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PROLOGUE

Tuesday 8th July 2022
Alice Westbrook parked her black Audi Q3 on the gravel layby at the top of a narrow lane that snaked through the Staffordshire Moorland Peaks, three and a half miles outside the largest town in the Staffordshire Moorlands, Leek. Despite growing up in Stoke until she was seventeen, this was her first trip to the Peak District and its hauntingly beautiful scenery and walks, which had left an impression on her and her partner; the highlights being the glorious Dovedale Valley, Lud’s Church and
Three Shires Heads where the counties of Staffordshire, Cheshire and Derbyshire merge into a collection of picture-postcard pools on the River Dane.
She’d skinny-dipped with her hiking partner and stayed until late with a cheeky fire which they roasted potatoes on. All in all, the trip had been a mind-blowing break from the overcrowded, crime-riddled city of London where, like Dick Whittington, she’d gone to seek her fortune twenty-two years ago on the evening Big Ben chimed in the millennium. 
Tomorrow, they’d be heading back down the M6 to her opulent eight-million-pound waterfront apartment in Chelsea and her partner
Gabriella was still shattered from yesterday’s hike over Axe Edge Moor. At 5 a.m. Alice kissed her forehead, left her a note and slipped away from the two-bedroom stone cottage with stunning views of the heather-clad moorland and high rocky outcrops, aiming to beat the crowds down to the chasm, Lud's Church, a place with a haunting history: a place they’d sensed a presence at only four days earlier. Alice felt compelled to revisit to check they both weren’t experiencing FOP – a feeling of a presence – after reading about the secret religious ceremonies that took place there in the fifteenth century. Then she planned to continue on to the idyllic Three Shires Head in a gruelling thirteen-mile walk with the assistance of her Garmin hand-held sat-nav.
****
As she’d hoped, her early morning descent through the gorse and ankle-twisting gritstone rocks down towards Lud’s Church had been one of solitude. After passing through Back Forest, she descended the five-hundred-year-old stone steps into the boggy depths of the chasm, following the path of the fifteenth-century Lollard dissenters who held religious meetings there to escape persecution from the Roman Catholic Church after denouncing it as corrupt. A history she found both disturbing and fascinating.
A few feet into the partially dried mud, she felt the presence again: a cold sensation creeping over her shoulders and neck. The sudden sound of a blackbird taking flight from a branch high above on the damp rock face startled her. She spun around nervously.
‘Stop it, you silly woman’, she uttered under her breath reassuringly.
She continued to walk slowly, eyeing the strange surroundings more closely than on her first visit with Gabrielle. Barely more than an arm’s width apart, the narrow moss-covered gritstone rocks towered over her lithe, five-seven height and snaked before her like a ghostly labyrinth in a gothic horror film, the daylight changing with each twist and turn.
As she reached the widest part, a fist-sized rock dropped from nowhere and landed on the mud in front of her.
Frozen to the spot, Alice called out, ‘Hello, is anyone there?’
But there was no reply.
She unclipped the chest strap of her rucksack, slipped it off her shoulders, and lay it on a large rock. Stealthily, she moved forward and peered around the rock face, her breath catching in her throat. Nothing: the rock must have fallen naturally, one of nature’s less than subtle movements.
****
Three and half hours later, at 11.30 a.m., Alice reached Three Shires Head. Sitting on the rocks facing Panniers Pool Bridge, she removed her boots and socks and dipped her aching ankles into the freezing water. Surprisingly, there was only one other walker mulling about. She turned, grabbed her rucksack, opened the main zip compartment and fished out her sandwiches before she realised the walker was now behind her.
‘It’s so beautiful here, isn’t it?’ Alice said, craning her neck.
‘Savour the moment. It’s the last thing you’ll see, you fucking parasite.’
Her sandwich dropped into the water as the climbing rope tightened around her throat. Unable to exit her mouth, a suppressed scream trapped in her throat. Clawing at the black-and-yellow woven nylon, her manicured nails desperately tried to gain a hold, but it was futile: the killer was too strong. Starved of oxygen, her body became limp; capillaries burst, turning the whites of her eyes blood red.
Alice Westbrook died with only God and the killer as witnesses.




CHAPTER 1

‘Benji, get a move on, son. Your eggs are going cold. Grandpa’s taking you trekking,’ Detective Inspector Jessica Ryan stood in the hallway of their self-built eco-barn house just off the A53 a mile and a half from Ramshaw Rocks. The black-larch-clad structure had taken her and her husband Darren just twelve-weeks to erect with the help of her dad. That all seemed a distant memory now since Darren’s disappearance while working an undercover drugs assignment for Staffordshire Constabulary. He’d warned his boss that after twelve months they needed to move swiftly on a notorious Stoke-based gang of drug dealers and people traffickers. But, after vital forensic evidence mysteriously went missing before it could be logged and backed up to the police central database, the case against the gang fell apart.
Unlike his sister, who’d stay in bed all day, Jessica’s twelve-year-old son was up before eight every day. Benji bowled down the hallway into the kitchen, scraped his chair noisily and tucked into his poached eggs on toast with gusto.
‘You want sauce?’
‘Brown,’ he said, waving his knife in the air like a sword.
‘Manners, son?’
‘Please.’
‘Better. You had a wash yet?’
Pulling his face, the lad shook his head.
‘You’re supposed to do that before you get dressed, kid,’ Jess smirked.
‘Gramps says boys don’t smell until they hit fourteen.’
‘Ha, is that right? What about your teeth?’
‘Gramps says I gotta do them morning and night, religiously.’ Benji grinned to show off his sparkling pegs encrusted with chewed egg and toast.
‘Seems the old man’s got you sorted out. Anything else he says?’
‘Er, yeah. When women nag us, we gotta nod our heads and let them think they are getting their own way.’
Jess couldn’t help but laugh. ‘He did, did he? I think I need a word with Gramps.’
‘I’ve finished, can I go now?’
‘Blimey, that was quick. What about your rucksack?’
‘It’s round Gramps’ all packed up.’
‘Where you off today then?’
‘Thor’s Cave to see Fiddling Hob Hurst.’
Jess shot him a puzzled look. ‘What in Hell’s name is Fiddling Hob Hurst?’
‘He’s a headless horseman.’
‘I think Gramps is pulling your leg.’
Standing, Benji protested. ‘No, he’s a legend, honestly, you can check on the internet.’
Jess glanced at her Fitbit watch: time to head off to the station. ‘I’ll take your word for it. Have a great day and keep safe,’ she said, wrapping her arms around him and kissing the top of his head. He was growing up fast and she hoped he’d become a lovely teenager with the values she and her father had instilled in him since he could walk.
Driving along the A53 Buxton road, nine-hundred feet above sea level, Jess glanced out of the windscreen at the calming influence of the barren moorland landscape spread out to her left like an evergreen sea. To her right, beyond the imposing rock face known locally as the Roaches, nestled Flash, the highest village in England at 1,514 feet above sea level.
In olden times, the remote village was known for hawkers who squatted on the open moorlands nearby and travelled from village to village, selling goods. Flash also had a reputation as a wild place where counterfeit money was made, and prizefighting held despite it being illegal. Due to draconian county laws and its proximity to three county boundaries, illegal activity had been rife, and blaggers and crooks simply walked the short distance into another county to evade arrest.
From steep limestone dales and gritstone peaks, ascending into low-lying clouds, to dramatic moorlands and crystal-clear rivers chocked full with barbel, chub and trout, the Southern Peak District National Park spanned three counties and offered a unique playground to lone walkers, climbers and families seeking to bathe in some of the UK’s most spectacular scenery.
Despite living in an area with a border spanning one hundred and eighty-eight miles, for most of her adult life, it never ceased to surprise Jess that the Peak District often played second fiddle to its more northern counterpart, The Lake District.  




CHAPTER 2

Jess sat at her desk looking through the HOLMES database at known associates of Billy Scott. She had foolishly thought once the tealeaf was banged up the thefts of expensive farm vehicles and machinery would stop; how wrong she was. In fact, not only had the thefts continued, they'd increased, the latest being two brand new Honda TRX 420 quad bikes worth eighteen grand from a remote farm near Gradbach: a village of scattered stone-block properties and farms huddled by the River Dane, amid the backdrop of the glorious moorlands and Peaks.
Despite owning two dogs and a shotgun, sheep farmer Alan Marchwood only realised they'd been stolen when he opened up the securely locked barn the bikes have been stored in, two days ago. His complaints echoed in Jess’s head.
‘How the hell are these thieving sods doing this without being overheard, Inspector, it's almost as if they can levitate over the moors!’
She agreed these thefts were like nothing they’d encountered before: locks cut off with high-tensile bolt croppers, the bikes’ GPS trackers removed and discarded, and machinery disappeared into thin air without a trace. Jessica and her team had exhausted all the possible permutations based on similar crimes over the years, but this gang’s MO was so stealthy it was like a precision military manoeuvre performed by elite troops.




CHAPTER 3

The call came in around 12 a.m. A distressed walker had discovered the carefully posed body of a female laid out on the huge sandstone rocks by Panniers Pool Bridge at the much-visited Three Shires Head. The woman, estimated to be in her mid-forties, had been stripped naked.
After calling Mountain Rescue and the police helicopter to arrange a pathologist and forensic team drop close to Three Shires, Jess entered the CID room, placed her salted caramel latte on DS Rose Martina’s desk and addressed her team of two DSs and three DCs.
‘Listen up, people, the body of a female walker was discovered at Three Shires Head around noon. I don’t have the full picture but, judging by the brief description the young man who was unfortunate enough to stumble upon her gave, there is a strong possibility we are dealing with a pre-meditated murder.’
‘Was she in the water, boss?’ Dan Parker asked.
Jessica shook her head. ‘No. Apart from her trousers, which were around her ankles, she was laid out naked on the rocks by the river’s edge. The walker reckons she’s early to mid-forties, that's all I know,’ she said, moving over to the large Ordnance Survey map of the Peak District pinned to a two-metre square cork board on the far wall of the room.
‘I’m open to suggestions. I think if we park in this layby on the A54 Macclesfield Buxton road, then hikedown to Three Shires, it would probably take forty minutes,' she said, sticking a red-topped pin on the location.
‘What about forensics and on the body, boss?' Rose asked.
‘I was just coming to that. The police helicopter isn't available for a few hours, so that will give us time to get down there. Most walkers are savvy and I'm sure they'll stay away from the body. I've also informed MountainRescue and they’ve sent a couple of their best guys ahead to secure the crime scene.’
‘Who’s going with you?’ Rose asked, eagerly weighing up a macabre jaunt across the moors.
‘I’ll take DC Redford and you, Rose. It’ll give Redford some much needed experience dealing with a homicide,' Jessica said.
‘I’ll pack a bag,’ Jack Redford said.
Jessica shot him a look, ‘This isn't a picnic, but you are quite right, we’ll need walking boots, water, coats and the GPS phone. Luckily, I’ve done the Three Shires walk several times so we should get there without a fuss.’
****
An hour and a half later, they’d navigated the ankle-hobbling sandstone rocks edged by a carpet of deep ferns and completed their descent down to Three Shires Head.
The trek across Axe Edge Moor down past Colmore Farm went without a hitch. DC Redford’s comments on how cute the lambs cuddling up to their mothers were, every time they approached a flock, was beginning to annoy Jess. But she made allowances as he’d grown up on a rough council estate thirteen miles down the road in Stoke. Probably the only time he would have seen lambs this close would have been on a school farm trip.
As they passed through the galvanised cattle gate behind Colmore Farm, Rose commented on the view. ‘It's been a while since I've checked out the moors. I’d forgotten how beautiful they are.’
‘Yeah, it's pretty amazing, but heading towards a homicide puts in perspective how precious life is. Spending time here is something we should all do more often,’ Jessica said, looking in wonder at the rolling Peaks and clusters of trees on the opposite side of the valley as the sun warmed their faces.
Redford took a gulp of water from his stainless-steel flask.
‘Ok, let's have five and then plod on,’ Jess said, wiping beads of sweat from her brow.


****
Fifteen minutes later, the descent to Three Shires Head was complete. Jess stood on the old stone packhorse bridge and signalled with a wave to the Mountain Rescue guys sitting on the rocks below near the body. A group of four walkers with large rucksacks packed to the hilt emerged from the pathway cutting through the Derbyshire side of the moor, stopped dead on the spot and gawped at the almost-naked body lying on the flat rocks like a sinister sunbather.
Keen to speak to anyone in the vicinity, Jess approached them. ‘Hi guys,' she said, holding up her warant card. ‘Can you tell me if you’ve have seen anyone acting suspicious on your approach to this spot?'
The tallest guy removed his neck scarf and wiped his brow with it. ‘No. We parked at the Knight’s Table pub on the A53 and came that way down here; haven't seen anyone else since.’
‘What time did you set off?’ Jess asked him.
He turned to the other three. ‘What do you reckon, about ten-ish?'
A guy with long blonde hair swept back in a ponytail glanced at his expensive-looking diver’s watch. ‘That’s about right. Hate to ask, but what's happened to her?'
Jess glanced at her colleagues, then back at the walker. 'Having only just arrived at the scene, we don't know yet. If you could hang on there for a minute, one of my officers will take a brief statement and some contact details from you all. Thanks for your co-operation.'
She walked towards the Mountain Rescue guys. At the edge of the river, she said, ‘Hi fellas, I’m Jessica Ryan from Staffordshire Moorlands CID. Really appreciate you getting here so soon and cordoning off the crime scene.'
‘Happy to help, even in such dire circumstances. I'm no expert, but I'd say the poor woman's been there for hours.’
‘What makes you think that?’ Jess asked him, looking at the body. Her trousers had been rolled down to her ankles, revealing her bare vagina, breasts and upper torso. It seemed odd to Jess that the killer had removed her knickers and then put her trousers and walking boots back on: some kind of sick fantasy, maybe?
‘Well, we've only taken a cursory look, but it looks like rigor mortis has taken hold. Sadly, we’ve had to deal with several dead walkers since the mid-nineties but you never forget the look of their eyes and the pallor of their skin.’
‘I agree,’ Jess said but, before she could offer further opinion, the distant sound of helicopter blades interrupted her. ‘Forensics and the pathologist will be here any minute. God knows where they’ll land.’ She glanced around the peaks and rocky tours either side of the river.
‘It’ll be just behind this ridge where the moor is flat’, Danny Benning the Buxton Mountain Rescue guy said.
****
Twenty minutes later, Jess and her team were joined by Felix Wimberley Smithson, Stoke’s home office pathologist and two CSIs.
‘Morning Inspector, I take it that’s the victim?’ he said, craning his neck to look through the gap between the three officers.
‘Sadly, yes. Female walker: early to mid-forties. We've not touched anything. These guys have been here over an hour preserving the scene,’ she said, pointing to the two-man Mountain Rescue team.
‘Ok, Jeff and I will take it from here,’ he said, kneeling to fish a protection suit and booties from his field kit bag.
Jess followed him and the CSI towards the river’s edge. The sound of the three waterfalls cascading over ancient rocks grew louder as they lifted the yellow-and-black braided climbing ropes and stepped cautiously towards the body.
‘Initial thoughts, Mr Smithson?’ Jess asked.




'Felix, please,’ he said, glancing up and down the body. ‘She’s definitely been posed. The positioning is unnatural.'
Jessica nodded. ‘But how did she die, and where are the rest of her clothes and rucksack?'
Smithson scrutinised the body. ‘The faint marks on her neck indicate she may have been strangled. Given how even they are, it looks to me like some kind of cord was used.’ he said, laying a temperature strip on the victim’s forehead. ‘Obviously, the ambient temperature has affected how her body has cooled, so I can't say for sure, but full rigor mortis has set in which usually takes around twelve hours, depending on the air temperature and weather. I'm afraid I can't comment on a rucksack and clothing: that's more your department.’
‘Cord as in rope?
‘Yes, rope, flex or something similar,’ the pathologist said.
‘Can you check her pockets for ID, please?’ Jess asked him.
Smithson set about rummaging through the scrunched-up zip pockets of the slate-grey Rab walking trousers. ‘Just this, I'm afraid,’ he said, holding up an electric key fob.
Jessica leaned in and glanced at the familiar interlocking circles of the Audi brand. Turning in the direction of the team, she said, ‘Ok folks, our victim’s parked an Audi somewhere within a few miles of one of the old packhorse routes leading down here. Rose, use the GPS phone and get on to Control. I want a patrol car scouring the A54, A53 and the smaller roads and lanes running through Flash and Gradbach; this vehicle is the key to identifying the victim.’
The pathologist gently prized the body’s mouth open with rubber-tipped forceps and locked them, then shone a torch inside her mouth. ‘Inspector,' he said, animated.
‘Anything?’
‘There’s some kind of moth in her mouth, a large one. It’s off-white with markings on the wings; texture like cotton wool. Take a look?’
Jess leaned in and scrutinised the insect. Turning back to Smithson, she said, ‘God, that’s sickening. The wings are fully splayed out across her tongue. This has been carefully placed in her mouth after she died. I’ve seen this kind of moth before, locally… hmm… can’t place it at the minute.’
‘As the profilers say, it’s a signature. We worked with a talented profiler named Lucy Stryker in 2019 on one of DI Blake’s cases over in Stoke. From Yorkshire. She’d solved several high-profile serial killer cases for the FBI. Anyway, the distinguishing features, location of the scene and props present can all suggest some deeper meaning to the offender.’
‘I agree the victim has been exposed very specifically at a prime tourist location, almost as if the killer wants to humiliate her. Don’t you think the moth is very odd, though?’
‘Like that film starring Anthony Hopkins.’
‘You mean Silence of the Lambs?’
‘That’s the one.’
‘Surely it can’t have the same meaning?’ Smithson said.
‘We won’t know until the suspect is apprehended. Jeff, can you make sure you get plenty of pictures of this. We’ll need an expert’s opinion,’ Jess said to the CSI.
As Jess stood, the pathologist continued to examine the body. She watched as he and the CSI cautiously lifted it onto its side. The pathologist held it in situ while the CSI took shots of the back with his camera.
‘Inspector, apart from the neck trauma, I can’t find any marks on the body. Normally we’d expect to see signs of violence – abrasions, fractures, lacerations, or other traumas to the skin – but there’s absolutely nothing to suggest a struggle.’
‘That is odd. And you’re thinking?’
Smithson sighed. ‘Being brutally honest, I don’t know at this stage. Maybe the killer took her by surprise. Naturally, toxicology and the PM will reveal much more.’
Jessica glared at the naked body. ‘Seems to me the killer is looking for attention. I mean, staging a crime scene at a popular beauty spot like this.’
The CSI said, ‘One thing’s for sure, it’s going to be challenging. Look around you. Despite the glorious views of the Peaks and this wonderful ravine, where do you start?’
‘I agree there's a huge expanse of ground to cover, but this killer must have left some trace evidence on the body or in the immediate area, surely?' Jess said.
‘No guarantees but, of course, if there's evidence, I'll do my best to find it,’ Jeff Foxhall said, placing his camera back in its case.




CHAPTER 4

They arrived back at the station late afternoon. Chief Inspector Brian McAllister sat at the front of the major incident room watching Jessica load all the crime scene photos onto the interactive whiteboard. The ability to send live crime scene photos and video via the internet never ceased to amaze Jess. It made briefings so much more efficient and, most importantly, accurate.
There was a picture of the victim, who had been identified through her car registration using the DVLA database.
‘Ok, Traffic found Alice Westbrook's car parked in a layby on an unnamed road near to Gradbach. Given that location, we're assuming she took one of the longer routes to Three Shires Head within a twelve-hour window of her body been discovered. That means she either left at first light or her body has been there all night. We’ll know more after the post-mortem. Having been at the scene the same time as the pathologist, I can tell you Mr Smithson is convinced Alice was strangled and the rope marks around her neck indicate death would have been quick. He also discovered something which I’m of the opinion is part of the killer’s signature: the careful placement of a large moth inside the victim’s mouth after he’d killed her.’
This brought shocked looks among her team.
The Chief Constable said, ‘Heavens above, seems we’re dealing with a very twisted individual here. What possible meaning could that signify?’
‘At present we don’t know, sir. Something we’ll be addressing, of course,’ Jess reassured him, wondering how the hell they were going to do that.
‘Didn’t that psychopath in the first Hannibal Lector film place a moth in his victim’s mouth?’ Jack Redford said.
PC Rogers said, going off on a tangent. ‘His name was Jamie Gun. Yeah, in that instance it signified his transformation from a man to a woman: moths, chrysalis and all that.’
Sensing the Chief Constable’s glare of displeasure, Jess held up her palms. ‘Ok, that’s enough speculation and amateur dramatics. Need I remind you an innocent woman has been murdered?’  
‘Do we know anything about the victim, boss?' Dan Parker asked.
‘Although I’ve yet to find out where she's staying in the moorlands, we know she's a wealthy property developer from London. Rose, can you enlighten everyone?'
‘Alice Westbrook was forty-two years old, lived in Chelsea and has as a substantial property portfolio in the Midlands and Stoke-on-Trent. According to her PA, she was a very keen walker who visited the Lakes, Snowdonia and the Peak District several times a year, usually with friends.
‘Did her PA tell you where she was staying and who with?’ the Chief Constable asked Rose.
‘Strangely, she didn't know. Says Alice kept her private life almost hidden. She went on to say Alice used these trips as a way of going off-grid, so to speak.’ She looked down at her notes. ‘A Mrs Charlotte Knowles, also said she’d check Alice's business account statements to identify where she was staying. Usually, she rented cottages through a company called Idyl.com. She's assured me she will know today at some point and get back to us.'
‘So it's possible she was alone on her latest trip?' Jessica asked.
Rose continued, ‘Charlotte Knowles speculated Alice was with one of her special friends,’ she made air quotes. ‘Lovers. Apart from her age, business affairs and where she lived, Mrs Knowles said the only other thing she knew for sure was that Alice Westbrook was – how she put it – into younger women.'
‘Ok, that's extremely helpful, Rose, but I don't think we can rely entirely on Charlotte Knowles getting back to us, so can you get on to this Idyl.com and get the details of where she was staying? If she was with someone, they haven't alerted us she's missing yet, which is suspicious,’ Jessica said. ‘And can you look at Alice Westbrook’s online footprint? Check her social media to see what kind of property she buys and sells. Try and gauge how its customers perceive the company. Sometimes these developers’ acquisitions are less than scrupulous, and they can make enemies when doing dodgy deals within communities they don't know or respect. Someone may be harbouring a serious grudge. If so, I want to know about it. I'm going to go over the walkers’ statements, to see if there's anything out of place. After all, they arrived at the scene just after us, and they were camping in the area around the time when she was murdered.'
‘Did a rucksack turn up in the ground search, boss?'
‘Sadly not. Either someone has stolen that along with her clothes or the killer has dumped everything or kept them for a souvenir. Let’s get to it, people. There’ll be another briefing around seven this evening so we can discuss any updates then. DC Redford, I’m tasking you with continuing to look into the farm machinery thefts.’
‘Ok, boss, I’ll poke about.’




CHAPTER 5

Carrying her notes, Jess pushed open the door to the major incident room to find the CID team sitting patiently like school kids in an exam room overseen by invigilators, which was a first.
‘Boy, you lot are suspiciously quiet. What's going on?'
‘Nothing, boss. Just waiting for you,’ Dan Parker said like an unofficial spokesman.
‘Really? I can tell you Charlotte Knowles stuck to her word. She's managed to trace where Alice Westbrook was staying. A cottage advertised on idyl.com, off a narrow road, about a mile and a half from Roach End Farm. I've spoken to a customer service adviser at the company, and she's informed me that, due to fraud, all guests staying at their properties have to scan their faces and ID into their phones and then upload those pictures for verification. So, we now know who she was holidaying with: twenty-seven-year-old Gabriella Reece from Camden. I put her through the database and got a hit. She's got a record for assaulting her ex-partner in 2020. According to the notes, Donna Winn was admitted to hospital with a broken nose and fractured ribs after Gabriella accused her of sleeping with a work colleague. Ms Winn didn't press charges and Gabriella was cautioned.’
‘Are we bringing her in for questioning, boss?’ Rose said.
‘I sent a couple of plods to fetch Gabriella about half an hour ago and I’ll be questioning her before going home. What have you got for me regarding Alice's social media feeds?'
‘At first, I couldn't find anything other than the usual selfies and pictures of her property portfolio: some big mansions worth millions in the central London area and new-build apartment blocks in Stoke and Burslem. Then I came across a Facebook post she'd been tagged in: a report in the Evening Sentinel accusing Alice Westbrook of negligence when she cut corners on the electrics at one of her Burslem apartment blocks. People died
in a fire. The whole building was evacuated. Stoke-on-Trent Council took her to court and prosecuted her for negligence.
She paid a hefty fine and avoided jail time, citing the site manager who employed the two East European electricians who didn't have the appropriate qualifications.'
‘Brilliant work, Rose. So we’ll need to look into the families of the poor buggers who were killed in that fire. Maybe a relative wanted revenge?’
DC Redford raised an arm. ‘Boss, I read about this in the Evening Sentinel. One of the people killed in the fire was the son of a notorious Stoke-based gangster, Kane Eastwood. He’s been done for dealing and a whole lot of other offences when he was younger, but nothing in the last seven years.’
‘Again, more great work. Crims like him either wise up or get locked up.  Maybe it's worth bringing Kane Eastwood in for a chat to see if he’ll let anything slip,' Jessica said.
‘What about the walkers who arrived at the crime scene after you, boss?’ Parker asked.
‘I’ve skimmed their statements and not found anything that strikes me as suspicious. However, I'm tasking you with running them through the database, see if any have previous,’ Jess said.
It seemed, besides her current relationship, Alice Westbrook potentially had enemies, Jess thought. She ended the briefing by dishing out more tasks before heading down to see the custody sergeant to check if Gabriella Reece had arrived at the station.
****
Gabriella Reece sat in interview room two looking bewildered. Jessica couldn’t help feeling sympathetic given she was the last person to hear about what happened to Alice.
‘I’m sorry for your loss. My officers had to break the bad news to you given the circumstances. Can I ask, how long have you and Alice been together?’
Gabriella's eye started nervously around the room.
‘It’s ok, take your time,’ Jessica said, trying to reassure her.
Gabriella fidgeted in her chair. 'This time, I'd say about eight months.’
‘So you've been off and on in a relationship with Alice for…?’
‘Since I split up with my ex in 2020,’ she said vaguely.
‘I don't mean to pry, but what was the reason for that break-up?’
‘Don’t see the relevance to Alice. It was weeks after my split with Donna,' she said defensively.
‘I’m trying to establish the facts and build a picture of your life since you've been in a relationship with Alice Westbrook,' Jessica said, holding back.
‘Why don't you just spit it out? You've checked my record. I was drunk, but Donna is no angel, she's a bloody liar. She hit me more than once in the past. Then one night when she lashed out, I protected myself, but she works in sales and knows all the tricks to convince people. She framed it to the police that I attacked her first.’
‘And you didn't?'
'Exactly. She’d had too much to drink; we both had.’
‘Your statement says you hit her once on the nose?’
‘Good job, else she'd have killed me. She could lose it badly, at times.'
‘The hospital X-rays show two of Donna’s ribs were fractured. How do you explain that?'
Gabriella shook her head in disgust. ‘That happened about ten minutes before it all kicked off, when she slipped on the glass of vodka she dropped on the kitchen floor while dancing; she fell onto a wooden stool. We were listening to a live stream online, a dance night. She was so pissed, she thought she’d only bruised her chest at first.’
‘That’s all well and good but I only have your word for it. And we’re getting side-tracked. Did Alice leave the cottage you've been staying in the morning her body was discovered?'
Gabriel paused in thought than looked up. ‘I was knackered from walking to that spooky place, Lud’s something, the day before, so I had a liein. I woke up at eight to go for a pee, but Alice was long gone. She left a note saying she was off to a place called Three Shires something.'
‘I see. Was Alice an early riser?'
'Too right. She always started work at 4 a.m. on weekdays, six on a Saturday. And she was fanatical about walking in remote places where nobody else was about; it was her drug, along with money.’
‘Do you still have the note? I'd like to look at it, and maybe we can discern what her plan was. It's Lud’s Church and Three Shires Head, by the way; both are popular beauty spots regularly visited by walkers.'
Gabriella bent and fidgeted in her expensive Prada handbag on the floor. Straightening up, she slid the note across the table.
Jessica unfolded the lined piece of A5 ripped out of what looked like a day-to-view diary:
Can't sleep, weather forecast decent, so heading off to that spooky hollow again, and then that place I showed you on YouTube, Three Shires Head, to beat the tourists.
May even take a skinny dip in the nuddy and take a peek at you know what: should be back in the afternoon? Get some beauty sleep, babe. All this fresh air is making me horny, if you fancy shagging later. I'll try to call, but probably won't get a signal.

Love ya, Ali xxx

‘Right, thank you,' Jessica said, putting Alice Westbrook's note in a clear evidence bag. ‘Do you have any idea what take a peek at you know what means, Gabriella?’ Her copper’s antenna was twitching.
Gabriella shot her a puzzled look. ‘I don't know.’
‘Come on; don't play me for a fool. Obviously, Alice mentioned this thing in her note because she knew you knew what she was referring to,’ Jess said firmly.
‘I’ve just lost my partner in suspicious circumstances and you're accusing me of lying? That's out of order. I’m also a victim. I loved Alice,' she said becoming noticeably upset.
Jessica sighed. ‘Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to raise my voice. It's been a long day and we only want to get to the bottom of what happened to Alice.'
‘And I don't?' she said, regaining her composure.
‘Of course, you do. Who wouldn't? The pathologist who checked Alice over believes she was strangled. Sorry to break it to you like that, but this has now become a murder enquiry, so we're looking into everyone closely associated with her, both personally and in business.'
‘Strangled, oh my god, why?’
‘We don't know. Are you sure Alice didn't mention that she was looking into a property or land deal within the Moorlands?’
Gabriella paused in thought. ‘Er, she vaguely mentioned she was considering buying a farm up here, but didn't tell me which one. She was very secretive until any deal was done.’
‘Is she normally that paranoid?’
‘Some bastard gazumped her on a few of her Stoke-on-Trent property deals so, yeah, she was concerned.’
‘Hmm, do you know who this was?’
Gabriella shook her head. 'I told you she doesn't share business details with me.'
‘You sure about that? People in relationships tend to offload stuff that’s bothering them.'
‘She didn't tell me who it was, end of.’
‘Did Alice ever mention anyone with a grudge against her?’
‘Like who?'
Jess could see it was pointless pursuing the subject of this mystery property dealer.
‘Am I under arrest?' Gabriella asked nervously.
‘No, you're free to go but, before you leave the station, I need contact details from you, Gabriella.'
‘Ok.’
‘Please don't leave the country until we can rule you out of our investigation.’
Gabriel shook her head in disgust. ‘You just said I wasn't a suspect.’
Jessica glared at her.’ You're not, at present. That could change.’




CHAPTER 6

It was almost 6 p.m. when Jess climbed into her sweltering Nissan Qashqai and slumped into the driver's seat, exhausted from the events of the twelve-hour shift. Glancing at the temperature gauge on the dashboard, she turned up the air conditioning to full blast for a few seconds to reduce the stifling air.
Ten minutes later, she parked on the gravel driveway of the Scandinavian-style barn property; it’s weathered black-larch cladding a welcome sight. She salivated at the thought of a large glass of Pinot Grigio blush, but first she needed to fetch Benji from her dad's. He owned the six acres of moorlands that both their houses stood on: his father left it in his will upon his return from his last tour of Northern Ireland in the 1980s. Jess's grandad worked himself to death after losing his wife to a stroke. Thankfully, her dad had been an ex-marine and his fitness levels were impressive even at sixty-four. The kids loved him to bits. He taught Benji to fish, and camp, and basic survival techniques like building an overnight bivouac shelter, making a safe campfire, and self-defence, which they both considered important in modern times, given the amount of violent youth crime about.
Opening the galvanised gate in the dry-stone wall separating their properties, she headed down to her dad's cottage at the bottom of the field overlooked by glorious peaks and valleys. Before she reached the gravel fronting the cottage, Benji dashed towards her in his shorts and t-shirt.
‘Mum! he shouted, waving both arms frantically.
‘Hello, you,’ she said, scooping the twelve-year-old into her arms.
‘Me and Grandpa have been tracking across the moors. We paddled in the river and saw salmon spawning in the sun,’ he said with wondrous innocence.
‘Wow, you have been busy. Good old Gramps, he does some cool stuff,’ she said, pleased to see her little man.
With her arm around the boy’s shoulders, she asked him where her father was.
‘He’s having a bath, in the ’ole tub,’ Benji grinned.
‘Lucky spud,’ she said, as they rounded the cottage to find Mick Ryan up to his neck in water and bubbles. He told Jess he got the idea while on exercises in Kentucky USA. Hillbilly baths they called them, but there was no denying: while the sun shone it was a great way to unwind, especially during the recent heatwave the UK had experienced. Being handy, he’d built a decking platform surround with three steps leading up to the old white Twyford's bath.
Mick sat up in the water, lifted a cold bottle from the hole he’d purposely cut out for beer, and said, 'Hard day, love?'
‘You could say that. Sounds like you and Benji had fun.'
‘Yeah. I love having him. His mind's like a sponge, soaks up everything I show him.’
‘I take it you’re wearing swimmers?’
Mick smirked and shook his head.
‘Dad, seriously?'
Laughing, he said, ‘For a copper, you're so gullible at times.’
‘Have you listened to any news today?' Jess asked.
‘You know me. I can do without the head pollution. Why?'
Watching Benji wandering down the field, she said, ‘The body of a woman in her mid-forties was discovered on the rocks at Three Shires Head. I took a team up there. Bloody awful, it was.'
‘What happened? Accident?'
Jess shook her head. ‘The pathologist says she was strangled.’ After years of covert army ops, she knew her dad could be trusted to keep schtum.
‘Bloody hell! Nasty business. Any suspects yet?'
‘Give us a chance.’
‘Who’s the victim?' Mick asked.
‘You know I can't discuss that.' Jess shot him a look.
‘Once you give a press conference, it will be public knowledge. Have you identified anybody with motive yet?'
‘Not really. A couple have potential, but we’ll have to dig around, do more interviews. Problem is the victim’s a wealthy property developer from London.’
Mick smirked. ‘You just said you can't discuss it.’
‘Very funny. Have you heard from Madeleine? She's not answering her phone again. It's so bloody annoying,’ Jess moaned. She loved the girl to bits but teenage behaviour at times was challenging to deal with. Lack of consideration and rudeness sent her blood pressure soaring.
Mick said, ‘She phoned me about an hour ago; she’s staying at Chloe's tonight. They are going to see a band at the Foxlowe in Leek.’
‘Honestly, she tells you more in one brief phone call than I get out of her in a week.'
‘That’s because I don't moan at her like you. Don't worry, you were the same. Your mother used to worry sick about you going out with your friends. Remember the time I found you asleep on the living room floor, smashed on cider?’
Jess held her hand up. ‘Oh, please, let’s not go there.’
‘Maddi does that thing with the raised hand; you’re two peas in a pod.’
‘Ah, shut it, Pops. At least I can sleep now I know where she is.’
Benji snuck up behind her. ‘So… you were drunk?’
Jess looked at her dad and they both burst out laughing.
'Oh, I love you, little man,’ she said, hugging him. ‘Come on, let's leave Gramps to his bath. I need a glass of sleeping potion.’
After Benji had changed into his PJs and settled down watching a kids’ film in his room, Jess poured a large glass of Pinot Grigio blush and slumped down on the leather sofa facing the log burner. Above the sawn-oak-beam mantel, a picture of her and Darren in a restaurant in Majorca glared at her; his infectious smile and lovely blue eyes gave her a warm nostalgic glow. God, how she still missed him. He’d have been so proud of how the kids had turned out. Benji still asked most days when his dad was coming home. Madeleine less so, but Jess knew by her erratic behaviour, she missed him like hell. Her dad had done his own form of investigation when Derbyshire Police’s investigation failed. She never forgot that fateful night back in November 2018, when Darren’s handler, DI Clive Marshall, knocked on the door at 1 a.m. Darren had been working undercover infiltrating a people-trafficking ring in Stoke, Derby and Nottingham, but they lost contact with him for over a week, and all attempts to pull him out of his deep cover failed. Clive suspected a violent gang boss had discovered Darren was copper and had him – she choked just thinking about it – killed. Shaking herself out of the past, she took another gulp of wine. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day, with two investigations running simultaneously.
She finished off the wine as her eyes became heavy. Leaving the glass on the coffee table in front of her, she stood and headed to Benji’s room to tuck him in.




CHAPTER 7

Trent & Mersey Canal, Etruria, Stoke-on-Trent 2018
Originally built in 1876, the Hammersley Pottery factory was less than thirty feet from one of James Brindley and Josiah Wedgewood’s biggest triumphs: the Trent and Mersey Canal. The motorway of its day, it linked all the now defunct pottery factories to the great rivers of England: the Mersey, Trent, Severn and Thames in the ‘Grand Cross Scheme’.
The pair of industrial giants would be turning in their graves if they could see these once mighty factories were now empty shells converted into cannabis farms worked by illegal immigrants.
The autumn rain bounced off the peak of Darren Ryan’s weatherworn NY cap as he stopped on the towpath and cautiously looked at the skeletal building’s boarded-up windows. Intelligence his boss, Clive Marshall, had provided led him to this place, but he knew the ruthless gang who were running the operation were blissfully unaware. To Jessica’s dismay, he’d been working deep undercover as a supply chain fixer, liaising with other criminal networks in the Midlands for the last six months. His key objective as an NCA undercover officer was to penetrate the inner circle behind several large cannabis farms, class A importation rackets and people smuggling operations. He suspected several Stoke so-called businessmen were behind everything, but his bosses had nowhere near enough evidence to bring them down.
He’d promised Jessica he’d be there for her, watch their two kids grow up. This was his last job and then he’d get out and let others with less to lose continue the war on drugs smuggled into the UK by 300 importers and distributed by 2,000 gangs. The class A, B and C contraband peddled by an estimated 70,000 dealers, was worth around £6 billion a year; more than the government spent on unemployment benefits.
Climbing a low wall surrounding the factory, he approached the faded arched doorway; the familiar smell of freshly grown cannabis plants flooded his nostrils. The whole thing was so bloody brazen, it beggared belief.




CHAPTER 8

The sun set behind the distant Peaks; its amber light fused across the horizon and fractured into purple fading hues amid the
clouds. Before him, the heavily weathered oak sign marker pointed the way for those outsiders who ventured across the sacred moors. To the left Swythamley and Danebridge; the Roaches were on the right. His destination lay ahead: Lud's Church, the gigantic landslip hidden deep below the birch and pine trees of Back Forest above the remote valley of Black Brook. A place of mystery and strange happenings. Outsiders who entered the ravine for the first time were overwhelmed by the subterranean cavern. Ferns and mosses clung to the sixty-foot-high sides, hidden by overarching trees making the Church an eerie place: a place away from prying eyes, a place where he could deal with parasites like the London woman. Oh, how he enjoyed that. No longer would her money be able to rape the White Peaks of the Staffordshire Moorlands. He descended the twisting steps into the cavern once more, with a fully packed rucksack on his back.
At the bottom of the ancient steps, he stopped and stared at a rock protruding from the opposite side of the ravine about twenty yards in front. That will do the trick, he thought, images of the rope entering his head.




CHAPTER 9

The following morning Jess wanted to get an early start, so left home around 7 a.m., knowing her dad was a fully-fledged member of the 5 a.m. Club. She called and asked if he could have breakfast at her house and look after Benji until his sister decided to roll up. It was only the third day of the summer holidays and Madeleine had abandoned her babysitting duties already. God knows what I’d do without Dad, she thought, turning into the station’s car park on Fountain Street in Leek.
Entering the station, she hit the key pad behind the door to the side of the duty sergeant’s office and headed upstairs to get stuck into the Alice Westbrook murder case.
As she entered the large open-plan office, a slamming noise emanating from behind the stud-wall separating the kitchen from the main room startled her. Must be one of the cleaners, she thought, moving over the carpet tiles to investigate. As she entered the kitchen, Dan Parker was hunched over the coffee machine in his familiar cardigan and tie with a Windsor knot. No wonder he was still single at forty-one: he dressed like an eighties grandad. Even her father had more style. But who was she to judge? Parker was an excellent detective with an exceptional talent for spotting evidence most of her team overlooked. At times, it was almost as if he possessed a sixth sense.
Detecting someone was behind him, Parker turned. ‘Bloody hell, boss, you're early. Coffee machine’s on the blink again.’
‘Maybe because everyone keeps whacking it, it's decided to give up in protest of the abuse.’
‘The thing’s never been any good. The Chief Constable is such a tight wad. It's not even his money. Why can't we get a decent machine?’
‘Believe me, I've tried. The miserable bugger moans about how much filter coffee and sugar we're getting through now: he'd hit the roof if we had to buy coffee beans as well.’
Parker huffed and shook his head. ‘I’d offer you one, but it could take a while,’ he smirked.
‘I’m ok, thanks, already downed two at home. What's with the early shift?'
‘My accident. I struggle to lie in past five; leg’s giving me jip again.’
Jess felt sorry for him. One night in 2018, he was making his way home to the stone bungalow his mum had left him in her will; he spotted two men making off with the quad bike they'd stolen from one of his neighbours’ farms. When he confronted them, they launched a hardwood baseball bat into his right leg, shattering his kneecap. The reconstructive surgery at Royal Stoke hadn't gone well and left him with a permanent limp and nagging pain. Jess was convinced it was the same gang stealing farm machinery at present.
‘Anything new on the Alice Westbrook case?’ she asked him.
‘I took a look at local estate agents and auction houses to see what's for sale in a four-mile radius of Three Shires Head.’
‘And?’
‘There are three farms: one at auction, one a repossession and the other is a straight sale. Swythamley Dale Farm for 950k.’
‘Good work, fella. So, it's possible she was looking at one of these. Knowing how developers are, my money is on one of the farms up for auction, but of course we will need to check them all out to see if Alice Westbrook made any enquiries or offers.'
Dan glanced at his digital watch. ‘None of the agents will be open for business yet. I’ll call them around nine to see what I can find out.’
‘Ok,’ Jess said, moving over to the huge map of the Roaches and surrounding moorland area on the opposite wall. ‘I said to the pathologist I'm convinced she was killed near to the river. No one could carry an eight-stone body across the moors; it's hard enough with a full rucksack and camping gear.’
‘So, given the crime scene location, it could be a local or a fellow walker,’ Parker said.
‘Exactly. I have a hunch the killer knows the landscape well. You'd have to be confident you could get away without being noticed or getting lost, because there are several routes leading down to Three Shires Head.’ Jess traced her fingers over the area on the map.
****
An hour later, the rest of the CID team arrived. Jess stood in the walkway between their desks. ‘Morning, guys. We're going to go over everything that happened yesterday and I'm hoping the CSIs will have something for us soon. Rose, I want you to carry on looking into Alice Westbrook’s online footprint, and see if you can get an address for Kane Eastwood; the fact his son died in a fire at one of her properties is too much of a coincidence to ignore. No, scratch that: let's bring him in for questioning, see if his alibi checks out. I can’t imagine that nutter is into rambling, but you never know.’ 
Raising his hand, DC Redford said, ‘I’ve checked the database, and one of the walkers you asked me to look at has form. Thirty-six-year-old Jimmy Slater has been in kids’ homes in Buxton and Derby since he was eleven. He was convicted of assaulting a sixteen-year-old girl,' he glanced down at his notes, ‘Alicia Groves, back in 2001 at the Midhaven Children's Home in Derby. He served twelve months and was later admitted to a young offenders institute for property theft – stolen motorbike in 2002 – and finally, another assault, on a prostitute this time, in 2017, but she never pressed charges so he walked. The assaults on both the woman and teenager involved attempted strangulation.’
‘Sounds like he's a danger to women. Anything more recent?’ Jess asked.
Redford shook her head. ‘No, since 2017, Slater’s kept his nose clean. He moved in with another ex-con in Gradbach. Aiden Stone works for Stoke Council as a mentor to ex-offenders.'
‘Ok, brilliant work. Take a couple of uniforms and bring Jimmy Slater in for questioning. Once we have an address for Kane Eastwood, let me know and we’ll liaise with DI Blake in Hanley to see if we can question him on their turf. Given his reputation, we’ll probably need a vanload of uniforms on that one. That's all for now, folks,’ Jess said.




CHAPTER 10

Chief Constable Brian McAllister had commanded Staffordshire Moorlands District Police for ten years. His rise up the greasy pole was rapid. He was efficient and had a decent clear-up rate but, despite that, the lower ranks didn't connect with him. Leek born and bred, the man was regarded as a pious arsehole who was easily offended and often spouted his religious beliefs to the dismay of those officers who had the misfortune of dealing with him regularly.
He’d summoned Jess for a 9 a.m. meeting for an update on the Alice Westbrook murder case and she didn't relish the prospect. She knocked on his ground-floor office door and waited to be permitted entrance to what CID aptly named the Confession Box.
‘Morning, DI Ryan, take a seat,’ McAllister said in an unusually cheery manner.
Pulling the chair out, Jess sat and straightened her back as the CC hated slouches.
‘Right, I take it you and your team are abreast of yesterday's tragic events?’
‘Yes, sir, we are making slow but good progress. We've identified two men we’d like to speak with; one who may have possible connections with the victim, the other arrived at the crime scene just after we got there. A thirty-six-year-old with a troubled past and convictions for assaults on women.’
‘I see, and do you have evidence that can place any of these men at the crime scene?'
‘I'm waiting on a call from the CSIs in Stoke; they’ve crossed paths with Kane Eastwood in other investigations. By all accounts, the man’s a frigging gangster, into all sorts of criminality crossing three counties, but none of the Midlands forces have been able to make anything stick.’
‘Language, DI Ryan. Yes, Eastwood's on the NCA's radar. The man's very clever though; he uses criminal cells and foot soldiers mostly. What's his connection to Alice Westbrook?'
‘More of a motive really. Alice cut corners on the electrics at some of the apartments she owns over in Burslem, and Eastwood's twenty-six-year-old son died as a result. Westbrook was prosecuted and paid a hefty fine. Her expensive London barrister helped her dodge jail time.’
‘As you say, Eastwood appears to have a strong motive, but placing him at the crime scene is a whole different matter. If he’s involved, someone else does his dirty work.’
Jess nodded. ‘I agree, won't do any harm to question him. It was his only child and he's definitely the sort to act out revenge.’
‘Hmm, Panniers Pool Bridge at Three Shires Head is a pretty remote spot. How would he know she was up from London trekking in the Moorlands?'
‘Maybe he got a tip-off and sent someone to follow her. We just don't know yet.’
‘Ok, get onto the forensics lab. If there is anything we can use against him, that'll keep his lawyer at bay. I’d imagine Eastwood is the type to issue police harassment orders.’
‘Will do, sir.’
‘And this other fellow...?'
‘Jimmy Slater, will be with us soon. I sent a car to the address he's staying at, another ex-con’s cottage in Gradbach, a Mr Aiden Stone who works for Stoke Council on their offender mentor outreach programme.’
‘Ok. Any updates at all, no matter how small, I want to know ASAP. Several of my colleagues at headquarters are keen walkers and, frankly, they can see this is likely to affect tourism in the area. As they pointed out, the moors of the Southern Peak District are among the most popular areas in the UK, so all eyes are on us. Best foot forward, DI Ryan.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Jess said, standing.
‘Oh, almost forgot, do you have any news on the farm machinery thefts?'
‘No, sir. Rest assured we're still working on it.’
****
Jess was making her way down the corridor when her phone rang; it was the pathologist.
‘Inspector Ryan?’
‘Hi Felix, any updates on Alice Westbrook’s PM yet?’
‘That’s what I’m calling about. As I thought, the cause of death was strangulation; apart from that, she was fit and healthy. Damn shame.’
‘Anything on the moth in her mouth?’
‘Strange business, that. I managed to retrieve it almost in one piece. Because of its dusty feather-like texture, I was going to send it over to the forensics lab until I put it under the microscope: found what I believe are tweezer impressions on its body. I doubt you’ll get any prints off it.’
Jess sighed. ‘That’s disappointing.’
‘Anyway, I have to run. Fatal RTA coming in soon. Young man in his mid-twenties.’
‘Oh dear, that’s tragic, poor family.’
‘Quite. I’ll email you the PM report after this.’
‘Thank you, Felix,’ Jess said, about to say ‘have a great week’, but felt it sounded inappropriate given what he’d just told her.
****
Back in the CID room, DS Martina addressed Jess. ‘Boss, Jimmy Slater's in interview room one with DS Parker when you're ready.’
‘Thanks, Rose, never a dull moment. Can you get on to Jeff Foxhall at the Stoke lab to see if we've got any forensics from the Alice Westbrook crime scene to work with?'
‘On it now.’
‘If there's so much as a hair of Jimmy Slater's at the crime scene, don't hesitate to interrupt the interview.’
Rose nodded.




CHAPTER 11

Jess entered the interview room to find Jimmy Slater unshaven, wearing surfer shorts, flip-flops and a t-shirt that looked like it needed a forty-degree wash, judging by the dried grease and food stains down the front. By contrast, his duty solicitor was immaculately turned out in a neatly pressed navy suit and striped tie.
‘Inspector, your colleague informs me you want to speak to my client about the murder of a woman found at Three Shires Head on Friday 8th of July?’ the lawyer said.
‘That’s correct. At this stage he’s not under arrest, so I’m not entirely sure why you've been called, Mr Everard,’ Jess said.
‘Well, given my client’s history with the police, he felt my presence necessary. He doesn't trust you.’
Jess shot Slater a look. ‘Mr Slater, where were you on Friday between 2 a.m. and 11.30 a.m.?’
Slater glanced at his lawyer who gave him the nod.
‘At home at the cottage watching telly until I met up with my mates later.’
‘In Gradbach?’
He nodded.
'What time was that?’
‘Oh, I dunno, exactly,’ Slater said nonchalantly.
‘You’d better think, then. Can anyone verify your movements between 2 a.m. and 11 a.m?’ Jess said, allowing his false narrative to play out a little longer.
‘How do you mean?’ Slater asked.
‘Were you with anyone who can corroborate your alibi?'
'Nah. Aiden stayed at his girlfriend’s.’
‘And when did he come home?’
Slater hesitated. ‘I reckon it were about ten-ish next day, like.’
‘Ok, we'll need to speak to Aiden Stone and his girlfriend to clarify that,’ Jess continued the pretence.
Slater shrugged as if he didn't care either way.
'Ah, now here's where we have a problem, Jimmy. In the statement you gave to DS Martina when you arrived at Three Shires Head soon after we did, you turned to your mates and said,’ Jess glanced at the notes in front of her on the table. ‘“What do you reckon, about ten-ish?” In reference to the time you set off walking across Axe Edge Moor towards Panniers Pool Bridge. The cottage at Gradbach is over an hour and a half walk from there. Clearly you are lying, as you can't be in two places at one time, can he, Mr Everard?’
The lawyer blushed with embarrassment, realising his client had fed him porkies. Typical rushed legal-aid briefing, no doubt, Jess thought. She continued, ‘So why did you lie? It looks to me like you've got something to hide.’
Slater shot his lawyer another uneasy look. ‘I’ve got my times mixed up. I was at the cottage all night, then the lads came and picked me up and we set off across the moors. Aiden must have come back earlier.’
‘And you really expect DS Parker and I to believe that now?'
Slater nodded like a scalded junior school kid.
Before Jess could carry on, a knock on the door interrupted the interview. Standing, she joined DS Martina in the corridor.
‘Sorry, boss. Spoken to Jeff Foxhall. He says they found a red plastic toggle. Could be off a pair of walking trousers, rucksack or something like that. It was lodged between the rocks at the edge of the river near to Alice Westbrook's body; hidden by the ferns.’
‘Right, I know it's a bit premature, but have they got any DNA off it?'
Rose shook her head. ‘Not yet, they are still processing it,’ she said, holding up one of the police-issue tablets. ‘Here it is,’ she said, opening her fingers to enlarge the image of the toggle.
'Ok, it’s something to work with. Jimmy Slater's giving us a bogus alibi for the murder timeline.’
'You reckon he could be the killer?’ Rose said.
‘We’re a long way off that yet, but something’s amiss, that's for sure. I'm going to keep him in custody while we get a warrant to search Aiden Stone's cottage. You had any luck with an address for Kane Eastwood yet?’
‘Not through want of trying. Bizarrely, he’s no fixed abode registered on Stoke’s council tax records, dropped off the electoral register years ago, and there’s nothing on the banking database either. It’s almost as if he doesn’t exist.’
‘That’s disappointing. Seen his type before, multiple properties in proxy names, all cash and on the move a lot, dodgy as a mafia don. Ok, keep a watching brief on his known associates. Not a lot we can do until he surfaces.’




CHAPTER 12

With Jimmy Slater in custody, Jess and Rose drove along the winding single-track road that snaked through the scattered community of Gradbach. Aiden Stone’s cottage was situated in a beautiful rural location on the opposite side of the humpback bridge crossing the River Dane, facing an old converted Methodist chapel.
Jess parked a few yards up the hill to avoid causing traffic problems. As she and Rose walked back down the empty road, Jess said, ‘Begs the question: how does the mentor of an ex-con afford to live in such a glorious location?’
Rose shook her head. ‘Beats me, the old stone cottages around here must be expensive?'
‘Trust me, they are. No change from 350k and more.’
‘You think Stone’s living beyond his means, then?'
‘Hard to tell yet. Once we get inside, we’ll know more. The CSI’s just pulled up. Typical city dweller,’ Jess said, looking at the white van parked near the entrance to the bridge.
‘He’ll lose a wing mirror leaving it there,’ Rose smirked.
Luckily, no force was required to gain access to Fairthorn Cottage.  Aiden Stone opened the highly glossed yellow door after only two rattles of the brass knocker. For a middle-aged man, he retained his youthful looks. His side-parted short wavy mid-brown hair didn’t have flecks of grey and his twinkling green eyes almost matched the rugged grasslands he was supposedly proficient at navigating.
Jess flashed her warrant card. ‘Aiden Stone?’
‘Yes, what's this about?’
‘We have your current protégé in custody. Jimmy Slater's helping us with our enquiries into the murder of Alice Westbrook, a 45 year-old property developer from London. Her body was discovered at Three Shires Head on Tuesday 8th of July. I'm sure you will have heard about it in the news, Mr Stone?'
‘I don't watch the propaganda machines, but Jimmy has informed me he, and the other walkers he was with that day, gave statements to you lot. I was over in Leek with my girlfriend at the time. I can’t help,’ he said sceptically.
‘Because Jimmy lodges with you and you’re his official mentor, we need to search the property,’ Jess insisted.
‘What the hell for? Jimmy hasn't killed this woman.’
‘And you know this because…?’
‘I’ve spent a lot of time rehabilitating him. He's a lovely fellow, just needs someone to believe in him,’ Stone said philosophically.
‘Regardless, we still need to search your property. Now I'd appreciate it if you’d step aside and let us get on with that?’ Jess insisted.
Stone shook his head in disgust. ‘Unbelievable, in an area covering miles, you decide to harass two ex-offenders living quietly alongside nature. Then again, don't know why I'm surprised: you coppers are so predictable.’
‘I’m losing patience, Mr Stone. Step aside or we will arrest you for perverting the course of justice,’ Jess warned him.
With the threat hanging in the air, the two detectives and the CSI ducked their heads and entered the cottage.
Jess scanned inside the dark open-plan kitchen and living room to assess the two men's living standards. Despite the lovely exterior, the decor was dated, the place was messy and needed a deep clean.
‘Ok, DS Martina will start in here. If you could show me to Jimmy's room, Mr Foxhall will go over whatever's through there. Then I'd appreciate it if you could take a seat, Mr Stone, we'll be as quick as possible,’ Jess said pointing to the door leading off the kitchen.
‘Seems I don't have a choice. I'll be putting in a complaint to your Chief Constable, that's for sure.’
Jess shot him a look. ‘Up to you.’
Stone led her through a narrow archway into a short corridor to the stairwell. Jess followed him up over the grubby stair carpet to Jimmy's bedroom.
‘I'd appreciate it if you could go back downstairs now, please, Mr Stone?’
Stone glared at her. Judging by his expression, he was suppressing some sort of outburst.
As he reached the bottom of the stairs, Jess hovered on the landing and heard him utter, ‘fucking pig scum,’ under his breath. Letting it go, she entered Jimmy's bedroom. The smell of stale man-sweat and unwashed clothes assaulted her nostrils. She looked around at the pile of jeans and t-shirts on a gaming chair in front of a white melamine desk, on top of which sat an old large screen TV.
Popping on a pair of neoprene gloves, she moved over to the window and opened the transom: the smell was gag-inducing.
Despite the mess, Jimmy Slater had very few belongings beyond the basics. Intrepidly, she knelt and peered under the wooden-slatted single bed. A couple of screwed-up tissues sat close to the skirting board by the far wall. She dreaded to think what was on them, but hazarded a guess: seminal fluid. Lying down on the dusty carpet, she grimaced and stretched her arm, grabbed the tissues, then slipped them into an evidence bag as if they were life-threatening waste.
Standing, she moved over to a vintage pine chest of drawers and began to rummage. The top drawer was full of the usual detritus people accumulated: old pens, keyrings, crumpled paper, odd screws and other useless rubbish. The middle drawer contained boxers and socks, which looked clean, surprisingly. She opened the bottom drawer: bingo! A faded rucksack stared back at her. Retrieving it, she moved over to the window and held it up to the light. The toggle that was supposed to secure a pouch on the front was missing. The remaining toggles looked to be a match for the one discovered lodged between two rocks at the river’s edge where Alice Westbrook's body lay.
The rest of the house-search proved fruitless and it turned out Stoke Council paid the rent on the place. Jess assumed they figured it would be cheaper than housing offenders in prison if Aiden Stone could rehabilitate them through nature's gentle hand. Then again, from a council notorious for wasting huge sums of money, she doubted it. Her brief encounter left her with the impression that Stone was somewhat anti-establishment, and she vowed to look into his record.
An hour later, Aiden Stone ushered them through the front door as if expelling a disease.
‘Jimmy will be pissed you've taken his rucksack and clothes. What’s he supposed to wear now?’ he complained.
‘I'm sure a resourceful survivalist like you will find him some spare clothes. By the way, the CSI will pop back in to take Jimmy's computer for analysis.’
‘Whatever,’ Stone said, appearing glad to see the back of them.




CHAPTER 13

Back at the station, knowing that Jimmy Slater’s clothes, pc and, most importantly, rucksack were heading to the forensics lab in Stoke gave Jess a sense they were making progress, even if the evidence could be classed as circumstantial at this point in the investigation.
Standing in the CID room, she dished out more tasks.
‘Ok, guys, as you know Rose and I have turned over Aiden Stone’s cottage in the last couple of hours, so I'll be re-interviewing Jimmy Slater after this to confront him with our finds; namely his red rucksack, which we believe the plastic toggle found at the Alice Westbrook crime scene came off.’
‘Don’t you think it's pretty brazen Slater was at the crime scene only a few hours after her body was discovered, boss?’ Dan Parker said.
‘It could be a double bluff, arrogance or sheer stupidity on Jimmy Slater's part; whichever, I'm keeping an open mind at this point. Maybe he'll let something slip. We've gotta keep chipping away at this until something turns up.’
‘What about Aiden Stone, boss? Surely, living with Slater, he noticed something was off? DC Redford asked.
‘To be honest, Jack, having now met the man, I’m not convinced he’d help us even if he did know something.’
Jess turned to Rose. ‘He comes across as fairly anti-establishment, doesn't he?’
Rose nodded. ‘Definitely. Which strikes me as odd considering he works for Stoke Council on the Offender Management Outreach team.
Jess said, ‘For those of you who don't know, Aiden Stone is what's known as a natural rehabilitator: using nature to help calm aggression and emotional imbalances in offenders, in the hope they won't re-offend, thus saving the taxpayer a lot of money. Jack, I want you to pull his record. See if you can find anything that warrants further scrutiny; known associates and the like. We know his girlfriend is local lawyer, Connie Lynch, who I will be speaking to soon after Jimmy Slater.’
‘The lawyer and an ex-con, eh? Seems a strange choice of boyfriend for someone with a lot to lose in terms of reputation,’ Dan Parker said.
‘I agree. Maybe she didn't know about his past. I mean, it's not the kind of thing you reveal on a first date. I'm hoping to find out more when I speak with her.’
‘Are we downgrading the farm machinery thefts while this case is live, boss? Redford asked.
‘Good point. Yes and no, really. Given we're suffering, like all regional forces, from officer cuts, I have to prioritise. So, I'm moving Rose full-time onto the Alice Westbrook case, and handing the farm thefts over to you. Get on to Kenny Glennon, the NFU insurance agent who deals with all the farms in this area. It's strange how the thefts seem to be from farms that have insurance but aren't using Selecta DNA like other farms in the area,’ Jess said.
‘Yeah, Selecta.co.uk have a database of thousands of marked farm vehicles, so when property is recovered it’s often linked via its unique DNA sprays to perpetrators,’ Redford said, making the rookie mistake of thinking the boss wasn't up to speed with all the details of the case.
Jessica knew he was being over-enthusiastic rather than patronising, and didn’t show him up in front of the team. ‘Seems like you're exactly the man for this, Jack. Thanks for giving everyone the heads up on Selecta.’




CHAPTER 14

Jess was standing outside the interview room holding two coffees when Rose joined her.
‘You've read my mind, boss,’ Rose said, taking one of the cups.
They entered the room, relieving PC Bailey of babysitting duties. Having been in custody for a few hours, Jimmy Slater smelled of stale sweat and rancid trainer emissions; not surprising given the temperature outside had now reached twenty-six degrees. The two detectives glanced at each other and grimaced.
The suspect had taken the bobble out of his hair and his greasy blonde locks hung on his shoulders like a pair of ill-fitting curtains. Shuffling nervously in the chair, he said, ‘What’s going on? Why am I still here?’
‘Well, Mr Slater, there's been a development in the Alice Westbrook murder case and part of that involves you,’ Jess said.
‘You can't be serious. I gave you a statement the other day and I have an alibi.’
‘Thing is, the CSIs have found evidence that places you at the crime scene,’ Rose chipped in.
‘This is bollocks. What evidence?’
‘A toggle from your rucksack,’ Jess continued.
The colour drained from Slater’s face. 'Nah, mine’s in good nick.’
'Is that so? Earlier, we obtained a search warrant and went over Aiden Stone’s cottage. I found this rucksack in one of the drawers in the pine chest in your bedroom,’ she said, turning to Rose, who offered up the tablet containing images of the toggle and rucksack.
‘As you can see, a toggle is missing from the pocket on the side; the very same toggle the CSIs found lodged between two rocks next to Alice Westbrook's body at Three Shires Head. Your rucksack isn't in good nick, it's faded and some of the seams are coming undone, so stop lying, Mr Slater.’
'For fuck’s sake, stop calling me Mr Slater. That toggle could have come off anyone’s rucksack. Loadza walkers get down the Shires, every day.’
'Ok, Jimmy, makes no difference to us how we address you. What happened, did you leave the others and bump into Alice at Three Shires?' Jess continued, ignoring his desperation.
Slater shook his head in disgust. ‘How many times, I've never met the woman. First time I saw her was when you lot turned up.’
‘That’s not true, is it, Jimmy?’ Rose passed Jess a statement from one of the walkers Slater had been with. ‘Mickey Dyer
updated his statement to say:
“I saw Jimmy leave our camp around 2.30 a.m. He was heading in the direction of the waterfalls after smoking what I think was spice."

‘Spice can addle the brain, make users unpredictable and sometimes violent, but you being a user, you know all this. What happened? Did you stumble across Alice and proposition her? Your record shows you have a propensity for violence against women.’
Slater turned to his duty solicitor for guidance. After a pause, he said, 'I'm not a user; packed that shit in when I went to live with Aiden. It was just a lapse and won't happen again.’
‘Why did you strangle her, Jimmy?’ Jess probed.
‘What the fuck are you on about?’
‘Alice was strangled to death and then her body posed in a sick naked ritual. That’s how you get off, isn’t it, Jimmy?’
‘This is utter lies. I've stayed out of trouble for years,’ he jeered.
‘The two young women you almost strangled might disagree with that. I admit the M.O. was different, but you're more than capable. Why did you kill Alice, Jimmy?’
Slater’s complexion began to redden as the anger boiled inside. ‘You can fuck off. I’ve told you everything I know.’ He jumped up and banged his fist on the table .
‘Sit down or I'll add threatening behaviour to any charges against you, are we clear?’ Jess warned him.
Rose shot him a stern look. ‘Jimmy, your pc is being fast tracked by Computer Forensics. If they find you've been looking at suffocation porn online, the CPS will give us the go-ahead to pursue you. If you come clean now, a judge would take into consideration you helped us with our enquiries.’
'Sod off, that toggle don’t belong to me. I ain't killed her.’
The legal aid gave his client a nod.
‘Well, Jimmy, that's for us to prove and, until we have evidence that confirms your innocence, you'll remain our number one suspect,’ Jess said, placing her notes on the table. ‘DS Martina, escort Mr Slater back to his cell?’
****
Overton Bank rose above Church Street on a six-foot stone-block wall. Cobblestones lined the pavement in front of four three-storey Georgian properties. Lynch Associates Solicitors occupied the property at the end of the terraced row: its black panel sash windows, like so many listed buildings, were in pristine condition despite being well over a hundred years old.
Jess pressed the weathered pewter bell to the left of the cherry red door. A young woman in a grey business suit permitted her entrance.
‘Hello, DI Jessica Ryan. I have an appointment to see Connie Lynch,’ she said, flashing her warrant card.
‘I'll let her know you're here. Take a seat,’ the assistant said, ushering her to a row of three chairs under the bay window.
Less than a minute later, Jess sat opposite local lawyer Connie Lynch in her beautifully restored office.
‘Lovely room. Is it all the original fixtures and fittings?' Jess said, trying to put the lawyer at ease.
‘Thank you, yes. My dad was a stickler for tradition; the oak wainscot panels make it a little dark during the winter, but the building is listed so we’re restricted with what we can do.’
‘Ah, yes, I remember Griffin. Is he still with us?’
The lawyer sighed. ‘Sadly not. My dad passed away in 2019: heart attack. I do miss his guidance at times. He had a long and prosperous life, though,’ she said with a doleful glint in her eye. ‘What can I help you with, Inspector?'
‘It’s a little awkward.'
‘How so? I'm always happy to help the police,’ the lawyer smiled.
‘I take it you’ve heard about the recent murder at Three Shires Head. Hard not to: it's all over the news.’
‘Of course, it's terrible. Have you apprehended anyone yet?'
‘That’s what I'm here about. We have a suspect in custody, Jimmy Slater, he's an ex-offender,’ Jess said.
'Ah,’ the lawyer said, her bright smile turning to a frown.
‘Exactly. As you're probably aware, he lodges with your boyfriend, Aiden Stone,' Jess said, disposing with the pleasantries.
'I wouldn't class Aiden as my boyfriend yet; we've only been seeing each other for a couple of months,' she said, trying to distance herself from him.
‘No matter. Jimmy has named Aiden in his alibi. He mentioned you as well.’
‘I see. In what capacity?’
‘He gave a statement informing us he was at Aiden's cottage when Alice Westbrook was murdered. He said Aiden came home around 10 or 11 a.m. on the day she was murdered after spending the night with you. Can you confirm that, Miss Lynch?’
‘Connie, please. Yes, Aiden did stay at my place in Wincle that night; left around ten in the morning, if that's any help?’ she said convincingly.
‘Unfortunately, Jimmy's alibi is bogus. He was camping on Axe Edge Moor with some mates, so he couldn’t have been at home when Aiden got back. We have a statement from a source who was camping with him,’ Jess said, keeping it vague.
‘Hmm, that is worrying. And you think Jimmy could have killed this Alice Westbrook?’
‘Unfortunately, I can't disclose any details, as this is an ongoing murder investigation, but I can tell you we are looking very closely at Jimmy Slater. I'm sure Aiden has mentioned his past offences,’ Jess said, leading her, but realising the lawyer would spot this.
Connie Lynch contemplated what she had said. ‘Aiden is bound by confidentiality clauses with his employer. He doesn't talk about the offenders he mentors,’ she said, covering her back.
‘Fair enough, but you must be curious, surely?’ Jess said, chipping away.
‘Being a practising lawyer enables me to compartmentalise my personal opinions. I'd be pretty useless to my clients if I didn't.’
‘Are most of those business clients and such like?’ Jess continued to probe.
‘Mainly, yes; I work on disputes, planning applications and other business-related contracts.’
Realising Connie Lynch wasn't going to let much slip, Jess changed tack. ‘Where did you and Aiden meet?'
The lawyer shot her a look. 'I don't want to sound rude, but I know what you're doing, Inspector.’
‘And what’s that?’ Jess fired back.
‘Digging around in my personal life in the hope you can make some connections that aren't there?’
‘Connections between whom?’ Jess said sharply.




‘Oh, come on! I'm dating Aiden. He’s paid for his mistakes. Not everyone has a good upbringing like I did, and everyone's entitled to a second chance, surely?'
‘What, even murderers?’
‘That's not what I meant, and you know it, Inspector.’
‘Ok, thank you for your time. I'll see myself out.’
Contemplating whether Connie Lynch was being naive or simply avoiding the truth, Jess walked up Church Street past the Green Dragon pub, and then cut down St. Edwards Street, weaving her way through the old cotton mill town’s streets towards the station.




CHAPTER 15

Back at her desk, Jess hit the space bar on her computer keyboard to awaken her monitor. She opened Google and typed ‘Staffordshire lawyer Connie Lynch’ into the search engine. A page opened with several links to stories mainly from the Leek Post & Times. Jess's eyes skimmed the list, and then she clicked on Local Lawyer Secures Funding for Foxlowe Centre.
She read on to discover that Connie Lynch had been instrumental in persuading Leek Council to give the popular artisan venue and coffee shop additional funding for renovation work on the Grade II listed building: nothing that piqued her interest in that. She flipped to page two and saw: Lawyer accused of siding with Staffs Moorlands Councillor.
Now that's more like it, she thought, opening the report:
Leek-based law firm Lynch Associates were at the centre of a controversial dispute involving Councillor David Pemberton Jennings. Jennings had put in a private planning application for extension work on his property, but it was later rejected by the planning department, because the glass structure wasn't in keeping with the Grade II listed building, known locally as Danebridge Hall. After weeks of legal wrangling, lawyer, Connie Lynch won the appeal on Jennings’ behalf.

Seemed Lynch was well connected locally; rarely did planning change their minds. Danebridge Hall was a huge Victorian mansion formerly owned by local architect, William Sugden, who designed the huge six-storey 'Big Mill’ on Mill Street, Leek. The hall was valued at two-million quid, which begged the question: how did a local councillor such as Pemberton Jennings amass such wealth? Jess lifted her mobile off the desk. ‘Hello, is that Charlotte Knowles?’
‘Speaking.’
‘It's DI Ryan from Staffordshire Moorlands Police again. I wondered if you could help me with something?’
‘Is there any news on Alice’s murder, Inspector? Do you have anyone in custody yet?' the PA asked pointedly.
‘I can't go into too much detail as the investigation is ongoing, but we have questioned a suspect. Unfortunately, we don’t have enough evidence to charge him yet.’
The line went silent for a few seconds.
‘Do you think he killed Alice, though?’
‘Sadly, what I think is irrelevant. We need hard forensic evidence to convict him, and, like I said, at present we don't have enough for the CPS to take it further.’
‘That's very disheartening. Alice deserves justice,’ Charlotte said, becoming upset.
‘I understand. I assure you I'll do everything in my power to bring her killer to justice. Can I ask: did you or Alice ever have dealings with a lawyer named Connie Lynch? She's from my locale?’
The PA paused. ‘Lynch, hmm, I'd have to check through our legal docs. With Alice owning property over a few Midlands locations, we dealt with several lawyers. I'll call you back in, say, twenty minutes, if that's ok?’
‘That's fine. Thank you for your time.’ Jess ended the call.
She was about to fetch a well-earned coffee, when DC Redford knocked and entered her office.
‘Boss, I've spoken to that NFU agent representing all the farms in the area, Kenny Glennon: he’s been with the company for twenty years.’
‘And?’
‘Nice fella. Knowledgeable too. Anyway, when I asked for his opinion about the machinery thefts, he confirmed that the thieves were targeting farms who weren't protected by SELECTA DNA marking.’
‘Good to know we're on the right track, then. Did he have any idea how this gang was finding out which farms were unprotected?’
‘Not exactly, but he did say that farm labourers flit from one farm to the next almost weekly: they go wherever the work is, nomadic like, so it's possible one of them could be working for the gang.’
‘You mean passing on information and logistics?’
‘Exactly.’
‘And does he have any evidence to back up his theory?’
He shook his head. ‘No, just speculation.’
‘Ok, great work. We’ll make a detective of you yet.’




CHAPTER 16

It was approaching 9 a.m. the following morning when Jess’s phone rang. The caller ID showed it was the forensics lab.
‘Hello.’
‘Inspector Ryan?’
‘Speaking.’
‘Mark Garrick at the lab here. It didn’t take long to scan Mr Slater’s hard drive and internet searches.’
Jess’s breath caught in anticipation. ‘Anything?’
‘Sorry, no. The last time this dinosaur was booted up was three months ago and, even then, he’s only looked at walking equipment and read a few of the Red Top newspapers online. There’s no porn, emails, Facebook or other social media footprints. Sorry to disappoint.’
‘Is there any way he could have deleted searches or changed the hard drive?’
‘Yes, to the searches, but we’d still have picked those up from the server. And we’ve checked the hard drive serial number on the circuit board: it’s the original factory install, sorry.’
‘Is it possible he used an external HD?’ she asked in desperation.
‘No. Each time one is plugged into a USB, or used wirelessly, it leaves a timestamp code on the hard drive.’
‘Ok, thanks for your time,’ she said, conceding defeat.
She spent the next ten minutes on the phone appealing to the CPS agent assigned to the case, but her protestations fell on deaf ears.
She left her office, stood in the middle of the CID room and addressed her team. ‘Bad news, guys. We’re gonna have to bail Jimmy Slater through lack of evidence.’
‘Seriously? Surely, given his priors against young women, he’s a risk?’ Rose moaned.
Jess shook her head in disgust. ‘Typical sodding CPS do-gooders!’
‘We don’t have the staffing levels to keep an eye on him, boss,’ Dan Parker said.
Jess threw her palms up in exasperation. ‘Exactly.’




CHAPTER 17

Councillor David Pemberton Jennings had delusions of grandeur, even though he wasn't intelligent enough to get into Oxford or any of the other universities that fed the echelons of power in Whitehall. He’d been happy to settle for a seat on Leek and Moorlands Council. Just enough power, the fifty-one-year-old thought as he entered the council chambers on Stockwell Street in Leek.
Today, he was proposing a bill that would boost tourism in both the town and the Staffordshire Peak District. The research had been done; not by himself, but nonetheless, he'd still take the credit for it. Bollocks to the lowly analyst he’d paid minimum wage to for the last four weeks. But, most importantly, he’d established the right connections to increase his ever-growing wealth exponentially.
Glancing at his notes laid out at the foot of the fourteen-foot-long Victorian mahogany table, he addressed the other twelve councillors. ‘As you all know, we already have an excellent footfall here in Leek, and the Totally Local Programme has been a great success, thanks to local business participation and the Moorland Building Society’s continued support: which I'd like to thank Robert Kingsbury personally for,’ he said, looking up at the bank manager, just one of several local bureaucrats he’d been rubbing shoulders with over the years.
Pemberton Jennings continued, ‘That said, the pandemic has left many small businesses struggling and we need a fresh injection of tourists to replenish the coffers; so I propose a plan for a new holiday park specifically aimed at walkers who love to stay as close to nature as possible. I have identified several suitable sites that would easily accommodate luxury lodges, yurts and other eco buildings and even an outdoor saltwater swimming pool. No new roads would be needed, and we could work with third parties to maximise the annual revenue for the council by generating solar and wind energy from the High Peaks nearby.’
Apart from Robert Kingsbury, his pitch was met with looks of gawping astonishment from fellow councillors.
Breaking the stunned silence, Councillor Winnie Rigby, staunch sixty-year-old nature campaigner and devout Christian, said, ‘While your intentions seem laudable, the Peak District, as you well know, is an area of immense natural beauty, and there are laws in place to protect locals and the adjacent moors from potentially environmentally damaging projects such as the one you're proposing.’
Pemberton Jennings harrumphed. Blushing, he run his fingers through his duck-down ginger hair. ‘This is the typical narrow-minded response I'd expect from a councillor living in the past. Need I remind you the mills closed down donkey's years ago? Leek is a heritage town with a bright future, but so is the Peak District, and my project would help everyone from coffee shops to climbing equipment hire companies.’
The chairman, seated at the head of the table, tapped his knuckles on the rich mahogany. ‘Thank you, Councillor Jennings, we’ll give your proposal due consideration,’ he said ending the meeting.
Disgruntled, Pemberton Jennings uttered under his breath, ‘Of course you will.’ He gathered up his project notes and nodded coldly at fellow councillors who’d failed to support him. God, he needed a decent walk to clear his head. He hastily left the chambers.




CHAPTER 18

It was a glorious afternoon. Fresh blue skies hung over Ramshaw Rocks, known locally as the Roaches. Behind that craggy climbers’ playground sat the highest village in England. At 1,525 feet above sea level, the weather-battered cottages and stone farm buildings of Flash stood on Oliver Hill overlooking the imposing Peaks and surrounding moors. Today was in stark contrast to the isolating glacial winters with heavy snow that sealed off the moors and remote farms from the A53 and the rest of Staffordshire for days at a time. But, despite the extreme weather, there was no shortage of wealthy outsiders prepared to rape the area for bargain farms, land and properties, and pricing local families out of the area entire generations had lived for hundreds of years. These vile developer bastards didn't know the struggles of cotton mill workers, the historical struggles of sheep farmers at the hands of the EU and its selective subsidies for some farms but not others. And now, thieving parasites were stealing farm machinery from hard-working moorland communities.
The local cops had investigated but, as usual, their efforts fell well short. To add insult to injury, the overcharging scum at the NFU insurance company took months to pay out for much needed machinery. In some cases, they got out of paying at all, insisting individuals failed to obey their ever-shifting policy rules. He sat on the grass by the rotten oak marker pointing walkers towards Lud's Church.
He couldn't believe his luck when the familiar bloated red face and balding ginger pate of Councillor David Pemberton Jennings passed by and wished him a good afternoon. He glared at Jennings’ portly frame attempting to carry off the look of an experienced walker: his brand-new North Face rucksack, walking boots and attire appeared hardly worn. Yet another fake, who pretended to give a shit about real local issues: a man who lived in a two-million-pound country pile and drove a Bentley around Leek as if he was a worshipped deity.
Killing the property developer had been necessary, and he'd relished the minute details ever since. Closing his eyes momentarily, he recalled stealthily slipping the rope around her neck. How she’d collapsed as his rage cut off her air supply, suffocating her lungs of oxygen. Undressing her as the sun rose, stroking her vagina and groping her breasts, as she lay semi-naked on the rocks by the side of the Dane.
Standing, he pushed the euphoria to the back of his mind and headed down the steep hill in pursuit of his next prey. Sunrise, sunset, he’d work with Mother Nature to rid the moors from these Judases.




CHAPTER 19

Jess parked her Qashqai to the side of the house and crunched over the gravel towards her dad’s place. It was another glorious day with the temperature still hovering around twenty-four degrees, and she was looking forward to seeing her little man and finding out what he'd been up to with his youthful grandad. She was about to open the front door of her dad's cottage when Benji shouted her. Turning she watched him shoot an arrow into one of the straw targets at the bottom of the field. Her dad was teaching him how to use a bow and arrow, among everything else. She felt blessed knowing Benji would grow up with plenty of valuable life skills alongside his schoolwork.
‘Boy's a natural.’
‘He's had a good teacher. Has he been ok today, Dad?’
‘Of course. Outdoors, burning off steam, is the best place for a lad his age. I'd be worried if he sat in his bedroom on an Xbox all day.’
Jess smiled at him. ‘Thanks, Dad, you're the best. I honestly don't know what I'd do without you.’ She hugged him.
‘You all right, love? Has something happened?’
‘No, sometimes I just want to show my appreciation. With their own dad not around, you've been a rock to me and the kids,’ she said, feeling a little emotional.
‘Ah, come here, you big softie,’ he said, hugging her again.
‘Any sign of Madeleine?’ Jess asked. She’d only spoken to the wayward teenager a few times on the phone in the last couple of days. Chloe's mum must be sick of the pair of them by now.
‘She's in your place watching some dystopian series on Netflix. Cloe’s mum dropped her off about eleven this morning.’
‘Little bugger's not answering her phone. Uh, she's so annoying,’ Jess moaned.
‘Dunna worry, it’s a teenage girl thing; all those hormones racing around her body are converted into ‘whatever’s, door-slamming and general lack of communication. You were murder, at times,’ he smirked.
‘Yeah, so you keep saying. Doesn't help with Madam, though, does it?’
‘She's eighteen in name only, still a kid. She'll grow out of it and come back to you, don't worry. They need to make their own mistakes. As my old dad used to say, ‘A son’s a son until he gets a wife. A daughter’s a daughter for life! It's true, you know.’
‘I hope so. It's good one that, Dad. What should we have for tea?’
‘Cooked some nice pasta this morning, if you fancy it?’
‘Tomato based?’
‘Yeah, quills tossed in fresh chilli, olive oil, red pesto, garlic with fresh basil.’
‘Sounds wonderful. Any garlic bread?’
‘Don't push your luck,’ he said with a grin.
‘Is there enough for Madam as well?’
‘Of course, go and touch base with her while I stick the garlic bread in the Aga; ten minutes, tops.’
‘Now you’re spoiling us,’ she said, turning to walk back home.
‘Oh, Jess, bring some of that nice white you’ve got in the fridge.’
‘Will do,’ she shouted over her shoulder.
* * * *
Back at the house, Jess found Madeleine lying across the sofa with their forty-eight-inch TV blaring, like an old lady who was hard of hearing.
‘Turn it down, please?’ Jess said.
‘What?’
‘The telly, knock it off a min?’
Surprisingly, she obeyed her mum, but not without a sarcastic salute. ‘What's up?’
‘Nice to see you, too. Grandad’s cooked your favourite pasta. I'm just going to grab the wine; we’re dining al-fresco.’
‘Is this Al one of Grandpa's old army mates?’
Jess laughed. ‘No, you schmuck, we're eating outside.’
Madeleine blushed, ‘I didn't know.’
‘Get your pumps on?’
‘I'm well into Resident Evil, though, Mum. Can't I bring mine back here and have it watching another episode?’
‘Look, Maddi, none of us has seen you for two days. Get your ass off the sofa and round to Grandpa’s.’
Jumping up, the girl pulled a bulldog face. ‘What if I don't? You gonna arrest me, Mam?’
Jess couldn't help but smirk. ‘Come on, cheeky chops, the garlic bread will go cold.’
* * * *
After tea and large glasses of wine, Madeleine was far more sociable. She suggested a game of badminton: doubles, her and Benji against Jess and Grandpa.
‘We could if I knew where the kit was,’ Jess said, hoping it stayed lost; she was knackered.
‘It's in the shed, Mum,’ Benji piped up.
‘Do you want me to go, love?’ her dad offered.
‘No, you've done enough, I'll go.’
A few minutes later, Jess stood inside the ten-by-twelve-foot shed, scanning around the junk, trying to spot the badminton set which, if memory served her well, was in a long blue-and-yellow box. It had been at least two summers since they'd played. She reached up to the shelf above the window and lifted down a long box containing their old, faded parasol: God knows why Darren kept this, she thought, laying it on the wooden floorboards. Then again, judging by the lawnmower, broken strimmer, old  plant pots, wooden deckchairs and numerous other musty-smelling bits of garden equipment, he was more of a hoarder than she’d realised. The set wasn't behind the parasol. Maybe it was in the old chest of drawers her dad gave them after her mum died. It was almost ten years since her mum’s death from breast cancer.
Shrugging off the past, she began to open the drawers. The top one was full of chisels and other woodworking tools; the middle was rags, wood stains and sandpaper. Bingo! The badminton set was in the bottom drawer. Crouching, she lifted it out and placed it on the floorboards. Something in the back of the dusty drawer caught her eye: an A5 notebook covered in wood-grained sticky-back plastic. Retrieving it, she peeled back the cover: it was a day-to-view diary from 2018, the same year Darren disappeared. Her heart raced as she skimmed through the first few pages.
‘You ok in there, love?’ her dad said, popping his head around the door.
Jess dropped the diary onto the floorboards. ‘Bloody hell, you gave me a start!’
‘Did you find it?’
‘What?’
‘The badminton set; the kids sent me to see where you'd got to. Everything ok?’
‘Yeah, sorry, found this,’ she said, passing over the diary.
He flicked through the pages. ‘God, this is one of Darren's. I can't be certain, but it looks like he was keeping off-the-record reports of his last undercover op.’
‘Exactly. But why's he hidden it in there?’ Jess said, animated now.
Mick Ryan shrugged. ‘I don't know. We’ll take a look later. Let’s get back to the kids before they start asking questions?’




CHAPTER 20

After they'd exhausted the kids with several raucous games of badminton, Jess and her dad poured a couple of large glasses of Pinot Grigio as they sat on a bench facing the rolling moors and distant Peaks and scrutinised the diary.
‘See here, on the 6th of January, he wrote:’
“Had my suspicions Kane Eastwood is involved in a lot more than money laundering and the large cannabis grows but, when I broached the subject with Clive, he shut the idea down without further discussion; God knows why. NB: I'll keep digging and see what turns up.”

‘Hmm, Eastwood’s name keeps cropping up in our investigations. Which begs the question why Clive didn’t mention him. I’m gonna take a closer look at his records on HOLMES,’ Jess said, regaining composure.
‘Did Darren ever mention he was working with this Eastwood bloke?’
‘No, but he did say they were infiltrating an organised gang with connections to some big players across the Midlands and EU. I'm still convinced his cover was blown and that's why he disappeared.’
‘I understand that, love, but Clive told us they didn't have any evidence to suggest that's what happened.’
‘Well, looks like Darren doubted Clive Marshall’s opinion.’
‘Jess, it’s natural to hope we might find out what happened to Darren, but don't torture yourself. It'll only make things worse.’
‘It's just tough at times like this. The kids are growing up and he's not here to see them,’ she said sombrely.
‘Oh, love, you know I gave it my best shot at finding him.’
‘I know, Dad, but I still don’t believe the trail went completely cold in the middle of his last op.’
‘Even his support team were distraught; as Clive said, they'd worked closely for years and became like extended family.’
‘For fuck’s sake, Dad! I don't care about that lot. All they ever did was take him on the piss. They might not show it as much as the early days, but the kids are still distraught at times.’
‘Sorry, love. I didn't mean to upset you.’
‘It's not your fault. Finding the diary’s brought it all back.’




CHAPTER 21

Sat at her desk, Jess logged into the HOLMES database and typed in Kane Eastwood’s name for a third time. Strangely, it took longer than normal to open his profile. His name brought up a classified block. Now why would that be? she thought. Picking up her phone, she scrolled to DI Clive Marshall in her contacts. She hit the call button and waited.
‘DI Ryan, it’s been a while. Good to hear from you.’
Knowing the man, Jess ignored his insincere greeting. ‘Clive, hope you’re well?’ she said, returning his superficial salutation.
‘Not too shabby. Kids ok?’
‘Good, thanks. How are yours?’
‘Ah, flown the nest, all grown up now. What can I do for you?’ Marshall said.
‘Erm, awkward one, this.’
‘Fire away?’
‘We’re investigating the murder of a property developer. You’ll have read about it; made a few of the national papers. Alice Westbrook.’
‘Yes, I saw the bulletin on the system a few hours after it happened.’
‘Well, we’re looking into a number of leads, but someone we’re keen to speak to is unavailable. In fact, we can’t get an address for him, and I’ve just flagged up an NCA classified on HOLMES for him.’
‘I see: the name?’
‘Kane Eastwood.’
The line went silent.
‘Clive?’
‘Sorry, erm, I can’t say much at all about Eastwood as he’s part of an ongoing op we’ve been working for a while. What’s the connection to the Westbrook case?’ he asked arrogantly.
‘Really? I don’t think so.’
‘Well, that’s your prerogative, but if he is involved, we’ll need to know. My boss trumps yours, as you well know.’
‘Fuck off, Clive. You do what you want.’ Jess ended the call.
* * * *
The brown envelope had arrived at the station just after Jess did. The duty sergeant thought it suspicious, but knew better than to open mail addressed to his superiors.
After the disappointing but predictable conversation with Clive Marshall, Jess was eager to push on with the Alice Westbrook case. For starters, she'd be taking a cursory look into Connie Lynch. She was heading for the CID office when the duty sergeant called her.
‘Boss, this was in the mailbox out front. Judging by the lack of postage stamp, I'd say it's been hand-delivered; very old-school!’ he said, passing over the envelope.
Jess scrutinised the words ‘DI Jessica Ryan’ written in large capitals in blue ink on the front. ‘That's odd. You got any gloves behind there, sarge?’
He rummaged around under the counter. ‘There you go,’ the portly sergeant said, passing over the neoprene gloves.
Jess slipped them on, carefully opened the envelope flap, and emptied a sheet of yellowing paper onto the counter. ‘Looks like it’s been torn from an old book? It’s been defaced with fine-liner,’ she said, her eyes drawn to the neatly handwritten message on the bottom of the page:
The rich and wealthy have no regard for their workforce, subjecting them to a life of squalor and premature death; they are used like tools to be discarded. The landed gentry arrogantly consider Mother Nature’s glorious peaks and moors as their own playground; a place to own and exclusively indulge at the expense of hard-working moorland folk. A quote from Walter Barnside’s Footpaths and Bridle Roads of the Peaks, 1880, summed up the sentiment:

‘To the rich, according to their riches: 250,000 acres, large country manors and numerous workers terraces

To the poor, according to their poverty: 0 acres, and no property ownership’

These parasites will pay for their sins in blood.
According to the Legends, the poor folk of the Peaks will rise up and push the Devil off their backs.

116
Slipping it into an evidence bag, Jess made her way upstairs to the CID room to scan and send the page from the old book to local historian and handwriting specialist, Arthur Collingwood. Just maybe, the killer had made a mistake.




CHAPTER 22

Hanley, Stoke-on-Trent 2018
Darren Ryan had been to Buxton on the train earlier that day and had a heated disagreement with a particularly nasty heroin dealer, which almost turned into a brawl. For a spa town, Buxton had a dark underbelly that belied its famous water fountain, Devonshire Dome, renovated Georgian Terrace and quaint tourist shops. The social housing on the outskirts of the town had become a magnet for dealers pushing spice and heroin to the unemployed.
His burner vibrated in his pocket. Fishing it out, he read a text from Jessica. It was proving tough to work within a twenty-mile radius of where he lived and not be able to go home to the arms of his beautiful wife and kids. He couldn’t risk being followed and putting them in danger. Tonight, he desperately looked forward to spending time with Jess over a few pints in a quiet pub his NCA operator had approved; an old coal miners’ haunt that served one of the best pints of Bass in Stoke. More importantly, no one knew his face in there, and the handful of old blokes who sat in the corner playing dominoes never gave him a second thought. Even better, for the first time in three weeks, he’d get to sleep with Jess in the static caravan hidden away near the rural Barlaston Downs, safe in the knowledge the kids were being watched by an ex-marine, Jess’s dad.
He finished the last dregs of his coffee and stood up to leave the Turkish-owned cafe in Piccadilly, Hanley, when that horrible Polish fucker, Raddan, with his ‘I’m a hard bastard’ eagle neck tattoo and shaved head, entered and approached him.
‘Darren, the boss wants to see you.’
‘Don’t want to seem awkward, but no one’s told me about a meeting.’
‘You refusing to come?’
Darren glanced around the empty cafe, with its cheap plastic seats attached to their tables like an eighties greasy spoon. He considered running, but knew that would arouse suspicion. Being within touching distance of bringing the whole lot down, he’d thought it wise to simply comply.




CHAPTER 23

The two hikers chose the harder route across the craggy moorland pathways between Hen Cloud and the Roaches, but it was worth it for the stunning views across the Staffordshire plain that surrounded them. Each outcrop of distant trees gathered in pockets of green, providing protection for cattle during the hard winter months. A land that retained all its ancient beauty unspoilt by the hands of man and his desire to build ugly buildings on Mother Nature’s finery. But despite their reverence for the solitude and glory, the hikers knew this barren unforgiving landscape, if not treated with respect and care, would punish the uninitiated with a broken ankle or, worse, leave them lost and directionless.
In the shadows of Hen Cloud, they following the weathered oak way-markers and slowly descended the steep sandy peak until they reached the forest at the bottom. Then it was a three-hundred-yard walk through the trees over heavy plastic decking covering ankle-deep mud which still appeared thick despite sunrays that poked through gaps in the canopy of greenery.
Finally, they reached the winding stone steps leading down into the boggy depths of the famous Lud’s Church ravine. At the bottom, a disturbingly unholy sight stopped them in their tracks: a semi-naked man hung by the neck from a yellow and black climbing rope attached to a craggy outcrop. His tiny penis was almost hidden underneath his bloated belly; his eyes glared at the sixty-foot sheer rock face opposite.
The taller of the two hikers turned to his mate. ‘Good God, we’d better call the police!’
Shaking, the other said, ‘I can’t look anymore. Take a picture on your phone and let’s head back up the hill to try and get a signal?’




CHAPTER 24

Heading for the coffee machine, Jess was stopped by Dan Parker.
‘The switchboard has just received a disturbing call: two walkers have discovered another body. Lud’s Church this time.’
‘Shit! My head will be on the chopping block if Jimmy Slater is behind these killings,’ she said deeply concerned they’d only managed to charge and bail him for aiding and abetting in the farm machinery thefts.
‘It’s not your fault the CPS didn’t take our warning about him seriously.’
She shot him a look. ‘Doesn’t make it any easier, though, does it?’
‘He’s a small cog in a big wheel, boss.’
‘Is this new murder victim male or female?’ Jess asked.
‘Male.’
‘The remote location is significant, but why’s the killer’s victim M.O. changed?’
Parker shook his head. ‘Only time will tell. What about Jimmy Slater: you want him picked up asap?’
Jess looked at her watch. ‘Yeah, we need to act fast on this. Unfortunately, I can’t be in two places at once. Can you and Rose organise his arrest?’
‘He’ll be out again in a matter of hours if we can’t place him at the crime scene.’
‘The facts he's worked as a casual labourer at a least six of the farms not using SELECTA DNA sprays on their machinery, and he knows the moors like the back of his hand, are too much of a coincidence to ignore, despite his denials.’




CHAPTER 25

Knowing how little parking space there was at Bearstone Rock, Jess called Jeff Foxhall at the Stoke forensic lab and arranged to hitch a ride with him in his crime scene van.
Foxhall arrived at Fountain Street soon after, closely followed by pathologist Felix Wimberley Smithson in his C-Class Mercedes.
The midday sun was at its highest point in the sky by the time they reached Bearstone Rock picnic point at the top of the winding unnamed road. They parked in the layby overlooking glorious swathes of purple-pink honey-scented heather that provided a habitat for a variety of birds and pollinating insects.
Jess had to warn three pensioners about to climb through the gap in the dry-stone wall that the pathway to Lud’s Church would be cordoned off due to a serious incident. As they headed back to their car with disappointed looks, she watched the CSI attach crime scene tape to barbed wire on top of the walls edging either side of the road. Seeing the tape flap in the breeze, she helped him finish the makeshift cordon.
****
When Rose, Dan and their four-man team arrived at Aiden Stone’s cottage in Gradbach, the front curtains were drawn as if the occupants were still in bed but. Given Stone’s car wasn’t there, Rose guessed Jimmy Slater was still sleeping.
She glanced at Dan sat next to her in the passenger seat of the pool car. ‘Day of reckoning. Let’s get that door caved in and Slater back in custody, pronto?’ Ever since his first evasive interview, Rose had sensed that Slater was hiding something. Hopefully, now they would get a chance to find out.
‘Don’t envy the boss down at Lud’s Church. You think it’s connected to Slater?’ Dan said.
‘I don’t know, but we soon will.’
The two detectives watched the four officer’s jump out of their patrol car in stab vests, and cautiously approach the front door.
Dan adjusted the Velcro on his stab vest and tore a hole in the neoprene glove of his right hand. ‘Bollocks. You got a spare set?’ he said, turning to Rose.
She fished out another pair from her trouser pocket. As Dan slipped the new glove on, she joined her colleagues; reached up and knocked loudly on the door. ‘Police! Open up!’
Nothing.
Stepping back, she instructed PC Rogers to cave the door in with the tactical ram he’d been wielding like a medieval hammer since they arrived.
Raising the hefty chunk of red steel, he swung it back. There was a loud bang and splinters of wood from the edge of the yellow glossed door dropped onto the hallway tiles as it capitulated with ease.
Led by Rose, the five of them cautiously stepped inside, batons at the ready. Rose’s heart pounded in anticipation as she scanned the open-plan kitchen and living room. It was empty.
‘Clear,’ she yelled, signalling for the rest of them to go room by room.
Twenty minutes later, the search was complete, but there was no sign of Jimmy Slater.
His bed was made, the kettle was cold and, judging by how tidy the kitchen and the rest of the cottage looked, it appeared neither man had been there recently. Or had they?
Turning to the PCs, Rose asked, ‘Anything to suggest Jimmy Slater’s had a shower or wash in the bathroom in the last few hours?’
‘There’s splashes of water in the shower tray and shower gel bubbles in the plug, so I’m of the opinion he was here earlier. Exactly when is difficult to determine.’
Rose looked him. ‘Bailey, isn’t it?’
‘Yeah.’
‘That’s very perceptive, PC Bailey.’ Turning to PC Rogers, she asked, ‘How about Aiden Stone’s bedroom?’
‘His bed’s made as well, but two of the drawers are hanging out and the clothes are spilling onto the carpet.’
‘As if it someone’s packed in a rush?’ Rose said.
‘Yeah, looks that way to me.’
‘Ok, thanks, guys. If you could hang on down here until the CSIs arrive, Dan and I will take a closer look at that’
With Dan behind her, Rose stood in the doorway of Aiden Stone’s room. ‘I’d imagine most of Stone’s clobber is walking gear, given his job as a Peak mentor?’
Dan nodded. ‘And you’re thinking Jimmy’s done a runner with his clothes?’
‘We’ll need to get hold of Aiden Stone straight away, but I’m sure there was a large explorer’s rucksack hanging over there,’ Rose said, pointing to an empty hook fixed to the wall opposite the double bed. ‘Hang on, I’ll check on my phone.’ She fished it from her coat pocket, and scrolled through her gallery for the pics from the first time they’d searched the place. ‘There, look.’ She pointed to a light blue rucksack.
Dan leaned in.
‘There was also a tent, roll mat, and other camping gear in that chest under the window,’ Rose said, padding over the carpet. She lifted the lid on what looked like an old army munitions box flashed over with one of those trendy grey chalk paints. ‘It’s empty. Shit, he’s given us the slip.’
Rose was concerned they might not get another chance to bring him in. She had hoped they’d finally nail Slater and put an end to the killings; but it seemed he was far more devious than they’d give him credit for; now the bastard posed an even bigger danger to the public.
Just to be certain, they scoured the outside of the property once more before Rose gave the order to stand down, leaving her and Dan alone inside the cottage. Something caught her eye. On the fridge door, among several tacky magnets, was a small pale-blue sticky note with a hastily scribbled note. It said: “Can't take it anymore, had to go.”
Her heart sank. Turning to Dan she said, ‘If Jimmy Slater’s written this, what the hell is he up to?’
Dan said, ‘Let me try and reach Aiden Stone. No, actually, if he sees any of our caller IDs, he may not answer. I’ll give his boss a call now to see if we can locate him.’
‘What about Jimmy Slater?’ Rose said.
‘Let’s speak with Aiden Stone first, before we call in the cavalry to do a manhunt,’ Dan said, still waiting for a reply.
‘I’d better give the boss an update; it’s even more vital we apprehend him, now.’
****
As they made their way along the undulating grassy path towards the oak way-markers at the top of the hill, Jess’s radio crackled into life.
‘Boss, seems Jimmy Slater’s absconded. We’re waiting for a CSI visit. Please advise on how you want us to proceed, over?’
‘Bollocks, that’s all we need, that mad bastard running amok. Er… yes… Get the PCs to go door-to-door around Gradbach, then you and Dan head back to the station and put out an APB. I’ll be a while yet, over.’
‘Will do. We’ve tried to get hold of Aiden Stone’s boss, but his phone goes straight to voicemail, over.’
‘Have you tried Stone? You’ve got the number right?’
‘Did have, can’t find it now, sorry.’
‘Bear with me while I locate it,’ Jess said, fishing her mobile from her pocket. Scrolling through her contacts she said, ‘Right, its 07847 983221.’
‘Cheers, boss. See you back at the station, over.’
‘Ok, probably for the best as there’s no signal down in the forest.’
‘Boss?’
‘Yeah?’
‘Take care; we don’t know where Jimmy Slater is.’




‘Will do. You, too. Over.’ She turned to the others. ‘Two helicopter callouts in less than a week: my Chief Constable is going to do his nut.’ Removing the body would involve another airlift to the mortuary at Royal Stoke; another huge drain on the budget McAllister kept such a tight lid on.
‘Unfortunately, it’s the only way to get a body out of a place this remote,’ the pathologist said.
‘What time was it called in?’ Jeff Foxhall asked.
‘An hour and a half ago?’ Jess said, feeling rushed.
Foxhall said, ‘And the crime scene has been cordoned off?’
‘No way of getting there quick enough. Lud’s Church is only accessible on foot.’ Moving forward, Jess pointed to Back Forest below.
‘Right, we need to act swiftly, then.’
Jess nodded as she led the three of them down through the dense gorse and ferns carpeting the steep incline. ‘Watch your ankles. These rocks are a nightmare; the ferns hide plenty of the ankle-hobblers.’
‘I’ve read about this fascinating place online. If only we were visiting in less gruesome circumstances,’ the pathologist said.
‘Definitely. It’s not actually a church, rather a chasm caused by a massive landslip in the gritstone. I’ll warn you, it’s over a hundred metres long, eighteen metres high and narrow in places. Some say Lud’s is the ‘green chapel’ mentioned in the Arthurian legend of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Other myths speculate Robin Hood and his Merry Men, and Bonnie Prince Charlie, hid out from their enemies at Lud’s.’
‘Suppose it gets a lot of visitors, then?’ Foxhall asked, re-adjusting the rucksack containing his field kit.
‘Yes, thousands of walkers get down there every year,’ Jess said.
‘Great, that’ll mean tons of cross-contamination to deal with,’ Foxhall moaned.
At the bottom, Jess guided them through Back Forest, along the stained plastic decking boards that snaked over the shaded muddy path. Eventually they reached the ominous stone steps leading down into the unnerving Lud’s Church. It was the perfect place for Slater to murder someone unnoticed.
‘We’d better get suited up and get this done,’ Jess said, taking a deep breath.
She anxiously navigated the steps, ushering them down into the
chasm so filled with green moss, ferns, lichens and other plant life that it had an otherworldly feel. As they reached the narrow entrance, Jess was about to proceed, but then froze.
‘Dear God help us. Who would commit such a monstrous act?’ the pathologist said, gawping at the unnerving sight of an overweight, semi-naked torso hanging there like a macabre scene from a Victorian Penny Dreadful.
Now in front of the victim, the pathologist knelt and retrieved a pair of rubber-tipped forceps from his pocket, then unhooked the small four-step telescopic ladder from his field rucksack, he climbed the ladder and carefully slipped the forceps into the victim’s mouth and parted his jaw just enough to peer inside. ‘There’s a moth in his mouth; looks the same species as the one in Alice Westbrook’s mouth.’
Jess shuddered. Moving back a step, she cleared her throat. ‘This is horrendous. Our suspect has absconded and we’re with…’
The dull drum of helicopter blades whooped in the distance as the CSI fired shots off with his camera.




CHAPTER 26

Back at the CSI’s van, Jeff Foxhall wheezed; he looked buggered.
‘You’ve… barely… broken sweat, Inspector: you some kind of superhuman?’ he said, regaining his breath.
‘I’m a bit tired, early start. I jog regular, though; done the Lud’s Church descent loads of times over the years,’ Jess said, the foul image of Councillor Jennings’ strung-up body still prevalent in her mind’s eye. At least they’d managed to get him bagged up and airlifted to the morgue accompanied by a pathologist.
Foxhall stripped off his protection suit then loaded his rucksack in the back of the van. ‘Awful business, that. Any sightings of the killer?’ he said, slipping the van in first and easing out onto the narrow single lane road.
‘Not in the last twenty-four hours. I can’t believe we had him in custody before that. Bloody CPS!’
‘I take it you didn’t have enough to charge him, then?’
‘Ah, it’s so frustrating. This bastard could kill again,’ Jess said, deeply concerned that Jimmy Slater was now officially missing with five-hundred-and-fifty square miles of barren Peak District to hide in.
‘I’ll get onto everything soon as we get back. Luckily, we’ve got a full team at the lab this week, which in theory should speed things up somewhat.’
‘Good to hear. What about the councillor’s phone?’
‘I think it was left there on purpose. No way our man would miss it, bulging in his pocket like that,’ the CSI said.
‘I agree. Can’t believe I didn’t recognise him; he’s been in the Post & Times over the years. Anyway, what’s the timeline on the data extraction?’
‘Not my department, but usually less than twenty-fours given this is a murder.’
‘I’m hoping the data will provide a link between him and our suspect.’
Foxhall glanced at her. ‘You never know. I’ll drop you off back at the station.’
****
Jess arrived at the station an hour and a half after Dan and Rose; a broken-down tractor had held them up. She grabbed a much-needed coffee from the machine behind the duty sergeant’s workspace and made her way back upstairs to the CID room.
‘Boss, how did you get on?’ Dan Parker asked.
Jess shook her head.
‘That bad?’
‘Worse, to be honest: utterly vile. Councillor David Jennings’ naked body was strung up like an abattoir carcass on the rock face.’
‘Shit! We’ll struggle to keep that quiet.’
‘You’re not kidding; the press will be like flies round shit.’
‘What about Jimmy Slater?’
‘Maybe someone’s hiding him: anything back from the door-to-door? It’s not going to be easy now.’
‘Early days, they’ve only been back twenty minutes, but nowt yet.’
‘Bloody typical,’ Jess moaned.
‘As you know, most of the cottages are scattered. None of the residents have seen him this morning,’ Dan said.
‘Mind you, given the distance between the properties, it’s no surprise.’
‘There is some good news.’
‘Really?’
‘Yeah, we’ve just had a call from a lone walker who passed Three Shires Head earlier the morning. He’s found a pair of ladies’ knickers discarded under ferns edging the pathway, about a mile from where Alice Westbrook was killed.’
‘This could be the breakthrough we need. Alice’s underwear was missing at the scene.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Where's this fella now?’ Jess asked.
‘I sent a PC to pick him up from the Buxton road. He's due in any minute.’
‘Good call; let's hope he had the presence of mind to keep contact with the garment to a minimum.’
‘Told me he’d bagged them up in a Co-Op carrier his sandwiches were in. And guess what?’
Jess shrugged.
‘The sides of the knickers have been slashed.’
****
An hour later, Jess had spoken to the walker. He'd given her a clear location using his Ordinance Survey map of the Roaches and surrounding area. His DNA had been taken for elimination before she thanked him and sent him on his way. Back in the major incident room, she updated the team on this new development.
‘Ok, listen up. Obviously, we can't be sure at this stage, but given the proximity to the crime scene and the fact that Alice Westbrook’s underwear had been removed, I'd say it’s a strong possibility these knickers belong to her, but we'll know more when they've been tested in the lab.’
‘Did you find a knife at Jimmy Slater’s place, boss?’ Jack Redford asked.
‘As in the one used to cut the underwear from her body?’ Jess said, putting the horrible thought of a deranged killer frantically slashing at the grey knickers out of her mind. ‘Nothing apart from a couple of blunt chopping knives in the kitchen drawer. I think we're getting a little ahead of ourselves here. If the underwear does turn out to be Alice’s, I'd say our killer used some kind of survival knife, like one of those Swiss army jobs.’
‘Anything back in on the cryptic message, boss?’
‘We're still waiting on the forensics on that, but I've sent a scan of it to a local historian who specialises in Peak legends and folklore. Which reminds me, I've gotta give Arthur Collingwood a call for an update on that.’
****
Back in her office, Jess sat mulling over everything they had so far. She was still convinced Jimmy Slater was their man, and hoped he'd eventually turn up like a bad penny. She wondered if he might even confide in someone, knowing from experience that murder weighed heavy on even the most callous of minds. Until the forensics from the Lud’s Church crime scene came back in, along with samples from the underwear, they'd just have to be patient. She knew McAllister wouldn’t ease his anally retentive grip on the budget until they had clear evidence pointing to Jimmy Slater. She scrolled through her phone contacts and located Arthur Collingwood.
‘Hello, is that Inspector Ryan?’ Collingwood said.
‘Yes. I know it’s a bit premature, but have you found out anything about the book page I sent you?’
‘Ah, now you’re in luck: you caught me when I haven’t got much on. Dropped on it as soon as it hit my inbox.’
Jess heard a thudding sound down the line.
‘Sorry, I'm back: desk’s in a mess. Now, I'm sure the message refers to the Bawd Stone. It stands between Hen Cloud and the Roaches; said to be one of several stones around the Peak District with magical powers. According to the legends, the sick and ailing crawled under the Bawd Stone to be cured. The bottom of the rock was supposed to push the Devil off their backs, and Leek townsfolk made pilgrimage to the stone even in the twentieth century.’
‘That's all fascinating stuff, but how does this relate to Alice Westbrook’s murder?’ Jess said.
‘Well, if we look at the second line, I think the killer is referring to old Peak Justice: the practice of taking revenge on outsiders with money who buy up sacred land or property that has been passed down through generations of families.’
‘So, to be clear, you’re saying this maniac murdered Alice Westbrook because she may have been brokering some property or land deal?’
‘That's my interpretation, yes.’
‘What's the relevance of this Bawd Stone, then?'
‘I think it’s a metaphor: the Devil is possibly the outsider and the sick or poor person is the one they are relieving of their inheritance or obtaining their property unethically. I’d say the obvious motive is hatred of the wealthy, but these are just my opinions, Inspector.’




CHAPTER 27

Jess sat at her desk, going through the initial crime scene report from Lud’s Church when her phone rang, interrupting her train of thought.
It was Jeff Foxhall from the forensics lab. ‘I’ve got an update on the Lud’s Church scene for you.’
‘Go ahead,’ Jess said, sitting up straight in her chair.
‘We’ve found several key pieces of information,’ Foxhall said. ‘First, there are quite a few fingerprint swabs matching the victim's on the larger rocks at ground level. However, there are also unidentified prints on the rock face behind his body, but they don’t match any nominals on the database.’
Jessica sighed. ‘What about DNA?’
‘Again, more DNA samples from different individuals, but none of them match the victim's or anyone on the database. With the amount of footfall that place gets, I’d say it’s mostly random walkers. We also found other fibres on the rope used to hang the councillor. We’re still working to determine the source of those, but I think it’s very unlikely we’ll trace them.’
Jessica frowned; it wasn’t what she wanted to hear. She had been hoping that the evidence collected would put Jimmy Slater at the scene. It seemed they still had a lot of work to do.
‘Thanks, Jeff. Disappointing, though. How soon can you get a copy of the full report sent over?’
‘Soon as it’s ready, say, later today? DNA, as you know, takes days to process,’ Foxhall said before hanging up.
Slumping in her chair, Jess sighed. She had a feeling this was going to be a long and complicated investigation, but she was determined to find out what happened to Councillor Jennings and bring his killer to justice.




CHAPTER 28

The team gathered around the large oval table in the centre the major incident room. Jess stood beside the interactive whiteboard and shared what they knew so far regarding Councillor David Pemberton Jennings’ murder. As always in the early stages of a murder investigation, they had very little to work with. Unlike in TV cop dramas, DNA results, footprint casts, took time to process. Luckily, crime scene photos and fingerprints were managed much quicker in the digital age, but the fact they didn’t have any conclusive suspect prints was maddening.
Jess looked down the table at the group of CID officers with styrene cups of tea and coffee in front of them.
‘Ok, everyone, given Cllr Pemberton Jennings' murder is similar to that of Alice Westbrook, the pathologist and CSI team believe we are looking at the same killer. The strangulation and subsequent hanging with black and gold braided rope – which is an offcut of a longer climbing rope – took place some time between 9th and 10th of July, two days after Alice’s murder,
after Mr Jennings left a controversial council chamber meeting. The large moth placed carefully in his mouth is the same species found in Alice Westbrook’s mouth. The key questions are: why has Jimmy Slater absconded? Is it an admission of guilt or something else? At present, I’m considering him our prime suspect; but we still can’t rule out others involved in both victims’ lives. And why is the killer using this macabre M.O.? And, apart from the crime scenes, are there any connections between Alice Westbrook and the councillor?’
‘What about the note the killer sent to you, boss?’ Rose asked.
‘We don’t know if it was the killer for sure, but it’s looking likely. Local historian Arthur Collingwood seems to think the message is some kind of sick vendetta against wealthy outsiders outpricing locals for land and property. “These parasites will pay for their sins in blood”,’ she quoted the handwritten note.
Dan Parker raised a hand from the far end of the table. ‘What was so controversial about the councillor’s last session in chambers?’
‘I was just coming to that. Early this morning, I spoke with two of his fellow councillors, and they informed me Mr Jennings was proposing a plan to build holiday lodges, yurts and a saltwater swimming pool on an undisclosed site on the moors surrounding Three Shires Head. Obviously, this caused a stir as all the moorlands are protected by complex green-belt planning laws.
‘Boss, wasn't Alice Westbrook a property developer?’ Redford asked.
‘Exactly, and she left a note for her partner Gabriella,’ Jess said, pointing to the whiteboard which displayed an enlarged photocopy of the note and a photograph of the petite developer beside it. Her ultra-trendy pinkish-grey pixie cut and nose stud looked like an attempt to appear street instead of greedy corporate. ‘Gabriella informed me she was looking into a property deal in the area but, because Alice had been gazumped recently by a rival developer, she was being secretive and refused to tell her the exact location of this potential development site.’
‘Boss, what was Alice and Gabriella’s relationship like? Had they been together long?’ Parker asked.
‘No more than a few months, and I got the impression Alice wasn't totally committed to Gabriella. As we now know, Gabriella has form for assaulting her ex-partner, which she strenuously denies. She says the alleged assault was the result of a minor drunken scuffle; but her ex's ribs and nose were broken, so I'm not entirely convinced she can be ruled out as a suspect yet. After all, we still only have her word that she was asleep in bed when Alice was killed.’
Redford raised a hand. ‘Boss, what about Kane Eastwood’s son dying in that fire at Alice Westbrook’s badly maintained property? Gives the gangster a strong motive, wouldn't you say?’
‘If only. Rose has gone through all the usual channels to nail Eastwood down, but it seems he’s gone off the radar so, until we have more evidence, he’s on the backburner.’
Redford’s head dropped. ‘Fair enough.’
‘Ok, I want in depth background checks done on Councillor Jennings: bank statements, home and mobile call logs, social media posts, emails and letters he received or sent. The man lives in a two-million-pound mansion up on the moors in Upper Hulme, and he certainly didn't pay for that with his forty-five grand salary. Let's keep digging until we find out if he was involved in anything that got him killed? Dan, you take charge of his banking and finances, physical mail and correspondence to his constituents. Rose, get onto Facebook and Twitter, and gain access to all his social media accounts. Let's get cracking while I chase up Aiden Stone’s whereabouts. His boss told Rose he’s taken two days off and gone to visit his mate in Sheffield, but he didn’t leave an address and his phone goes straight to answer machine at present. I’ve left urgent messages, so we can only assume he’ll get back to us soon.’
‘Seems pretty suspicious to me that both Stone and Slater are uncontactable, boss?’




CHAPTER 29

Jess didn't particularly relish visiting the mortuary at any time, but the thought of her morning appointment with Felix Wimberley Smithson made her feel a little nauseous: especially after eating fried eggs on toast for breakfast. Stood in a green disposable plastic apron, Jess kept a healthy distance from the stainless-steel autopsy table upon which lay Councillor David Pemberton Jennings' ghostly bloated torso.
‘The patient was overweight. Too many three-course council lunches no doubt the culprit for his excessive belly and hip fat,’ Smithson said. ‘Thankfully, that peels away easily.’
Jess grimaced at the thought of the councillor’s lardy skin being peeled down to the muscle layer like a fish being gutted.
‘Have you established the cause of death?’
Smithson paused. ‘A couple of factors contributed to his demise. The front of his heart is paler in colour than the rest, which indicates it's been deprived of blood and oxygen. A heart attack and, given there is older scarring as well, there’s evidence this isn’t the patient’s first heart attack. I'm waiting on his medical records.’
Jess was shocked. ‘So he wasn't murdered then?'
‘Oh definitely. Starved of oxygen through strangulation. The rope marks around his neck attest to this. But it’s quite possible this brought on the massive infarct. I mean the killer could have literally scared the man to death and then continued to throttle the last bit of life out of him.’
‘So, the hanging was a definite factor; and his position on the rock face was more ritualistic than anything else?’
‘As you know, Inspector, we can never be a hundred per cent, but probably.’
‘So I’m presuming you've found defensive wounds on his body?'
Smithson nodded. ‘These cuts where hidden by his socks and trousers,’ he said, gently lifting Jennings’ legs by the ankles. ‘Looks like he tried to fight off a knife attack, and, judging by the width of the cuts, it’s a large blade; maybe a hunting knife or something similar?’
‘You’re saying he kicked out at his attacker?’
‘Certainly appears that way to me. It's odd, I'll grant you that. Most people would use their arms to defend themselves in a situation like this.’
Jess considered this. ‘In hindsight, it seems quite a smart move. I mean, using his hands would expose his wrists and risk those being slashed.’
The pathologist agreed. ‘As you know, time of death was approximately twelve to sixteen hours before his body was discovered and reported to you guys. Have the CSIs come back with anything pointing to a clear perpetrator?’
Jess frowned despondently. ‘Not yet. At first, we assumed his killer was either a walking partner or someone who followed him down into Lud’s Church. But, after speaking with his PA, the former is unlikely; she said on the rare occasions Jennings went walking, he always went alone. With our prime suspect still at large, I’m hoping some of the DNA is a match for his.’
The pathologist nodded in agreement. ‘Judging by his body mass index and overall health, I'd say infrequent walker sums him up.’
‘Anything else we should know?’ Jess asked.
‘I’ve sent the moth off for analysis. Naturally it doesn’t take a genius to work out it’s the same species as that the killer placed in poor Ms Westbrook’s mouth. His last meal was olives washed down with brandy. Not sure you'll be able to glean anything from that, but there you are,’ the pathologist said, wrapping things up.




CHAPTER 30

‘Boss, the DNA’s back on the underwear that rambler found on Axe Edge Moor,’ Dan Parker said.
Jess stood in the doorway of the CID room. This could be our breakthrough, she thought, hoping the ragged garment did belong to Alice Westbrook. ‘Well, don’t keep me in suspense.’
‘Yeah, the test found two sources of DNA. One definitely matches Alice Westbrook. I won’t comment on which of her bodily fluids it is, but the other is seminal fluid, belonging to none other than Jimmy Slater,’ Parker said, looking pleased with himself.
‘Bloody hell; seems bagging up the tissues from under his bed has paid off,’ she said, grimacing at the thought of him jerking off. ‘This is exactly what I need to get McAllister to sanction a manhunt.’




CHAPTER 31

Jess said, ‘Rose, I googled the strange-looking white moth we found in Alice Westbrook’s mouth; I think it’s an Indian Tussur Moth, the kind that produced silk for the old mills we used to have here in Leek.’
Rose frowned. ‘And you’re thinking?’
‘That the killer is trying to communicate some twisted message. What that is, I don't know. Any ideas?’
‘A friend of my mum’s works at the Nicholson Institute. She specialises in local history. Maybe she'd be able to help?’
‘That's it! You've jogged my memory: that's where I've seen this moth before. They had one of those Victorian display boxes full of pinned moths and larvae on the wall in the museum upstairs. Thanks, Rose. What's your mum’s friend’s name?
‘Clara Mathews.’
‘Brilliant, I'm going to head over to the Institute now, see if I can catch her.’
****
The Nicholson Institute opened in 1884 and was a grand three-storey Victorian building fronted by a tower, topped by a dome and lantern, which reminded Jess of a building in Venice she and Darren visited on their honeymoon, only on a much smaller scale.
The Institute housed a museum, library and grand hall which displayed local artists’ work through exhibitions. Jess headed for the archives section on the first floor. Climbing the wide stone steps, she looked up at the high ceiling with its decorative plasterwork.
She entered through hardwood double doors and was greeted by a small woman in her mid-fifties wearing a mustard-coloured cardigan. Her hair was cropped in a pixie cut and dyed dark red.
‘Hi, I'm looking for Clara Mathews?’
‘That's me, how can I help?’
‘I'm DI Jessica Ryan from Fountain Street police station. A colleague of mine, Rose Martina, thinks you may be able to help us with something; you’re a friend of her mother’s?’
‘Yes, Edith and I have known each other since art college. What can I help with?’
‘It's a bit delicate because this information isn't in the public domain yet. I'm looking to confirm the identity of a large moth. I seem to remember you had a box on the wall over there, with moths and their larvae pinned inside, last time I visited,’ Jess said.
‘Ah, follow me and I'll show you. Let’s see if they are what you’re looking for?’
Jess looked up at the two boxes fixed to the wall in the far corner of the high-ceilinged room. ‘What were these used for?’ she asked.
‘Leek has a long and illustrious history of innovation in producing some of the finest silks and cottons back in the Victorian era. Tusser silk, deriving from the Tusser Moth of India, was widely used in those processes. Thomas Wardle was the first person in the world to develop unfading jewel-coloured dyes. Leek’s most famous designer William Morris went on to patent many fashionable designs from those.’
‘Of course, the remaining mills are a testament to all that.’
‘Ah, sadly they are now apartments or derelict,’ Clara Mathews said. ‘Back to the purpose of your visit: I’m afraid, unless you provide some context, Inspector, I don’t think I can help.’
‘I’m looking for background, I guess. We are trying to establish what the Tusser moth could symbolise if it was placed on or in a deceased person,’ Jess said, broaching the subject without too much detail.
Clara Mathews grimaced and paused in thought. ‘Hmm, sounds ominous. I’m not entirely sure. Here, take a look at this; maybe it will help?’ she said, leading Jess to a set of large steel drawers. She opened the third drawer to reveal a page extracted from a book.
Jess scanned the text.


The Moth Spirit
When the lights go on, the delicate winged moths gather. Unbeautiful, like their colourful cousin the butterfly. Its transformation like the dawning of a new day.
Like their delicate frame we go into the light before passing into the afterlife
Unknown poet, Leek circa 1876.


Moth Christianity Symbolism



In Matthew 6:19-21, the parable of the moths, rust, and thieves is famous:



“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust[a] destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” (6)



    ‘Profound that,’ Jess said, taking her phone from her pocket to take a picture.

   ‘Indeed. So maybe the symbolism is death and rebirth or, as the Christian passage suggests, the greedy cannot take their stolen wealth into the kingdom of God?’

    ‘Thank you, you’ve been a great help, Clara,’ Jess said, shaking her hand before heading back towards the stairs with plenty to think about.






CHAPTER 32

Aiden Stone called Jess back. He said his phone had been stolen while he was in a bar in Sheffield, hence he’d had no knowledge of her urgent calls. Two PCs picked him up from a bail hostel in Stoke and put him in an interview room with his legal aid.
‘Mr Stone, you’re an extremely hard man to reach. If you hadn’t had your phone stolen, I’d say you’ve been avoiding us. We’ve made numerous calls to you and your employer in the last twenty-four hours. Don’t you answer work emails, either?’ Jess said, glaring at him.
‘I do the emails on my phone as well. What’s all this about I’m on a pick-up schedule. I should be halfway to Featherstone,’ he glanced at his watch, ‘now.’
Jess ignored him. ‘Do you know where Jimmy Slater is?’
He shrugged nonchalantly. ‘I’m not his keeper. He comes and goes, as do I.’
‘Well, Jimmy’s in serious trouble. We believe he’s connected to two murders. So, if he did call you before your phone was stolen, and you keep that from us, I’ll arrest you for perverting the course of justice, is that clear?’ Jess was losing patience.
Seemingly unperturbed, Stone glanced at the remote monitoring light on the wall.
Jess craned her neck. ‘Don’t worry about that. It just signals this interview is being filmed as well as recorded,’ Jess said.
‘Is that necessary?’ Stone asked his lawyer, who nodded.
The legal aid had arrived before his client did, which signalled to Jess Stone wasn’t taking any chances.
‘Aiden, would you say Jimmy is a reader?’
‘Yeah. Like walking, it sorts his head out. There’s evidence reading is good for mental health.’
‘Strange that, because when we first came to your house on the 9th of July, we didn’t find any books,’ Jess said.
‘You wouldn’t have. Jimmy’s like a magpie. Hides stuff.’
‘Even books?’
‘Yeah, God knows why, but he liked to hide a pile in my shed. Used to sit for hours in a knackered deck chair reading about the Peaks history. He called it his special place.’
‘So, if we go back to your shed those books will be there?’
Stone shook his head. ‘No, after you’d gone, he packed them in a box, and I haven’t seen his new hiding place yet. It’s not in the cottage, that’s for sure.’
‘Seems Jimmy has some strange mannerisms?’ Jess said, her mind mulling over the torn-out book page with the handwritten warning. Given Stone’s response, she sensed Jimmy might have dumped or hidden them somewhere else: somewhere that would take time and bodies to discover. She knew McAllister wouldn’t sanction another search now.
‘Yeah, he does, but that’s what makes him unique.’
Jess looked warily at him. ‘You don’t seem bothered that you may have been living with a killer?’
‘Jimmy’s got some serious mental health and anger management issues, but he’s never raised a finger to me.’
‘In your opinion, is he capable of murder?’
Stone hesitated. ‘The truth is I don’t know; maybe. I had to drag him off one his mates a few weeks ago.’
‘Drag him off?’
‘Yeah, they’d argued after Jimmy borrowed his hunting knife without asking first.’
‘Really? And was he threatening this mate with the knife?’
‘No, Jimmy had his hands around his throat.’
‘As in strangulation?’
‘Is there any other form of choking with both hands?’ Stone said sarcastically.
‘What’s the mate’s name? We want to speak with him.’
‘I don’t know. He goes walking with different groups,’ Stone said casually.
‘How convenient. Where did this happen?’
‘At Lud’s Church. I got the day off and went down with Jimmy and a couple of guys. That’s when it all kicked off. The bloke reared up when Jimmy cut back some branches in Back Forest with his knife. Expensive bit of kit, a HELLE Harding hunting knife with a seven-inch blade and birch and walnut handle,’ he said geekishly. ‘They argued until we reached Lud’s. Once we were in the ravine, the bloke pushed Jimmy and he banged his head on the rock face.’
‘And that’s when he lost it?’‘Yeah, punched him. He fell and Jimmy began throttling him on the ground. God knows what would have happened if I hadn’t dragged him off.’
Jess was gobsmacked. She resisted the urge to tell Stone about Councillor Jennings’ murder. But this pattern of behaviour certainly fitted the killer’s M.O.
‘Does Jimmy ever climb?’
Stone nodded. ‘Sometimes, why?’
‘What type of rope does he use?’
‘What’s that got to do with anything?’
‘Indulge me?’
‘Er… Sixty metre Real Legend, I think. Unless you climb, you won’t have heard of it.’
‘What colour is it?’ Jess said, getting to the point.
‘Seriously, what the fuck?’ he said, turning to his lawyer.
‘Again, indulge me,’ Jess said.
Stone hesitated. ‘Black and gold,
I think. Are we done here? I don’t know what Jimmy’s been up to but, if you lot want to speak with him in connection to a murder, the mad bastard ain’t coming back to my place, that’s for sure.’
‘No, we haven’t finished with you yet, Aiden. Where was Jimmy before you left for Sheffield?’
He shrugged nonchalantly. ‘He was in bed when I left at 6 a.m.’
‘Up early, then. What’s the occasion?’ Jess asked, already aware of his schedule.
‘I wanted to get the early bus. I’m used to getting up early as I have to pick up new clients a couple of times a week, but you already know that,’ he said sarcastically.
She held her hands up. ‘Yes, I did speak with your line manager at the bail hostel. Anyway, this is getting us nowhere. We’ll be checking with the bus company. Did you get your ticket online?’
‘Nope, paid cash on the day.’
‘Right; did you give Jimmy permission to take all your clothes and camping gear?’
Stone tried his best poker face, but Jess could see it came as a surprise.
‘Yeah, I did, actually. You hassling him about that woman’s murder set his nerves off. He needed some solitude to sort his head out,’ he said unconvincingly.
‘Really? The manner in which he took the clothes suggests it was unplanned; he left in an almighty hurry. Stop bullshitting us and admit you didn’t know?’
‘How would you know about Jimmy borrowing my clothes?’ Stone said naively.
‘Because we were at your house yesterday. Have you not been home yet? We notified the joiner to fit an emergency door to secure your property.’
His complexion reddened. ‘Bastards! Can they do that without my permission?’ he asked his lawyer.
Jess sighed. ‘I think you’ll find the search warrant is legit, as is the UPVc door.’
‘You’ve had a cheap plastic door fitted to a two-hundred-year-old cottage? You’re taking the piss,’ he groaned
‘Forget that; it looks like Jimmy’s done a runner.’




CHAPTER 33

Jess couldn't sleep, despite two large glasses of Pinot Blush, a warm bath with Epsom salts and three chapters of Peter James’ Dead Man’s Time. Unlike most detective novels, his portrayal of police procedures was spot on. Since Darren's disappearance, her sleeping patterns had been badly disturbed and she suffered with insomnia several times a month. 

She reached her mobile off the bedside cabinet and tapped the screen to check the time – 3 a.m. and the bed felt cold and empty. Even now, four years after Darren's disappearance, the deep sense of loss caught her by surprise and overwhelmed her. She lived through the kids and, other than work, her future felt directionless. 

Turning on the bedside lamp, she climbed out of bed, padded over the chequered carpet, sat at her dressing table and opened the box file containing Alice Westbrook’s and David Jennings’ case files. Despite the evidence, nothing obvious had surfaced to identify a true motive for their murders. She spread out photographs of both crime scenes: pictures of their corpses with terror in their eyes. Could they be looking at two murderers: with Jennings’ killer copying elements of the Westbrook crime scene signatures in an attempt to confuse them? At this point in the investigation, there were several suspects; Jimmy Slater being prime. But Gabriella Reece couldn’t be ruled out just yet. She was maybe a lover scorned? Both had motive, means and opportunity. But Jess had been wrong before, and would be again: every investigation produced its own problems, and the truth wasn’t easily discovered. It took a huge amount of collaborative investigation and, despite their limited progress, there was still a huge amount of work to do. 

Finally, her eyelids felt heavy; much needed sleep was calling her. She took one last glance at the horror show laid out in front of her. And like a light bulb illuminating a dark corner of her mind, it dawned on her: they had been killed because of what they stood for; wealthy powerful people who got what they wanted by manipulating others and the rules that applied to most in society. She grabbed her phone and opened the gallery. She swiped until she located the picture she’d taken of the book page at the Nicholson Institute.


“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust[a] destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven.”



It seemed, this time, they had unwittingly unleased the wrath of a killer with an appetite for god-fearing justice. The handwriting specialist Arthur Collingwood’s theory about the killer’s note now seemed more plausible. Maybe she’d underestimated the hapless Jimmy Slater.






CHAPTER 34

The next day Jess was in the station for 7 a.m.
Seemed Dan Parker had the same idea. ‘Any news on Jimmy Slater?’ he asked her.
‘Nothing yet. Sadly, he’s a bit of loner. The fact he isn’t hiding at one of the lads’ houses he goes camping with is going to make him tough to find.’
‘What about the camping gear he took? It’s warm enough to camp out. Then again, he could be sofa surfing with someone we don’t know about?’ Parker suggested.
‘It’s a possibility, but who’d want to risk harbouring a murder suspect? Thankfully, he doesn’t have a passport. We just don’t know yet but, given his orienteering abilities, I put money on him camping out; somewhere well out of the way,’ Jess said.
‘How’d you get on at the Nicholson Institute?’
‘Seems the moths have symbolic meaning: locally, relating to the obsolete cotton industry here in Leek; and, in the Bible, as a symbol of death and rebirth. Take a look at this,’ she said, opening the picture she’d taken on her phone of the information Clara Mathews shared with her.
‘Hmm, a bit weird, that. So the killer’s trying communicate a message?’
‘Exactly. To some extent, this marries with Arthur Collingwood’s interpretation of the book page and hand-scribbled message sent to the station.’
‘So, what’s the plan?’ Parker said.
‘McAllister has finally sanctioned a manhunt.’
‘When?’
‘We kick off later today. Briefing’s at ten-forty,’ Jess said, pleased something was finally happening.
‘I’ve got more good news. Been digging around in Councillor Jennings' affairs and there seem to be some strange anomalies regarding his finances and business dealings.’ Dan Parker held out some stapled sheets of A4.
‘Anomalies?’ Jess said.
‘Financial irregularities.’
‘Like what?'
‘We know Danebridge Hall has a current market value of around two-million. However, Jennings managed to acquire the property for less than three-hundred-thousand in 2017, even though it was valued at one-point-six-million at the time,’ Parker said, raising a brow.
‘Go on?’
‘It was a bank repossession order by the Moorlands Building Society. The previous owner got himself into debt after a failed pub venture in Buxton. But get this: Jennings was the only bidder on the property and its sale wasn't advertised anywhere.’
Jess looked puzzled. ‘Now, that is suspicious. Surely the bank needed to get the maximum profit, especially if the former owner was mortgaged up to the hilt?’
‘Jennings has connections; the manager at the Moorlands was supporting his bid for this controversial holiday park.’
‘Bloody hell, and you’re thinking collusion on the property purchase?’
‘Exactly. It wouldn't be the first time a man in a position like that abused his power,’ Parker said.
‘That's all well and good, but do you have any evidence?’
‘Working on it. As yet, I can't find anything beyond his bank statements, which seem kosha. There's something else: several threatening emails from one of his disgruntled constituents. Apparently, Jennings promised him help with a dispute relating to his unruly neighbours. Seems Jennings ignored him after the first few emails, leading to a confrontation in town. Jennings called us, and a Mr Barry Stevens was arrested for assault, but Jennings didn't press charges.’
‘Has there been anything recently?'
‘Hang on,’ Parker said. ‘I'll get my tablet.’ He moved over to his desk. ‘Here we are. Yes, this Stevens bloke sent a couple of threatening emails around June 23rd. Take a look?’ he said, passing over the tablet.
Jess spread her fingers to enlarge
the screen. ‘Seems this bloke has a fair old grudge,’ she said as she read:
You’re nothing but a fucking waste of taxpayers’ money, you fat bastard: lording it up in that bloody mansion, like King of the Moorlands.

She opened the other email:
You knew how much hassle I was having with that mad family next door, yet you still did bugger all despite promising me action. It's a good job the coppers turned up; else I'd have twatted you, you blobby fucker!

‘Right, let's get this Barry Stevens
brought into the station, pronto. I want to know his movements on the day Jennings was killed. I'll sort out a search warrant for his house.’
‘Ok. What about the bank manager?’
Parker asked.
‘Keep digging. See what you can find. Once you have something tangible, I'll bring him in and confront him about this dodgy property deal.’
Jess left her office in search
of Rose. She'd seen her earlier; maybe she'd nipped out for something. Eventually, Jess found her talking to a male PC in the electric-gated car park at the back of the station. She watched the PC climb into a patrol car as Rose approached her.
‘Boss, got an update on Alice Westbrook case: seems her partner Gabriella Reece has been lying to us.’
‘About what?'
‘PC Rogers has just informed me he
and his partner have spoken to a couple who live in Sheffield. They were camping in the field in front of the cottage Alice and Gabriella were staying in the night before Alice's murder. Around 1 a.m. they were woken by an argument outside the cottage. Alice and Gabriella were shouting and pushing and shoving each other in the yard in front of the property.'
‘Why didn't this couple come forward
before?'
‘Bizarrely, they only heard about the case yesterday. The Shankleys told Rogers that on the day in question they headed back to Sheffield around 7 a.m. and they don't read newspapers. Strange, I know.’
‘Has Rogers got a statement from them?’
Rose nodded. ‘Yes, they were investigating a reported quad bike theft at a farm in the area when the man approached him and PC Bailey. Apparently, the Shankley’s were back this way, visiting a relative for the day, when they saw the case in the Post & Times,’ Rose said, passing over the statement.
‘Another quad bike theft?’
‘’Fraid so. Looks like these bastards aren't holding back.’
Jess shook her head. ‘I can see I'm
going to have to speak with McAllister about getting an extra pair of hands on that case. Can you get Rogers to give me a call later? There aren't enough hours in the day at the minute and, given the new intel we have on Alice Westbrook and Councillor Jennings, it’s only going to get worse. You get anything from Jennings’ social media?’
‘Nothing yet. Coffee?’ Rose asked.
‘Love one: any chance of a decent cuppa?’
‘Yeah, course. I’ll get us a couple from town.’
‘Oh, and Rose, there’s a briefing at ten-forty. We’ve finally got the go-ahead for the manhunt for Jimmy Slater.’
****


Back in her office, Jess took a sip from the lidded extra-large latte. The salted caramel shot was tasty, but then again, anything tasted better than the dirty water that monstrous machine in the kitchen spewed out; another thing to address on her ever-increasing to-do list, she thought, picking up her mobile and dialling Gabriella Reece's number. After ten rings, the woman answered. 

‘Gabriella?’


 
‘Yes.’


 
‘It's DI Ryan from Leek police. How are you coping?’ 

 
‘I'm ok at the minute, but I don't think Alice's murder has sunk in yet. Seems so surreal.’


 
‘Are you getting counselling? I promise it will help you to process this tragedy.’ 

 
‘I spoke with a grief counsellor yesterday. Have you identified a suspect yet?’ 

 
‘We're working on one or two leads, and we have interviewed a suspect. I'm sorry to have to tell you this, but we are now in possession of Alice's missing underwear.’ Jess said, trying to be gentle, but knowing what she was about to say was likely to crush Gabriella Reece. 

The line went quiet for a few seconds. Jess heard Gabriella sigh. 

‘Had she been raped, Inspector?'


‘No, but there were traces of semen on Alice's underwear. The pathologist reckons no direct penetration took place.’ 

‘Oh God. So, this sicko killed her and then masturbated?’ Gabriella said, her voice catching. 

‘I'm afraid so.’


‘Who is it?’


‘Sorry I can't share that information with you yet, but I promise I will soon. Gabriella, I don't want to seem callous, but two witnesses have come forward and informed us you and Alice had a heated argument around 1 a.m. on the day she was killed?' 

‘You can't be serious?’ she said in denial. 

‘It appears you weren't as alone as you thought. I know Alice chose the location for its remoteness, but a middle-aged couple were camping in the field opposite your cottage; they overheard you and Alice arguing, so there's little point denying it,’ Jess said.


‘Ok, so we had a few words.’


‘The couple said it got physical; you pushed each other, apparently. Is that correct?’ 

Gabriella paused. ‘It was nothing, just a disagreement.’


‘About what? Because the fact you never mentioned it during your interview is suspicious.’ 

Gabriella was silent again. 

‘If you don't tell me, I'll have to send someone to arrest you, Jess said forcefully. 

‘Ok, ok. I'd had a few drinks and Alice was winding me up. I asked her if we could move in together, but she said no and wouldn't give me a reason.’ 

‘Sounds familiar,’ Jess said, leading her.


‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ Gabriella protested.


‘You had another drunken dispute with your ex-partner back in 2020, only on that occasion the other woman suffered a broken nose and ribs, and you were charged with assault. It appears you have anger management issues, Gabriella?’ 

‘Unbelievable! You just told me you have a suspect for Alice's murder and now you are insinuating I had something to do with her death,’ Gabriella objected. 

‘I only want to know why you failed to mention this argument when I interviewed you.’


‘Uh, because I knew you'd respond like this; slinging accusations around.’ 

‘Seems you don't trust the police?’


‘Is it any wonder? You lot have a habit of pointing the finger at innocent people.’ 

‘I can see this is getting us nowhere. Stay in London, please. I'll be requesting you hand over your passport at your local police station. If any more evidence pointing to you turns up, you'll be arrested and questioned again; even if I have to come down to London. Do I make myself clear?’






CHAPTER 35

Stoke on Trent 2018
‘Something big is going on. I've alerted Clive that some of the foot soldiers involved in this criminal network are talking about moving the large cannabis farm on the Trent and Mersey Canal in Middleport to another location. I've also noticed an influx of young East European women being held at one of the flats Raddan looks after. Last week, he dragged me to a meeting. Reckons the big boss is opening up several new massage parlours across the five towns: places only registered clients can use. There are rumours one of these parlours is for high-value VIPs: anything goes, including underage girls, which is utterly vile.
More worryingly, he also
thinks they have a bent copper onside. God only knows, but I need to be more vigilant as it seems they are getting paranoid about something.’
Darren Ryan closed his diary. Like all good detectives, he kept additional notes on top of the official reports he gave to his handler. Sadly, gut feelings and hearsay couldn't be submitted as evidence.




CHAPTER 36



‘Mr Stevens, can you tell us about your recent altercation with Councillor David Pemberton Jenings on the High Street in Leek on the 20th of June?’ Jess asked, already knowing the answer having read his statement before he was brought in for questioning. She wanted to hear how accurate his recollection was.


Stevens shot her a look across the interview room table. ‘Is this a wind up? Why I am here? I've done nowt,' he said, looking uneasy. 

‘I take it you do know Cllr David Pemberton Jennings has been murdered?’


‘Obviously; it's all over the local news. What's that got to do with me?’ he asked, foolishly ignoring what was evident.


‘Really, I have no idea,’ Jess said. ‘Maybe the fact you sent him two threatening emails three days after you were arrested on suspicion of assaulting the councillor has some bearing on things?’


‘Right, so that's your game, is it?’ 

‘This isn't a game. Your email threats are being taken seriously.’ 

Stevens shuffled uncomfortably in his chair. ‘I went into town to pay some bills and do a bit of food shopping. I was walking past the Roebuck as he was coming out. Jennings ignored me, even though I'd only spoke to him a week ago before.’


‘And this wound you up?’


‘Not at first. I gave him the benefit of the doubt and shouted after him as he walked along the street.’ 

‘Thing is, councillors are quite within their rights not to discuss constituents’ matters in the street, Mr Stevens. It’s unprofessional. So, what happened next?’


‘Don't you people read your arrest sheets? I gave a statement to a PC in the interview room next door,’ he moaned.


‘I know. I have it here,’ Jess said, assessing Stevens’ mental state. ‘It's blatantly clear you heckled Mr Jennings. Then, when he didn't respond the way you wanted, you pinned him against the Wildlife Trust’s window and threatened him.’


Stevens raised his voice. ‘Like I said, you already know all this.’ 

Ignoring his mounting anger, Jess asked, ‘Are you a walker, Mr Stevens?’


‘What?’ 

‘Do you ever walk on the moors and the Roaches?’ 

‘Sometimes; why?’


‘How often?’


‘I don't see how this is relevant to my grievance with that bent bugger, Jennings. Everyone knows he’s on the take. Backhanders from businessmen. He was a friggin’ crook,’ he said, side-tracking. 

‘Do you have any evidence to prove this allegation?’


Stevens shook his head.


‘I thought not. Going back to my original question, do you walk in the moorlands?’


‘I get up there once a week. It clears my head. Those bastards next door to me really stress me out; loud music, selling drugs and coming and going all hours. They don't give a shit about anyone else,’ he vented. 

‘That's quite a temper you've got, Mr Stevens. Can you account for your whereabouts on the 11th of July, when Councillor Jennings was killed?’


He shook his head in disgust. ‘For God’s sake, I didn't have anything to do with his murder!’ 

‘You haven't answered my question.’


Deflated, Stevens dropped his head. Looking up, he said nervously, ‘I went walking on the Roaches.’ 

Jess wasn't expecting him to be so frank. ‘Really, what time was that?’ she said, glancing at Rose.


‘In the afternoon.’


‘Can anyone corroborate that?" 

‘Eh?’


‘Were you with anyone?’ 

‘No.’


‘Ok, did you speak to any fellow ramblers while you were out?’ 

Stevens shook his head. 

Jess softened her voice. ‘I'm afraid we're going to have to detain you, Mr Stevens. We already have your prints, but DS Martina here will take a DNA sample from you soon. Also, we'll need to search your property.’ 

Stevens banged his fist on the table. ‘For fuck’s sake, you won't find anything!’ he protested. 

‘We'll be the judge of that,’ Jess said.






CHAPTER 37

Barry Stevens was right about his unruly neighbours. Within seconds of their squad cars drawing up outside his house on the tree-lined pavements of Carlton Terrace, Leek, a scruffy, unbathed-looking woman and two equally filthy men jumped off their deck chairs in the front garden of the house joined to Stevens’, hastily retreated inside and slammed the door as if their arrests were imminent.


Climbing out of the passenger side, Jess said, ‘What the devil’s got into them?’


‘Guilty conscious, boss. Sniff up: stinks of weed,’ Rose grimaced as she opened the boot and lifted out their protection suits.


‘Another day maybe. We’ve got more pressing matters to deal with. Make’s a change not having to cave the door in,’ Jess said, fishing the key to number 108 from her pocket; she’d demanded Stevens hand it over at the station. Turning, Jess signalled to PC Rogers and Bailey to join them.


After a bit of pushing and shoving, the two detectives managed to open the traffic-stained UPVc door. They entered into the hallway closely followed by Rogers and Bailey and all slipped on protection suits.


‘Oh, smells like stale bins in here.’


‘You know what single blokes are like: leave ’em on their own for more than a month and they start to rot: filthy bugger. Glad I’ve got my booties on: look at the state of this carpet,’ Jess said, glancing down at the un-vacuumed floral rag clinging to the floor. ‘Ugh. Let’s give this place the once over, then,’ she shuddered. 

The four of them split up. Jess took the living room, Rose entered the kitchen with trepidation, whilst Rogers and Bailey headed upstairs.


Half an hour later, they reconvened in the living room.


‘God, it’s horrible in there, like climbing into a kebab shop’s bin,’ Rose said, holding up a pair of mud-encrusted walking boots. ‘We need to get these analysed.’


Rogers sniggered. ‘You want to see his bedroom: grim as. Dirty pants and unwashed bedclothes; it’s as bad as the rest of the place.’


Turning to Rose, Jess asked, ‘You’re thinking that mud could place Stevens at one or both of the crime scenes?’ 

Rose nodded. ‘The CSI team have samples from both deposition sites, although, with the hot summer we’ve had, I doubt there’d be any mud at Three Shires Head, except on the riverbeds.’


Jess’s curiosity was aroused. ‘Unlike Lud’s Church.’


‘Exactly; only problem is, it would be difficult placing Stevens there at the time of the councillor’s murder. Hundreds of walkers visit the place on a weekly basis.’


‘True. However, unlike those random walkers, Stevens has means, motive, opportunity, and no alibi. Anything else?’ Jess asked the two officers.


‘Didn’t find anything incriminating, but he’s stuck a sticky note in this. Maybe it’s relevant? He’s got quite a few books on the Peak District, so he’s familiar with the area,’ PC Bailey said, passing over a hardback copy of Peak Myths and Legends by Nat Brierley.


Jess opened it and scanned the index. ‘Ah, Chapter 10: the legend of the Bawd Stone. Interesting that. Coincidence or by design, Arthur Collingwood’s interpretation of the killer’s cryptic note alluded to this.’ She skipped through the pages to Chapter 10. ‘Look, he’s underlined several paragraphs in pencil,’ she said, proffering the book.


‘How about you, boss? Find anything?’ Rose asked.


Jess shrugged. ‘Nothing, really, apart from some abnormal animal porn DVDs and that Silence of the Lambs DVD among his other eighties throwback films,’ she said, pointing to the case lying on the tatty leather sofa.


Rose screwed her face up. ‘Animal porn, what the f…?’


Rogers coughed to suppress a laugh. 

Jess couldn’t help but smirk. ‘We’ll have to get it checked out but, judging by the awful cover of a big woman fondling a horse’s dick, it’s probably harmless enough; a sick kink, though.’


Keen to change the subject, Rose said, ‘Bit obvious with the old moth in the mouth thing, don’t you think?’ 

‘Definitely: a sick parody of Silence of The Lambs. Then again, there must be millions of copies of this knocking around houses in the UK; it was a bestseller. But we still need to consider it, given the evidence.’


Rogers interjected, ‘I’m a bit of film buff, boss. Anthony Hopkins chilling performance grossed about 130 million at the box office in ’91. That’s excluding DVD sales,’ he said, providing useless geeky knowledge.


Jess shot Rose a look. ‘Ok, let’s get these items bagged up and sent over to the lab.’






CHAPTER 38

‘We have roadblocks set up in a twenty-mile radius, and we’ll soon have access to air support. I have officers back at Fountain Street alerting farms within the perimeter to be extra vigilant. If Jimmy Slater has passed any of these properties, it’s possible someone will have seen him. That will give us an angle on pinpointing his location, or the last known sighting of him. Let’s get to it: a farm-by-farm search for this fugitive,’ Chief Constable McAllister said, exercising his authority as he turned to Jess. ‘I’ll hand you over to DI Ryan to fill you in on Jimmy Slater’s persona.’
‘Thank you, sir. His mentor Aiden Stone has informed us that Jimmy is a competent map-reader. We also think he's armed with a seven-inch hunting knife and we strongly believe he has killed two people, so he’s an extremely dangerous fugitive with a good knowledge of the area. As well as running, he’ll know where to hide. Ok, enough of the talk, let’s get Jimmy Slater found and banged up before he kills anyone else.’
The winding tracks that ran through the moors and Peaks of the surrounding area, while accessible, could be challenging in places, strewn with jagged granite rocks which could twist a walker’s ankle in a heartbeat. With virtually no mobile signal in this remote part of the Peak District, an injured walker could be stranded for hours until help reached them.
The fifteen officers, accompanied by the Buxton Mountain Rescue Team and eight firearms officers, split into three groups of six and a group of seven and spread out to all four points of the compass in an attempt to cover the vast moorlands spreading out from Gradbach.
‘How much of a head start has this Jimmy Slater got on us?’ Danny Benning, the Mountain Rescue guy assigned to Jess's team, asked.
‘Sadly, at least six or seven hours. When we arrived at his accommodation, he was long gone.’
‘Do we know if he has any favourite places? I mean people are creatures of habit. Predictable behaviour could be the key to finding him,’ Benning said.
‘The fellow walker Jimmy lives with is his mentor: introduced him to the Peak District around eighteen months ago, says he's become proficient at orienteering and knows the area very well; better than some experienced walkers, apparently.
‘Right, that's useful to know. If it were me, I'd head for one of the forests or maybe one of the many caves in the surrounding moors,’ Benning said.
‘How big of an area are we talking?’ Jess asked, as they continued to navigate the field the River Dane snaked through.
‘The Dane Valley covers the west of the Peak District, rising close to the Cat and Fiddle Inn and, as you probably know, it's possible to walk most of the valley via the old packhorse routes and pathways. But I'd say if we include
the Dane Valley Way covering Cheshire, Derbyshire and Staffordshire borders, you’re looking at area covering forty-eight miles.’
‘Thankfully, we have joint counties police co-operation. I read that, back in the eighteenth century, fugitives used Three Shires Bridge to flee from forces that could only operate in their own county.’
‘That's right. If this Jimmy Slater goes to ground, it could take days to find him.’
‘I sincerely hope not. The helicopter will be up soon. Fingers crossed we can apprehend him before nightfall,’ Jess said as they climbed the stile and crossed onto Love Lane, a narrow road by the converted chapel opposite Aiden Stone's cottage.
‘Another problem we're likely to encounter is he could hole up in a remote farm outbuilding. Judging by this Ordinance Survey map of the area, there are more than a dozen farms from Danebridge all the way across to Gib Tor and Bound Hill. He literally could be anywhere,’ Benning said as a white Mountain Rescue van picked up the team of six and drove up the steep incline of Love Lane to Burncliffe Top.
They’d drawn the short straw of tackling the long way up on the Macclesfield side, crossing a steep incline over Wildboarclough, a backwater which claimed to be where the last wild boar in England was killed, heading towards the A54 on the western fringe of the Peak District.
****
Danny Benning, from Buxton MRT, stood before the four-man two-woman team in his Berghaus cagoule, khaki walking trousers and hiking boots. ‘Listen up, everyone! We need to spread out and methodically search each farm outbuilding and derelict cattle shed across this area of the moors. I’ll take a vantage point on top of that hill to see if I can scope Jimmy Slater out before we reach Three Shires Head,’ he said, pointing to a large grassy knoll to their left. ‘DI Ryan and DS Martina, if you could keep heading forward on the pathway, I’ll radio you every ten minutes. Safety and caution are paramount. If you do get into trouble, radio either Reece or myself
ASAP.’
Jess said, ‘Jimmy Slater has already murdered an innocent female and is suspected of killing a councillor, so I don’t need to emphasise the urgency in catching him. We have a window of nine hours before dark falls. Let’s get this done.’
Rose added, ‘If you find anything at all suspicious, report to me or DI Ryan immediately so we can take the necessary action.’
****
Jimmy Slater stood on Shutlingsloe summit, 464 metres above sea level, watching the hive of activity in the distance through high-powered NOCOEX 10 x 42 Compact binoculars, which enabled him to see a face clearly from more than five hundred feet away and within a large field view; he could spot trouble from fifteen hundred yards. He’d received a warning they were after him from one of his walking mates. There was no way he was going back inside for murder, and he planned to avoid them before he reached Danebower Hollow.
He looked at the gun-metal clouds gathering over the distant Peaks, an impending mass. He needed to keep moving into Cheshire and beyond to stand a chance of out-running them.
****


As the light faded, the Mountain Rescue team advised the Chief Constable to give the order to call it a day. Worryingly, their search for Jimmy Slater had thus far proved ineffective. The tired group Jess belonged to regrouped at their rendezvous point back in Gradbach and all headed home for a good night’s rest.




CHAPTER 39

‘Morning, boss. You looked knackered. Tough day yesterday?’
Jess nodded. ‘Thanks, Dan.’
‘Sorry, I meant tired. I think I’ve found something in Councillor Jennings’ finances,’ he said animatedly.
Jess’s eyes widened in the hope of some kind of breakthrough. ‘Fire away.’
‘I’ve been digging into his accounts and found more irregularities; there’s something in his bank statements relating to a company called Axemore. Jennings had been receiving payments from them for a few years, but the strange thing is the payments were never the same; odd sums of money,’ he said, laying the A4 printouts he’d been holding by his side on her desk. ‘I’ve highlighted the monthly payments from the last seven years.’
Jess slipped her glasses off her head, picked up the sheets and scanned the first one curiously. ‘Yeah, in January this year he received £5,348.23,’ she said, flipping to February. ‘Then £7,272.67 and £3,891.41 in March.’
Parker frowned. ‘Thing is they’re all from this company Axemore, which is registered offshore in Jersey.’
‘Hmm, and you’re thinking Jennings was dodging tax?’
‘Looks that way to me. What do you reckon?’
‘Have you contacted the Moorlands Building Society about
what this CNS abbreviation in each payment reference means?’
Parker nodded. ‘It’s short for consultancy: probably the source of Jennings’ extra income. I mean the man drove a Bentley, an older one, but still worth 70k. The payments add up to £625,800 over the years.’
‘Consultancy looks purposefully vague. There’s definitely something hiding in plain sight here. Have you managed to trace this company, Axemoor? Sounds like they named it after Axe Edge Moor?’
‘Definitely. I tried, but hit a dead end. Looks like a complex set-up. Tech forensics over in Stoke has the know-how to get to the bottom of the money trail,’ Parker said.
‘It’s possible Jennings was using this to launder illegal funds. Still no connection to Alice Westbrook?’ she asked.
‘Not that I can find.’
Jess frowned. ‘Rose drew a blank as well; they aren’t even friends on Facebook. He didn’t follow her on Twitter or any other social media platform; and we can’t find any emails between them.’
‘Maybe the connections stop with their murders and the killer’s M.O.’
‘In an ideal world, I’d agree, Dan, but we know the killer’s moth signature is too specific to be a coincidence. This property deal Alice Westbrook was looking into was in a similar area to where Jennings was proposing his campsite – another coincidence, and you know how I feel about those.’
‘I think you’re right, boss. The pair of ’em look dodgier than those Rolex watches the lucky-lucky men sell on Majorca’s beaches.’




CHAPTER 40

Kenny Glennon
seemed a little too helpful to Dan Parker. His demeanour was out of kilter with what Dan had experienced with other witnesses and information providers. And his suspicions were justifed when the background checks on Glennon came back. The bloke had gone through a messy divorce, owed thousands on his credit card, and had to apply for debt consolidation and bankruptcy. But in the last three months, he’d managed to pay off a quarter of the seventy-thousand pounds he owed the credit card company, which didn’t tally with his wages as an insurance salesman.
‘Mr Glennon, seems you’ve got a lot of debt you failed to disclose?’ Dan Parker said, getting straight to the point.
‘Look sergeant, this isn’t easy to talk about. I’ve suffered with my mental health ever since my divorce, but I try to remain positive, else I’d slip into a bad place. Anyway, I fail to see what my problems have got to do this?’
‘I understand that, and we’re not completely unsympathetic to your plight. However, your financial records show that twenty-three grand of your debt is cleared, which is only two grand shy of your annual salary. Clearly, something’s amiss here. Where’s all the extra cash coming from?’
Glennon slumped in his chair and stared at the table.
‘Well, Mr Glennon?’
Looking up despondently, he said, ‘I do a bit of moonlighting.’
‘Doing what exactly?’ Parker asked.
‘I’m not at liberty to say.’
‘Really, I don’t think so. Either you tell me the source of the money, or I’ll arrest you for withholding evidence and wasting police time. Do I make myself clear?’ Parker insisted.
Glennon’s face turned ashen. ‘This is harassment. What I do in my spare time is none of your business.’
‘It is if those activities are illegal, and your refusal to answer the question has convinced me you are doing something illegal. No one earns an extra twenty-three grand in three months; that’s about nineteen-hundred quid a week. Don’t take me for a fool,’ Parker glanced at his watch. ‘You’ve got thirty seconds to spill the beans or I will arrest you.’
The second hand of his Seiko chronograph swept past the six.
‘Kenny Glennon, I’m arresting you for…’
‘Ok… ok. I got paid to pass on info,’ he blurted.
‘About you’re clients?’
‘Yes.’
‘You mean whether they had SELECTA DNA protection or not?’
Glennon nodded solemnly.
‘Thank you. So, who are you passing this info on to?’ Parker said, assuming it was the farm machinery thieves.
Glennon brought a shaky hand to his forehead. ‘They’ll kill me if I tell you who they are.’
Parker sensed he wasn’t bluffing. ‘I understand, but you’ll be formally charged with aiding and abetting a criminal enterprise and receiving illegal income from crime. You do know anything you have in the bank will be confiscated under the Proceeds of Crime Act?’
The colour drained from Glennon’s face, and he gulped hard. ‘I’d sooner do time. At least that way I’ll live.’
Parker shook his head. ‘You shot yourself in the foot with this one, Kenny. I mean, fancy telling my colleague DC Redford that farm labourers flit from one farm to the next almost weekly.’ He glanced down at his notes. ‘To quote your telephone conversation with him: “They go wherever the work is, nomadic like, so it's possible one of these labourers could be working for the gang”. Seems ironic your double bluff and deception has nailed you.’




CHAPTER 41

Jess sat back to contemplate the lawyer in her own office. ‘Seems you were probably the last person to see Cllr Jennings alive.’
Lawyer Connie Lynch frowned, ‘I don’t follow you, Inspector?’
‘I’ve watched the CCTV footage from the high street on the day Cllr Jennings went missing. Do you have something to tell me, Connie?’
Lynch shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. Why?’
‘I’ll jog your memory, shall I? At 1.05 p.m. the camera captured you and Cllr Jennings entering the Roebuck Pub. It caught you both exiting the premises and going your separate ways around 2.30 p.m. What were you meeting about, Connie?’
‘Oh, that. I bumped into David and he offered to buy me lunch; it was purely an impromptu social thing. We talked about my dad and the old days, that’s all,’ she said unconvincingly.
‘I’m afraid I don’t believe you.’
‘You can believe what you like, that’s what happened.’
‘Which means you were the last person to see him alive.’
‘Suppose so, but as I said, it was an impromptu lunch,’ she said, shrugging her shoulders.
‘If that’s the case, why did you fail to disclose this to us?’
‘I didn’t think it was relevant,’ she said shifty-eyed.
Jess’s brow rose. ‘Now I find that an odd thing for a lawyer to say.’
‘Really? I don’t practise criminal law, as you well know.’
‘Regardless, it’s still relevant to our investigation, and your failure to disclose this impromptu lunch makes it look like you have something to hide.’
‘Oh, come on, you’re blowing this way out of proportion. It was lunch, nothing more. It’s just a coincidence that poor David was killed later that day. I can provide an alibi, if that’s what you’re trying to imply, Inspector.’
‘Were your dad and Cllr Jennings friends?’
‘What’s the relevance?’
‘You said you talked about the old days. I assume they had history?’
‘Hmm, assumptions could be construed as gossip, Inspector. You of all people should know that.’
‘Look, I don’t wish to be rude, but you are being evasive. Were Griffin and Councillor Jennings mates? It’s a simple enough question.’
‘Yes, despite the age gap, they got on quite well. Both loved a game of golf. I take it that will suffice?’
‘Ok. Besides that, did Councillor Jennings ever acquire your father’s services?’
Lynch paused. ‘Not that I’m aware of, why?’
‘I can’t go into detail but, given your dad was a property and land registration lawyer, we’ll need to look through his client files,’ Jess said.
Connie Lynch’s complexion flushed. ‘Those files are confidential.’
‘That’s why I applied for a warrant earlier. I suggest you reschedule any client meetings you have. Two of my officers will be here any minute to assist me in requisitioning those files.’
‘This is an outrage, barging into my office and demanding access to my dad’s old files. I’d like you to leave immediately,’ the lawyer demanded.
‘Sorry, I’m staying here to oversee things. We don’t want files suddenly disappearing in my absence, now do we?’




CHAPTER 42

The gradual light accompanied by ocean waves woke Jess from a deep sleep. Dan Parker had suggested the sunrise clock as a more peaceful approach to waking. Disturbing cases that required long hours and intense investigation only exacerbated her sporadic insomnia, and when she finally managed to drop off, she was startled out of her hard-earned slumber by one of the crap ringtones on her mobile.
Stretching out a hand, she hit the radio button on the device:
‘Good morning and welcome to Moorlands Radio Breakfast Show with me, Terry Bossons. Police are appealing for information regarding the whereabouts of ex-offender, thirty-six-year-old Jimmy Slater who disappeared sometime in the last forty-eight hours. Detective Dan Parker from Fountain Street police station said, in a statement to the Leek Post & Times, that they’d like to question him in connection with the murders of Alice Westbrook and Leek and Moorlands Councillor David Pemberton Jennings; and warns the public not to approach him under any circumstances. Anyone with information can call Crime Stoppers anonymously on 0800 555 111.’
If only, Jess thought, hitting the radio off button.
After toasted Povey’s pikelets topped with blueberries, yogurt and honey, Jess made a coffee, poured it into her stainless-steel travel mug and headed out to the car.
When she arrived at the station, Dan Parker sat at his desk with Griffin Lynch’s box files piled up like a wall in front of him. The lawyer’s paperwork covered the remaining space.
‘What time did you leave last night?’
‘Rose and I went not long after you. Our brains were fried. It’s been tedious wading through all these client contracts and legal speak. Thought I’d get a fresh head on it this morning while no one was about.’
‘Thanks, Dan; you got anything?’
Parker nodded. ‘Take a look at this,’ he said, passing over three sheets of A4 stapled together.
Jess skimmed the top page. ‘Bloody hell, seems our suspicions about the dodgy property deal on Jennings’ house were on the mark?’ she said, turning to the next page.
‘Huh, tip of the iceberg, that. Seems to me he’s been at it for years: back-handers disguised as consultancy fees for favours to wealthy developers looking for rentals and second homes in the moorlands, no doubt. And his glamping site proposal for the acquisition of land near to Three Shires Head dates back to 2016. Seems Councillor Jennings failed to mention that in his last meeting in council chambers. And there seems to be some files missing; namely the actual land survey.’
‘Hmm, how convenient. So we don’t know the exact area?’
‘No, but take a look at the last page?’
Jess’s brow rose. ‘And there’s the connection between the two victims,’ she said, glaring at Alice Westbrook and Councillor Jennings’ signatures, witnessed by Griffin Lynch, on plans for the development of  London Mill on the Ashbourne Road, back in 2015.
‘Forty-two apartments with an estimated resale value of five-point-one million.’
‘Looks like we’ll need a warrant to search Connie Lynch’s house: I’m still not convinced she isn’t involved in her dad’s shady deals.’
‘You think she could be a suspect?’
‘Given she’s been dating Aiden Stone, I’m ruling nothing out. Any mention of Moorlands bank manager Robert Kingsbury in all of this?’
‘Yeah, but nothing solid. He signed off on official loans for the councillor. All above board.’




CHAPTER 43

Connie Lynch had inherited a grand three-storey Georgian town house on Stockwell Street, Leek from her parents. Jess stood inside the front room. Judging by the built-in shelving units lining the walls, this was where the rest of her late father’s files were stored.
‘Connie, we’re looking for a land document relating to this deed signed by Alice Westbrook and David Jennings in the presence of your father in 2016. Would you have any idea were that might be?’ Jess said, passing over the two sheets they did have.
The lawyer paused, her face hardened, clearly unaccustomed to being on the opposite side of the law. ‘How should I know? I only keep this stuff because I have to by law. Believe it or not, I haven’t read 99 per cent of these files: there’s no need to, unless there’s a legal challenge to anything stored here.’
Under Jess's guidance, two PCs meticulously removed the box files documenting Griffin Lynch's career as a land and agricultural conveyancing lawyer. He’d kept a robust filing system but, despite that, they still faced the arduous task of going through at least ten box files dated 1981 to 2017 when he retired.
In the end, Jess decided to take the lot, including two extra boxes full of clear plastic wallets containing more documents. If there was anything suspicious, Jess feared Connie Lynch could find it and destroy the incriminating documents if they left them behind.
‘Have you finished trashing my study, Inspector?' Lynch said sarcastically.
‘That depends on you really. Trashing is an exaggeration; my officers have been respectful.’
Lynch shot her a look. ‘Whatever. When will I get my dad's records back?’
‘To be honest, I can't say. All depends on how long it takes us to process them.’
‘Process? They are only old land registry deeds and contracts; boring legal documents. What exactly are you expecting to find?’
Jess frowned. ‘You know I'm not at liberty to give you that information; have you forgotten this is a murder investigation?’
The lawyer sighed. ‘And you’ve forgotten I knew David Jennings. He'll be sadly missed by his friends, colleagues, and Leek's townsfolk.’
‘Thought you said he was your dad's friend?’ Jess said, thinking very few Leek residents would miss the dodgy councillor.
‘I did, but of course I knew David as well.'
‘When I asked you before, you practically denied that; seems contradictory. Which begs the question: why are you being evasive?’
‘Oh, this is utter bullshit. You’re on some kind of witch-hunt because you can't find Jimmy Slater. If any of those records are damaged or go missing, I will sue for negligence.’
Jess smirked. ‘Good luck with that. You know this warrant allows us to search your entire house,’ she said, waving the form. ‘I was going to spare you that indignity but, as you’ve been unhelpful, I think we’ll have a good old rummage now.’
****
After an hour and a half, Jess and her two-man team had given Connie Lynch’s property the once over. The lawyer had followed them around, arms crossed, fuming and embarrassed in equal measure as they probed through her life: the dildo, leather bondage restraints, condoms and lubes in a not so secret box under her bed, and, more troubling, a burner phone stuffed inside a trainer in her wardrobe.
As the two PCs began loading the box files into the van parked outside, Jess placed the suspicious-looking mobile on the marble worktop in the kitchen next to the lawyer’s iPhone 14.
‘Hmm, seems you’ve got something to hide, Connie? Fire it up. I want to look at your call log,’ Jess said, putting her on the spot.
Red-faced, the lawyer couldn’t bring herself to meet Jess’s eyes. She held the button on the front and the screen flashed.
‘Open your contacts list for me, please?’ Jess said.
Without a word, the lawyer swallowed hard and unwillingly did as she was asked.
Jess held a hand out. She glared at the screen, there was only one contact listed with a capital K in the name field. ‘Usually when we discover one of these, it spells trouble. I take it by your silence, you don't want to discuss what this is all about?’
‘No comment.’
Jess shook her head. ‘Really, you should know better than that.’ Passing the phone back, she said, ‘Call the number?'
The lawyer grimaced. ‘I need to sit down; all this unexpected disruption has distressed me.’
‘I can assure you that wasn’t our intention. This is a double murder investigation, Connie. You need to start playing ball; it’s too close to home for my liking. Your dad’s old golfing partner has been murdered; your boyfriend’s lodger is our prime suspect, and you are acting suspiciously over a hidden burner. Call the number and put it on speaker. Do not alert the person on the other end we are here,’ Jess warned her.
Grudgingly she hit the button. After several rings, a male voice answered. ‘Connie, thought I told you not to ring in the daytime. You got a problem?’
Jess recognised the Stoke accent immediately.
The lawyer hesitated nervously. ‘Erm… can’t speak now, it’s… awkward.’
The man on the other end was silent, then said, ‘You mean someone’s there?’
The lawyer said nothing.
He hung up.
‘Ok, this is evidence now and I do not need permission from a judge to access the phone. A quick word with my superiors is all that’s required by law. So, if you do have anything to tell me, such as why you’re communicating on a burner phone, now is the time to come clean,’ Jess said, fishing an evidence bag out of her pocket and slipping the phone in.
****
Jess entered the station with renewed optimism. ‘Dan, get a triangulation assessment done on this. I’m hoping it won’t be too tricky; there’s only one number in the contacts list.’
‘Connie Lynch uses a burner?’
She nodded. ‘It was hidden in a trainer in her wardrobe. Lynch is definitely hiding something,’ she said, and relayed the suspicious call the lawyer made.
‘Stoke, eh? And you’re thinking…?’
‘I don’t know yet. I’d be grateful if you could get onto that ASAP. It’s going to take a while to go through all her dad’s old records.’
‘Ok. You want Cell Site Location Information as well?’
‘Yeah, I want to know where she’s used this, to see if we can get a handle on the location of the receiver.’
‘You reckon she’s on the take, then?’ Parker said.
‘She’s got the perfect cover for it.’




CHAPTER 44

Jess’s phone rang. She lifted it from her desk and looked at the caller ID. It was her dad. Must be important, she thought, he hardly ever uses his mobile.’
‘Get home now. I think Madeleine has been taken.’
A sudden coldness spread over her, and her heartbeat began to race. ‘What!’
‘I hate to worry you. Benji’s been with me all morning out on Axe Edge Moor. When we got back, we called round your place to wake her. The glass in the back door is smashed, her bedroom’s a mess like there was some kind of struggle and her phone’s on the floor. The screen’s been smashed.’
‘Oh God, no.’ Jess bit her lip. The thought of her beautiful daughter coming to any harm sent shockwaves through her body. ‘I’m coming now.’
‘Jess, get an urgent CSI visit. If the bastards who took her have left any trace evidence or prints, it will help us to get Maddi back. Once you get here, I’m going to scour the area to see if anyone saw anything.’
The shock rendered her silent.
‘You still there, love?’
Shaking now, she wiped tears from her eyes. ‘What scumbag would do such a vile thing, Dad?’ she said, her anger rising.
‘Take a few deep breaths. In fact, I don’t want you driving. There’s too much adrenalin pumping at the minute, it’s the shock. Get one of your colleagues to drop you off. I’ve got my mobile with me. I’ll be back soon.’
She agreed and quickly organised the lift and the CSI.
****
Rose Martina drove Jess to her house. Dan Parker was in the back. They exited the pool car, slipped shoe covers on and then proceeded to scour the perimeter of the property for evidence.
Jess rushed around the back and entered through the damaged door, all the while cautiously not touching anything until she realised this was probably futile as hers and the kids’ DNA would be everywhere. Standing in her daughter’s bedroom doorway, the site of the mess unnerved her.
‘Boss, come look at these,’ Dan Parker called from the hallway.
In the middle of the gravel path leading up to the property, he kneeled and pointed at erratic tyre tracks in the pea-shingle that snaked towards the gates. ‘Hate to say, but it appears the offenders left at some speed.’
With an incredulous dazed look, she murmured, ‘This is too much, I feel so fucking helpless. When’s the CSI due?’
‘Any minute. Rose stressed the urgency. Jess, I can’t possibly imagine what you’re feeling right now. Rose and I are here for you day and night until you get Madeleine back,’ Parker said sincerely.
‘Thanks, Dan. Just give me a minute,’ Jess said, staring down the gravel pathway.
The CSI arrived and set about processing the scene. Within half an hour, he’d managed to retrieve some forensic evidence.
‘Inspector Ryan, firstly I’m really sorry to hear about what’s happened to your daughter. Judging by her bedroom, I’d say she put up a fight. I’ve got trace evidence, soil, hair fibres and a ton of prints, but I’d imagine most of those belong to your daughter. What colour and length is her hair?’
‘It’s dyed a darkish ginger colour at the minute, probably upper back length,’ Jess said, the image of her daughter firmly in her mind.
‘Ok, I’ll need hair samples, prints and elimination DNA from everyone who lives here, ASAP. It’s not an exact science but, given the urgency, I can perform a quick test to distinguish who’s who, from the hair follicles. If the people who took your daughter have previous, we can run their prints through the database. Obviously, DNA takes longer.’
‘Thank you, that’s really helpful,’ Jess said, tugging at her own shoulder-length bob. ‘Here,’ she said, passing over a few strands of her hair. ‘Bear with me while I get some of my son’s hair. He’s in the living room.’ Her mind was slipping into anxious autopilot.
The CSI nodded and placed her hair into a clear box and labelled it.
Jess returned and the CSI did the same with Benji’s hair.
‘What about the soil? The kids and I always take our shoes off at the back door.’
‘That’s useful to know. So, potentially, this could have transferred from the intruder’s footwear,’ he said, holding out another clear circular box containing dry earth shaped in zigzags. ‘These were on the floor in the hallway and by the bed.’
‘I’ll get our hiking boots so you can compare the treads,’ Jess said, becoming more focused and determined to get things moving. Stopping in the hallway, she asked, ‘Will you be able to get anything from the tyre tracks on the yard?’
The CSI shook his head. ‘Unfortunately, gravel disperses, so I doubt it, but I can take a look, just to be sure,’ he said, lifting his tool kit off her daughter’s king-size duvet, which lay half on the bed half on the floor.
A minute later, they reconvened in the kitchen. Jess passed over her upturned boots.
‘I’d never wear my boots in the house but, look: the sole pattern is much larger on these,’ she said, passing over her Brasher boots.
‘Anyone else got boots?’ the CSI asked.
‘Yeah, here are my son’s,’ Jess said, picking up Benji’s size three Hi-Teck boots from the tiled floor. My dad’s probably wearing his at the minute, but we’ll get them when he comes back.’
‘Hmm, comparing them, I’d take a guess the intruder’s may belong to a trainer; possibly Adidas or Nike, but it’s hard to tell with such a limited sample. Let’s look at these tyre tracks.’
Outside, the CSI knelt to scrutinise the tyre tracks. ‘Sorry, I can’t get anything useful from these,’ he said to Jess and Rose while Dan Parker was keeping Benji occupied in the living room.
The two detectives watched as he walked down the driveway towards the gateposts. Kneeling again, he called them over.
‘What colour’s your car, Inspector?’
‘Graphite grey.’
‘I think he left in such a hurry that they hit the gate post. Look, navy blue paint and this.’ He picked up a piece of broken plastic. ‘Looks like a piece of an indicator light to me,’ he said, holding it up to the sky. ‘There’s a serial number on the edge. Maybe we can get something off that?’
****
The thought of her Maddi being forced into a car by a strange man horrified Jess. The fact he'd clipped the gatepost meant dangerous driving at speed. Sadly, there weren't many cameras on the A53 because of its remote location, and whoever took her obviously knew this.
Seeing her boss staring despondently down the driveway, Rose gently tapped Jess's arm. ‘I know this has come as a huge shock, but we’ll get Maddi back.’
****
Two hours later, Rose had failed to persuade Jess to stay at home and wait for news on her daughter, but McAllister had other ideas. Standing at the front of the CID room, he addressed Jess and her team. ‘Despite my best efforts, I haven't been able to convince DI Ryan to take a back seat on the urgent investigation into her daughter Madeleine’s kidnap. It goes against my better judgement, but I understand her need to be here to keep on top of things, and therefore she has my full support. Jessica has informed me the perpetrators left evidence: a fragment from a broken headlight. DS Martina, I take it you’re looking into that ASAP?’
‘Stolen vehicle, sir. I've put out a bulletin to all stations within a twenty-five-mile radius, but nothing’s come back on that yet.’
‘Sir,’ Jess said. ‘The serial number on the edge of the light shard is a match for a midnight blue Mazda A6, 2016 model.’
‘I understand you are deeply concerned about your daughter's safety, but have you received any demands from the kidnappers?' McAllister asked.
‘I’m beside myself, but being proactive is helping me to process that worry. I can't sit around at home waiting; it would kill me.’
‘I'll leave it in your capable hands but, please, if there are any developments, no matter how slight, I want to know and, Jess, my door is always open,’ McAllister said, moving towards the exit.
With the weight of the world on her shoulders, Jess sat at her desk and called her dad's mobile. As soon as he answered, tears rolled down her cheeks.
‘I know it’s horrendous, love, but we'll get her back.’
Wiping her eyes with her sleeve, Jess regained composure. ‘Has anyone locally seen a dark blue vehicle leaving our drive?’
‘We're in luck. I spoke to a fella who has a burger van in the layby on the A53 just down from Blackshaw Grange Camping and Caravan Park. He says around the time Madeleine went missing a dark blue saloon sped past. Two lorry drivers commented on the driver’s speed.’ He omitted the fact that the fast-food proprietor also said the vehicle narrowly missed colliding with a white van turning right into the layby. The last thing Jess needed was more worry.
‘Oh shit! Don't suppose he managed to get a reg plate?’
‘No, none of the witnesses did. Have your team done the speed cameras on the Buxton Road heading into Leek?'
‘They’re on it now.’
‘Ok, I'm going to head home and wait. Have these evil bastards made any demands yet?’
‘No. That's the worrying thing.’
‘Remember she's tough kid. She'll be ok. We gotta be positive,’ her dad said.
DS Parker stood by her desk.
‘Gotta go. I'll keep you posted. Love you, Dad.’
‘Ditto.’
‘Boss, a Mazda A6 has just come onto the stolen vehicles system. It was reported stolen from the Bentilee council estate in Stoke around six this morning. Bit too much of a coincidence for my liking, that.’
‘I think you’re right, Dan,’ Jess said, her instincts running riot. Here was another possible connection to Stoke.
‘The perps lifted the keys off a hook through an open transom window in the victim’s kitchen,’ Parker said.
‘Suppose it’s too much to ask if the vehicle has a tracker fitted?’ Jess asked hopefully.
Parker shook his head. ‘Hanley station’s report is minimal, but ANPR cameras have picked up the reg now, and something far more useful.’
Jess's eyes brightened.
‘One of the perps dropped his cap. I've stressed the urgency on the forensics!’
‘There were two of them?’
‘Maybe a driver and his scumbag helper. Hair and fingerprints?’
‘Even DNA sweat deposits,’ Jess said.
‘Let's hope so.’
‘They've informed me the print results could be with us this afternoon.’
‘Oh, God, I hope so. My dad's had a breakthrough as well,’ she said, relaying what he'd told her earlier about the car.
****
Jess needed some air. It had only been four hours since Maddi was taken, but she felt overwhelmed by the desperate situation she now found herself in. Irrational thoughts coursed through her mind, and it took several cold water splashes to the face, a shot of Metaxa Brandy, and a brief visit to St Luke's church opposite the station, to ask for gods assistance in watching over Maddi until her safe return.
Back in the CID room, she asked her colleagues if there'd been any updates during her brief absence.
Rose said, ‘Nothing to add, I'm sorry to say. Let’s hope the morning’s public appeal for information garners something on Maddi’s whereabouts. Surely somebody knows these kidnappers.’
‘I can only pray they have a conscience. This is every parent's worst nightmare,’ Jess said, pain and worry etched on her face.
Rose put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. ‘I can't possibly know how you’re feeling, but we'll do everything we can, including sleeping at our desks, if it helps to bring Madeleine back.’
Jess shot her a rueful smile.




CHAPTER 45

The NCA had allocated two officers to night-watch Jess’s property until the danger had passed. Wireless CCTV cameras had been hastily installed, courtesy of a Police Federation grant. She sat staring at Simon Reeve’s adventures through the beautiful South American continent, but the BBC documentary provided little distraction from deeply troubling thoughts about her daughter’s safety.
Her phone pinged, signalling she’d received a text. Jess picked it up and opened the app:
Words cannot describe how deeply sorry I am my darling, Jess. I know you can never forgive me, and this message can’t ever reconcile the terrible things I have done. I have stayed away from you and our kids all this time to keep you all safe. My life is constantly in grave danger, and I am only still alive by some kind of miracle. Our daughter’s abduction proves they are determined to deter me from ever coming back to you. They have warned me if I intervene Madeleine will not be safe.
My heart is broken for not experiencing the lives of you and our children as they grow up. I fear this could be the last chance we ever get to see each other. Please, my darling, meet me at the static caravan on the downs where we used to go at 10.30 tomorrow night. I will wait for one hour after. Do not alert your colleagues or bring back-up, they will be watching us and that will put Maddi’s life in danger!

Devastated

Darren





Jess’s heart thumped in her chest. Her palms became clammy. Was this really Darren, after all this time? Clenching the phone close to her chest, she closed her eyes. Memories of him playing in the garden with the kids, their wedding day, and beach holidays in Greece flooded her mind. And then the anger surfaced, an explosive resentment fuelled by adrenalin from deep inside, as all kinds of irrational thoughts ran through her mind.
Slipping to the edge of the sofa, she jumped up and tossed the phone onto the cushions. She stood, feet shoulder-width apart, and took a deep nasal breath as she raised her arms above her head, then held the breath for two seconds before slowly dropping her arms in a circular arc to her sides. She repeated this proven method of slowing down rapid heart rate and shallow breathing until finally her nervous anxiety subsided.
Now calmer, rational thoughts returned. If it was Darren, her dad was right: his diary entries indicated he was under threat not only from internal, but dangerous external forces that finally led to something going seriously wrong with his last undercover op. Either way, his sudden heartbreaking disappearance had tormented her for four painful years, and now the compulsion to find out was too great. But there was no way she could deal with this on her own. Despite it being almost 9 p.m., she quickly took a screen shot of the message, slipped her running shoes on and headed over to her dad’s cottage, with no intention of revealing this to the NCA guards outside.




CHAPTER 46

Jimmy Slater could see the stone-block sheep barn ahead of him through the evening mist that was descending over the surrounding moors. Despite the helicopter and large search party those fucking coppers and their lackeys had put together, he had managed to avoid them for three days now. All those map-reading sessions and hundreds of hours navigating the moors and surrounding Peaks had finally paid off: something he’d found a real talent for. There was no way he’d go back inside for anyone; they’d have to shoot him first. The sexual abuse and drugs would kill him within six months.
Luckily, he’d planned, and still had enough food and rolling tobacco to last a few more days. When that ran out, he’d have to move under the cover of darkness and rob some village Late Shop.
The ground was still hard from days of hot sun, and his only companions were the sheep who’d been sheared to stop them dying of heat exhaustion. At least they didn’t judge him. Moving forward, he climbed a dried-out oak stile and continued on through a huge field scattered with
wavy-haired grass, its delicate clusters of shaking purple flower-heads the food of the protected caterpillar of the Wall Brown butterfly. Aiden’s teachings had shown him nature was the best drug of all.
He reached the edge of the gritstone sheep barn, came to a halt and stared into the blackness of the open doorway. It reminded him of the entrance to Lud’s Church, dark and foreboding: a good place to rest for the night.
He unclipped the front webbed strap, designed to take pressure off the carrier’s shoulders, slid the rucksack off his back and carried it into the barn. He turned on his powerful LED torch and hung its wrist strap on a rusty nail protruding from the beam that spanned the roof sheltering the barn from the intense sun that had drenched most of the UK in a heatwave recently.
In the corner, four bales of hay were stacked like Lego bricks: a perfect base for his hooded sleeping bag, he thought, kneeling to unzip the pouch on the right side of the rucksack. His lips were dry and cracked. Retrieving a small tin of Vaseline, he smeared it evenly across them and then pouted to ensure he'd used enough to provide relief.
Taking a swig from the stainless-steel water bottle, he contemplated the dire situation he now found himself in. Thank God for Aiden's pro camping and survival gear. Without it, he'd have given himself up days ago. Placing the bottle down, he lifted off one of the bales and began to tear off chunks of hay and scatter them in the corner furthest away from the entrance.
Laying the sleeping bag down, he made sure he faced the doorway. Aiden had taught him to always be alert. Spatial awareness was his favourite mantra. The survivalist’s words echoed in his head:
‘Wear boots and a waterproof. Always carry a map, compass, flint striker, water, torch, binoculars, protein-enriched snacks and a notebook and pen.’
No mention of a mobile phone. While useful, Stone knew there was rarely any signal across the Peaks and barren moors. Besides, Jimmy knew the authorities could potentially track him through his GPS location. Those fuckers weren't as clever as they claimed, he thought, a sense of pride rising inside him.
Now sitting on his sleeping bag, he fished the last of his tobacco out of his trouser pocket and rolled a smoke up before getting his head down for the night.




CHAPTER 47

The black BMW 3 Series drove down the litter-strewn alleyway running behind a row of terraced houses in Burslem, Stoke. It stopped level with a rotting green gate.
Madeleine Ryan’s wrists were bound tightly with a thick cable tie. She wanted to scream, but they had warned there’d be severe consequences for any attempt to attract attention to her plight. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She craved a cuddle from her mum, but she also knew the tenacious detective in her mother would do absolutely everything to find her.
The rear passenger door opened abruptly. ‘Get out, and keep mouth shut,’ the Polish thug with an eagle tattoo on his neck demanded.
Reluctantly, Madeleine obeyed and was forcefully ushered through the gate into the weed-riddled yard, and then into the property.
Inside, she looked nervously around the back room dominated by a large L-shaped red leather sofa, upon which four skinny girls, who looked about her age, sat scantily clad in lingerie and huge platform heels.
‘Donna, take this one to the spare room upstairs. She not ready for client yet,’ the Pole said menacingly.
Madeleine felt a sudden dizziness; her legs became weak. ‘Please let me go. I promise I won’t say anything,’ she said, her face now pallid.
‘Do I look fucking stupid?’ the Pole retorted.
Sympathetic to her dilemma, the petite brunette with a size-six figure stood and placed a supportive arm around Madeleine’s waist. ‘Come, let’s get that off you,’ she said in an East European accent, pointing to the cable tie. ‘It’ll be ok.’
As they headed through the door leading upstairs, the Pole shouted, ‘Lock her in. She’s slippery little fucker.’
Upstairs, Donna raised a finger to her lips and shook her head. Her heels clacked on the bare floorboards as she led Madeleine to a door at the end of a long landing with three numbered doors on the left. Madeleine gulped down breaths to stay quiet.
Inside the room, she was ushered to sit on the bed while Donna cut the cable tie off with a razor-sharp box-cutter blade she’d fished out of a garish silver bedside cabinet.
‘Gotta keep safe. If client try any funny business, we cut them. Don’t be scared. They smell fear. Why has Raddan brought you here? You’re English?’
Raising her head, Madeleine said, ‘I don’t know. My mum’s a police officer. I think it could be to do with that.’
‘Shit, that bastard’s mad. No good will come of it.’
Madeleine looked at her solemnly. ‘How old are you?’
‘Sixteen.’
‘Shit, what happened? Maybe my mum could help you and the other girls downstairs?’ Madeleine said naively.
‘Huh, I dream. Raddan would have my sick mother killed back in Albania.’
‘That’s terrible,’ Madeleine said, realising how unjustly cruel life could be.
‘I’d like to help you, but I can’t, sorry. Best to get on with it, and maybe one day a chance will come,’ Donna said, placing a reassuring hand on Madeleine’s.
Madeleine began to cry again. How could this be happening to her? It was terrifying.
Hearing male voices in the corridor, Donna waved her finger. Lowering her voice she said, ‘Don’t cry. They love to see that. Stay strong?’ she said, leaving the room.
The voices became quieter as her two captors moved back down the hallway away from the room. Standing at the window, Madeleine stared numbly across the yard at the BMW still parked in the alleyway. She watched that tattooed thug leave through the back gate. He glanced at his watch, then climbed in the vehicle and drove off.
Feeling dazed, she padded back to the bed, and slumped. Raising her knees up to her chin, her head sank in a protective huddle.




CHAPTER 48

Jess drove to Barlaston Downs, knowing she could be in danger. Through the windscreen of her Qashqai, she glanced at the glorious sunset. Flame oranges and reds merged with purple hues as its fading light fractured through the streams of thin clouds. Her police baton, pepper spray and torch lay on the passenger seat next to her. Apprehension filled her head: could this really be Darren after all this time? And why now? For the first time in years, her instincts were off. Maybe the thought of seeing her husband again was driving this sheer desperation. One thing was certain: she needed to know, and then, just maybe, she and the kids could get real closure.
The light now fading, Jess indicated and turned into the gravel driveway leading to the small static caravan site on the picturesque Barlaston Downs, four and half miles outside Stoke. Thankfully there was only one other car parked, a black BMW 3 Series. Not having been to the site since Darren's disappearance, it meant nothing to her; although the fact all fifteen caravans appeared deserted during the summer holiday season put her on guard. She quickly took a picture of the car’s registration on her phone.
She leaned across, picked up the torch, baton and pepper spray. Outside, shielded by the car, she slipped the baton in the front pocket of her jeans, flicked on the torch and swapped it to her left hand, while firmly gripping the pepper spray in her right. Aiming the powerful LED beam at waist height, she proceeded with caution towards the four-berth caravan they used to meet at when Darren felt it was too dangerous to meet at home. Suddenly, a lamp in the front window came on. Jess froze on the spot, around ten feet away from the caravan’s only entrance, a door on the nearside. Darkness cloaked the surrounding area. The full moon silhouetted the trees, turning them into shadowy onlookers.
In a heightened state of alert, Jess cautiously moved towards the caravan, prepared to accept the consequences of whatever happened next.
She cautiously climbed the rusty blue steps leading up to the door, and entered the unlit kitchen. She stared at a shadowy figure in a black hoody; he was Darren's height and build, but the dull lamp cast a long shadow in front of him, obscuring his face inside the hood. Jess's heart thumped in her chest. A wave of nervous anxiety crept over her and she felt light-headed.
She called out, ‘Is that you, Darren?’
But the figure didn't reply immediately. Instead, he turned to the side. ‘Darren is coming, sent me to check you hadn't brought back up.’ The man had an East European accent she thought might be Polish.
‘If this is some kind of trick, it won’t work, you understand?’
‘It's no trick. He’s coming; texted me before you arrived.’
‘Who are you?’ Jess asked uneasily.
Tutting, the man shook his head. ‘No names. We know you.’
Jess tightened her grip on the pepper spray. ‘If it’s ok with you, I'll wait in my car,’ she said, warily backing towards the door. Being in an enclosed space with this potentially dangerous stranger went against all her police training.
‘Ok, but first I have something important to show you,’ he said, moving towards her.
‘Don't come any closer, I'm police.’
‘Don't worry. I won't hurt you,’ he said, now closer.
Jess shone the torch in his eyes, illuminating his face and neck, upon which there was a large eagle tattoo. Still facing him, Jess slipped her hand behind her back, hastily yanked the door handle and kicked backwards. The glass-panelled aluminium door swung open, and she cautiously exited the caravan backwards down the steps. But she miscalculated the depth of the second step, stumbled back, dropped the torch and landed in a heap on the ground. Groaning in pain, she grabbed her ankle: it was twisted.
The stranger was now at the bottom of the steps. hovering over her menacingly. ‘You need to stay out of our business, pig. You’re asking too many questions and the man isn't happy. Your daughter's kidnap is only the beginning, so keep your fucking nose out or else the boy will be next. You fucking listen,’ he said, hammering his fist into her stomach.
Badly winded, Jess was unable to answer; she curled in a defensive huddle in a feeble attempt to stave off further blows.
Kneeling beside her, he picked up the pepper spray. ‘Should have used it when you had a chance, you stupid bitch. I'll fucking blind you if you don't stay away,’ he threatened, hovering the spray canister over her face which she shielded with both hands.
Fear gripped her. The thought of anything happening to Benji was petrifying, but she was a police officer and there was no way she could let these violent bastards, who she now believed were responsible for the farm machinery thefts, and potentially connected to Darren's disappearance, intimidate and threaten her family.
Suddenly, a figure emerged from the trees behind the caravan. Peeping through gaps in her fingers, Jess could just about make out the hazy shape of her dad moving stealthily towards her attacker from his rear. Anyone else would have bawled out aggressive slurs, but Mick Ryan’s years of Special Forces training made him stealthy and effective, even now at sixty-four.
He closed in and shoulder-barged the burley stranger, sending him crashing onto the ground. Mick dived on top of him and launched a telescopic baton into the side of his head. The man groaned in pain, as it whipped his temples. His legs thrashed around, violently attempting to fend off Mick, who had now dropped the baton. But the man found a burst of strength. Shielding his face with an elbow, his free hand pushed hard under Mick’s chin. His muscular arm forced his head back, his other fist pummelled him hard in the kidneys. Winded, Mick swayed off balance and the man heaved him over, dragged himself to his knees and stumbled towards the BMW. Before either of them could respond, the car’s headlights came on, illuminating the dark gravel pathway leading back to the road.
The man slammed on the accelerator and revved the vehicle, before violently spinning a hundred-and-eighty degrees.
Regaining a semblance of composure, Jess and her dad lay on the ground and watched the BMW's rear lights disappear into the darkness.
‘That bastard won't get away with this. Someone knows who he is,’ her dad fumed.
‘You took your time.’
‘Are you ok?’
Grimacing, Jess held her abdominal region. ‘I’ll live.’
‘I'm so sorry, love. There was a smash on the A34, two-car collision. Traffic cops held everyone behind them for about half an hour. In the end, I pleaded with them, said you'd been rushed into Stafford Hospital because your waters broke prematurely.’
Despite her discomfort, Jess couldn’t help but smirk. ‘At least you got here in the end. I’ve got the reg of the BM,’ she said optimistically.
He nodded. ‘It’s probably stolen, though.’
Still holding her abdomen, Jess stood. ‘I'll get it checked out now,’ she
Said, gingerly fishing her phone from her jeans pocket.




CHAPTER 49  

Gun-metal grey clouds gathered in the early morning sky above the distant Peaks behind the dishevelled stone-block sheep barn, two miles in from the A54 Macclesfield to Buxton road. Jimmy Slater's body hung from the same distinctive black-and-yellow climbers’ rope found around Councillor David Pemberton Jennings’ neck. An unfortunate sheep farmer made the grim discovery around 8 a.m. while doing his morning rounds to check his flock’s wellbeing. He had raced back to his farm on his quad bike, and called the police helpline number regarding the fugitive at large on the moorlands, even though he didn't know if the poor sod swinging from the oak beam in the barn his grandfather built was the man the police were hunting.
****
After the events of the previous evening, Jess's stomach and lower intestine region still felt tender, but there was no way she could stay at home lying on the sofa. Instead, she'd pasted a liberal amount of Ibuprofen gel on, downed two paracetamols, stuck one of those 99p self-warming heat pads on the area, and soldiered on.
The description the farmer had given to Dan Parker certainly sounded like Jimmy Slater, but you never knew, she thought, approaching the sheep barn accompanied by the farmer, Rose, two armed response officers and CSI Jeff Foxhall.
Silence fell upon them as they glared at the body swinging above the bale of hay he'd used to stand on. Jimmy Slater’s body cast a chilling elongated shadow across the straw-scattered ground.
His arms hung by his sides and his hands were clenched.
Jess gripped the farmer’s shoulder. ‘We'll take it from here. Thank you for your prompt action,’ she said, sombrely slipping her protection suit over her jeans and short sleeve shirt. ‘Oh, can you leave us the quad bike, please?’
‘When will I get it back?’
‘Don’t worry, someone will call you to fetch it later,’ Jess reassured him.
He reluctantly agreed and walked back in the direction of his farm.
‘Ok, let's see what we've got,’ Foxhall said, laying down several aluminium stepping plates on the scattered straw leading up to Jimmy Slater's body.
The two detectives stood in the doorway of the gloomy barn as the CSI began to assess the scene.
‘Surely you’re not going to use that bike to get him back to the road?’ Rose asked.
Jess nodded, peering at Jeff climbing the stepladder the farmer had been asked to bring to cut Jimmy down. ‘Helicopter could take longer, but we'll wait and see.’


****
Thirty minutes later, the two detectives re-entered the barn and carefully stood on the metal stepping plates, in their protection suits. It was now lit by four battery-powered LED lights on small yellow tripods, revealing Jimmy's sleeping bag, next to which lay a large hunting knife, stainless-steel water bottle, and other camping equipment he'd taken without permission from Aiden Stone’s cottage.
‘Why would Jimmy commit suicide? Surely, he’d want to bask in the glory of his kills?’ Rose said, sounding like an American psychologist.
Standing closer to his body, Jess said, ‘You never know what’s going on in people’s heads.’ She looked up at the suspended body, glanced at Jimmy's bloodshot eyes and the dark red trauma marks above and below the rope around his neck. ‘Pretty gruesome way to go.’
‘Oh, I don’t know. This is a drop hanging, similar technique to that used in executions, which breaks the spinal cord, causing death almost instantly. This kind of suicide is rare. The PM should confirm the cause of death.’
‘Stating the obvious, but surely it’s hanging?’ Jess said.
Foxhall nodded. ‘You’d have thought so, but there’s always questions.’
‘Any idea how long he's been up there?’ Jess asked him.
‘Initially I’d say overnight, given the body temperature. But further tests will give us a better idea.’
  ‘Any significant forensics?’
   Foxhall kneeled and retrieved a six-by-eight hardback book. ‘Found this in his rucksack,’ he said, passing it over to Jess.
Jess’s eyes widened. Could this be one of the books Jimmy Slater had hoarded in Aiden Stone’s shed? She flicked through the pages of Peak History of the Underclasses, and there it was: an empty space where page 116 had once been. She showed it to Rose. ‘This is where the torn-out page that was posted to the station came from.’
‘Significant, then,’ Foxhall said.
Jess nodded. ‘Do you have anything else?’
‘I’ve taken all the samples I can while he’s in situ, but we need to get him down.’
‘Seriously? We gotta grapple with a corpse?’ Jess said, disturbed at the thought of it.
‘’Fraid so. He looks a good fourteen stone,’ the CSI said with a wry inappropriate smile.
Jess turned to Rose and grimaced. ‘If we must.’
With a bit of repulsed manoeuvring, they managed to get Jimmy’s body down and lay it on the blue plastic sheeting Foxhall had spread on the ground. 
‘That can’t have been easy for you,’ Foxhall said, thanking them.
He carefully searched the zipped pockets on Jimmy Slater's army-green walking trousers. He found a crumpled ten-pound note in one of the front pockets, some fluff and a half-smoked roll-up.
‘Ah, what’s this?’ he said, extracting what appeared to be a folded piece of paper. He opened it and skimmed the handwriting in black fine-liner. ‘Suicide note?’ he said, passing it to Jess.
‘I thought my life was on track and the beautiful scenery of the moorlands was helping to heal my anger and addictions, but people don't want to give me another chance, especially the police, and that rich bitch Westbrook who was going to make me and Aiden homeless, as if she doesn’t have enough property. Her bloody greed gave me no choice. She was going to ruin everything. Even that councillor didn't want to know, so I silenced the pair of bastards forever. But their deaths have tormented me every night since. Aiden, I'm so sorry to let you down, you are a great bloke doing fantastic work helping people like me, it’s not your fault my old demons crept up on me. I can no longer live knowing I murdered two people. May God forgive me?

Jimmy ×’

Jess slipped the note into an evidence bag, then held it up and took a picture of it with her phone. ‘Do we have anything with Jimmy Slater's handwriting on it from the original property search of Fairthorn Cottage?’ she said, turning to Rose.
‘Being honest, I'm not sure. Everything was in Aiden Stone’s name, but naturally that’s all printed so, unless Jimmy kept a diary or something like that, I don't know what we can compare it with.’
‘Hmm, we're going to have to dig deeper in his life. There's gotta be an old letter or school textbook somewhere, surely?’
Rose paused. ‘What about prison? He must have written to someone while inside?’
‘Good thinking. I'll get onto HMP Sudbury, and the handwriting specialist. Seems Jimmy Slater's issues became too much for him. Why didn't we know Alice Westbrook owned their cottage?’
‘I did the land registry search. Her name wasn't mentioned in any of the documentation.’
‘Seems Ms Westbrook's property portfolio and deals are much shadier than we thought.’ Jess turned to Jeff Foxhall who was now packing away his kit. 'All done?' she asked.
He nodded. ‘I think so. The straw makes it difficult to get clear samples, but I've managed to get footprints from the damp ground. They look to be a match for the boots the deceased is wearing, which is as you'd expect in this type of scene. I'll cross-check the fingerprints on the… what’s it called… the metal clip attached to the rope, with Jimmy Slater's on the database, and get back to you on that.’
‘I think they are safety buckle lock clips. So, all that's left to do is get him out of here and over to the pathologist,’ Jess said.
‘Any sign of the helicopter?’ Foxhall asked.
Jess turned to Rose. ‘Can you chase it up with armed response while I try to call the Chief Constable on this thing? Three helicopter lifts now; his precious budget will be in tatters. He’ll blow a bloody fuse,’ she said, taking the garish yellow GPS phone from her pocket.
‘Will do. That thing reminds me of one of those kids’ walkie-talkies I played with at junior school.’




CHAPTER 50

As the forensics team and firearms officers began to stand down, Jess took Rose to one side and informed her that, despite Jimmy Slater's suicide and open confession to killing both Alice Westbrook and Counsellor David Pemberton Jennings, she wanted to do another search of the cottage he'd been lodging in with Aiden Stone. She needed to convince herself that eviction was really a strong enough motif for murder. They watched the helicopter airlifting Jimmy Slater's body over the distant Peaks.
****
When they arrived at the cottage in Gradbach, a middle-aged woman in a blue chequered tabard was closing the crappy UPVc door installed after PC Rogers caved the previous one in during their last search.
Climbing out of the driver's seat, Jess called over to her, ‘Police. Hang on, please.’ She flashed her warrant card.
‘What’s the problem?’ the woman asked.
‘I take it you clean the property for Aiden Stone, Mrs… ?’
‘Sheila Anderson. Yes, I give the place a whip over every ten days.’
‘I see. Is Aiden home?’ Jess said, concerned any much needed forensic evidence may have been unwittingly destroyed by the cleaner.
‘No, he's at work, as far as I know.’
‘I’m afraid we need to speak to him about his lodger, Jimmy Slater’, Jess said.
‘Is it something to do with you lot chasing him across the moors?’ Sheila Anderson said sceptically.
‘Ah, you’ve seen the news, then?’
'Manhunt, they said.’
'Unfortunately, at this stage in our investigation, I can't say any more. We'd be grateful if you could let us into the property?’ Jess asked.
'Is that legal?’
'Of course,' Rose replied.
'I think I'd better give Aiden a call first.’
Jess held a hand up. 'Mrs Anderson, I don't mean to be rude, but this is a murder enquiry, and we have an extended warrant to search the place.'
Shaking her head, Sheila Anderson fished a set of keys from her tabard pocket and opened the door. ‘Who’d have thought Jimmy could do such a terrible thing? Seemed a lovely young man to me.’
‘Well, people aren’t always as they seem. Thanks for your co-operation. If you leave the keys with us, we’ll lock up after we finish and inform Aiden he can collect them from the station in Leek,’ Jess said, watching the cleaner walk away shaking her head.
Inside, they split up.
As Jess headed towards the stairs, Rose asked, 'What exactly are we looking for?’
'Anything we missed the last time. If Jimmy is our man, we need more than we've got so far.'
****
Half an hour later, Rose and Jess stood in the kitchen looking at a Nikon camera Rose had found hidden inside an old pressure cooker at the back of the pantry.
‘Question is, is that just a stored item Jimmy forgot about, or is he trying to hide something? It’s a very odd place to put a camera?’
‘Could belong to Aiden Stone. Looks like it may have been there for a while,’ Rose said.
‘Was there a build-up of dust on the pressure cooker?’
‘Er, come to think of it, only on the bottom. The lid and handle were clean. You reckon it’s a hiding place, then?’ Rose asked.
Jess nodded. ‘You find anything else?’
‘No.’
‘Let’s get this bagged up and have a look back at the station.’




CHAPTER 51

Dan Parker and Jack Redford stood looking at the camera laid out on Rose's desk in the CID room.
‘Can't believe Jimmy Slater hung himself.'
‘Won't give the relatives any closure, that,’ Jack Redford said.
Frustration was evident on both their faces, Jess thought.
‘Look, guys, no one is more pissed about it than me, but it is what it is, so let's focus on the matter in hand. This camera was clearly hidden at Fairthorn Cottage, and we need to get it assessed.’
‘For what, boss?'
‘Film evidence. Most people use their phones or digital cameras to take pictures these days. Obviously, there are pros who still use film but, having searched the cottage for a second time, Rose and I haven't seen anything that indicates either Aiden Stone or Jimmy Slater were keen photographers.’
‘You mean books, DVDs or courses on the subject?’ Parker asked.
‘Exactly; not so much as a beginners’ guide, and this is a rare 1959 Nikon Photomic 35 mm camera worth five hundred quid. I checked online,’ Jess said.
‘It could just be a family heirloom stuffed in the cupboard and forgotten about. We've all got something like that gathering dust at home,’ Parker said.
‘Of course, you're right, Dan, but I want you and Rose to go through Jimmy Slater’s online stuff again to see if there's any transactions to get rolls of film developed. I'm gonna take this to Kendrick’s camera shop in town; they'll be able to check if there's any film in it.'
‘Just open that lid on the bottom,’ Redford said.
Smirking, Parker shot Jess a look. ‘Don't be a donut. That would expose the film to light and ruin it.’
Embarrassed, Redford blushed. ‘I didn't know.’
Jess patted Redford’s head. ‘Oh, Jack, you're such a millennial,’ she said as her phone rang.
‘Hello.’
‘DI Ryan, it’s Jeff at the forensics lab. I’ve run those prints from your house. Sorry to say there’s no matches on the database.’
‘How’s that possible?’
‘I can only assume one of the men used gloves, and the other isn’t in the system.’
Jess stomach lurched as if a stone had dropped in the pit of it. She knew that mad East European from the caravan was responsible for Maddi’s kidnap, but his threats and her unofficial actions couldn’t be used as evidence; especially since she had concealed the encounter from her team. She felt her chest tighten as sadness and frustration overwhelmed her. Mentally shaking herself, she headed towards the door in search of fresh air to ease her anxiety.
****
Kendrick’s camera shop had been on the high street since Jess was a child.
It was one of those family-run businesses that could only survive in an English market town like Leek, full of other artisan and independent businesses. The shop-front retained its original Victorian hardwood windows, which had been meticulously maintained over the years.
Brian Kendrick Jnr greeted her as she stepped over the threshold, triggering an old brass bell attached to the top of the door.
Laying the Nikon camera onto the counter, Jess said, ‘Staffordshire Police. Can you take a look at this and check if there’s a film reel inside, please?’
Kendrick studied the camera. ‘Not seen one of these in a while. 1959 35 mm Phototec. Great piece of kit. Is there any urgency on this?’
Jess smiled. ‘Yes, it's evidence in an investigation and we need it looked at ASAP, really.’
‘Right-oh, if you'd like to follow me, we can take a look in our dark room,’ he said, ushering her behind the glass-topped display counter towards a doorless frame leading into the back rooms. Inside the dark room, Jess adjusted her eyes to the reddish glow emanating from the safe-light dangling from a flex on the ceiling.
After winding the handle, Kendrick upturned the camera and opened the door to get at the film. He then removed the negative reel from its container, snipped it off in equal lengths and placed the rows onto paper.
‘First, we need to make a contact sheet to assess the quality of the pics to see if they are decent enough to develop.’
‘How long will that take?’
‘I can do it while you wait if you need quick results. Sending them off could take days.’
Jess agreed.
Kendrick placed the film on a Paterson Proofer copy board, lifted the glass lid and placed photographic paper onto the board, then closed the glass over the negatives. He slid the copy board under the enlarger and lowered the lens capturing the negatives. Finally, he took the sheet over to three different-coloured plastic trays. He slid it with tongues into the developer tray for sixty seconds, then dropped it into the stop-bath and removed and washed the sheet. Turning the normal light back on, he held up the negative proof sheet.
Jess was surprised that the whole process took less than fifteen minutes, and she hoped her anticipation would be rewarded.
‘Moorland scenes, by the looks of it,’ she said, her eyes skimming the rows of enlarged negatives. ‘Those are definitely Three Shines Head and Lud’s Church. The others appear to be of a derelict farm: can't make out the plaque on the wall next to the door.’
‘Give this a go,’ Kendrick said, passing over a magnifying glass.
‘Summerhill Farm,’ she said. She was skimming the magnifying glass over the remaining photos when the image of two familiar faces gazed back at her. A cold sensation crept over her. ‘I can’t thank you enough, Mr Kendrick. You’ve been a huge help, but I need to get the camera and this sheet of negatives back to the station straight away!’




CHAPTER 52 

‘Look what turned up on the camera film,’ Jess said, holding up the sheet of negative proofs. Rose and Dan Parker scrutinised it.
‘Bloody hell, that’s Aiden Stone; who’s the woman?’
‘Looks remarkably like his cleaner,’ Rose said.
‘Exactly. Notice anything else?’
‘Pics of Lud’s Church and Three Shires Head,' Rose said. 'So, what’s going on?’
‘Those pics could be a coincidence, but why is Aiden Stone posing at a derelict farm with his cleaner? I want both of you to go back over the farms up for auction or for sale in that area while I see if I can get a location for this farm. Something’s not right here,’ Jess said.
‘You reckon that could have been the farm Alice Westbrook was looking to buy?' Dan asked Jess.
‘To be honest, I just don't know, but if the property and its surrounding fields are close to Three Shires Head, then anything is possible.’
‘Boss,’ DC Redford interrupted her.
‘What is it, Jack?’
‘I’ve managed to trace that car registration you gave me: B17 QRF. Took me ages though: someone falsified the logbook to make it look like the car belongs to another person. In the end I discovered it’s registered
to a Polish bloke, Raddan Gorski, and he’s got a record for violence and dealing.’
A tentative smile spread across her face. ‘Right, great work. I’ll make some calls, see if we can bring him in,’ she said, keeping her cards close. She didn’t want to reveal her late-night rendezvous and ensuing scrape with the man she now believed was Raddan Gorski.
‘Anyway, I know your workload’s heavy, so I took the initiative and called Stoke CID.’ He shook his head. ‘They informed me they tried to arrest him this morning at his house, but he wasn’t at the property. Neighbours said they’ve not seen him in days.’
‘Bloody typical!’ Jess said, a sudden wave of nausea coming on. Deeply troubling thoughts
about Gorski’s potential connection to her daughter’s disappearance filled her head.
‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost. You ok, boss?’ Redford said, concerned.
Staggering from her chair, she said. ‘No… I think this Raddan Gorski is involved in Maddi’s kidnap.’ Struggling to catch her breath, the sound of her heartbeat began to thrash in her ears. A panic attack? She dashed to the door in desperate need of fresh air.
Anxious about her wellbeing, Redford and Dan Parker followed her out.
****
After some deep breathing and the close support of her colleagues, Jess regained composure. She knew full well panicking about Maddi wouldn’t get her back: only calculated action could do that. She made several earnest calls to Stoke CID, liaised with McAllister, and even contacted the National Crime Agency. But to her despair, there’d been no sightings of Gorski or his BMW on any ANPR cameras in the Leek or Stoke-on-Trent areas in the last forty-eight hours. Castration was too good for that bastard, she thought.
****
After half an hour on Google Maps, scouring Gradbach, Axe Edge Moor and surrounding areas, Rose finally identified Summerhill Farm. A former sheep farm located less than a mile from Three Shires Head. She headed to Jess’s office, holding her tablet.
‘Silly question, but are you ok now?’ Rose asked mindfully.
Jess sighed. ‘I feel a touch better now I’ve set the wheels in motion. If Raddan Gorski sticks his head above the parapet, I’m praying he’ll be apprehended.’
Rose shot her a puzzled look. ‘Hope you don’t mind me asking, but where did the reg for the BMW come from? I mean, if it was Gorski who took Maddi, he used a Mazda A6; just saying, like.’
Jess frowned. ‘I can’t say until I’ve got more evidence. You’ll just have to trust me on this one.’
‘Ok. I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now, but one thing’s for sure: you can count on everyone in this station to go above and beyond to help get Maddi back.’
Jess nodded solemnly. She needed to keep going. ‘You found anything relating to this land or property Alice Westbrook was covertly looking at?’
Rose shook her head. ‘That farm isn't listed for sale or auction with anyone. And I feel like we should be focusing all our efforts on Maddi at the minute?’
‘You know how this works. The brass expect us to deal with both cases. Knowing the NCA and Stoke are also looking for Maddi gives me some comfort.’
‘We’ll get her back. Are you sure you want to be here?’
Jess sighed. ‘I pray you’re right. This is killing me, but I can’t stay at home, waiting. It’s not in my DNA.’
‘Ok, but if it gets too much, let me know.’
‘I will.’
‘Right, take a look at this.’ Rose tapped the tablet screen which opened up a news archive from the Leek Post & Times. She passed it to Jess:
Sheep farmer commits suicide after losing entire flock to deadly OPA disease

Moorlands sheep farmer
Morris Anderson finally hit rock bottom when his wife left him in 2016 after years of struggling to keep Summerhill Farm buoyant amid rising costs and the withdrawal of
English Nature scheme subsidies. According to his wife, Sheila, Mr Anderson’s health had declined rapidly as he sought daily solace in a bottle of whisky. Then, when the fatal OPA disease hit the farm, wiping out his entire flock of four hundred sheep, it was the final straw that led him to shoot himself with a licensed shotgun. Before he died, Mr Anderson told Leek Post & Times that without those animals the picturesque landscape of the moors would revert to barren scrubland. He leaves his wife and adopted son, who can’t be named for legal reasons, penniless and in debt.

Jess shot Rose a worried look. ‘I want Sheila Anderson and Aiden Stone brought in and questioned under caution ASAP.’




CHAPTER 53

Rose said, ‘I’m afraid we can’t get a location on Aiden Stone. PCs Rogers and Bailey have been to his cottage, and I’ve called his boss at the probation service. He informed me Stone’s got a few days off work.’
‘I presume you’ve tried his mobile?’
Rose nodded. ‘It goes straight to answer machine. Do you want me to contact the service provider for triangulation?’
‘They aren’t legally obliged without a warrant, and that could take a while. Bollocks. He could be anywhere,’ Jess groaned. ‘Ok, let’s get Sheila Anderson’s interview done.’
****
‘For the benefit of the recording, I'm DI Ryan. Also present are DS Martina and… would you state your name, please?'
‘Sheila Anderson.’
‘Do you know why you are being questioned, Mrs Anderson?'
She shook her head in dismay. ‘Haven't a clue.’
'Well, we believe you may have information that could help us with our enquiries regarding the murders of property developer Alice Westbrook and Leek and Moorlands councillor David Pemberton Jennings. Would you like us to appoint you a duty solicitor?'
'Why would I need one? I've done nothing wrong.'
'Ok, we'll continue, then. After struggling with money worries for years, and then having to deal with OPA disease wiping out your entire flock during the heavy winter of 2016, your husband Morris committed suicide at your farm a mile from Three Shires Head. Sorry to be so blunt. My intention isn’t to upset you, rather to gain an understanding of your family dynamic at the time,’ Jess said.
‘Family dynamic?’ Sheila Anderson said, seemingly unaffected by Jess’s comments.
‘Your adopted son’s relationship with you and his deceased father?’
‘When the lad came to us, he was very troubled. His parents were from a rough estate in Stoke. His mother was a heroin addict, and his father was in prison for murder. He didn't speak for weeks until Morris took him out on the farm and introduced him to the animals. It was like, what's the word… an epiphany. That day, the boy began to smile again and, from then on, he'd go out every morning before and after school with Morris. He fell in love with the peaks and moors, and I'm convinced nature saved his life.’
‘Given he is a fully-grown man now, legally you are obliged to reveal your son's identity to us,’ Jess said, with a strong suspicion she already knew.
‘Are you sure about that? Even now, he could still be at risk if his mother or one of his father's brothers discovered where he’s living,’ Sheila Anderson said protectively.
Jess glanced knowingly at Rose who was holding a manila folder containing evidence. She opened the flap and laid on the table an enlarged photo of Sheila and Aiden Stone leaning against her old farmhouse.
‘Mrs Anderson, can you tell us when this was taken?’ Rose asked.
Sheila blushed, her expression guarded. ‘Where the hell did you get that?’
‘We found the camera this was taken with hidden inside a pressure cooker at Fairthorn Cottage in Gradbach, the cottage you told us you clean every ten days. So, going back to our original question, when was it taken, and can you explain your relationship to the man in the picture?’ Jess continued to probe.
‘I’m not saying anymore without a lawyer present.’
‘Considering you're now wasting valuable police time in a murder investigation, I'll fill in the blanks for you, shall I? Your adopted son is Aiden Stone, isn’t he, Mrs Anderson?’
‘I fail to see how any of this is relevant since Jimmy Slater is the man who killed those two people.’
‘I can’t comment on Jimmy Slater’s status, as our investigation is ongoing while we continue to process evidence, but I can tell I have issued an arrest warrant for your son Aiden. Where is he, Mrs Anderson?’
She shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’
‘I don’t believe you.’
‘You can believe what you want. He’s a grown man and I’m not his keeper.’
‘You do realise withholding evidence is a criminal offence, Sheila?’
‘Clearly you've made up your mind about this whole sorry mess, so I’ll speak to a lawyer now, please,’ Sheila Anderson said, concluding her limited co-operation.
‘That’s your legal right, Mrs Anderson, but you’ve left me with no choice. I’m going to keep you in custody until we get some answers,’ Jess said, ending the interview.
Outside in the corridor, Jess addressed Rose. ‘Look, I need to help my dad find Maddi. If I don’t do something, my head will explode. Keep it to yourself, though.’




CHAPTER 54

Jess left the station with the heavy burden of her daughter's whereabouts preying on her mind. She fought hard to suppress unhelpful thoughts of doing Raddan Gorski serious harm, but the fact still remained she wanted to kill the bastard.
She was meeting her dad in Queens Street. Despite earlier calls to bring the big guns in, sitting on her hands wasn't an option, and the double murder case could go on a backburner for a couple of hours, she thought, climbing into her dad's Land Rover.
Mick Ryan placed a comforting hand on his daughter's leg. ‘What do we know about this Gorski character?’
Jess sighed. ‘Not a lot. Seems he's connected to an organised outfit. He’s been done for ABH and dealing in small quantities of class As. But the confrontation with him last night proves he's involved in something much bigger, something connected to Darren's disappearance. Why else would he kidnap Maddi?’ she said, the words almost choking her.
Her dad nodded in agreement. ‘Yes, but have you got an address for him?'
‘He's falsified the logbook of that BMW he sped off in, but DC Redford has managed to trace him to a property in Middleport, over in the Potteries.'
‘Known associates and haunts?'
‘Two are inside serving long sentences for importing large quantities of Coke. Albanian.’ She turned in her seat. ‘What are you wearing? she said, looking at his patch pocket trousers and navy polo shirt.
‘Don’t worry about me. I’ll tell you more when we get there,’ he said.
‘Surely Gorski uses a pub or social club?’
‘None that’s on record, although he did own a corner shop in Middleport back in 2018. Probably a front for laundering dirty money; those places usually are.’
‘Right, lets hit both addresses, starting with his house,’ Mick said, glancing at a small plastic case in her foot well containing a handgun he'd smuggled out of Northern Ireland back in 1988 during Operation Banner: the longest-running military campaign in British history.
‘You can forget about that thing,’ Jess said sternly.
‘Huh, you think scum like Gorski play by the rules?’
‘Obviously not, but using an illegal firearm is asking for trouble.’
‘Credit me with some nouse, Jess. It’s just a precaution, in case we get into a situation.’
****
They arrived at Middleport half an hour later and parked the Land Rover fifty yards down from Gorski’s terraced house in Newport Lane, an area in which Stoke Council had recently demolished rows of late-Victorian terraced houses. Raddan Gorski’s property was a few doors down from the corner shop he supposedly owned.

Since Gorski already knew what Jess looked like, Mick advised her to stay in the Land Rover while he assessed the property. Leaning over his seat, he grabbed an A4 clipboard with a form and pen attached to it, and passed it to Jess while he grabbed a navy fleece with sky blue bands down the arms and British Gas logo embroidered on the front.
‘You can’t be serious,’ Jess said.
‘Thing is, love, if that bastard is home, he’ll be wary of random blokes knocking on his door. His type is always paranoid.’
‘So, you’re going to do a meter reading?’
‘No, just leave it to me; I know what I’m doing. MI5 used to do something similar in Belfast during the troubles,’ he winked.
‘Ok, I trust you, but if anything kicks off, I’m calling for back-up, right?’
‘I’d expect nothing less,’ he said, climbing out of the Land Rover.
Seconds later, Jess watched anxiously through the windscreen as Mick stood outside Gorski’s property and knocked on the door. Her stomach churned when he was invited inside.
Leaning forward, she picked up the plastic box containing the illegal Browning BDA 9 mm semi-automatic pistol and flipped the lid. To her horror, the box was empty. Shit, he had lied, which was out of character.
After fifteen tense minutes without hearing from her dad, against her better judgement, Jess decided to see what was happening. With a pepper spray firmly in her right hand, she exited the Land Rover and walked slowly towards Gorski’s house, but a loud bang that sounded like a discharged firearm startled her. Racing towards the house, her legs felt weak. She feared the worst.


****


Jess drew level with the partly open door and was about to burst through it and spray anyone that moved who wasn’t her dad, when he came through it. At that moment, a souped-up yellow Vauxhall Corsa spun into the road from an adjoining street. Its exhaust backfiring startled Jess again.
‘Thanks, goodbye, Mrs Hoxha,’ Mick Ryan said as a slender women in her mid-twenties with long black hair stood briefly on the doorstep before closing the door.
Jess ran past him, then turned and signalled for him to pick her up further along the road.
Back in the Land Rover, they discussed what he’d manage to find out.
‘I told the woman there was a gas leak affecting several houses in the area, and we were checking properties to make sure they were safe. She fell for it.’
‘Bloody hell, Dad, you could have been attacked, or worse. I thought I heard a gunshot.’
‘It was those boy-racers in that yellow Corsa.’
‘Yeah, I know that now, but... why is the gun box empty?’
Mick Ryan tapped the right-hand pocket of his fleece.
Jess whacked his arm, ‘Idiot. Don’t do anything like that again. I’ll lose my warrant card.’
‘Sorry. I know you don’t need any more stress. But we’re not dealing with a petty criminal here; this bloke’s obviously a psycho. Anyway, I asked to look around the house and, unbelievably, she let me. If Maddi was there, she isn’t now; the two bedrooms at the rear looked far too tidy, just single beds and bare floorboards. The front one is where a man sleeps; there was a neat pile of bloke’s clothes on the end of the bed. Really sorry, love.’
Jess’s heart sank. In the back of her mind, she’d had a glimmer of hope. A missing child was every parent’s worst nightmare, no matter what age they were.
‘Did she actually give any indication that he lived there?’
‘I could hardly ask her if it was Raddan Gorski’s house. That would put Maddi in greater danger. His type warns the people they live with to keep their mouths shut. But her phone was on a dressing table charging in one of the back bedrooms. I tapped the screen: there’s a picture of Gorski and that young woman on the locked screen,’ he said, holding back that the drawer below the mobile was chocked full of condoms. She had enough worry to deal with. Suggesting the place might be used by sex workers would completely freak Jess out.
‘And you’re sure it’s him?’
‘Definitely, big black eagle tattoo on his neck.’
‘Ok, let’s hit the corner shop and that pub, and drive around the area for a while before heading back. Someone must have seen something.’ Jess said, nodding to an old pub, called the Potter’s Wheel, spliced between a row of terraced houses to the right of them.
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The last three days had been a blur of fear, confusion and despair. Madeleine could only guess her kidnap was something to do with her mum’s work but, more alarmingly, she’d been worried sick her captors intended to prostitute her like the other poor East European girls she’d encountered at this awful brothel. All she could do was wait in her room and pray that her mother would find her before it was too late.
She had spent the last three days planning her escape. She had watched her captors closely and noticed a pattern to the Polish monster’s movements, in particular. Every night, around midnight, he would leave the property for a couple of hours. This was her chance.
She waited until the dated digital clock on the bedside cabinet hit midnight and then made her move. Quietly opening the door using the key Donna had given her, she crept down the hallway. The property was quiet apart from the creepy moaning coming from the room next to hers: Raddan’s obnoxious collaborator was having sex with Donna, just as they’d planned. Madeleine promised she’d get the place raided in return for Donna’s help with distracting him. A stair creaked, forcing her to freeze on the spot. Listening intently, she could still hear faint groans coming from Donna’s room. She shuddered at the thought of that hairy, overweight Albanian forcing down on her petite body.
She was almost at the back door when she heard him bawling obscenities down the stairs. He had discovered her escape.
****


Madeleine’s heart raced as she fumbled the faded brass handle. She flung open the door and burst out into the night, knowing she owed Donna her life.
She ran as fast as she could down the dank alley, her heart still pounding hard. Behind her, the Albanian’s footsteps grew closer and closer, his taunting threats of what he’d do when he caught her echoed around her head. She had to find a way to escape.
From out of the darkness, a street lamp cast dim light across an abandoned warehouse in the distance. She ran towards it, her breath coming in desperate, ragged gasps. Diving into the shadows, she shot a cursory glance around the derelict street; she watched with clenched fists as her captor darted past.
Seconds later, she stumbled into the warehouse through a vandalised side door. The moon cast an eerie light through a skylight in the asbestos roof high above. Broken unglazed pottery littered the concrete floor. She glared nervously around the old factory for a place to hide. Crawling inside a disused gas kiln oven, she held her breath, praying that she was safe.
Half an hour later, she let out a relieved sigh and sank to the ground. She had escaped.
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Under the cover of darkness, Aiden Stone stood inside the dishevelled kitchen of the barren, boarded-up Summerhill Farm. He scanned the room; it was the first time he’d been back since his release from prison in 2019.
The old pine table-top was encrusted with a dense film of dust and piles of pigeon droppings. Looking up, he shone his powerful LED torch through a hole in the roof above the old range cooker, then held the beam directly onto the disconnected gas hob rings. Closing his eyes, he could almost smell those unforgettable lamb dinners Sheila used to cook, the delightful gravy his father made by combining the meat juices, stock and splash of red wine. Never since had he tasted anything equal.
Even now, the manner of his father’s untimely death still haunted his nightmares. The couple had given him a good moral upbringing and, after thirty-years of marriage, he’d assumed they were happy and nothing could tear them apart. Sadly, the events between 2014 and 2016 had gradually eaten away at their relationship like a virus.
Despite all his dad’s best efforts, including a huge bridging loan from the Moorlands Building Society, working fifteen a hours a day, seven days a week; even with Aiden’s and his mother’s help, it wasn’t enough. The repossession vultures circled Summerhill Farm. The final straw came during the heavy winter of 2016, when everything lay under a torturous two-foot blanket of snow, and the entire flock began dying from OPA disease. The vet had said it was rare, after alerting the Ministry of Agriculture before closing the farm off from the outside world. The twenty foot flames of the funeral pyre of dead sheep smouldered for almost three days and still troubled him to this day.
Shuddering, he suppressed the urge to scream. Straining through half-closed eyelids, he tried hard to avert his gaze from the six-year-old blood spatter and particles of all that remained of his father’s head impregnating the dry-stone wall. Regrets flooded his conscious thought: could he have changed the course of tragic events leading up to Morris’s suicide? On reflection, he only became aware of his mother’s isolation and inability to endure his father’s daily descent into a bottle of scotch, when she took a job in a local pub four nights a week. The forty-six-year-old bottle-dyed brunette with an hourglass figure had retained most of her youthful good looks, and it didn’t take long for her to gain the dishonourable attentions of Councillor David Pemberton Jennings. Their affair made him sick to the stomach, and when she moved into Jennings’ two-million-pound mansion after only three months, it destroyed him.
Deeply concerned for his dad’s wellbeing and losing the only loving home he’d ever known, his desperate actions to clear the family’s £100,000 debt arrears with the Moorland Building Society only made things worse, landing him an agonising three-year prison sentence. That bastard Kane Eastwood denied all knowledge of the kilogram of cocaine he’d picked up from Manchester Airport on his behalf.
He clenched a fist and slammed it down onto the table, sending a cloud of dust into the musty air. Sliding down the wall, he slumped in a heap on the damp floral carpet. That fucking scumbag Jennings had so much to answer for, dumping his penniless mother. Deeply painful wounds re-opened after she let slip she’d found legal documents in Jennings’ study relating to the acquisition of Summerhill Farm and all it assets: that bastard had schemed to acquire the property even before it fell into financial difficulty in 2016.
That was the tipping point, why he hadn’t used his training to suppress the desire for revenge that resurfaced. Sadly, he knew all too well that under every newly acquired calm exterior lay old wounds and demons that could consume a person within hours. Uncontrollable, deadly actions acted upon impulse.
When Jimmy told him he’d overheard Jennings and his bloodsucking lawyer Connie Lynch discussing the proposal for a glamping site on the land, his rage had become overpowering. That was the day he vowed to take revenge on the parasites who fed off the misfortunes of hard-working Peak District folk, thus making a mockery of everything he’d taught others. Seems he was an instructor unable to practice what he preached, after all.
Breathe, deep breaths, his inner voice shouted at him. He tapped the Pericardium-8, Palace of Toil, acupressure point on the inner palm of his right hand, before switching to the left, in an attempt to suppress the nervous tension surging through his veins.
Regaining a little composure, he tried to focus on his mentor’s divine teachings, on the Cognitive Behavioural Therapy that had assisted his recovery, the anti-depressants that kept him balanced most of the time, on his new career helping fellow ex-offenders.
Tapping the points on the side of each fingertip, he repeated out loud the self-hypnotising Emotional Freedom mantra: ‘Despite all the trauma and torment of my murderous actions, I deeply and completely accept myself, deeply and completely accept myself.’ But it was no use; his subconscious refused to accept the wicked lies.
Now he needed to revert to a former self, a man capable of anything, a man feared by others. He needed to prepare for what was coming; his very existence depended upon it, he thought, glancing at the loaded twelve-gauge shotgun poking out of the top of his rucksack.




CHAPTER 57  

At 7.30 a.m. the next day, a team of ten armed response officers surrounded the boarded-up Summerhill Farm. Jess had had a terrible night’s sleep, worrying about Madeleine until the small hours, but with her dad searching for her off the radar and DI Blake at Stoke CID onside, she’d found renewed hope after yesterday’s events over in Middleport; at least they were operating in the right area. And knowing her dad, he’d dig around tirelessly asking questions until something came up.
She took another swig from her second energy drink since breakfast at 6 a.m. This morning, she was taking no chances. They believed Aiden Stone had already killed two people and was definitely capable of more atrocities. Finishing off the heavily caffeinated drink, she chucked the empty can into the rear foot well of their pool car, secured the Velcro straps of her stab vest, stood back and weighed up the situation. The galvanised steel plates covering the front door and windows were firmly fixed, which left her questioning whether she’d got it wrong; maybe he wasn’t here after all. If that was the case, McAllister would haul her ass over hot coals for wasting the ever-decreasing police budget.
Bollocks to it, she thought. After ten years as a DI, she knew that criminals, like everyone else, were creatures of habit and their behaviour patterns could often be second-guessed. Besides, any good DI should trust their evidence-based instincts. Standing to the left of the door, the head of the armed response team gave her the signal.
Raising the megaphone, she appealed to their fugitive: ‘Aiden, the building is surrounded by armed officers. I give you my word, if you come out without a fuss, you’ll be safe.’ Her warning hung in the air.
Placing the megaphone on the ground, she clicked the call button on her radio. ‘Two-eight to Command. Hold back, I’m going closer, over.’
‘Two-eight, please approach with caution. We don’t know yet if perp is armed, over.’
‘Command, have you discovered the perp’s entrance point yet?’
‘We think he’s entered via a wooden ground hatch into the basement, over.’
Rose shot Jess a telling look, ‘Be careful, boss.’
Jess stopped about two feet away from the steel plate covering the front door, worrying thoughts of turning back running through her head. Then she spotted a gap in the brickwork under the window on the right. Leaning in close, she projected her voice. ‘Aiden, if you are in there, please give me a signal. I can’t hold armed response off much longer. I’ve spoken to your adoption mother. This isn’t helping anyone. Please let’s not let things escalate?’
There was a moment’s silence then Stone shouted, ‘You have no right to question my mother; she’s a victim in all this.’
‘Come out and help us then, Aiden. If you do, the CPS will view it as co-operation, which will help you.’
‘Tell those bastards to lay down their weapons.’
‘You know I can’t make that call, Aiden.’
‘Well, I’m staying put until they do.’
‘Please tell me you aren’t armed?’ Jess called back, concerned things could escalate quickly.
A deadly silence followed.
‘Aiden, speak to me. Let’s resolve this peacefully,’ Jess shouted, but got no reply. She repeated her request before slowly withdrawing.
Now standing about thirty feet away from the farmhouse, she clicked her radio. ‘Command, perp’s unresponsive. Advise further, over?’
‘We can wait five minutes but that’s it, over.’
‘Ok, thanks.’
Turning to Rose, Jess shook her head.
‘You offered him a lifeline, boss. Not your fault he wants to play it the hard way.’
****


The armed response command leader lifted the wooden lid cautiously. He signalled to the officer standing to his right holding a smoke grenade. The officer pulled the pin and tossed it down the hatch. Within seconds, a large plume of bright red smoke billowed from the hole. The commander slammed the hatch to and signalled to his team, pointing left and right. Two of them remained aiming their G36 assault rifles at the entrance.
Around the front, Jess watched one of the AROs swiftly remove the security screws holding the galvanised steel plate over the door with a battery-powered impact driver. With another officer’s help, he lifted the panel and set it aside to reveal a jaded oxford-blue door.
Command signalled for Jess to approach. ‘Since we don’t have any intel on whether or not our man’s armed, and the property is heavily boarded, dark inside and the perp’s entered through the cellar hatch around the back, I think it’s wise you and your colleague stay back, Inspector, until we’ve secured the property and apprehended him.’
‘Ok. Do your best to keep him alive, will you?’ Jess said optimistically.
‘Can’t make any promises, but that’s the intention. Despite what people think of us, we don’t shoot people for the sake of it,’ he said, sounding put out by her assumptions.
Seconds later, he opened the farmhouse door and stood in the opening with three of his officers flanking him on either side. The other three covered the back and sides of the property. He counted to three with his fingers. Then the ARO on the right pulled the pin on another smoke bomb and tossed it into the building. Again, red smoke billowed out through the open door and the gap under the window and dispersed into the warm summer air.
Jess flinched as all seven AROs burst into the house, one after another, tactical rifles aimed in front of them.
‘Armed Police! Armed Police! Drop any weapons on the floor and back away slowly.’
Without warning, shots were discharged, but this first blast didn’t sound like an ARO tactical rifle. Living close to farms, Jess knew all too well what weapon made that kind of blast.
‘For fuck’s sake, Stone’s brandishing a double-barrel shotgun in there,’ she said to Rose as the pair of them darted for cover behind one of the ARO vans parked at an angle in front of the farmhouse.
Before they could catch their breath, muzzle flashes lit up the dark doorway like rockets in a cold November Fifth sky. Muted by the thick stone walls, popping sounds echoed in rapid succession. To Jess and Rose’s dismay, the situation had escalated into an active shooter event.
Still crouching behind the van, they could hear muffled shouts inside. Minutes later, Jesse’s radio crackled into life: ‘All clear, I repeat all clear, perp apprehended,’ the command officer said as he appeared manhandling his reluctant prisoner out of the building. Aiden Stone’s hands were cuffed behind his back. Blood leached from a gunshot wound in his lower right leg onto his walking boot.
‘Thank fuck for that,’ Rose sighed in relief.
Jess threw her hands up. ‘He’s going to need hospitalisation now, and they probably won’t let us talk to him for hours, days even, if that wound turns nasty.’
Aiden Stone stumbled. His hair was ragged, and his face and clothes dirt-stained. He shot the two detectives a pained stare, but collapsed before he could reach the patrol car.
Rose hit her radio button. ‘Control, two-eight requesting immediate air ambulance assistance. Suspect with a gunshot wound to lower right leg, consciousness questionable.’
‘Two-eight, on its way. You’ll need a paramedic to talk you through until it arrives. Over.’
Rose kneeled as Jess began administering first aid. ‘Get the cuffs off him,’ she shouted to the command officer who was now fumbling with his keys.
‘I need some clean cloth to wrap the wound with,’ Jess said animatedly.
Rose continued to relay instructions. They both knew quick action was needed to stem the bleeding and prevent life-threatening complications.




CHAPTER 58

When Madeleine emerged from the abandoned pottery warehouse, the sky wore a coat of faint grey, and a cool morning breeze whispered ‘freedom’ as her mind raced with a mixture of relief, anticipation and fear for the safety of Donna.
And there, right in front of her, was a woman walking her Staffordshire Bull Terrier! Maddi’s legs trembled as she stumbled across the potholed tarmac road and pleadingly grabbed the woman’s arm The woman's brows furrowed as she looked into Madeleine's tear-streaked face, and the teenager’s voice cracked with desperation when she asked for help. The woman nodded, her face softening with understanding, as she took her mobile from her coat pocket and called the police.
As the police car pulled up, Madeleine's body surged with overwhelming relief; she was finally safe. The feeling of freedom was almost too much to comprehend as the police officer opened the car door and helped her in.
****
Twenty minutes later, over at Summerhill Farm, Jess’s radio crackled.
‘DI Ryan, we’ve just received a call from Burslem police. They have your daughter. She’s safe and well, over.’
Hearing the news, Rose hugged her before taking charge of Stone’s wound.
Lying on the ground with an immense sense of relief, Jess cried tears of joy.




CHAPTER 59

Jess held Madeleine close, feeling huge gratitude that she was safe. She was a mother filled with love and pride for her daughter, but that was tempered with a simmering anger that someone had broken into their home and callously taken her. She vowed to uncover the truth of what had happened; to find Gorski and the other perpetrators to make sure they would pay for their crime.
She wanted to ensure that this could never happen to another family, that nobody would ever have to suffer the pain and anguish she and her family had gone through over the past three days.
‘You got a hug for your old Gramps, then?’ Mick Ryan said, suppressing the desire to ask Maddi painful questions about her kidnap.
‘Where have you been, Maddi? We were all worried sick about you!’ Benji said, shyly sauntering up to her for his hug.
Tearful, Madeleine said, ‘Mum will tell you everything. I don’t want to talk about it now, Titch, I’m too tired,’ she said, glancing at Jess.




CHAPTER 60

Four days later
Jess parked on the car park nearest to the main building of Royal Stoke. As always, the place was packed, generating huge sums of money for some parasitic parking firm in London. She agreed with a small fee to pay for maintenance, but companies such as Parking Spy belonged to a cowboy industry intent on ripping off doctors, nurses and patients with hourly fees and extortionately disproportionate hundred-pound fines for minor parking misdemeanours.
Entering through the electric doors, she sanitised her hands and slipped a paper mask on. Looking up, she spotted the trauma ward on a sign opposite the lifts.
Minutes later, she stood at the unit’s reception area, speaking with the co-ordinator of the specialist team, Dr Craig Swift.
‘I’ve been informed by one of your colleagues that Aiden Stone is able to speak to me today?’
‘To be honest, Inspector, having the constant presence of an armed police guard in the unit is unsettling the staff and our other patients. I’ll be glad to see the back of Mr Stone. Please go ahead.’
Jess shrugged. ‘I take it he’s made an acceptable recovery?’
‘It was touch and go for a while. Luckily, our radiology scanner is one of the best in the country. The bullet had severed a major artery in his lower right leg. He would have died if we hadn’t stemmed that.’
‘Fair enough. At least now he’ll go to trial.’
The doctor frowned. ‘I dread to think what he’s done, Inspector. Always best not to know in this field. It can cloud one’s subconscious decision-making, duty of care and all that. If there’s nothing else, I’ll leave you to it.’
Jess thanked him and headed down the ward towards the armed officer standing firm outside Stone’s door.
She nodded at the AO, flashed her warrant card and entered the room.
Stone was sitting up in bed, supported by a stack of pillows, his neatly bandaged leg elevated by some kind of blue foam ramp. His face turned ashen as he realised who Jess was.
‘Aiden, I take it they informed you I was coming?’
He shook his head despondently.
‘I’ve spoken to Dr Swift, and he tells me you are up to talking to me.’
‘Is that right?’
‘Look, Aiden, three people are dead and we believe you killed them,’ Jess said unwaveringly.
‘For fuck’s sake, why you are trying to pin this on me? Jimmy Slater killed them,’ he retorted.
Jess’s eyes widened: he sounded extremely sure. ‘And how would you know that?’ she said, holding back the conversation she’d had with Jeff Foxhall that morning regarding the forensics from Jimmy Slater’s suicide.
‘Er, heard… he… confessed,’ he said, agitated.
‘Who told you? You’ve been incarcerated here.’
‘Dunno. Heard it in a pub a few days ago. You know how rumours get about Leek; the place is full of gossips.’
His response struck Jess as ridiculous. ‘I’m only going to say this once, so listen, Aiden. Stop wasting police time; you’ve done enough of that already.’
He tugged at the front of his hospital gown in annoyance.
‘Aiden, we don’t only believe you killed three people. We have evidence that puts you in the frame.’
‘Bollocks, you’ve got nowt on me,’ he protested.
‘Really? This morning the forensics lab confirmed that your DNA and fingerprints were recovered from the clip attached to the rope you hung Jimmy Slater with. They were also on his suicide note. The handwriting on that note matches that of the riddle you wrote on the torn-out page from
Peak History of the Underclasses and sent to me at the station. You got clumsy, Aiden.’
‘That’s bullshit. That climbing gear belonged to me. Jimmy nicked it. It’ll never stand up in court,’ Stone objected.
Jess glared at him. ‘You callous bastard. You knew Jimmy was vulnerable, but his history of violence and strangulation fitted perfectly into your sick narrative. Not only did the poor sod trust you; he respected you. You acted out the worst kind of betrayal. Writing his suicide note is monstrous.’
Stone’s face turned ashen. He had no response.
Sensing she’d hit a nerve, Jess continued, ‘We know about your adopted father’s suicide at Summerhill Farm.’
Stone lifted his chin arrogantly. ‘Anyone can dig around in the Post & Times archives. Now, if you hadn’t noticed, I’ve been shot; one of your bullyboys almost killed me, so fuck off and let me recover in peace.’
Jess fought back the inclination to land a punch into his smug face. Taking a deep breath, she said, ‘Despite Jimmy’s record, he’s not intelligent enough to kill two people in this manner. It’s way above his IQ. And for your information, Sheila Anderson told us about her husband’s sad demise,’ she lied.
‘You’re a fucking liar! Sheila… would… nev…’ he said, slipping up.
‘So, you do know her, then?’
Stone shook his head. ‘Not really.’
‘You’re lying; she’s been cleaning the cottage you rented from Alice Westbrook for years. You see, we know everything, Aiden. Sheila’s your adopted mother, isn’t she? We’ve got pictures of you and her outside the farm.  They were on your hidden camera.’
Ignoring Jess’s accusations, he said, ‘My mum’s a drug addict; I haven’t seen her since I was five.’
‘That may be the case, but we know you were adopted by the Andersons and brought up on Summerhill Farm. That’s why you know the surrounding moors and Peaks like the back of your hand.’
‘I’m not saying anything else without a lawyer.’
Jess continued. ‘Admit it, you despise wealthy outsiders who are buying up investment properties and land in the moorlands. You killed Alice Westbrook because she was evicting you and Jimmy Slater, didn’t you?’
In a bizarre attempt to block her out, Aiden Stone screwed up his eyes. ‘Arr...!’
Hearing the raised voices, the armed guard entered the room. ‘Everything ok, Ma’am?’
‘Fine. Mr Stone is just having an uncooperative outburst. Not to worry, he’s being discharged soon, and then we’ll arrest him for murder.’
‘You want me to stay?’ the guard said, glaring at Stone.
‘Please, while I finish up,’ she said, turning back to Stone. ‘After being in custody for twenty-four hours, Sheila Anderson finally confessed about her affair with David Pemberton Jennings, and also about her discovery of legal documents relating to his purchase of Summerhill Farm on the cheap after disease wiped out all their sheep. Seems he’d been plotting to force her and Morris off the land for some time back in 2016, and then, when the Ministry of Agriculture gave the place the all-clear, Jennings’ lawyer Connie Lynch facilitated the deal, with a large investment from Alice Westbrook.’
‘Those fucking parasites got what they deserved,’ Stone snapped.
‘Oi, watch your mouth,’ the armed officer said breaking his momentary silence.
‘Aiden Stone, I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder. You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say may be…’ Jess said, continuing to read him his rights before cuffing his left wrist to the metal rail on the side of the bed.
‘Ah, you can’t do this; your fucking evidence is purely circumstantial,’ Stone claimed.
‘It’s looking like triple murder, which makes you a serial killer, Aiden,’ Jess said damningly.




CHAPTER 61

Burslem, Stoke-on-Trent 2018
Darren Ryan woke drenched in sweat. The coke he’d snorted earlier that evening in Toxteth was almost pure and, while the high had worn off, his head was now splitting. To avoid suspicion, he’d had to test the new product shipped illegally via trawler from somewhere in the EU to the Liverpool docks.
‘Best buzz you’ll get all year, total pure, man. Once those monkeys on the street get it, it’ll be cut to shit!’ Raddan had said after hoovering up two lines the length and thickness of a cigarette.
Easy for him to say, brain dead sod was used to it, that and giving people a remorseless kicking, he thought, concerned that the Pole had begun to act strangely in his company. Did he suspect him? Or was he just another paranoid cokehead? One thing was for sure: things were escalating. They’d callously trafficked more girls from Albania: like the first lot, just about school-leaving age. It broke his heart, and made him think of his own daughter Madeleine who was thirteen. God, he missed her so much. Thank God this was his last op.
Once he’d established where the coke was coming from, they’d be able to work closely with Interpol. At present, it was way above his pay scale. Recently he’d felt Clive hadn’t taken his intel seriously enough. In fact, he was concerned he could no longer trust him.
He dragged his aching body out of the uncomfy double divan in the front room of the shit-hole terraced house they owned in Burslem. As he padded across the floorboards in his boxers, a knock at the door disturbed him. Who the fuck was that at seven in the morning? he thought, moving over to the window for a cautious peek.
Down in the street, Raddan nervously paced from one foot to the other. But, more concerning, there was another bloke with him and, judging by the width of his shoulders and thickness of his arms and legs, he looked like one of those mad steroid-pumped body builders. 
He opened the transom window and shouted down, ‘Just let me get my clothes on.’
‘Fuck that, open bloody up!’ Raddan bawled, banging his fist on the knackered wooden door again.
Now dressed, Darren lifted the loose floorboard next to the bed and fished out the compact Glock 19 pistol he’d acquired for protection. Thankfully, those thugs didn’t know about the weapon. He unlocked the safety and nervously tucked it into the waistband of his jeans. Raddon never called without texting on his burner first.
Downstairs he let them in. ‘Where’s the fire, man?’
But before Darren could say another word, the steroid monster slung his head back and butted him on the bridge of the nose. Pain shot through his face like a hot knife as the bones broke. With blurred vision, he stumbled back, toppled over the armchair and crashed onto the carpet in agony, holding his face.
Darren Ryan passed out as the two violent thugs kicked his curled-up torso like it was a discarded animal.
Moments later, they dragged him unconscious out through the back way into a transit van waiting in the alleyway.




























































CHAPTER 62

Jess and her dad had just finished their homemade tortilla wrap pizzas when a voice Mick Ryan hadn’t heard since 2019 disturbed them. Standing, Jess slid her rattan chair back on the stone slabs.
‘What the hell does he want? He was totally evasive when I called him the other day,’ she said, her eyes widening.
Lowering his voice, her dad said, ‘There’s only one way to find out. After what happened to Maddi, I’ll come with you.’
‘Clive, this is a surprise,’ Jess said, putting on her DI face.
‘Sorry for the impromptu visit. Thought I’d give you an update on the bastard who kidnapped your daughter. Raddan Gorski is a particularly nasty individual. Sadly, he only came on our radar a few weeks ago, but he’s very clever and we’ve been unable to pin anything on him until now. The evil bastard would still be at large if he hadn’t taken Madeleine.’
‘What does he look like?’ Jess said, pretending she didn’t know.
‘Big fella, shaved head, eagle from the Polish national flag tattooed on his neck.’
Mick Ryan said, ‘Don’t want to appear rude, Clive, but while Madeleine was missing you never came to see us, despite Jess bringing in the NCA to help us find her. So, I find it baffling that you’ve drove twelve miles to tell us this. Surely a phone call to Jess at the station would have sufficed?’
Holding his hands out, Clive Marshall nodded. ‘Of course, you’re right and I’m sorry. No excuses. You’ve been through a very traumatic time as a family, so I’ll cut to the chase. It pains me to mention this, but we believe Darren kept an unofficial diary documenting his case notes on an OCG investigation which is “ongoing”,’ he said, making quote marks in the air with his fingers.
Jess shot her dad a conspiratorial glance.
Seeing the NCA agent was looking directly at Jess, Mick scratched under the centre of his right eye. A secret signal he’d taught Jess when she was a kid: something he said only members of the Black Hand Gang knew. Something he did when he felt she’d been unjustly chastised for behaviour he deemed to be normal in children, or when someone couldn’t be trusted: a signal that had saved his life twice in Northern Ireland during the Troubles, and she’d never forgotten it to this day.
Jess sighed, and then smiled at Marshall, but her dad understood it wasn’t really a smile at all. ‘You know Dad and I did everything to try and get Darren back safely, including scouring all his personal possessions and online footprint for clues to his whereabouts; we didn’t find any such diary. If it does exist, which I doubt, maybe he hid it somewhere else?’ she said, diverting him.
Marshall continued, ‘Gorski is adamant it exists. Says he saw Darren writing in it before he disappeared.’
Jess face flushed with anger. ‘You bring this to our door after that scumbag kidnapped my daughter?’
‘Trust me, I don’t mean any offence. I’m just relaying the intel we have so far.’
‘Oh, come on, Clive. Since when did NCA share intel with lowly moorlands coppers like me?’
‘That’s where we are at the minute,’ Marshall said, avoiding the question like a politician.
Mick Ryan wanted ram his fist down his throat, but thought better of it. ‘Seriously? You take the word of a violent con after a plea bargain over a decorated undercover officer?’
‘Suppose you’ve got a point. And you’re right: Gorski is making a play for a leaner sentence. It also pains me to say, Gorski’s saying Darren may have been playing both sides. I’m sorry,’ he said, sounding disingenuous.
Jess was finding it hard to quell her anger. ‘I don’t like what you’re implying. You’ve got a fucking nerve, being his old boss. Our life was turned upside down by Darren’s disappearance. We’re all devastated, especially the kids, and you well know it.’
Marshall held his palms up. ‘Look, I’m just passing on the intel we have so far. You know how this works; every avenue has to be explored, whether it’s bogus or not. But, as you say, if there is a diary, Darren’s hidden it well.’ He was backing down.
Mick Ryan shook his head in disbelief.
Marshall glanced at his watch. ‘Anyway, I’ve taken up enough of your time: one last thing before I head off?’
Jess’s shoulders dropped. ‘What?’
‘You’ll be pleased to know Gorski has clarified the name of a man connected to an investigation you’ve been directly involved in recently.’
‘And why would he do that?’ Jess said, her curiosity aroused.
‘Because he’s connected to this gang that’s been stealing farm machinery in this neck of the woods: NFU insurance broker, Kenny Glennon,’ Marshall said, throwing her a bone.
‘If you have intel on the gang, I suggest you share it in the interests of police department cross-cooperation?’
‘Sadly, I don’t. Gorski’s said he paid Kenny Glennon cash in return for information on which farms weren’t using SELECTA DNA spray. These bastards used the cover of darkness and an electric box van, and removed the trackers from quad bikes. That’s the reason the thefts go almost undetected. As you know, it’s a very stealthy op.’
‘Well, seems you’ve got your snout in our trough. Begs the question why NCA are interested in those rural thefts?’ Jess said, raising her voice a notch.
‘Look, I’ll be honest, we think your farm machinery thieves are also connected to a large people-trafficking op, but my hands are tied. I can’t say any more, because we don’t have enough info to arrest the OCG yet.’
Jess shook her head. When someone started a conversation with ‘I’ll be honest’ they were usually lying bastards. ‘Well, that doesn’t help us, does it? Then again, without the inside info from Kenny Glennon, I can’t see them being able to continue?’
‘Quite,’ he said, not being drawn. ‘Oh, and congratulations on catching your killer, Aiden Stone. Top bit of coppering, that,’ Marshall said, trying to get back on her good side.




CHAPTER 63  

After a wonderfully hot summer, late September’s inclement weather fronts had begun to move across the Staffordshire Moorlands. The mornings and early evenings had become darker as autumn’s tentacles slowly crept in, subtly changing the vibrant yellow gorse and pink-flowered heathers to more muted shades.
Wrapped in a woollen shawl, Jess sat at the back of her house, gazing across the distant Peaks while sipping coffee from her drinks pod. She watched the sunset in awe, its fractured fiery oranges and reds blending into a beautiful palate that spread across the heavens: a symbolic reminder that its disappearance would be followed by a brand new day a few hours later and a new opportunity of hope for a better future. 
The consequences of the Moors Murders: while a shock to her and everyone in the area, had started to die down after Aiden Stone’s arrest. The fact he used subterfuge and local history to highlight the plight of farms and other locals who suffered at the hands of the banks, wealthy property developers and outsiders engendered some support for his cause. But most people in Leek condemned his homicidal actions, and using Jimmy Slater as a disposable pawn revealed how far he was prepared to cross the line while implementing his own form of twisted revenge that he clearly mistook for justice.
Jess knew that, without the help of local experts and Stone being careless with his DNA, they may not have caught him. Arthur Collingwood’s interpretation of Stone’s sick notes, along with key forensic evidence, had had a significant impact on this baffling case.
A knock on the bi-folding doors brought her mind back to the present.
‘Penny for them?’ her dad said, poking his head through the gap.
‘Just mulling over recent events.’
‘I know finding Darren’s diary has dredged up the past, but no good will come from dwelling on it. We’ve gotta keep moving forward, love. If a new lead arises from his notes, we can act upon it. But for now, best to keep this to ourselves until we decide what to do, because we both know Clive Marshall definitely can’t be trusted.’
Jess sighed deeply. ‘Hmm, that bastard has probably been playing both sides for years. He wouldn’t be the first and he won’t be the last corrupt officer in the police. History is littered with them, especially in the Met.’
‘Thing is, he knows where we live and is connected to some very dangerous people; people who won’t think twice about killing anyone who threatens to expose them.’
‘Thinking about it, his impromptu visit yesterday
was a subtle message, a hint that he could get to us any time. You’re right, Dad, Madeleine’s kidnap has made me realise protecting the kids from harm is my top priority.’
Standing, she turned to go back in the house when Madeleine and Benji appeared in the doorway.
‘What are you pair sneaking about at?’ Madeleine said.
‘Just talking,’ Mick Ryan said.
‘What, in the dark?’
Before either of the adults could reply, Benji interrupted. ‘Grandpa, can you tuck me in?’
‘Of course I can, little man.’
With a tear in her eye, Jess looked dolefully at her kids; they were her world. With outstretched arms, she brought them both into a much needed cuddle.
As her dad and Benji headed to his bedroom, Madeleine opened the fridge, took out a can of lemonade and popped the ring-pull.
Jess’s laptop pinged, signalling a new email. She moved over to the marble-topped island and tapped the enter key to wake the screen.
The email header was blank; the message body contained four words:
Missing you all so much, Darren xxx





COMING SOON…

In the heart of the Staffordshire moors, a sinister secret lurks beneath the tranquil surface...
When nineteen-year-old Tilley Mc Cleave disappears without a trace, the small town of Leek is sent into a frenzy. DI Jess Ryan takes charge of the investigation, but the case takes a chilling turn when she discovers a horrifying pattern — five young girls vanishing between 1990 and 2002, with four never seen again.
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Taken on the Peaks is the gripping follow-up to Killer on the Peaks.






A LETTER FROM J. F. BURGESS


First of all, huge thanks for reading Killer on the Peaks. I really enjoyed writing about Jessica Ryan and her team and hope you enjoyed spending time with them.
If you did enjoy the book, I would be extremely grateful if you would leave a review on Amazon, because it can help other readers discover my books for the first time. And I’d love to hear what you think, of course.
Thank you to all those readers who have contacted me through email or chatted on Facebook and Twitter: your words of encouragement and support have been amazing, and I’m eternally grateful.
I’m passionate about building a relationship with my readers. With this in mind, you can join my readers’ newsletter from my website, http://www.jfburgess.co.uk, or join me and other readers for a chat on Facebook @CrimeWriterBurgess and Twitter @burgess1012
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