fish.’

‘Behind his back or to his face?’

‘Both.’

‘Well, if we could have a chat with him, that would be great.’

The receptionist picked up the phone and made a call.

‘He’ll be five minutes at the most.’

Gordy walked over to the fire, Pete beside her.

‘So, the spike, then,’ she said.

‘Well, it’s not a recent theft,’ said Pete. ‘The farmer, Mr Combes, had actually forgotten all about it because it was so long ago.’

‘How long?’

‘He wasn’t sure. A few years at least. Not a month or two or anything like that.’

‘And he’s sure it was stolen, not just mislaid or something?’

‘Definitely stolen,’ said Pete. ‘Someone unbolted it one night and took it.’

‘Did he report it?’

Pete shook his head.

‘Didn’t see the point. Just bought another.’

As Gordy was thinking about how this backed up her theory that the murderer had been planning it all for years, which in and of itself was terrifying in the extreme, a man approached. He was casually dressed in light trousers and a loose-fitting green linen shirt.

‘Mr Salmon?’

‘Felix.’ The man smiled, holding out his hand, which Gordy shook firmly.

‘Thank you for seeing us.’

‘No problem at all. We can pop to my office, or if you would rather, I can give you a tour of the place as we talk?’

Gordy glanced out of one of the windows to the side of the main door. The late afternoon’s greyness had been broken by the bright, farewell rays of the fading sun, and she rather fancied a bit of a stroll, instead of sitting in an office. She also thought that a look around the place might be helpful.

‘A tour sounds good.’

‘Then follow me,’ said Felix, and led Gordy and Pete back out through the main door.

As she stepped over the threshold, Gordy realised where she was.

‘Wait,’ she said, and opened the file holding the film stills. She stared at the one found on Brian’s body, then looked back at the door, the lobby, and across the lawn to a small building she’d not noticed when she had arrived. ‘This one … This is right here, isn’t it?’

Pete and Felix leaned over to see what Gordy was talking about.

Gordy saw a frown plough a slow furrow across Felix’s brow.

‘What on earth? What is that? When was it taken?’

‘Not sure and don’t know are the only answers I can give you to those last two questions right now,’ said Gordy. ‘As to the first, we’re still not sure, but I’m edging towards thinking that it’s a still from a movie.’

Felix gestured for Gordy to give him the image, and she handed it to him for a closer look.

‘This is at least twenty years ago,’ he said, ‘but I’d be inclined to think it’s more than that.’

‘Why do you say that?’

Felix lifted a hand in a wave at the space around them.

‘Twenty years ago, after the owner sold it, the Hall was converted into the private members’ club you see now. And that photo is from before that.’

Gordy stepped outside, standing back to really take in the front of the house.

‘Do you know why they sold it?’

‘The usual reason, probably,’ said Felix, coming to stand beside her. ‘Money. A place like this is a fortune to run. That’s why so many places like it end up in the hands of the National Trust, because the upkeep is crippling, even if you are minted.’

Gordy took the image back from Felix and held it up.

‘This happened when it was a private house, then?’ she said.

‘Undoubtedly,’ Felix replied. ‘Not just because you can see, even in that, how the place has changed, but because I doubt very much that the committee would greenlight something like that.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Privacy is key,’ said Felix. ‘We’ve a lot of celebrity types here; actors, directors, even have a regular member who’s a writer and often hides away in one of the snugs, tapping away at his next novel. Treats it like a second home, which is what we want all our members to do, though some do it more effectively than others. So, we have to ensure that this is somewhere they can come and not get hassled.

‘You don’t just get in by turning up with a credit card to pay the membership fee; you have to be proposed by a current member, then have your application put before the committee. So, it’s kind of an ethos of the place; no photos, that kind of thing. We do allow weddings, but for that, you have to book the whole place and members aren’t admitted when such an event is on.’ He pointed then at the small building on the lawn in front of the house. ‘Used to be a private place of worship for the family, but it was—’

‘Deconsecrated,’ said Gordy, remembering what Lily had told her earlier that afternoon. ‘Can’t be cheap getting married here.’

Felix laughed and shook his head.

‘Eye-watering, if I’m honest. So, shall we do the tour? You can ask questions as we go.’ Then he gave Gordy a wink. ‘You never know, I might even be able to persuade you to become a member.’

This time, a laugh burst from Gordy.

‘Me, with my celebrity lifestyle and movie star salary,’ she said. ‘Where do I sign?’

‘It’s not as expensive as you might think.’

‘Aye, but I’ll bet it’s expensive enough.’

With that part of the conversation closed, Gordy followed Felix as he led them around the grounds of the Hall, taking in a lake, the spa, the pool, and telling them about the place as they strolled.

By the time they were back at the house, so effective had Felix’s selling of the place been, that Gordy found herself half wondering if membership wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all, and he’d still not mentioned the cost. She’d not actually asked any questions while they’d wandered around, the peace and tranquillity of the place seeping into her skin so much so that she was struck by a feeling she’d not experienced in a long time: a sense of calm.

‘Ready to see the house?’ Felix said.

‘Too right I am,’ said Paul. ‘This place is amazing!’

Walking back through the main door, they were guided around various snug, cosy rooms where members could relax, and others where they could work, then to a bar that made Gordy want to take a seat and order something strong. The walls were hung with art, the bar a walnut thing of beauty, and the bright display of bottles on the wall behind was hypnotic.

In one room, she spotted a man with a well-groomed beard, sitting on a sofa, earphones clamped to his head, typing away at a laptop, and remembered the writer Felix had mentioned. The man looked up, gave a nod to Felix.

‘A boulevardier later, then?’ Felix said.

‘I’ll need one after these chapters are done, that’s for sure,’ the man replied, a weary smile on his face. He glanced at Gordy for a moment, gave a nod, then got back to his work.

Felix guided them down a long hall decorated with more art.

‘Wait ’til you see the restaurant,’ he said, and led them into a large, high-ceilinged dining room decorated with plants and yet more stunning pieces of art. Two walls were given over to large glass windows, which looked out over the gardens, and on one side, they opened out to tables on a veranda.

Picking up a menu, Gordy asked, ‘What do you know about the original owners?’

‘The Claytons? Not much,’ Felix replied. Dropping a finger onto the menu, he added, ‘The scallops are to die for, trust me.’

‘You must know something, though.’

‘All I know is that there was some tragedy and that, combined with the upkeep of the place, had the owner or owners sell up. You’d be better off talking to Gamekeeper John.’

‘I would? Why?’

Felix ignored the question for a moment, leading Gordy and Paul up a flight of stairs and into a room with the largest, most comfortable-looking bed Gordy had ever seen in her life. The sight of it, and the room it was resting in, was enough to stop Gordy from pushing Felix to answer her question. Then she saw the bathroom, the huge cast iron bath, and the rain shower.

‘Just out of interest, how much is a membership?’

Felix’s answer was enough for Gordy to shut down any further enquiry, so she said, ‘The gamekeeper, then …’

‘What? Oh, right, yes,’ said Felix. ‘He lives in the cottage at the end of the drive; you’d have spotted the place as you drove in.’

Gordy remembered the old man, and the tight hug he had been receiving from the younger woman.

‘He knew the family?’

‘Worked for them,’ said Felix. ‘The cottage was left to him by the original owner. I don’t know much about it. Keeps himself to himself. House doesn’t need a gamekeeper now, obviously, as most of the land was sold off, though a few fields around the perimeter were kept, and a bit of woodland, to help with keeping the place private.’

‘Do you know his full name?’

‘Gamekeeper John, like I said,’ said Felix. ‘That’s what we’ve always known him as, so that’s what we call him. He doesn’t work for the hall or anything like that, but he does have permission to do a bit of vermin control, that kind of thing.’

Gordy realised that while Felix had been talking, she’d ended up sitting on the bed.

‘God in heaven, this is comfortable,’ she said, patting the mattress with a hand.

Felix smiled.

‘And just so you know, this is one of the smaller beds …’


TWENTY-SEVEN


Having parked up in front of the cottage at the end of the drive, with Paul pulling in behind her, Gordy headed over to the front door and gave it a sharp knock.

‘Gamekeeper John, then,’ Paul said, coming to stand beside her. ‘Sounds like a character from an old-fashioned children’s book, doesn’t he?’

The front door opened, and it was all Gordy could do not to say, ‘Looks like one, too.’

Gamekeeper John was tall and weathered like an ancient tree, standing on a lonely hill, and hardened by the storms it had faced over the centuries of its life. He was wearing a checked shirt of browns and greens, a waxed gilet, brown corduroy trousers with worn knees, held up by a belt from which hung an old leather knife sheath, and, in startling juxtaposition to the rest of the outfit, Homer Simpson slippers.

His face was lined like an outcrop of limestone on a Dales’ fellside, the craggy overhang of his bushy eyebrows casting shadows over eyes narrowed against the daylight, but no less bright or keen for doing so. His hands were scarred, and his fingers sported a number of plasters.

Gordy waited for Gamekeeper John to speak, but when nothing was forthcoming, she introduced herself and Paul and showed her ID.

‘You’ll be after coming in, then,’ John said.

‘We won’t take up too much of your time,’ Gordy said. ‘Just need to ask you a few questions.’

‘About what?’

‘The house, its history. Would that be okay? It’s to do with an ongoing investigation. I can’t really give you the details of that, but any information you can provide may prove useful.’

‘And what if I say that it isn’t okay, seeing as I’m just about to skin a few rabbits, if you know what I mean?’

That phrase immediately struck Gordy as one of the most sinister-sounding euphemisms she had ever heard, though about what she didn’t dare imagine. It was then that she spotted the knife in Gamekeeper John’s left hand, and the blood. The knife was small, the kind she would expect to find in a kitchen, so clearly not the one that belonged in the sheath on his belt.

‘We won’t take up too much of your time,’ she said.

Gordy waited as John glanced at Paul, then back at her, before stepping to one side.

‘Best get yourself inside, then.’

Once inside the house, Gordy was greeted by numerous glass eyes staring out of various fur-covered faces, all of them following her with suspicious stares.

‘Bloody hell,’ said Paul, a little too loudly, Gordy thought.

‘Don’t mind them,’ John said, leading them on through. ‘They’ll just be wondering who you are, that’s all.’

‘Where did you get them?’ Paul asked.

‘I didn’t,’ said John. ‘I made them. Keeps my old hands busy and my mind focused. Easy to let the first become lazy and weak, and the second blurry and confused. And that’s no good at my age, son, no good at all.’

A few steps later they were in a small, cosy lounge, the room heated by a fire roaring behind the glass-fronted door of a wood-burning stove.

‘Lovely place you have,’ Gordy said, hoping she sounded convincing. She wasn’t lying as such, not really, because the house was cosy and well-kept. Those eyes, though, she thought, were just a bit too much, and could easily turn cosy into ghoulish.

‘Coffee?’ John asked, then said, ‘Actually, I’ve only got tea.’

‘That would be lovely,’ Gordy replied, taking a seat, and John left the room, humming tunefully to himself as he went.

The humming continued, muffled by the walls and doors of the house, only to then grow louder as he returned with a tray holding a teapot, mugs, milk, and a packet of Rich Tea biscuits. Gordy noticed the blood on his hand was gone, and the small knife was nowhere to be seen.

Once the drinks were poured, he settled himself down into an armchair by the stove.

‘So, how can I help?’

‘Well, I was wondering if you could tell us anything about the original owners of the Hall,’ Gordy said. ‘You used to work for the family, I believe?’

‘I did,’ said John. ‘That’s why I’m still here, on account of them leaving me this cottage. Very kind, that was. Lived here for years now.’

‘What did they do? Must’ve been something that made a lot of money to afford somewhere this grand.’

John gave a shrug.

‘The owner was an old friend of mine and a successful businessman,’ he said. ‘That was never my thing, so I never really showed much interest in it. Happy to keep myself to myself. Not sure I could’ve offered much at a board meeting of shareholders, if you know what I mean. And I can’t see them being that impressed by my bringing along a brace of pheasant or two. Though a good number of them did attend the shoots I ran. Good times.’

John took a sip from his mug.

‘What about his family?’ Gordy asked.

‘Sad, really,’ said John. ‘Cancer took his wife early, left him with a daughter. Never remarried.’

‘Do you know why he sold the property?’

‘I do,’ said John.

Gordy waited, saw Paul was staring at her, and gave him a nod, inviting him into the conversation.

‘And what was the reason?’ Paul asked. ‘Was it a business thing?’

‘Yes and no,’ said John. ‘He lost interest in it, the business, I mean, and the house. Can’t say as I blame him.’

Another sip of tea, then a munch on a biscuit.

‘How do you mean?’

‘By what?’

‘You said you couldn’t blame him for selling up,’ Paul clarified. ‘Why?’

John fell quiet, and to Gordy it seemed as though the shadows from the corners of the room gathered around him like the wings of a crow.

He shook his head.

‘Lost his daughter,’ he said. ‘Broke his heart so violently, I swear I heard it happen; like a gunshot it was, but that’s no surprise, really, considering how she died, if you know what I mean? He was never the same. First his wife, then his daughter gone as well. That’s too much grief, isn’t it?’

‘That’s awful,’ said Paul. ‘How did she die?’

Gordy had noticed John’s mention of a gunshot, and the mysterious way he’d suggested a connection between saying it and what had happened to the daughter. For now, though, she let Paul take the lead.

‘It was just an accident, that’s all I know for sure,’ said John. ‘Something to do with some film or other up at the house. I wasn’t there when it happened, and even if I had been, there’s not much I could’ve done. At that range? She didn’t stand a chance.’

That statement caught Gordy’s interest, more so than John’s confirmation that there had been a film made at the property, or his comment about the gunshot.

‘Range?’ she said. ‘That’s a strange choice of words.’

‘Is it?’

Her own tea finished, Gordy set her mug back on the tray. She was thinking about the images she was carrying with her, and decided to show them to John.

The old gamekeeper took them from her in silence, held them, stared at them, rubbed his chin, gave it a scratch, and Gordy saw the shadows gather darker still, though now behind his eyes.

‘That’s her,’ he said. ‘Jennifer.’

‘The owner’s daughter?’

John gave a nod, albeit one where his head barely moved.

‘Just her and a few friends, that’s all it was. They’d finished university. Were here making a film she’d written, I think, before they headed off into that big, scary world of work. It’s a long time ago now, isn’t it? Twenty-five years, give or take. She’d have been forty-six now. Hard to believe that time’s gone so fast. She was the spitting image of her mum, and her father loved her, I can tell you that for nothing.’ He shook his head, clearly still unable to accept not just the tragedies he was recounting, but how so much time had passed, Gordy thought.

‘What about the girl in the other picture?’

‘That was one of her friends,’ John said. ‘Most of them were a bit spoiled if you ask me. They should’ve all checked though, shouldn’t they? Made sure what happened hadn’t, if that makes sense. Could’ve been prevented, that’s all I’m saying.’

‘What could’ve been prevented?’ Paul asked.

John held out the image with the girl Gordy now knew as Jennifer Clayton, and pointed at the thing she was holding, the thing Gordy still couldn’t make out.

‘It was a horror film,’ John said. ‘No idea myself why anyone would want to watch that kind of rubbish, but kids, right? They like to be a bit more out there than us older folks, don’t they? I was probably the same when I was young. Jenny was the lead character. Struck me as all a bit daft, but she was happy, and her father didn’t mind supporting her.’

Gordy waited for John to continue, giving him time to put into words something from so long ago.

‘Shotgun,’ he said.

Gordy leaned in close to the image, but still couldn’t make it out.

‘I was told it belonged to the director’s father, only it didn’t, did it?’ said John, his voice both hard as stone, and crushed, like it had been turned to gravel by the memory.

‘Then whose was it?’ Gordy asked.

‘Know what he did?’ John continued, as though he’d not heard Gordy’s question. ‘Dropped blanks into the barrels, but didn’t actually check the damned things first. No gun sense at all. Doubt he’d ever even used one, though he certainly shouted enough about it like he had. Turned out there were two smaller cartridges jammed in the barrels, just below the breech. No one had any idea how they’d got in there, and that director, he was adamant he’d had nothing to do with it. Impossible to prove otherwise. They were for a sixteen-bore, and the one you see Jenny holding there, that’s a twelve, so they just slipped in, then got stuck.

‘My guess is that he did it himself, to make a bigger bang, make it all the more dramatic. It wasn’t like Jenny was actually going to shoot the gun at anyone; he had sense enough not to let that happen. So, they were just going to film her firing it and then cut that bit of the film into the rest. Anyway, like I was saying, I think he did it himself. Probably thought, because what he’d put in there were blanks, there wouldn’t be much danger, daft as that sounds, right? Yeah, he really didn’t have a clue how guns work, or understand what happens if you fire one when the barrel’s blocked.’

‘And what’s that?’ Paul asked.

‘Pressure like that is enough to split a barrel in two,’ said John. ‘In this case, it blew it apart. Shattered it. Killed Jenny instantly.’ John shook his head, eyes closed as though to stop the horror of the memory being beamed out from behind them and onto the wall. ‘She’d have not known a thing, or that’s what I tell myself, anyway. I’ve seen some things in my time, but that? Nothing comes close. Nothing at all. Never will again either, and I thank God I’ve only a few years left in me, because that image, that memory, it still wakes me in the night.’

‘But you said you weren’t there,’ said Gordy.

‘Not when it happened, no, but I was on site, around the house, working in the garden, sorting a few trees out, that kind of thing. I heard the shot, the screams, ran to see what the fuss was about. I … It was me who broke the news to Jenny’s father.’

A stillness settled upon the room then, and Gordy wasn’t sure any further questioning was necessary or right, but something had caught her attention, and she needed to know.

‘You said you were told the shotgun belonged to the director’s father, but it didn’t; then whose was it?’

John clasped his hands together and Gordy saw the knuckles turn white.

‘Mine,’ he said.

‘Yours?’

‘Idiot broke into the gunroom, didn’t he? Took Jenny’s dad’s set of keys—I always carried mine with me, you see—and sneaked in that morning, took one, and put the keys back before anyone noticed. Reckon he took the cartridges at the same time, but that was impossible to tell; not like we knew how many of the things we had in there, is it? I think he meant to bring a gun, just forgot. And because of that, Jenny was killed. Not that she’d have known anything about it, like I said. Out like a light, I would think.’ He clicked his fingers in midair, the sound of it like the hard crack of a rifle being fired. ‘Like that,’ he said. ‘Gone.’

Seeing how disturbed John was to be talking about something clearly so painful, Gordy drew the conversation to a close and rose from her chair. Paul did the same, and then John led them back through the house, opening the front door for them.

‘Thank you for your time,’ Gordy said, noticing again the empty knife sheath on John’s belt, and wondering if what he’d said about gutting rabbits hadn’t actually been too far from the truth. ‘And my apologies for asking you to talk about something clearly so painful.’

‘Not a problem at all,’ said John. ‘Hope it was useful.’

Gordy went to step out into the early evening, then paused.

‘When we arrived earlier, I saw you with someone.’

‘You did?’

‘A woman, not sure how old, but clearly a lot younger than yourself.’

John smiled.

‘My daughter,’ he said. ‘She loved Jenny, you know? Used to hang around together all the time.’

‘Would she be happy to talk to me about it, do you think?’ Gordy asked. ‘Might be something else we can learn from her.’

‘Don’t see why not,’ said John.

‘Would you be able to give me her details?’ Gordy then held out her card. ‘If not, then she can contact me at this number.’

John took the card.

‘Not sure as I need to,’ he said.

‘Why?’ Gordy asked, confused by John’s reply.

‘My guess is you probably know her.’

‘I do? How?’

‘On account of her being in the same line of work,’ John said. ‘She’s a DCI.’

Gordy remembered the itch she’d felt at the back of her mind when she had first driven past the cottage and seen John hugging the woman. She also realised that, distracted by John being introduced to them as Gamekeeper John, neither she nor Paul had taken his full name or contact details.

‘Can I ask for your full name, please, John?’ she said.

‘Well, for a start, it’s Jack, not John,’ he replied. ‘And as for my surname? That’ll be Allercott.’


TWENTY-EIGHT


Gordy was on her hands-free all the way home to Evercreech, trying to get in touch with Ellen, her new DCI, but there was no answer. That didn’t stop her from leaving numerous messages asking as politely as she could, which wasn’t very, she had to admit, for a return call.

Paul had headed home, and a quick catch-up call with Patti had resulted in a team meeting arranged for first thing in the morning.

Having planned to grab something for dinner on the way home, Gordy completely forgot, and instead skidded to a stop in one of the parking spaces near her flat, carrying not a shopping bag of delicious things to munch on for the evening, but only bewilderment and frustration, as she sent grit skittering across the ground like jumping beans.

Just what the hell was going on? Two murders, both of them violent beyond measure, and now she discovers that her very own DCI was somehow connected. How was that even possible? And why had Ellen never said? Surely, she must’ve known from the off.

Gordy was angry, upset, and frustrated. A part of her was tempted to call in a team and swoop in on Allercott’s home, but that seemed like it might be overkill. All that she knew for certain was that Ellen had known the girl in the film still, back when she had been a child. And that really wasn’t enough to pin anything on anyone, and certainly not enough to be taking a mad leap into a pool of conclusions just to grab any that came close.

Climbing out of her vehicle, she tried to call once again, and to her surprise, it connected.

‘DCI Alle—’

‘This is DI Haig,’ Gordy said. ‘We need to talk.’

A pause, then …

‘We do? What about? Is everything okay? Do you want to meet for a coffee or something? Have a chat? I’m a bit busy, but I could do tomorrow morning?’

Allercott’s questions sounded like the woman had a mouthful of sour gobstoppers and wasn’t quite sure how to politely spit them out.

‘It’s about the investigation.’

‘I’m afraid I’m rather busy at the moment, like I said. But I can come into the office tomorrow? I agree, it is probably sensible for us to have a catch-up, anyway.’

‘It’s important.’

‘I’m sure it is. And I will be there, I can assure you.’

‘Are you positive you can’t meet up now? What about talking? Do you have a couple of minutes just to go over things?’

‘I’m literally heading out of the door. I’ve an appointment, and I can’t miss it.’

‘For what?’

Silence, then, ‘I’m not sure my private life is any of your business, Detective Inspector.’

‘I saw you at your dad’s house,’ Gordy said, blurting the words out before she’d had time to think through where the hell she was going to go with what she was saying.

Another pause, longer this time.

‘You did? What were you doing over there? Are you thinking of becoming a member at the hall? I can highly recommend it.’

‘You’re one yourself, then?’

‘A perk of having Dad on site,’ said Allercott. ‘He provides a bit of free security, does odd jobs here and there, keeps the rat and pigeon and rabbit numbers in check, and as a thank you, we both get free membership. Not that Dad uses it. You’ve met him; can you imagine him in a steam room, or drinking champagne in a jacuzzi?’

‘Champagne in a jacuzzi?’ Gordy said, not quite believing what she was hearing. ‘That’s not something people do, is it?’

‘It’s something you can treat yourself to, and a loved one as well, if you so wish, at the spa. Don’t knock it till you try it.’

Allercott laughed then, and the sound made Gordy wince. She also noticed that Allercott’s voice wasn’t giving away any sign that she had any inclination about there being a connection between the victims, Holcombe Hall, her father, and herself. But then why should it? Gordy thought.

‘No, that’s not what this is about,’ she said, trying to work out what it actually was about and coming up blank, because she couldn’t just say, could she? Mainly, because there wasn’t much to say; she just needed to speak to Allercott, pull at a thread, see if anything was at the end of it, or if something still hidden would start to unravel somewhere in the dark. ‘It’s about something that happened at the hall some years ago now.’

A car horn echoed from Allercott’s side of the conversation.

‘Tomorrow morning it is, then,’ Allercott said, not taking the bait. ‘I’ll be at the office first thing. See you then.’

Gordy was given no chance to say anything else as Allercott hung up. She stood there for a moment, not sure what to do, what to think, breathing the cool evening air deep into her lungs, sensing a build-up of frustration in her chest, breathing to stay calm. She heaved her arm back like a javelin thrower to hurl her phone hard across the car park when a shout caught her attention, and she paused mid-swing.

Glancing over to the steps that led up to her new home, Gordy saw a man strolling towards her. He was in his early sixties, stocky, with thinning hair, and a small, wry smile on his face.

‘Looks like you have as much love for phones as someone else we both know,’ he said, a laugh curling the corners of his mouth as well as his words.

Gordy recognised him, was trying desperately to flick through her mental filing cabinet of faces, when he closed the gap and held out his hand.

‘Bloody hell,’ said Gordy. ‘Jameson.’

‘One and the same,’ the man replied.

‘Last time I saw you was at Harry’s housewarming.’

The memory brought a smile to Gordy’s face, as she thought back to her old DCI, Harry Grimm, and his awkwardness at having so many people in his new house, yet at the same time clearly enjoying the fact that they were there in the first place.

‘You’re forgetting that little case I was involved just after,’ said Jameson. ‘At the house above Marsett, remember?’

Gordy frowned, then managed to grab the thread of another memory.

‘The private investigator course?’

‘That’s the one,’ said Jameson, shaking his head. ‘Unsurprisingly, after that experience, I’ve not followed it up as a way to keep me busy in my older years.’

Gordy could understand why Jameson had attended the course in the Dales, hoping to use his many years of experience as a detective to become a PI. Unfortunately, the course had been put together by a chancer of the highest order, who had then ended up dead when his own past had caught up with him. Add in the worst snowstorm in years, and a gang of stranded and very violent gangsters, and the whole thing had gone pear-shaped very quickly. A few weeks later, Harry had described it all as ‘exciting,’ which had seemed to Gordy to be somewhat of an understatement.

‘So, how can I help?’ she asked, stepping past Jameson, the key to her front door in her hand.

‘Oh, I don’t need your help at all,’ Jameson replied. ‘But I think you might need mine.’

That stopped Gordy in her tracks. Then it was the night before once again, and she was racing out of her flat, driving into the night, screaming at the dark, making a phone call …

‘Harry?’

Jameson gave a nod.

‘He called. Said there was a missed call from you in the early hours. No message. Struck him as odd. Called me to come round and see if everything is okay.’

‘Well, everything is okay,’ Gordy lied, not really in the mood for someone to swing by because they felt obliged to, or had been ordered to do so by someone else, no matter how well-intentioned the act might be. ‘So, you can tell that battle-scarred bastard he doesn’t need to go prying. I’m fine.’

She’d meant that to sound funny, light, amusing, but the rusty knife edge to her voice had been keen.

‘Fine?’

‘Yes, fine.’

‘Interesting word choice that, isn’t it, fine?’

‘Is it?’

‘No one really wants to be fine, do they?’ Jameson said. ‘Not really. It’s one of those camouflage words, one that you use to disguise how you actually feel because you don’t want to talk about it. And I get why you don’t, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.’

‘But it’s the truth. I am fine. And no, I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Then why did I catch you nearly sending your phone into orbit?’ Jameson asked. ‘Never mind the way you broadsided into that parking space there.’

‘I did not broadside!’ Gordy replied, a little put out by the implication. ‘It’s a gravel drive.’

‘And you came in hot. You’re lucky there was no other car, bar mine, in the way. Pity you’d not bumped it; I could do with a reason to send it for scrap.’

‘I had it under control.’

‘Why did you call Harry last night?’

‘What? Oh, that …’ Gordy waved a hand dismissively. ‘It was nothing.’

‘And you left the door to your flat open,’ Jameson continued. ‘I called for you, had a look inside just to make sure you were okay. Obviously, you weren’t in, and if I’m honest, with everything still in boxes, it doesn’t really look like you are, even if you are, if you understand me.’

‘I don’t.’

‘I think you do.’

Gordy’s mouth fell open, but there was no response on her tongue, so she closed it again.

Jameson said, ‘You tried The Bell yet?’

‘The pub?’

‘No, the one in the church tower,’ said Jameson. ‘Of course I mean the pub!’

Gordy shook her head.

‘Hungry?’

Gordy remembered then how she’d forgotten to pick something up on the way home. She could easily take a stroll down to the little co-op in the village, but then she’d have to cook it, and sometimes cooking a meal on your own just wasn’t that much fun, was it? And that meant she’d probably just get something to throw in the microwave, or maybe just a loaf of bread to toast, and a tin of baked beans.

‘You buying?’

‘I am.’

Jameson said nothing more, and with a smile, strolled past Gordy towards the main road. By the time she had caught up, the only thing louder than the confused thoughts in her mind about the case, was the rumbling of her stomach.


TWENTY-NINE


Gordy stared at what Jameson had brought over from the bar and presented her with as an appetiser.

‘So, what is it, then?’

‘That, Gordy, is a Mousetrap.’

Gordy was sure she hadn’t heard right.

‘A what now?’

‘A Mousetrap,’ Jameson repeated. ‘I popped by here a while ago and saw it on the snacks menu. Been back a few times just to have it and a pint.’

‘I’m no clearer.’

‘Apparently, it was a traditional thing here years ago, so they’ve brought it back. No idea if it’s local to the village or not, but I reckon it’s a winner, regardless. Goes brilliantly with a pint of cider or beer.’

The pint in front of Gordy was Stan’s Trad cider, by Thatchers, so that was something of a surprise. She wasn’t so sure it was scrumpy as such, but it was the closest they had been able to provide. So, she’d thought, why not give it a go? It was cloudy, smelled dry, but thankfully there was no farmy aroma, not that she really knew what that was other than animal sweat and manure. And she wouldn’t be drinking anything that smelled of that anytime soon, that was for sure.

She took a sip, then a gulp, immediately falling in love with the cool glass of golden liquid in her hand, and had to stop herself from just necking it. The Mousetrap, however, was holding her somewhat at bay.

‘Go through the ingredients again,’ she said, her glass back on the table.

Jameson leaned forward with a pointed finger raised.

‘Constituent parts, I think, rather than ingredients,’ he said, then pointed at what was sitting next to his pint of Cheddar Ales Potholer. ‘Packet of salt and vinegar crisps, inside which the lass at the bar has lobbed in a giant pickled onion, and a huge lump of strong cheddar cheese.’

Gordy picked up the packet of crisps in front of her and stared inside somewhat hesitantly.

‘But why call it a Mousetrap?’

Jameson didn’t answer; he was already eating.

Gordy took a deep swig of the cider, stared at the Mousetrap, then took another gulp for good measure. She reached in and grabbed the pickled onion. It was coated in crisp crumbs.

‘What you have to do,’ Jameson instructed, demonstrating as he spoke, ‘is have a bit of each. So, take a bite of the onion, then the cheese, then the crisps. It’s not fine dining, for sure, but it’s bloody good!’

Gordy took another gulp of cider and realised she was already down half a pint ahead of Jameson. She crunched her teeth into the onion, followed that with some cheese, and finally a good pinch of crisps.

Confusion was the first thing she felt, laced with a noticeable amount of disgust at herself and how she was eating. Then all the flavours mingled, and her eyes went wide.

Swallowing, she went for the cider again.

‘See?’ smiled Jameson.

‘But why does it work?’ Gordy asked. ‘It shouldn’t. At least, I don’t think it should. But it does. And it’s absolutely amazing with the cider.’

‘Which,’ Jameson said with a nod at her glass, ‘I’ll be needing to top up by the looks of things.’

‘No, I’ll be getting the next in, you just stay sat where you are.’

But Jameson had already left the table. By the time he returned, the food had arrived; two steak and ale pies with chips and peas.

‘The pies here are to die for,’ Jameson said, placing another pint in front of Gordy, and a bottle of something beside his glass. ‘You know, the non-alcoholic beers haven’t half improved lately,’ he added, gesturing at the bottle. ‘Way better than filling up on fizzy stuff that tastes like a melted ice pop.’

Gordy finished her mousetrap and first pint, then took a sip of the golden cider from the fresh glass. The food in front of her looked so appetising it was all she could do not to just rip into it with her bare hands.

‘Tuck in,’ said Jameson, as he broke the pie crust with his fork, sending out a waft of delicious-smelling steam.

Gordy picked up her knife and fork and did the same.

A few minutes later, after they’d each made a start on their meals in reverential silence, Gordy said, ‘So, Harry called you, then?’

‘You called him. He called me.’

‘But I didn’t really call him,’ Gordy clarified. ‘I meant to, but I hung up.’

‘Which I think he found more concerning than if you’d left a message. Plus the fact that it was the middle of the night? That got his sixth sense all tingly.’

Gordy ate a bit more of the pie, then sipped the cider, enjoying the crisp apple liquid as it chased the steak down her throat. She wasn’t sure what to say next, or if she wanted to say anything at all. If she was honest, she was embarrassed about what she’d done, ashamed that she’d lost control, and that Harry had felt it necessary to send a friend over to check up on her. But at the same time, it showed her just what a friend he was.

‘I’m finding it hard,’ she said at last, hiding her words behind another sip of cider.

‘Finding what hard?’ Jameson asked.

Gordy went to speak, but her words caught in her throat, then started to scream in her head.

‘Gordy?’

She wanted to tell him, wanted to yell and scream and shout the goddamn pub roof off, but the words just wouldn’t bloody well come.

‘You don’t have to if you don’t want to, or feel you can’t,’ Jameson said, sensing her struggle. ‘It’s okay. You don’t know me that well, but just so as we’re clear… With me? It’s a safe space. Nothing goes further than me. Period. I can promise you th—’

‘Life!’ Gordy said, the word breaking out of her like a wolf from a cage at the zoo, ripping her throat raw. ‘Everything! Every! Damned! Thing!’ She saw someone on the other side of the pub glance over, but ignored the stare, because the dam had burst, and the words were coming now. ‘It’s that simple, and that complicated all at once! I don’t know who I am, why any of this happened, why I’m here! It’s like … well, it’s too much, and not just sometimes, either; it’s too much all the damned time! And I don’t really know where to start with explaining it because it all just comes at me in one huge wrecking ball!

‘Anna’s death, that I’m here now without her, that the only reason I’m here in the first place is because this was where she was moving to, rather than me, because I was following her!

‘Then there’s work, new people, getting to know a new area, missing the Dales, missing the old team, the flat, the fact I can’t bloody well unpack because I don’t know how to, or even if I want to. There’s the tears, the relentless bloody tears, and this massive aching hole in my chest that just sits there day and sodding night! And I’ve got all these questions and memories and all kinds of crazy just rattling around in my head, trying to escape, and it feels like there’s a swarm of bees trapped in here, trying to get out! No, not bees, wasps, just stinging me and causing me constant pain!’ She tapped her temple with a finger in rapid succession, a rat-tat-tat of a machine gun against her skull. ‘And on top of all that, if you can actually believe it, in my first week, we’ve a case with two bodies, and I think there’s a link between it and my new DCI, and—’

Gordy stopped, exhausted by the waterfall of words and emotions that had tumbled out of her. She rested her eyes on Jameson, realised they were wet with tears, expected to see shock in his eyes, but instead, what she saw was something she could barely accept. The openness and kindness that stared back at her only served to disarm her even more. He put his cutlery down, took a sip of his beer, and reached out a hand to take hold of hers so gently that it was as though her fingers had been wrapped in the softest of mittens.

Neither of them said a word.

Gordy felt the ache in her chest shuffle down a little, one hand still in Jameson’s, the other catching her head as she leaned forward.

‘I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know if I can. I just know that I have to.’

‘I’m afraid you’re right,’ Jameson said at last, and the bluntness of it was as much a shock as it was a relief. Usually, she expected people to pussyfoot around something so raw, but that obviously wasn’t what Jameson was doing.

‘I know.’

‘You’ve a choice,’ Jameson continued. ‘You can be defined by the things that happen to you, or you can be defined by how you respond to them. Either way, it’s your choice, and no one can make it for you.’

Gordy dropped her hand from her head, reached for her cider, and took a long, deep draught.

‘God, that’s good.’

‘It’s all about small changes,’ said Jameson. ‘Don’t try and change or do everything all at once. Take life one day at a time. Because that’s all you can do, isn’t it? Sounds trite, but it isn’t. It’s freeing. As soon as you start living like that, you’ll find that you can tackle things.’

Gordy smiled.

‘So wise.’

‘I’ve not even started.’

‘What a terrifying thought.’

‘But seeing as I want to finish this splendid pie, I’ll finish with this for now: use the difficulty. Lean into it. Turn it to your advantage. Grow from it. Learn from it. Do not be defined by it. Accept the bad days, and begin afresh the next morning. Let the tears fall. Don’t be afraid to feel sad, to feel broken. The difficulty of now, of what you’ve been through, has changed you and will continue to change you, so you need to ask yourself how. Make sense?’

‘I think so.’

‘Good,’ Jameson said, removing his hand from Gordy’s. ‘Now, shall we get back to eating?’

Later, strolling back to the flat, Gordy noticed that Evercreech was actually a pretty little place. It wasn’t necessarily a destination, somewhere you’d go to on your holiday, a place that you’d call a friend about and demand they visit. Instead, there was an honesty to it, like it had been there for centuries, happily looking after the people who were born and lived and died there. A mother hen of a village, she thought. Somewhere, she realised for the first time, that she didn’t mind coming back to. She couldn’t quite work out why she felt like that, but right then, she did.

Back in the small car park by the flat Gordy was doing her best to try and call home, she watched Jameson head over and stand by his vehicle.

‘Thanks,’ she said, as he opened the driver’s door.

‘You’ll be okay,’ Jameson replied. ‘Might not feel like it right now, but I promise you, there’ll come a time, something will happen, and you’ll realise, all of this? Everything you’re in right now? You’ve grown through it and become something more than you were before. It’s terrifying to think about right now, but that’s the truth, Gordy. And believe me, I know.’

Then he dropped into the car, closed the door, and started the engine. With a nod and smile, he headed off, leaving Gordy on her own.

That night, with pie and cider in her stomach, and a mind still busy with the hell of her life, Gordy started to unpack.


THIRTY


The next morning, Gordy had just gathered the team together to discuss the case when two things happened at once, and sent everything into a tailspin.

The first was the late arrival of Allercott.

And the second was the news she brought with her.

When Allercott arrived, the meeting had already started and Gordy could feel herself getting irritated with the fact that the DCI hadn’t turned up first thing as promised. She was standing at the board, ready to go through everything, to discuss what she had learned the day before, and to go through her trip to Holcombe Hall.

The team was wired into the moment, keen to crack on, and Gordy herself was actually feeling oddly calm about things. Vivek’s wonderful coffee and iced buns, all lovely and soft and fresh, certainly helped. Pete was especially keen to talk something through, but had agreed to share it with the rest of the team at the appropriate time. Ready to get things going, she quickly ran through a few things that were bothering her before opening it up for discussion and suggestions on what to do next.

They now knew there was some kind of connection, not just between the victims, but between them and Holcombe Hall, and the Claytons, the family who had originally owned it. John, or Jack or whatever he preferred to be called, had brought to light the tragic events of the film which Jenny, the owner’s daughter, had been filming at the house with her university friends, and stills from that film had been found with both victims.

So, was this some kind of revenge thing for that event? And if so, who was responsible? Odds were it was someone involved in the film, thought Gordy, but there was every chance it was someone else entirely. As was the case with most investigations, it was rarely, if ever, the most obvious person who was guilty.

There were some odd things which didn’t sit well. The violence of the killings, and the planning that had gone into them, stood out brutally amongst it all, but both of those had inexplicable things attached.

Ignoring how Brian had died, Gordy was drawn to wanting to uncover why he had been dressed in such a way. And with Melonie, there was the Star Trek DVD which had been playing; that it had been so clean, without even Melonie’s fingerprints on it, strongly suggested it had been placed there by her killer.

Gordy also knew that she had to work out what to do about the clear connection between her new DCI, Ellen Allercott, and everything that had happened. Jack was Allercott’s father, and she had certainly known Jenny Clayton when they’d been children.

There were definitely links being made, connections, and they all seemed to lead back to Jenny and her death.

With a clap of her hands, Gordy got everyone’s attention. Heads turned, faces stared back, all of them keen-eyed, ready to get on with the job in hand. She quickly ran through everything from the previous day, her thoughts spilling out of her freely and at speed.

‘So, with all of that in mind,’ she said, a little out of breath from so much talking, ‘my gut tells me that’s where this all began, and where it is all leading. Someone is doing this for a very specific reason. I believe that reason to be what happened to Jenny Clayton while the film was being made.’

Pete put his hand up, and Gordy gave him a nod to speak.

‘This is going to sound mad, but the murders … I’ve been wondering if they’re linked to the film? I mean, I know they are, because of the film stills found on the bodies, but I’m wondering if there’s more to it.’

‘How do you mean?’ Gordy asked.

‘They’re staged, aren’t they?’ Pete replied. ‘And the film Jenny was making was a horror movie. I’ve watched a fair bit of horror myself, but then, who hasn’t?’

Me, Gordy thought, but kept quiet, letting Pete continue.

‘Anyway, they reminded me of stuff I’d seen, but I wasn’t sure what. So, last night, I watched a few to see if it would jog my memory.’

‘Memory of what?’

Gordy could see Pete was a little nervous about saying what was on his mind, perhaps concerned that voicing an idea would risk him getting shot down.

‘This is a safe space,’ she said. ‘With something like this, there’s rarely such a thing as a bad idea. In fact, sometimes, the most remote, out there ideas are what cracks a case.’

Pete did a very good impression of someone considering what they had just heard, before blurting out the words, ‘Friday the 13th.’

‘No, it isn’t,’ said Paul.

‘Not today,’ said Pete, ‘the movie, Friday the 13th? The killer is Jason Voorhees. He wears an ice hockey mask. Not until the third film in the series, though.’

That piqued Gordy’s interest.

‘You mean like the one found in the moat at Nunney Castle?’

‘I do,’ said Pete. ‘And the way the victim was killed, I think that’s a nod to kills and killers in horror films as well.’

‘Such as?’ Gordy asked.

‘Well, in Friday the 13th, the story is that he drowned when he was a kid at Camp Crystal Lake, which is where the film is set. His mother was the camp cook and takes revenge because she blames the camp counsellors for his death.’

‘But the victim was impaled as well as drowned,’ said Patti.

‘That could be The Omen,’ suggested Pete. ‘A priest ends up impaled on a spike that falls from a church tower. It’s a lightning rod, I think.’

‘What about Melonie, then?’ Gordy asked.

‘That could be from the first Halloween film. The first victim is stabbed nine times, and the final victim is strangled by a telephone cord.’

‘Bloody hell, that’s really specific,’ said Jack. ‘If this was a low-budget movie, what if Melonie played two victims?’

‘The first and the last, like in Halloween,’ grinned Pete. ‘That’s exactly what I was thinking!’

Gordy was hugely impressed and equally terrified at where this was potentially leading.

‘If someone is killing off the cast in revenge for what happened to Jenny, then we really do need to find everyone else who was involved. And quickly.’

‘This might help with that, then,’ said Patti, and handed the iPad to Gordy.

Gordy frowned.

‘Not sure this is the time to look at the Action Book, Patti.’

‘It’s not just the Action Book. The file that’s open on there now is a list of names from the movie,’ Patti said.

Gordy stared at the names, absolutely stunned.

‘What? How the hell did you get this?’

‘After you called me yesterday and told me what you’d found out, I went back over some of Brian’s contacts, gave them a call, and one of them, Austin Clarke, he was really helpful. I think he had a bit of a thing for Jenny when they were younger.’

‘Do we have addresses?’

‘And telephone numbers,’ said Patti. ‘Then I did something else, which was just me with an itch to scratch.’

‘What do you mean?’ Gordy asked.

‘Well, the first two victims were members at Holcombe Hall, right? So, I called that general manager you met, and he confirmed they were all members, too. And there’s something else …’

Gordy was reeling from the onslaught of information.

‘Something else? What something else?’

‘Not only are they all members, but they meet up once a year at the Hall and book out a private room for a meal and a few drinks.’

‘What, like a memorial?’ Gordy said. ‘For Jenny?’ A question rose to the surface. ‘Do we know when they last met?’

‘Better than that,’ said Patti, ‘I—’

The door to the room burst open and bounced off the wall.

Gordy turned around and saw Allercott marching towards them with keen purpose, a thin file under one arm, and a smile that looked like she’d just bought it from a shop on the way to the meeting and stuck it on her face to cover up what she was really feeling. She was wearing a long, winter coat that hung around her ankles.

A bit overkill, Gordy thought; the day was cool, not freezing, but then she’d never really felt the cold as much as most people, so who was she to judge?

When the DCI arrived beside her, Gordy was sure that she heard the woman humming a little to herself, and she recalled how Jack, her father, had hummed to himself while making the tea.

It made her wonder if Allercott suppressed things, if maybe this exterior of efficiency and distance and always being busy was something she buttoned on every morning to protect herself. Maybe now and again something would slip through, an echo of who she really was, or had been, once upon a time. She also wondered what it would be like to take the DCI up on her offer of support if she needed it; what exactly would a chat over coffee and a chocolate brownie be like, or maybe even a natter over a glass or two of something strong in a pub?

Allercott was standing front and centre as though she was about to take the meeting herself, except she was facing Gordy, rather than the rest of the team.

‘Detective Inspector,’ she said.

‘Good morning,’ Gordy replied, and was about to ask if the DCI would like to take a seat, because she wanted Patti to finish what she was saying.

‘Do you have a minute?’ Allercott asked, looking at Gordy with a firm stare. ‘Something has come up.’

Gordy immediately suspected that this was Allercott’s way of letting her know she was about to give her the reason as to why she couldn’t stay for the meeting, tell her that there was something else more important for her to put her time to, and disappear. She wasn’t about to let her do that, though, because they had arranged to meet for a chat, and she was going to make sure that happened.

‘We’re in the middle of going through a few really important things,’ she said, ‘and I think it would be best to get through that first before—’

‘It wasn’t a request,’ Allercott clarified, then took herself out of the circle, walked over to Gordy’s office, and let herself in.

Gordy looked at Patti.

‘Can what you were about to tell us wait a few minutes?’

‘I think it’ll have to,’ Patti said.

Gordy followed Allercott over to the office, a rare spike of anger at the way she had just been spoken to stirring the acid in her gut. She took a deep, calming breath as she shut the door behind her.

Allercott was standing at the desk, leaning on it with her hands, and facing away from the door.

Gordy was all set to have it out with her, as politely and calmly as possible, but something about the DCI’s body language made her pause.

‘You said something’s come up?’

Allercott didn’t move.

Gordy moved around to the other side of the desk.

‘Ma’am?’

Nothing.

‘Ellen?’

Allercott lifted her eyes to meet Gordy’s, and Gordy saw that they were wide with shock and watery with tears.

‘I need to show you something,’ Allercott said.

‘What?’

Allercott sat down, Gordy did the same.

‘This …’

Allercott placed the thin file Gordy had seen her bring with her into the office on the table. She opened it, and slipped out the single sheet it contained, spinning it around so that Gordy could see it properly.

‘I was looking through the evidence from the two crime scenes,’ she said. ‘This was found in Melonie’s house.’

The image on the sheet was a photograph of a small hunting knife, its blade stained with blood.

Gordy was stunned.

‘The murder weapon?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then why’ve I no’ seen this before?’ Gordy asked, her eyes flicking between Allercott and the image. ‘Cowboy told me that no knife was found at the property by his team! So, where the hell has this turned up from? If I’m the OIC on this investigation, then—’

‘After looking through the evidence, I decided to have another look at the crime scenes last night,’ said Allercott, not so much interrupting as bulldozing Gordy’s words out of the way. ‘That’s where I was going when you called.’

Gordy moved quickly from stunned to shocked.

‘What? You went back to Melonie’s?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why on Earth would you do that without contacting me first, or asking me to come with you?’

‘I thought you had enough to deal with,’ said Allercott. ‘I called Cowboy. It’s his area of expertise anyway, isn’t it? And I thought it would look better if I went with the SOC team leader. It wasn’t a personal slight, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘I wasn’t suggesting that it was.’

‘Good.’

For a moment, Gordy and Allercott stared at each other in silence. Then Gordy rested her eyes on the image of the knife, and even though she didn’t want it to, and couldn’t believe it, she knew who the knife belonged to …

‘Anyway,’ Allercott eventually said, ‘Cowboy found that knife at Melonie’s. He had no idea how it was missed the first time. He was pretty pissed about it, if I’m honest. Not sure I’ve ever seen him that upset.’

‘Where exactly did he find it at Melonie’s?’ Gordy asked.

‘Under the bed.’

Gordy wanted to scream, not just because of what she’d been told, but because of what her gut was telling her about the knife.

It couldn’t be, though, could it? The whole idea of what she was thinking seemed utterly ridiculous! But then again, when did killers ever look like the movies portrayed them? That would be never.

‘How is that even possible? How did the whole SOC team miss it? I mean, under the bed? Bloody hell!’

‘Cowboy thinks I dislodged it when I sat on the bed,’ Allercott said. ‘I had a bit of a funny turn, you see, needed to sit down, and there it was.’

‘Dislodge it? From where?’

‘Cowboy’s not sure, but one thing he is sure about is that his team are going to get a royal kick up the arse for missing it.’

‘I’m not bloody surprised!’

Gordy shook her head in abject disbelief, staring again at the knife in the image, knowing it, feeling it, understanding it, wishing to God—or whichever deity she believed in, and frankly, she just wasn’t sure after everything she’d gone through if she believed in anything—that she didn’t know in her gut to whom it belonged.

‘Cowboy called me this morning, which is why I’m late,’ said Allercott. ‘He sent me that and I printed it off before coming over. The blade’s been checked against the wounds to Melonie’s body.’

‘And it matches?’

‘Perfectly.’

Gordy realised she was chewing her lip; something was telling her that Allercott was holding something back.

‘You could’ve shared this with the rest of the team just now,’ she said. ‘Why did you bring me in here to talk about it? This is huge!’

‘I know,’ Allercott said. ‘But …’

‘But what? What’s wrong?’

Allercott didn’t speak for a moment or two, and when she did, her voice was subdued.

‘The knife is what’s wrong,’ she said, and rubbed her eyes, shook her head. ‘You don’t understand … you can’t …’

But of course Gordy understood. How could she not?

She took another look at the image, saw the knife, the simple, leather-bound handle and brass pommel, the blade that looked like it had been used a lot over many years, its edge worn from numerous encounters with a whetstone to keep it razor sharp.

‘You need to tell me,’ she said, ‘and you need to help me understand why we are talking about this in private.’

Deep down, though, she had the answer, the single point at the tip of the arrow all the evidence was pointing towards. But right there, in that moment, voicing it? Well, that didn’t belong to her. That was someone else’s responsibility; she needed to hear it from Allercott, because only then would it become real.

Allercott lifted her face to look at Gordy.

‘The knife … it’s … it’s …’

Gordy remembered something from the day before that had caught her eye at Jack’s place. Something that had stuck with her and was now glaring at her, blinding her like headlights, and she was the startled rabbit unable to move out of the way of whatever was now racing towards her.

‘It’s your father’s knife, isn’t it?’ she said.

‘Yes,’ Allercott replied, and burst into tears.


25 YEARS AGO, 2:15PM …


Tristan narrowed his eyes, handed Jennifer a couple of sheets of fresh script, then spun on his heel.

‘Right then, everyone,’ he said, clapping his hands, ‘now that our star is here, let’s get this scene in the can, shall we?’

Jennifer tried to ignore the stinging barbs in Tristan’s words as she read what he had just handed her.

‘You’ve even changed the weapon!’

‘Of course I have,’ said Tristan. ‘It’s more dramatic than a knife, don’t you think?’

‘Where the hell did you get a shotgun?’

‘I brought my own, if you must know. And, before you get all scared, I’ve got blank cartridges for it as well. They’re from the crow scarers back home; you’ll love it, I promise!’

‘Are you mental?’ The words were out before Jennifer could do anything about it, so instead, she just pushed on. ‘I’m not using a shotgun, Tristan; it’s far too dangerous.’

‘Of course it isn’t dangerous,’ said Tristan. ‘It won’t be loaded, not until we do the final shot; I’m not a complete idiot! We’ll have you fire it after we’ve filmed the fight, just so we can get a closeup.’

‘I’m not doing it, Tristan; I’m not!’

An hour or so later, despite her protestations, Jennifer was short of breath from being chased all through the house, then around the grounds, by the Somerset Slayer, or as she knew him, Brian Shepherd. He’d taken the role because it was a non-speaking part. He was the largest of them all, and thus the most imposing, and all he had to do was chase after people while dressed in an oily, blue boilersuit, his face hidden beneath a grubby hessian sack.

The other reason was to be close to his girlfriend, Melonie Cox, who had been victims number two and five, out of a total of six, with Claire Green and Effie Hughes covering the rest between them. They’d done a great job, too, Jennifer thought, amazed at how effective a wig, a change of clothes, and some clever makeup could completely change how a person looked. She had noticed a few sharp looks from them while they’d been filming. Jealousy, perhaps, at her being the lead. But then, it was her film, so what did they expect?

With the final scene, the original plan had been to film the chase, and the death of the killer, at night, but they’d all agreed that doing it in the daytime was a nice and oddly sinister twist. Also, nighttime was much better spent partying, and they were all there for that as much as they were for the movie; the laughable promise of fame had nothing on booze and sex. Jennifer had had plenty of the first and none of the second, and she was more than fine with that.

‘You ready?’

Tristan’s question floated around inside Jennifer’s head, but she didn’t answer straight away; her mind was too preoccupied with what she was holding.

‘I’ve never liked guns,’ she said.

Tristan laughed, then glanced over at the house.

‘You live in a place like that, a mansion, and you don’t like guns?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Your dad shoots, that weirdo bodyguard, butler, or whatever he is obviously does as well.’

‘Well, I never have,’ said Jennifer. ‘Mum wasn’t interested either. I suppose I just took after her instead.’

Tristan breathed through his nose, the sound harsh.

‘All you have to do,’ he said, ‘is hold it like I’ve already shown you, and pull the trigger. You’re not pointing it at anything, just an open field, okay? And the cartridges are blanks, like I’ve said. There’ll be a big bang, you’ll feel it kick back into your shoulder, so remember to hold it tight and not drop it, and that’s all there is to it. Okay?’

Jennifer noticed a faint hint of warmth in Tristan’s voice, and that was rare.

‘I suppose,’ she said.

‘And try to remember not to close your eyes,’ Tristan added. ‘I want you wild and staring and full of vengeance; beautifully angry!’

Jennifer gave a shallow nod.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’m ready. I think …’

‘You’ll be fine.’

There was the warmth again, she noticed. And had ‘beautifully angry’ been his attempt at a compliment? Was he coming on to her?

Tristan stepped away from Jennifer and headed over to where Carol Mitchell was holding their one and only camera. The quietest member of the group, she’d said little during filming, but everyone had agreed her work had been fantastic.

‘Remember, Jennifer,’ Tristan called over, ‘all you have to do is hold it like I showed you; firmly in the shoulder, yes? Then pull the trigger; that’s all there is to it. No lines, nothing else to worry about, just look angry as hell and imagine the killer’s head exploding!’

Jennifer gave a nod.

‘Not sure I can do beautifully angry though,’ she said.

‘Trust me,’ Tristan said.

Jennifer took a deep breath, held it to the count of three, then exhaled.

‘I’m good,’ she said. ‘Let’s do this …’

The next few seconds were silent and seemed to last an eternity. Jennifer became acutely aware of the weight of the shotgun in her hands, how deadly it was; but she told herself there was nothing to worry about; having watched Tristan load the gun, she knew the cartridges were blanks, and the only thing she was aiming at was thin air.

‘Beautifully angry,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Beautifully angry …’

‘Action!’

At Tristan’s shout, Jennifer heaved the shotgun upwards and planted it in her right shoulder, then, with a rage-filled scream, pulled the trigger …
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Gordy was up and out of her desk like a jack-in-the-box. She grabbed the handle of her office door, only to pause and turn back to Allercott.

‘You know what we have to do, don’t you?’

Allercott turned around in her chair.

‘I do.’

‘Can I count on your support?’

‘I’m a police officer,’ Allercott said, a shot of indignation in her voice.

‘And he’s your father,’ Gordy fired back. ‘So, I’ll ask you again—’

‘Yes, you can count on my support,’ said Allercott, rising to her feet. ‘In fact, so much so, that I’m going to come with you.’

Gordy stepped away from her door.

‘Look, ma’am, I’m no’ so sure that’s a good idea.’

‘And I’m not sure I give a damn,’ said Allercott. ‘I’m coming. If Dad did this, I need to be a part of it.’

‘You’re too close to it.’

‘I’m not going to interrogate him. I just need to be there, when you … when you arrest him.’

Gordy still didn’t like it and she was fairly sure that there was some protocol somewhere that wouldn’t allow it. But Allercott was her DCI, and she really wasn’t in the mood to argue.

With nothing else to say, she exited her office and marched over to the team, her mind focused on getting over to Jack’s place with as little drama as possible. Except, right at the back of it, something was bothering her, though she wasn’t exactly sure what. Possibly because everything about what was happening was bothering her, and the last thing she needed was to be distracted. This was sensitive, very out of the ordinary, and she needed to tread carefully. Then she remembered that Patti had been about to tell her something when Allercott’s arrival had interrupted her.

‘Patti, the meeting at the Hall you mentioned; you said you knew when it last happened?’

‘Actually, I was about to tell you that I know when the next meeting is due to happen,’ Patti said.

‘You do?’ said Gordy.

Patti gave a nod.

‘Tonight. Ignoring Brian and Melonie, of the five left, two aren’t local, so they stay over, and they’ve both booked in at the Hall for the night just gone and tonight. I think they like to get there early and enjoy the place. Fair enough, really.’

A chill raced down Gordy’s spine.

‘What, you mean they’re there now?’

‘Yes,’ said Patti. ‘Why?’

Gordy looked over at Allercott, who had only just followed her out of the small office.

‘We’re going,’ she said, already moving towards the main doors. ‘Now!’

Her walk became a run, and she heard Allercott racing up behind her.

‘What’s wrong? Why the rush?’

‘I’ll explain on the way,’ Gordy said, then at the door, shot a look back over at Patti.

‘Call the Hall,’ she said. ‘Speak with Felix. Get him to find the two who are staying there and have them secured in a room. The Hall will have security staff, bound to have, so have them make sure no one other than myself and DCI Allercott, or you and Pete, are allowed to see them, is that understood? The rest of the team can contact the remaining three. My guess is that you’ll be the first to arrive, as we’ve a stop to make on the way and we might not even get there at all.’

Gordy saw confusion blossoming in Patti’s eyes.

‘You mean you want me and Pete to go to the Hall?’

‘Immediately!’ said Gordy, allowing the door to close behind her.

Racing down the stairs, she gave no thought to Vivek’s farewell, and was soon outside.

‘My vehicle’s over there,’ Gordy said.

‘We’ll take mine,’ Allercott replied, jogging past, her long coat pulled in at the waist by a belt flapping around her legs below her knees. ‘Dad won’t be so suspicious then.’

‘Good point.’

Gordy followed Allercott and climbed into the passenger seat. Then Allercott had the engine alive, switched on the blue lights hidden behind the grill, and sent the wail of a siren into the air.

‘I’ll switch all this off before we get there,’ she said, ‘but it’ll help us get there quicker, won’t it?’

‘And the quicker the better,’ Gordy agreed. ‘Shift it!’

Allercott shot her car out of the car park in front of the station, hammered around a roundabout, then two more roundabouts disappeared in the rearview mirror, and Gordy realised she was holding her breath.

‘Can’t say I expected you to drive like this,’ she said.

‘Oh, I’m full of surprises, believe me,’ Allercott replied, overtaking a car ahead with such deft skill, Gordy was left feeling a little envious.

The road ahead melted as they sped along, the colours of the countryside blurring into a wash of swirling colour, like ink on wet paper.

Turning off the main road, thinner roads rose to greet them, but Allercott didn’t slow down. If anything, she sped up, and Gordy found herself bracing her feet in the footwell and gripping the door a little more tightly.

‘Ever thought of becoming a stunt driver or something?’ she asked, as Allercott dropped a gear to deal with a dip and a corner ahead, before pushing the engine hard to come out of it.

‘Too controlled an environment,’ Allercott replied, eyes focused on the road ahead. ‘This is a lot more fun.’

Gordy didn’t know what to think. Allercott was a very confusing person to try and get to know, to even understand a little. One minute she was socially awkward, advising on the purchase of stationery, running away from a pathologist, and the next she was offering you her phone number and a chat, visiting a crime scene with said pathologist, and making a car speed along country lanes like a professional rally driver.

Forcing herself to relax, Gordy realised that something was troubling her. Well, a lot of things were, but a big one was motive. What the hell was Jack, Allercott’s dad, doing killing folk? What was driving it? He was an old man living out his twilight years in a cute cottage, so why switch from that to elaborate murders of a group of people he’d known so long ago?

Glancing at Allercott, Gordy couldn’t shift the disconnect in her head between what had happened and where they were going. But Allercott seemed determined, so set on it, so convinced, it was hard to not go along with it. But when had she ever just gone along with anything or anyone? That just wasn’t in her blood.

As that thought settled itself comfortably in her mind, various things started to niggle at her, and together they turned into a jarring tune in her head, an unsettling soundtrack to what she was doing now, which, deep down, she knew wasn’t right. The why, though, that was the problem.

Allercott killed the lights and sirens, then a few turns in the road later, and after a decent straight where she really picked up speed, the driveway to Holcombe Hall appeared. She slowed, clicked down through the gears, and pulled them up in front of her father’s quaint little cottage.

As the engine turned off, Gordy heard the mechanics of it click and pop from the strain of being asked to do what the vehicle had just done.

‘You don’t have to do this,’ Gordy said, unclipping her seat belt. ‘Patti and Pete will be here soon. I can wait for them, and call ahead to the Hall.’

Allercott’s answer was to unclip her own seatbelt, climb out of the car, then duck her head back in and say, ‘I’m doing this.’

Gordy pulled herself out, easing her door shut as Allercott came around to join her.

‘Something’s bothering me,’ she said, halting Ellen before they approached the house. ‘Motive; why would your dad do any of this? Makes no sense. What’s the reason for it, never mind the how?’

A flicker of something showed itself behind the other woman’s eyes, but was gone as suddenly as it appeared, and Gordy took the smallest of steps back.

‘It’s revenge,’ she said. ‘He’s bottled it up for so long. I thought he was over it, but he’s old, and I think he just wants to get it done before he goes for good himself.’

‘Revenge? For what? The accident that happened on set? That seems far-fetched.’

‘He loved Jenny,’ Allercott said, the words raw and rusted, like the blade of a hacksaw left in the rain. ‘That’s what this is about.’

Gordy saw a flicker of something like pain in Allercott’s eyes, but it was soon gone, and she wondered if she’d seen it at all.

With nothing left to say for now, they walked over to the front door and Ellen rang the bell. As it sounded inside the house, another car pulled into the drive, and Gordy nodded at Patti as she and Pete drove on towards the Hall.

Footsteps sounded from inside.

Again, Gordy found herself turning to Allercott to give her another chance to back out, but as she did so, she heard the click of the door lock. The door swung inward, and there, for the second time in as many days, stood Jack Allercott.

‘Hi, Dad,’ Allercott said. ‘Can we come in?’

Gordy watched as Jack stared at his daughter, then at her, and then back at his daughter.

‘Ellie? I wasn’t expecting to see you today. Is everything okay? What’s up? What’s happened? And why have you brought DI Haig with you?’ He turned his stare on Gordy, and added, ‘Why are you here? I told you everything I could remember about the Claytons.’

As he spoke, Gordy found herself looking for the empty knife sheath on his belt, and right enough, there it was.

‘Please, Dad,’ Ellen said. ‘It would be best if we took this inside.’

Jack stepped back into the house.

‘Come on in, then,’ he said.

Gordy followed Ellen inside and a moment or two later was sitting in the same chair in Jack’s cosy little lounge that she’d occupied the day before.

Ellen sat down as Jack joined them.

‘Before you ask, Dad,’ she said, ‘no, we don’t want any tea.’

‘I was actually going to offer you coffee; popped out and got a few things last night.’

Gordy realised then that Ellen had the file she’d shown her in the office in her hand.

‘I need to ask you something, Dad,’ she said, then opened it, and showed Jack the image of the knife found at Melonie’s house. ‘Do you recognise this?’
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Jack leaned forward, squinted to get a better look.

‘Of course I do,’ he said. ‘That’s my knife.’

As he said it, Gordy watched Jack drop his hand to the sheath on his belt.

‘Lost it a few days ago, after one of your visits, I think. Not the last one, the one before that, maybe? Yes, last week, I think it was, when you were round to tell me about Detective Haig, here, starting in a few days’ time, you remember? Where did you find it? Is that why you’re here, because of that?’ He looked over at Gordy. ‘But why are you here, then? What’s going on?’

‘You really don’t know?’ Ellen asked.

Jack shook his head.

‘I’m giving you a chance here, Dad,’ she continued. ‘Please …’

Gordy could see confusion writing its way across Jack’s face in the wrinkles and lines he wore, as they grew deeper, and twisted into one another like dancers. It looked genuine, but in a way that she found disconcerting. She’d seen plenty of criminals feign innocence, claim they had nothing to do with whatever crime they were being accused of. But Jack, he’d as yet not been accused of anything, and there, in his eyes, was something more, but what it was, Gordy didn’t know, not yet.

‘A chance? What for? I don’t understand, Ellie. What are you talking about?’

Gordy noted that Jack called his daughter Ellie, not Ellen; a pet name, perhaps, something from her childhood that had stuck.

‘The knife, Dad, what happened to Jenny … It’s been twenty-five years, hasn’t it? Since the film, the accident?’

The lines on Jack’s face grew deeper still.

‘Jenny? What on earth are you talking about? What’s that got to do with my knife?’

‘Please, Dad!’ Ellen said, and Gordy heard the strain in her voice.

Jack shot a look at Gordy.

‘Can you explain to me what this is about, since my own daughter can’t?’

Gordy decided it was best to play it straight.

‘That knife was found at the scene of a crime.’

‘What crime?’

And there it was again, thought Gordy, that confusion.

‘The murder of Melonie Cox,’ she said. ‘She was strangled to death before being stabbed nine times in the chest with a knife.’

‘Your knife, Dad,’ said Allercott, voice quiet. ‘Your knife.’

Jack’s eyes grew wide.

‘Ellie? You can’t be thinking what I think you’re thinking?’ He turned his stare to Gordy, eyes blazing. ‘Did you put her up to this? What the hell is wrong with you? What on earth are you thinking? That I’m a killer? Is that it? I’m eighty bloody years old! The hell would I be doing killing someone when I can barely get out of bed in the morning without my joints screaming at me in agony! Kill someone? Are you mad?’

Gordy asked Jack where he was during the two murders.

‘How the hell should I know? I’ve trouble enough as it is remembering where I’ve left my teeth, and you expect me to give you a detailed account of my evenings?’

‘It’s important, Jack,’ said Gordy. ‘Your knife links you to the second crime scene. If you’ve an alibi, then we’re good, aren’t we?’

‘Good? Is that the best you can do? Good? No, we are far from being anything at all like good.’ Jack turned back to his daughter. ‘Ellie? What’s going on? What is this? Are you still blaming me, is that it? Is that what this is all about?’

‘Something else crossed Gordy’s mind, and she said, ‘When we chatted yesterday, you mentioned something about sorting some trees, I think. Does that involve using ropes, that kind of thing?’

‘What the hell has that got to do with anything?’

‘Can you answer the question, please, Jack?’

‘I use block and tackle, of course I do,’ Jack replied. ‘Heavier stuff I can’t be lifting on my own, can I? Sometimes use my old Land Rover. I’ve a few bits of newer kit as well, which is a lot safer than the older stuff I’m more used to. But like I just said, what the hell has—’

‘I never blamed you for Jenny’s death,’ said Allercott, cutting across her father’s voice. Gordy watched her eyes widen, her jaw clench.

Jack’s eyes swung back to his daughter.

‘What are you talking about? Blame me? Why the hell would you?’

Gordy was confused now. The conversation seemed to have switched tracks and was heading off in a completely new direction.

‘Mr Allercott,’ she said, doing her best to lasso the reason they were there in the first place before it bolted from the room. ‘The night of the murder …’

Jack said nothing, stood up, and before Gordy realised what he was doing, had left the room, heading through a door to some stairs, slamming the door behind him.

Gordy leapt out of her seat to chase after him.

‘Jack?’

She grabbed the door handle and heaved it open, shouting the man’s name once again, this time up the stairs.

‘Jack? Jack!’

She ran up the stairs, wondering what Jack was doing, what he was going to do, what he had upstairs he so desperately and suddenly needed to get.

As she reached the top step, Jack appeared above her.

‘You’ll be needing to go back down again,’ he said, and Gordy saw fire in his eyes. ‘Unless you want me to stay up here, that is.’

Jack was carrying a carved wooden box.

‘Jack? What’s that?’

‘Something for Ellie,’ he said, and stood there, waiting for her to go back down the stairs.

Gordy turned on her heel and made her way back down into the lounge, Jack following on behind.

She sat down, and Jack did the same, the box in his hands.

‘It would be best for everyone if you didn’t make any sudden movements or exits from the room again,’ she said. ‘Please …’

‘I needed to get something,’ Jack explained, his eyes on the box now on his lap. ‘I needed to get this.’ He looked up then and over at his daughter, who was staring at the box. ‘And I sure as hell don’t need yours or anyone else’s permission to walk around my own damned house!’

Gordy saw that Allercott was staring at the box in Jack’s hands.

‘But … but I thought it got lost when the house was sold,’ she said. ‘You’ve had it all this time?’

‘Mr Clayton didn’t want it,’ Jack said. ‘Couldn’t bear to be around anything that reminded him of his daughter. You remember how he was when he lost his wife? Maybe you don’t, you were young. But I do. And I understood that pain. We both did, didn’t we, Ellie? Even if you couldn’t and can’t exactly remember it all. When your mum was killed, it was just you and me, then, wasn’t it? I couldn’t let him throw away a memory.’

‘Especially not one you’d made yourself,’ Ellen replied, and Gordy heard a sharp edge cutting through her voice.

Gordy held up her hands to bring the attention of both Allercotts back to her.

‘I need someone to explain to me what’s going on,’ she said. ‘And Jack, I still need you to answer the question about where you were when—’

Her phone buzzed. It was Jack, back at the office. Two Jack’s, Gordy thought; as if things weren’t confusing enough already.

She thought for a moment about killing the call, then decided to take it, stood up, and left the room, heading back towards the front door. As she closed the lounge door, the phone to her ear, she saw Jack turn the box towards Ellen and open it.

‘Boss?’

‘Yes, Jack,’ Gordy replied. ‘I’m assuming this is important. If it isn’t, I’m hanging up.’

‘Just had that Bill chap turn up at the Hut. You know, the bloke who was sleeping at Nunney Castle?’

Just behind Jack’s voice, Gordy heard the sound of a music box playing from in the room she’d just left.

‘Bill? What did he want?’

‘He’s remembered the tune he heard, the one he thought someone was whistling when he woke up, but wasn’t sure if it was in his dream or not.’

‘That’s what this is about? Look, Jack, I’m about to arrest someone …’

‘He taught me it as well,’ Jack said, and started to whistle.

‘Jack, now’s not the time for a solo performance …’

For a moment, Jack’s whistle wrestled with the music box she could still hear playing, then somehow the two melodies wove together, note for note, and Gordy realised that the song was the same.

‘It’s Swan Lake,’ Jack said. ‘Sorry if my version wasn’t that good. Bill said it was important for you to hear it, so you’d believe him, because he thinks that whoever it was he heard at the castle, that’s what they were whistling. He was pretty adamant about it, too.’

Gordy could hear Jack’s voice, but she wasn’t listening to it, not anymore. The sound of the music box was peeling away the top of her skull and forcing its way into her head.

‘I’ll call you back,’ she said, and hung up on Jack, then opened the lounge door and walked back into the room.

Jack Allercott was staring at his daughter, who was holding the box he had brought down from upstairs. Gordy could see that it was open, and inside a tiny ballerina was turning as Swan Lake rang like a chorus of tiny bells in the air.

‘I should’ve given that to you a long time ago,’ Jack said. ‘I’m sorry that I didn’t. I wasn’t sure how you would react to it, when you were young, I mean. Then I forgot about it for a while. Then I wasn’t sure when the right time would be. Anyway, there it is. It’s yours now, isn’t it? You always loved the tune, and you’d whistle it to yourself, wouldn’t you? And you still do, usually when you’re nervous, though I don’t think you notice.’

The music died.

Gordy’s blood ran cold.

Allercott wiped a tear from her eye. Then, with a violence Gordy could hardly believe the DCI was able to tap into, she jumped to her feet and hurled the box at the wall, where it shattered against the brickwork, and fell to the floor like a broken bird.
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The silence in the room was suffocating and Gordy could barely breathe, so shocked was she. She stared at the broken box as it lay in pieces on the floor, heard the music box tinkle again, then die.

‘Ellie? I don’t understand,’ said Jack. ‘Why?’

Allercott was staring at her dad.

‘You’re going to prison, Dad!’ she said, the words spitting from her like poison from a cobra. ‘You should’ve gone there years ago for what you did. I shouldn’t have left it this long before doing something. I shouldn’t. But that’s on me.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Gordy said, still trying desperately to make some sense of not only what had just happened, but was clearly still happening, right in front of her eyes.

Allercott was holding handcuffs.

‘Mr … Jack Allercott…’ she said, her father’s name falling out of her mouth like it had shattered teeth on the way through, ‘I am placing you under arrest for the murder of Melonie Cox and Brian Shepherd. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

Her words seemed to swirl around awkwardly in the air, like they knew they didn’t belong.

‘Arrest me? I’m your dad, Ellie!’

‘And she’s dead because of you, can’t you see that?’ Allercott shouted back at him, her voice crackling with a pain so raw and deep that Gordy could feel as well as hear it.

‘Ma’am,’ she said, her eyes on the DCI, her voice as gentle as she could manage, ‘I think we should take a moment. I need to check in with Patti and Paul anyway. Make sure that—’

‘They’re already dead!’ Allercott snapped back. ‘You know that, don’t you, Dad?’

‘Who’s dead? What are you talking about?’ Jack replied, voicing Gordy’s own shocked, unspoken response to what his daughter had just said.

‘They’re all dead because of you, because of what you did. Can’t you see that?’

‘How do you know they’re dead?’ Gordy asked, still trying to get a grip on what was happening.

Her phone buzzed again. She answered it and Patti’s voice came back at her, hard and serious.

‘Boss? We … we’ve …’

Her voice died, and Gordy was left staring at the Allercotts, terrified at what Patti was going to say next.

‘You’ve found them, haven’t you?’ she said.

‘Yes,’ said Patti.

‘And?’

Silence.

‘Patti?’

‘They’re … the showers … I …’

‘Patti,’ she said, ‘you know what to do, yes? Call Cowboy, get the SOC team over right away, get an ambulance, the rest of the team. Call in Uniform. With all the other guests there, you’ll need to secure the site sharpish, avoid any panic, stay calm, get everyone’s details, make sure no one leaves. Understood?’

‘Yes, boss,’ Patti replied.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Gordy said, forcing her voice to sound firm and supportive and commanding. ‘I know you will. You’ve absolutely got this.’

The call over, Gordy slipped her phone back into her pocket and tried not to think about what Patti and the rest of the team would be dealing with. She needed to gather her thoughts, because what was happening in front of her wasn’t making any sense, but then again, what if it was? What if what she was witnessing made the most sense of anything she had seen all week?

‘I need you both to calm down,’ she said, focusing on gaining control of the situation.

‘I’ve not killed anyone,’ Jack said, still sitting in his chair, pinned there by the weight of what he had been accused of. ‘Not out of theatre I haven’t, and believe you me, after what I experienced? There’s no way I’d ever go back to that again. It destroyed me.’

‘It was your fault,’ Allercott said again, untouched by her father’s words. ‘All of it. That’s why you need to accept this, Dad. Please. You have to. Can’t you see that?’

‘I’m not accepting anything because I’ve not killed anyone! I haven’t!’

Allercott held up the handcuffs.

‘Please! Just put these on! You have to. Don’t force me to do something I really don’t want to do, something more than I already have.’

Gordy heard the pain in Allercott’s voice.

‘Ma’am, maybe you should let me do this,’ she said, and went to take the cuffs from the DCI. But before Gordy could grab them, Allercott threw the cuffs at her father, then in a flurry of movement, pulled something from beneath her jacket.

‘What the—?’

Gordy stared in horror as Allercott pointed the sawn-off barrels of a shotgun at her father.

‘Just go to prison, Dad,’ she said. ‘Just accept it, please. You have to. That’s the point of all of this. Can’t you see that? You must see that! You should’ve gone there a long time ago for what you did, for the lies, for all of it. But I didn’t know what to do, how to do it, couldn’t do it, I guess. But I won’t let you get away with it anymore. I can’t.’

‘That’s my old gun!’ Jack said, shocked. ‘But the police … They took it after the accident. The barrels were shattered because that idiot director had put two smaller cartridges in them, blowing them apart when Jenny pulled the trigger. I’ve not seen it since. How did you get hold of it? And what’s happened to the barrels?’

‘I’m police, remember?’ Allercott said. ‘Took me a while to track it down, and even longer to get my hands on it. But I managed, thanks to a little bit of flirting. The barrels were my own work, had to do that because they were so damaged, but also to conceal it for now, you see, because I knew you’d not come quietly.’

Flirting? thought Gordy. With whom? Cowboy? No, it couldn’t be. That made no sense. But then Allercott had run at the mention of him arriving at Nunney, hadn’t she? Then she remembered someone else, the one with the black fringe. What was it he had said? Something about Allercott not being there or that she’d already gone? How had he known? At the time, she’d wondered if he’d spotted her, but Allercott had disappeared around the back of the castle, so there was no chance of that, was there?

‘You’re pointing my own bloody gun at me and trying to arrest me for something I’ve not done? Why the hell would I come quietly?’

Gordy ignored all thoughts of Allercott having an accomplice for the moment, and stepped forward to try and get some control over things, only to have the barrels of the gun sweep around to hold her back.

‘You’ll no’ be pointing a gun at me, Allercott!’ she said, her voice cutting through gritted teeth. ‘What the hell are you thinking? Speak to me! And while you’re doing that, fill me in here, because I’m beginning to think you’re the only one who knows what the hell’s going on!’

‘You need to ask my dad about that,’ Allercott said. ‘About Jenny Clayton.’ She turned back to stare at Jack. ‘You see, I know, Dad, I know everything. I always have. Jenny was your favourite, and you couldn’t do anything about it, could you? Because she was your secret, yours and her mother’s.’

‘Wait, hold up, now,’ Gordy said, trying to catch up once again. ‘What are we talking about? What’s Jenny’s mother got to do with this? And please put that bloody gun down before you do something you regret!’

‘I’m thinking she’s already done something she regrets, haven’t you, Ellie?’ Jack said.

Gordy saw love in his eyes, but it was wrestling with confusion, hurt, and untold amounts of panic.

‘Why did you never make me anything like that box, Dad?’ Allercott asked, the barrel of the gun swaying a little. ‘Why did you only ever make one for Jenny’s mum?’

‘It was a gift,’ Jack said, ‘a birthday present. You know that.’

Allercott barked out a cold, harsh laugh.

‘You made the wife of your best friend a jewellery box for her birthday? And you didn’t think someone would see that as a bit strange?’

‘It was just a gift, Ellie, that’s all.’

Gordy noticed a shift in the tone of Jack’s voice, the shock and anger she’d heard there earlier, were now replaced with sadness.

‘We need to all calm down,’ she said. ‘Allercott, I need you to put that gun down, please. I don’t think any of us want anyone getting hurt or doing something they’ll regret, do we?’

Another laugh burst from Allercott, the whoop of a hyena in the dark.

‘I lived with this man’s regret my whole life! Because I knew, you see? I knew! How could I not? The way you were with her, the way you treated her. I’d have to have been blind to not see!’

‘See what?’ Gordy asked, if only to get Allercott to focus on her instead of her dad, and to maybe give up with the gun.

‘That Jenny was my half-sister, that’s what. Right, Dad?’ Allercott snapped back, shaking, and waving the shotgun around in her hands like a conductor’s baton. ‘That you had an affair with your best friend’s wife, and she was the result. That mum found out after I’d arrived on the scene! That she took her own life, because she couldn’t live with it anymore. That Jenny was always your favourite, not me, Dad, not me! Now put on the bloody handcuffs before, like DI Haig here just said, one of us does something we regret!’

Then, as Allercott’s voice burned hot in the air, torching everything with a blistering wave of rage-filled hurt, the gun slipped out of her hand, landed hard on the floor, and fired.


THIRTY-FOUR


The sound of the shotgun blast blew apart the moment like a grenade going off, instinct took over, and Gordy realised too late that she was flying through the air towards a bookshelf, her body acting of its own accord to remove her from danger.

She crashed into the bookshelf face first. Unable to lift her arms in time to protect herself, the impact knocked her head back and sent the sound of a nasty crack reverberating from her neck through the rest of her body. Like a rag doll, the rest of her followed, legs and arms careering into the shelves, knocking books and sending ornaments flying, covering her as she fell to the floor, dazed and confused, thoughts buzzing around her head like mosquitos.

Rolling onto her knees, she shook her head to free it of the ringing filling her ears from the gun going off. The impact of hitting the bookshelf, then the floor, had stunned her momentarily, but she was already shutting the pain down, lifting her head to check on Ellen and Jack, pushing herself up onto her feet as dust and plaster and the acrid stink of the propellant from the cartridge filled the air.

She spotted Jack first. He was no longer in his chair, but on his feet, and he had the shotgun in his hands. He’d broken the barrel, and was removing the cartridges, one of which was responsible for the canon-like explosion that had happened when the gun had landed on the floor. He was staring down at his daughter, who was, to Gordy’s stunned amazement, holding another weapon now, a small pistol this time, and it was pointing directly at Jack’s chest.

‘Where the hell are you getting all of these guns from?’ Gordy yelled, unable to hear her own voice clearly, the question coming out like the annoyed enquiry of an irritated teacher dealing with a truculent child. ‘Who were you flirting with? It’s not Cowboy, I know that for sure. And by flirting, I assume you mean sleeping with, right? Was it someone on his team? His righthand man, the one carrying that god-awful boombox? Was it him?’

Forcing herself to her feet, Gordy could see Allercott’s lips moving, pistol still raised at her father, but the sound of her voice was like listening to someone speaking underwater.

Gordy tried to read the woman’s lips, but it was almost impossible to pull her eyes away from the pistol. If it wasn’t someone on Cowboy’s team, then had the DCI been pilfering weapons from old crime scenes? Was that even possible? Evidence, especially weapons, was locked down hard. But from what Jack had said about the shotgun being his and the police taking it after the accident on set with Jenny, she must’ve done. But a pistol as well? Who the hell was looking after it all to be so lax as to let such lethal items go on walkabout? Every SOC team she knew collected evidence and made sure it was secured safer than the crown jewels! And all of that just made her mind swing back to Cowboy’s team, and the figure carrying the boombox.

Like a radio with bad reception, her hearing tuned itself back into the moment, and she heard the tinkling sound of the music box once again singing out its tune with a haunting sweetness.

‘The whistling,’ she said, staring now at Allercott, and remembering Bill at the castle.

Allercott, the pistol still trained on her father, turned her head just enough to stare at Gordy from the corner of her eye.

‘I thought this would all go so much more easily than it has,’ she said, sadness in her voice. ‘That Dad would accept the punishment for what he did, and come along quietly. That’s what was supposed to happen. You can see that, can’t you? I didn’t want any of this to go as far as it has.’

‘But you brought a shotgun and a pistol!’ said Gordy. ‘How the hell else did you think this was going to go play out if you came so ready for violence?’

‘You say that as though I like it,’ Allercott replied. ‘I don’t. I hate it. All of it. But this was necessary. They were all responsible, you see? Each and every one of them. But Dad? It was because of him that it happened in the first place. That’s why I had to do what I did.’

Ever so slowly, Gordy inched closer, her movements smooth, unthreatening. She was rattling through everything that had happened so far, what she had learned, not just from her own work, but that of the team, their ideas, their suggestions, even Cowboy… She stared at the pistol in Allercott’s hand; surely he wasn’t involved in this, too? But then who else would’ve given her access to the shotgun and the pistol?

‘So, this all goes back to Jenny, then, right?’ she asked, but in such a way as to suggest she didn’t want Allercott to answer. ‘That’s why Brian and Melonie were killed, why we have more bodies up at the Hall to deal with, why we’re here now, arresting your father for it all?’

‘He’s responsible, for all of it,’ said Ellen, her eyes now back on her father. ‘I just wanted you to love me like her, that’s all! That’s why I did it, that’s why I put those cartridges in the shotgun when they were filming! I wanted to scare her, have her know it was me, and to leave and just let me have you as my dad! That’s all I wanted! But I couldn’t even have that, could I?’

Gordy saw Jack’s shoulders sag.

‘What are you saying, Ellie?’ he asked.

‘I was a kid, Dad, and I wanted everyone to be scared! I just wanted the bang to be extra loud so that Jenny would stop the film, everyone would go, and she would finally leave, just get out, get a job, and leave me alone with you! That’s all I ever wanted!’

‘I was never not your dad,’ said Jack.

‘But you were never all mine, were you? Part of you was always hers!’

Gordy saw tears on Jack’s face.

‘You’ve got it all wrong,’ he said. ‘I never knew that you thought this, about your mum, about Jenny … I’m so sorry.’

‘Sorry? Bit late for that, isn’t it, Dad?’ Allercott shot back. ‘You could’ve prevented all of this happening, but you didn’t.’

When Jack spoke again, Gordy saw that an odd calm had settled over him, though the tears continued to fall.

‘Jenny was your sister, that’s true,’ he said. ‘But your mum didn’t take her own life because of that; she was ill, Ellie, that’s all. Very ill. You wouldn’t remember, you were too young, and I wanted to protect you from the truth.’

‘This is the truth!’ Allercott said, tears in her own eyes now, the pistol still aimed at her father. ‘All of it!’

‘No, Ellie, it’s not,’ Jack replied. ‘Jenny’s dad was away a lot. Too much. Work was all he could think about. Business. I was still a mess from everything I’d gone through as a soldier. Jenny’s mum and I … we …’ He closed his eyes, hung his head. ‘It was wrong. We regretted it. We kept it a secret. She fell pregnant and Jenny was born and that was that.’

‘You can’t paper it all over with lies, not now, Dad! You can’t!’

Gordy saw that Allercott’s hands were shaking, and that made her even more worried about the pistol she was holding.

‘Your mum, Jenny’s dad, they never knew.’

‘Mum killed herself!’

‘She was depressed, Ellie. I tried to help, tried to love her as best as I could, but I was no use, no help, maybe I made it worse, you know? Sadness took over her life. To this day, I still don’t know what it was, how the darkness inside her ate at her, eventually consumed her to the point where her only escape was to do what she did. She loved you. My God, she loved you. But something snapped inside her, she couldn’t fix it. I didn’t know how …’

Allercott went to speak, but Gordy decided she needed to try and get control again.

‘This was all you?’ she asked, staring at Allercott. ‘The murders? The way they were staged?’

Allercott’s head twitched ever so slightly. ‘A horror film destroyed my life. I’ve hated them ever since.’

Gordy had her eyes on the pistol, but her mind was racing, trying to take in what sounded like a confession.

‘One of my team got the connection,’ she said. ‘Why so elaborate, though? Why any of it?’

She was asking questions, but the answers didn’t interest her; they’d only be relevant if she could get them all out of this alive, and Allercott into an interview room. She just needed to keep her talking, and give herself a chance to shut this down quickly and safely, and without anyone else getting hurt.

‘Because horror films are stupid, that’s why,’ said Allercott. ‘Jenny’s death, that was stupid, the film she was making, all of it. The whole thing was a circus of the ridiculous, making fun of death. Well, it’s not fun, is it? I’ve lived with the guilt of what happened all these years, and it wasn’t my fault, it was that film, those people, Jenny’s mum, my dad, the secrets, all of it. Can you imagine it, being a kid who accidentally killed someone? They thought that director was responsible, but they had no proof, no confession. They certainly didn’t think it was me. Why would they?’

‘That’s why you offered me all that support, isn’t it?’ Gordy asked, as everything started to slot into place. ‘You wanted me to trust you, so that I wouldn’t suspect, and I’d just go along with it.’

Allercott said nothing, so Gordy kept talking.

‘I remember now, when Patti called you about the first crime scene, she said you hung up before she told you where it was. She sent a text, but you already knew anyway, didn’t you?’

Allercott swung the pistol around and trained it on Gordy.

‘Brian, he was the killer from Jenny’s movie. I dressed him in what he wore on set. Thought it was appropriate. I had to bury the cement block the spike was slotted into a good few weeks ago. I knew you were starting soon, and I needed you to be the lead on it all, because your predecessor knew me too well. But you, you were new, and you were damaged by what you’d gone through, like me, you see?’

‘No, I don’t see,’ Gordy replied.

‘Jenny loved you, Ellie,’ Jack said, butting in. ‘Even had that nickname for you, remember? You used to laugh when she called you that; she’d hold her nose, then pick you up and hug you.’

‘Smelly Ellie?’ Allercott said. ‘I hated that. I hated her.’

‘No,’ Jack replied. ‘You didn’t.’

‘I did! You don’t know. I loved her and I hated her. Because of your lies, your secrets. I just wanted you for myself!’

The pistol wavered between Gordy and Jack, and Gordy knew she’d have to act soon.

‘The DVD playing at Melonie’s,’ she said. ‘That was you as well, wasn’t it?’

‘Halloween,’ Allercott explained. ‘The mask worn by the killer, it’s actually the face of William Shatner, who played Captain Kirk.’

‘You’ve been planning this for years.’

Allercott’s eyes were narrowed slits focused on Gordy with an intensity that nearly took her breath away. The pistol aimed at her chest was held firmly, steady, forefinger curled over the trigger.

‘Planning it? No, not really. Thinking about it, yes, but when I knew you were moving down here, that’s when I realised this was my chance. Figured I could use your state of mind to my advantage, thought you’d be distracted enough to go along with it all. Seems I was wrong about that, though, doesn’t it?’

Gordy knew it was too late, that she should’ve acted sooner.

‘Don’t!’ she cried, as she watched Allercott’s arm stiffen, bracing for the shot that would likely end her life at such close range.

A blur of movement from her right drew her attention, and Gordy watched as Jack drove into his daughter’s side, his arms wrapping around her, one hand going for the pistol, the weight of him sending them both to the floor.

The pistol fired. Gordy felt a sharp pain whip across her left cheek, but she ignored it as Jack wrestled with his daughter, struggling to subdue her. Jack got his daughter pinned, but the pistol was waving around.

Gordy lunged, focusing on the DCI’s wrist, her hand, the pistol. Her hands wrapped around the weapon, then with a violent yank, she snapped it out of Ellen’s hands, no thought given to the finger trapped inside the trigger guard, or what such a wrench might do to it.

Allercott screamed.

Gordy threw the pistol across the room, well out of reach, then pinned the woman’s arm down under her knees, as she clipped one half of her cuffs around Allercott’s wrist.

‘No! This isn’t how it’s supposed to be!’ Allercott raged, fighting against the weight of her father and Gordy on top of her, holding her where she was.

With Allercott’s wrist now in the cuff, Gordy gave a nod to Jack. He slid himself down his daughter’s back, and Gordy reached over for the other arm, clipping the other wrist into the cuffs before Allercott was able to respond and yank her arm away.

‘Dad’s responsible, can’t you see that?’ Allercott screamed, her face scraping against the floor, her breath short. ‘It’s because of him everything happened!’

‘You were a kid!’ said Gordy, pushing herself off Allercott, and helping Jack up onto his feet. ‘Why the hell have you let this eat you up so much? It makes no sense!’ She spotted the pistol, relieved that it was far enough away for it to not be a problem. ‘If you tell me it’s because of what happened that you ended up in the police to do this …’

‘Of course it’s the reason!’ Allercott said from the floor, turning herself over to lie on her side, kicking out with her legs. ‘How the hell else was I going to find everyone, to get my hands on Dad’s shotgun or do any of this? How?’

Gordy glanced over at Jack.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

Jack said nothing, just stared; not at her, not at Allercott, but through the walls and far away, and Gordy wondered what he was seeing.

‘Can you walk?’ she asked.

Jack gave a nod, but slumped down into his chair.

Gordy pulled her phone from her pocket, then walked over to where she had kicked the pistol, took an evidence bag from another pocket, and picked it up.

Her call connected.

‘Detective Superintendent Firbank?’ she said, her words a rasp as she sucked in breath after breath, adrenaline surging through her veins, muscles aching. ‘Wondering if you have a moment …’


THIRTY-FIVE


Gordy was crouched on the floor in the lounge of her flat in Evercreech, unpacking the last couple of boxes. Late morning sunlight was streaming through the large windows, both of which were open, and looked out onto a shared garden. Window boxes she hadn’t even noticed when she had first moved in were now populated with flowers, grasses, and some young tomato plants. Sat amongst them was a fat pigeon cooing to itself, and the sound was soft, musical, and relaxing.

Reaching into the final box to pull out a small collection of framed photos, Gordy hesitated, as from one of them, Anna smiled up at her, eyes bright and alluring.

For a moment, Gordy couldn’t move, the photo resting against her hand as she stared down at the love of her life. Memories swept through her like a flood, causing her to reel, fall back, and she snapped an arm around behind her to stop herself from tumbling backwards.

A harsh buzz chainsawed its way into the moment, ripping the memories to shreds, and Gordy pushed herself to her feet to go and see who was at the door. She wasn’t expecting visitors, had plans anyway, but welcomed the distraction, if only to divert her attention from the shock of seeing Anna’s beautiful face.

At the end of the short corridor, Gordy stepped into the small porch, and opened the door to find a man standing there holding a very large pot plant. The variegated leaves burst from the pot in all directions, two of which were poking the man in the face.

‘Jameson,’ Gordy said. ‘It’s you.’

‘I’m surprised you can see me behind this ridiculous plant,’ Jameson replied.

Gordy laughed.

‘Oh, I can’t, but I recognise your feet.’

At that, Jameson did a little jig, then popped his head around the plant to look at Gordy.

‘Here,’ he said, and held out the plant. ‘You mind taking this from me? It’s for you, anyway; a little housewarming gift. I always think a house doesn’t feel like a home until something is growing in it. And I don’t mean mould in the bathroom either.’

Gordy reached out for the plant, only to realise that she was still holding the photo of Anna.

‘That’s a lovely photo,’ Jameson said. ‘You’ll be putting that up on the wall, then?’

Gordy placed the photo on a small shelf in the porch, then took the plant from Jameson.

‘I don’t know,’ she said, gesturing for Jameson to step inside, and kicking the door shut behind him. ‘Not sure how I’d deal with it, really.’

Gordy led Jameson down the hall and into the lounge.

‘This is a lovely place you’ve got,’ he said. ‘Love those windows. And you’ve got window boxes as well, I see. Don’t they do a great job of bringing a bit of nature closer to home?’

Gordy placed the plant she was carrying in the corner of the room on her small dining table.

‘Might just leave it there,’ she said, mainly because it was so big it was hard to think where else it would actually go.

Jameson sat down.

‘Won’t stay long,’ he said.

‘You can’t anyway,’ said Gordy. ‘I’m heading out in a few minutes.’

‘Going anywhere interesting?’

Gordy thought about where she was going and why, and decided she’d rather keep it to herself.

‘Just out,’ she said. ‘Still getting to know the place.’

‘A little adventure, then? That’s good.’

Gordy watched as Jameson shuffled on the sofa, then leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, his hands together. She had a feeling he was there for more than just the delivery of an enormous plant.

‘Tea?’ she asked.

Jameson shook his head.

‘No, I’ll be fine for now,’ he said. ‘And I’ll not keep you, not if you’re heading out.’

There was hesitation in his voice and Gordy wondered if he had been chatting with Harry again.

Jameson looked up at Gordy and she saw concern in his eyes. Not as much as had been there when she had last seen him, but enough for her to know this was the reason for his impromptu visit.

‘Out with it, then,’ she said. ‘Whatever it is that’s brought you round here, tell me, because lovely though the plant is, I can tell—’

‘I’m coming out of retirement,’ Jameson said, the words blurting out of him like they’d been in his mouth for too long and needed to escape. ‘Not completely. I mean, I don’t want to go back to working full-time, do I? But part-time should suit, I think, and I’ve still got lots to offer, skills I’ve learned over the years, contacts. I could be a very useful resource, don’t you think?’

Gordy said, ‘You’ve just said all that as though I already have some idea about what it is you’re going to be doing.’

‘Oh, right, yes,’ said Jameson. ‘Sorry. Should’ve made myself more clear. I’m going to set myself up as a sort of advisor to the police.’

‘You mean a private investigator?’

Jameson shook his head.

‘I don’t fancy that at all. Most of the work is spying on people’s spouses; not me at all. No, this will let me use my police background to help out if needed, in an advisory capacity. I can be brought in for investigations, that kind of thing.’

‘Makes sense,’ Gordy agreed.

‘And I’ll be able to help you, too, won’t I, what with this new job you’ll be taking on?’

There was something in the way Jameson had worded that which made Gordy frown.

‘How do you mean?’ she asked. ‘I’m already in my new role, aren’t I?’

‘Which is the other reason I’m here,’ said Jameson. ‘You’ve had a tough time of it, so I hear? A real birth of fire; more than, actually, what with Allercott and everything else.’

Gordy’s frown eased into a knowing smile.

‘Who’ve you been speaking to?’

‘Oh, no one,’ Jameson shrugged. ‘But you know how it is. Word gets around, doesn’t it?’

‘Firbank?’

Jameson remained silent.

‘You’re right, it has been tough,’ Gordy said. ‘A case like this, it’ll take months and months to sort out. I don’t envy the team working on it now.’

‘You’ll still be involved, though.’

‘I will be, but not leading it, not now, especially with Allercott’s involvement. Conflict of interest and all that, not that I even know her, but it’s a fair point. I’m relieved, if I’m honest; means I can focus on the job I moved down here to do in the first place.’

‘That’s not the job I’m talking about,’ said Jameson.

‘Then what are you talking about?’

‘Allercott’s replacement.’

‘I’m not a DCI.’

‘But you’ve put in an expression of interest, haven’t you?’

Gordy shook her head.

‘I’ve no’ had the time.’

‘Well, that’s bollocks, isn’t it?’

Jameson’s language caught Gordy off guard. She went to reply, a little annoyed at what he was implying, regardless of how true or not it was, but Jameson didn’t give her the chance.

‘You’re avoiding it,’ he said. ‘And don’t tell me you’re not, because I can see the lie in your eyes before it’s even had the chance to get out into the open. Why, Gordy? What’s the problem?’

‘There isn’t one.’

‘You can’t let the grief of your past shape your future,’ said Jameson. ‘Anna wouldn’t be happy with that, would she?’

Gordy felt her stomach twist.

‘Don’t bring Anna into this.’

‘I’m not,’ Jameson replied. ‘Because I don’t need to. Because she’s already here, isn’t she? You’re wondering if you can cope with her memory, trying to decide if you’ve got it in you to put up her pictures—because I’m going to assume there’s more than just that one I saw earlier—overthinking everything to the point where you’ll let this opportunity you’ve been presented pass you by if you don’t reach out and grab it!’

‘What if I don’t want to grab it?’ Gordy said, her voice rising. ‘What if all I want is to get on with things, to do what I came here to do, and to deal with my grief in my own way? And I’ll no’ have you or Firbank or Harry or anyone else for that matter telling me what I should or shouldn’t do!’

Jameson stood up.

‘The job is yours and you know it,’ he said. ‘Firbank is waiting to hear from you as it is—’

‘She’s what? How do you know th—’

‘The competency-based application will be a doddle,’ Jameson continued, ignoring Gordy’s shocked outburst. ‘Then it’s just an interview and an assessment or two, isn’t it? It’s an open door, Gordy, you’ve just to walk through it.’

‘I don’t want to walk through it!’

‘Fear’s stopping you, that’s all, so don’t let it. You know better than that.’

Gordy couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Who the hell was Jameson to think he could just walk into her flat, hiding behind a plant, and start telling her how to live her life?

‘I’m not afraid! Why would I be?’ she said.

‘You tell me,’ replied Jameson.

‘I just want to settle into the life I’ve already got, and get used to that. It’s changed enough as it is, if you remember; why the hell would I want to go changing it even more?’

‘That’s the fear talking again,’ Jameson said. ‘Fear of change.’

Gordy laughed, then said, ‘To reuse something you only just said yourself, that’s bollocks!’

Jameson narrowed his eyes, gave a little nod, then smiled.

‘I’ll be off, then,’ he said, as though what they’d just been speaking about hadn’t even happened.

‘Wait, what?’

‘You’re off out, remember?’ Jameson said, walking over to the lounge door. ‘Don’t want to keep you.’

‘You mean, you’re just going to leave it like that, just walk away from what we’re talking about?’

‘Yes,’ Jameson replied. ‘Anyway, it sounds to me like you’ve already made your decision, doesn’t it?’

‘Does it?’

In the hallway, Gordy was following Jameson along to her front door. He gave the handle a twist, then stepped outside, before turning around to face Gordy again.

‘Yes, it does,’ he said. ‘I just don’t think you realise it.’

And with that, he gave a nod, and headed off, leaving Gordy standing alone in her own doorway.

For a moment or two, Gordy didn’t move. When she did, instead of finishing off the last box, she grabbed her car keys and a jacket, and slipped on her shoes. Then she was outside, in her car, and heading back to somewhere, to someone, she had been to before.

Jameson was right; she hadn’t realised she’d made her decision, not until he’d left her alone with what they’d talked about. Then it had flashed up bright in her mind and she’d known immediately that she needed to speak to someone about it. Not Firbank, and certainly not her old boss, Harry, but someone who had somehow managed to use a pack of strange cards to get her speaking about things she’d been keeping bottled up inside. And maybe that had been the reason she’d called up the day before to book another Tarot reading, she thought. Not that it mattered.

With the memory of the photo she had found in that last box in her mind, Gordy knew that she wasn’t about to allow fear stand in her way. And neither was Anna. Glastonbury was calling her, and beyond that, so was her future.
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