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      “All units in position?”

      Sergeant Blake Harte grimaced slightly at the volume of his radio in the otherwise silent and dark street. “In position.”

      Behind him, Sergeant Sally Ann Matthews tapped him on the shoulder. “Are we sure about this?”

      Blake glanced around to the places where he knew the other officers were secluded. They were all trained to make themselves appear as inconspicuous as possible, though it was at moments like this that Blake wished they had taken some sort of refresher course the day before.

      “No, of course not,” Blake muttered, staring at the house opposite them. “This could all be complete crap.”

      “One woman who rings up and says that there’s a suspicious figure in someone’s garden,” Sally replied, nodding. “It’s Manchester on a Saturday night. There’s probably more suspicious figures around than normal ones.”

      “Then we use this as a dress rehearsal,” Blake replied, aware that his mouth had become incredibly dry. “And then we keep rehearsing and we keep answering these sorts of calls until we catch this guy and stop him and protect this city from what he’s doing.”

      Sally exhaled. “Ready?”

      Blake lifted his radio up to his lips to request to his boss, Inspector Gresham, that they make the move towards the house, but before he uttered a single word, a scream suddenly shattered the silence around them.

      Sally’s eyes widened. “That came from the house.”

      Blake’s insides turned cold. “It’s him.”

      “All units go, go, go!” ordered Gresham’s voice from the radio.

      Immediately, adrenaline rushed through Blake’s veins and he knew that his best friend was feeling the same. Together, he and Sally exchanged the briefest of looks, one that they always shared when they were side by side in situations like this. It was an unspoken moment of wishing the other ‘good luck,’ as they both knew that when they kicked their way into the house, it was impossible to predict what they would find on the other side of the door.

      Forgetting all pretence, they ran towards the house.

      On the very outskirts of Blake’s mind, he was aware that various upstairs lights and twitching curtains had come alive in the surrounding houses in the street. The sight of an array of officers, some armed, making their way quickly across the street that the neighbours would have had at this moment must have been quite startling.

      When Blake and Sally arrived at the front door, the battering ram was already in position. Gresham glared at his two sergeants.

      “Ready?” he snapped, in his usual unnecessarily shirty manner.

      He did not wait for an answer. Instead, he nodded at the two officers holding the battering ram and they immediately began hammering the large metal cylinder into the door.

      “It’s him,” Blake said firmly to Gresham. “It’s got to be.”

      “Hollow optimism isn’t going to catch us a serial killer, Harte,” Gresham replied sharply as the front door to the house clattered to the floor around them. “Just focus on stopping that scream.”

      “If someone else hasn’t already stopped it first,” Sally murmured as the officers around them began pouring into the hole where the door of the house used to be. She pulled her taser gun out of her pocket and held it tightly as they ventured into the house.

      Inside was dark, as most houses are at one in the morning. For a moment, Blake wondered if they were even in the right building. Everything just looked so normal and unlike the sort of place that required immediate police intervention. It was homely, and warm, and comforting.

      He picked up an unopened letter from the shelf near the door and held it up so that he could see the name upon it from the street light outside.

      “Kerry Nightingale,” he muttered. “The politician?”

      “Not exactly a common name,” Sally mused, peering at the envelope. She bit her lip, looking around nervously. “I hate to say it, Blake, but she would fit the pattern.”

      Blake watched from below the stairs as the other officers kicked the doors of the living room, kitchen, and downstairs toilet open.

      “Clear!”

      “Clear.”

      “Clear!”

      “Upstairs,” Sally said, pushing past Blake. “I heard something.”

      Before Blake could react, Gresham had shoved him out of the way and was taking the stairs two at a time.

      “Police!” he shouted. “Show yourselves!”

      Blake nearly bit his tongue in two in an attempt to not hurl some form of angry insult at Gresham’s back and then followed his boss up the stairs.

      The upper floor of the house seemed larger than the bottom. There were several doors scattered around the wide corridor, all of which were closed, any one of them capable of hiding any sort of unknown horror from their immediate sight.

      As Gresham, Sally and a couple of other officers went off in one direction, Blake began with the door nearest to him. He kicked it opened and quickly felt around the wall for the light. The room, which looked like a guest bedroom, was empty.

      “Clear!” Blake called.

      Then, he heard a loud thud from the door at the end of the corridor. He quickly made his way towards it and tried to push it open, but the handle just turned in his hand. It was locked.

      Blake was just about to turn to call Gresham when he heard the unmistakable cry of someone from inside the room. It sounded urgent and scared.

      “Help!”

      The voice sounded like it had been quickly muffled.

      Blake immediately went into action.

      “In here!” he yelled down the corridor.

      As Blake began kicking the door in, the other officers ran towards the room.

      “Get it open, Harte!” shouted Gresham.

      “What do you think I’m trying to do?” Blake snapped back, with one last huge kick at the door.

      It burst open.

      On the bathroom floor, staring up at them with wide eyes, tears streaming down her face, was a woman who had the most terrified expression on her face Blake had ever seen. And there, on top of her, his hands around her throat, squeezing the life out of his victim, was the man they had spent so many months looking for. The man who had already claimed five victims, well publicised in the local press. Finally, Blake was standing before the man the papers had called ‘Jack Frost.’

      For a few fleeting seconds, Frost and Blake maintained eye contact, as if neither could quite believe that this moment had finally arrived. Then, perhaps because he realised that this was his final chance, Frost gritted his teeth and squeezed harder on his prey’s throat, desperately trying to claim his final victim.

      “Get him off!” Blake yelled.

      Immediately, the surrounding officers were on Frost, pulling him clean of the writhing woman beneath him, just as her eyes had slowly begun to close.

      Frost let out a wail of fury as he was pulled to his feet, still doing his utmost to break free so he could finish his task.

      “Don’t make me taser you,” Sally shouted, holding the taser gun at him. “It’s over now, don’t make this any harder than it has to be.”

      Gresham, with his usual air of smug superiority, grabbed Frost’s wrists and cuffed them tightly.

      “Jack Frost,” he said, “we meet at last.”

      “I doubt his name is actually Jack,” Blake told him, as he watched Sally kneel down to help Kerry Nightingale.

      “Shut it, Harte,” Gresham snapped.

      Frost grinned as he continued his fruitless efforts to break free, nodding his head at Blake, an insane glee in his eye.

      “Oh, this one knows his stuff. Sergeant Harte, isn’t it? I’ve seen your various statements about me on the news. Quite the fluent speaker, aren’t you?”

      Gresham’s lips thinned, as if he were annoyed that Frost was giving Blake all the credit.

      “Move,” he said forcefully.

      As Frost was frogmarched out of the room, he maintained his eye contact with Blake. Although he tried to appear indifferent, there was something in Frost’s eyes that somehow terrified Blake. He was in no doubt that the man in front of him was anything other than pure evil.
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        * * *

      

      If it was even possible, Frost looked even creepier under the lights of the interview room.

      Blake leant against the wall with his arms crossed, watching Frost slowly pace around the room through the mirrored window, fully aware that the only reason he was hesitating was because he was trying to muster up the courage to step inside the interview room.

      The door to the side room opened and Sally walked in, her eyes immediately landing on Frost. For a few moments, neither of them spoke. Blake wondered if she was feeling as intimidated as he was, and, like him, was not about to admit it.

      “The psychologist reckons he’s showing all the classic signs of psychopathy,” Sally said at last. “I’d have thought the strangling of five innocent women would have been enough to work that out.”

      Blake exhaled as Frost sat back down at the desk and leant back in his chair, looking contentedly at the ceiling. He had all the casualness of someone waiting for a bus.

      “I’ve read that about one percent of the population are psychopaths,” he murmured. “Look at him. You’d think we’d got him in here for a driving offence. He murdered five people and if we hadn’t stopped him, it would have been six.” He shuddered slightly as the sight of Kerry’s face when he had kicked the bathroom door open, flashed into his mind briefly. “How is she, by the way?”

      Sally sighed. “Not great. She’s alive, which considering what this guy is apparently capable of, seems like a miracle, but she’s practically numb with shock.”

      The door opened again and Gresham walked in, glancing carelessly at Frost, before turning back to Blake.

      “Turns out his name is Thomas Frost,” he began, handing Blake the report he had been carrying. “God knows why he left a calling card signed by the name of a snowman by each victim, but there we are.”

      “Notoriety,” Blake replied, flicking through the folder. “Each of those bodies was his, and he wanted us to know that.”

      “He must have loved it when the papers got hold of it,” Sally added. “Right, are we ready?”

      “I shall be observing, Harte,” Gresham told him pompously. “I’ll give you any questions I have for him throughout the interview.”

      Blake glanced at the microphone attached to the table in front of him as he tightly attached his earpiece.

      “What would I do without you, Sir?”

      Ignoring Gresham’s reply, he nodded to Sally that he was ready and then followed her into the interview room, mentally preparing himself for what he knew was going to be the toughest interrogation of his career.

      Frost looked up at the two officers as they entered the room, smiling darkly at them as they took their seats in front of him.

      Blake watched him for a few moments as he opened the folder.

      “Have you requested legal representation?” he asked.

      Frost shrugged. “No. Do you think I should?”

      “It is your right.”

      “I think we’re a little beyond the ‘no comment,’ stage, don’t you?”

      Blake narrowed his eyes then gave Sally the briefest of nods to turn the recorder on.

      “Interview commencing at 23:58 on November the third, 2010. Present in the room are Sergeants Blake Harte and Sally-Ann Matthews. Also present is Thomas Frost, who has waived the right for legal representation.”

      There was a long pause as the two officers stared at Frost, who merely smiled calmly back at them.

      At last, Blake cleared his throat.

      “So, the man the papers have named Jack Frost. I didn’t think we’d ever actually meet.”

      Frost chuckled. “Yes, yes. ‘Jack Frost.’ We must let the media have its little headlines, mustn’t we? I expect Thomas Frost doesn’t have quite the same ring to it.”

      “Let’s go through it,” Blake said slowly, aware that indulging Frost was probably his best option in order to extract all the information he needed. “All five women.”

      He opened his folder and laid out a series of forensic photographs on the desk in front of Frost. Each one was of a different woman after Frost had finished throttling the life out of them. They all stared back up at them, their eyes cold.

      “Julie Carlisle, Donna Atkins, Leanne Egan, Grace Hodgekiss, and Suzanne Meyer,” Blake said, pointing to each photograph. He was sickened to see Frost smile fondly at the pictures, immediately regretting placing them in front of him to revel over. “And tonight, we caught you with your fingers around the throat of a sixth woman, Kerry Nightingale.”

      Frost leant forward and smiled again. His teeth were yellowing and his eyes, in the dim light of the interview room appeared jet-black. It all made Blake’s blood turn to ice.

      “Just a few more seconds,” Frost whispered. “Maybe ten? Fifteen? You should have seen her, Sergeant. Out of all of these women, hers was my favourite.”

      “Her what?” Sally asked.

      Frost turned to her and narrowed his eyes. Blake felt Sally stiffen slightly next to him.

      “Her dying face,” Frost replied. “Perhaps you haven’t seen it, my dear. That look that someone has in their final few moments. That always drove me on, whenever it started to feel like I was going to bottle out at the last moment. Knowing that any second, I would be treated to that eye flickering, that final look of desperation, that moment that was probably the most genuine any of them had even exuded to anybody in their lives. It was almost a privilege, to witness that golden few seconds of sincerity that they could not help but display, no matter how much they were struggling.” He pointed to the photograph of Grace Hodgekiss. “That one struggled more than the others. But it was still there and worth every second of the battle.”

      For a few moments, both Blake and Sally were too repulsed to speak. Apparently, Gresham noticed their hesitation as his voice suddenly sounded in Blake’s ear.

      “Get on with it, Harte,” he snapped. “You’re indulging him too much.”

      Blake shook his head slightly and removed the photos from the table, shoving them back in the folder. He was somewhat gratified to see that Frost appeared disappointed.

      “Why, then?” he asked. “All these women. Five completely innocent women that you murdered. What’s it all been about? What’s it all for?”

      “Oh, Sergeant, I know we haven’t exactly known each other long, but I consider myself to be an excellent judge of character,” Frost replied, “and I credited you with a smidgen more intelligence than that.”

      “Oh, you’re that much of a good judge?” Blake asked him. “I met and arrested you no more than an hour ago.”

      “You’re clearly forgetting your numerous appearances on television,” Frost said with a wry smile. “I confess I’m not exactly what one would call an avid watcher, but when the news is featuring nothing but my own work, how could I ignore it? And every report about each of these women, there you are. Giving statements, assuring the public. I wouldn’t be surprised if you find yourself on one of those reality shows soon. The white knight, trying to save all the damsels.”

      It was true that Blake had given more interviews to the press than he cared to remember. After it had become clear that Manchester had a serial killer on its hands, a media storm had soon escalated, and with Blake in charge of the investigation, he had started to be seen on the street as the man who would save them all from ‘Jack Frost.’ It had always been quietly at the back of his mind whenever he had given any form of interview with a camera present that the killer could, and most likely would, see every single one.

      “Ask him again!” Gresham’s voice snapped into Blake’s ear. “Stop letting him lead the interview, Harte, for God’s sake!”

      Blake was close to pulling the earpiece out of his ear and throwing it across the room, but Sally asked the next question.

      “So, tell us,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “Explain your great masterplan to us. We know that you’ve got a problem with successful women.”

      Frost turned his attention to her with a look of disgust. “Pardon?”

      “There was a pattern to the deaths, Thomas,” Sally replied hotly. “Julie Carlisle was the head of Joslin’s Technology, Donna Atkins was a regional manager to the largest supermarket in the city, Leanne Egan was a very successful self-published author, Grace Hodgekiss, a CEO and then Kerry, the woman you failed to kill tonight, she’s a politician, the face of Manchester’s place in the House of Commons. It’s not exactly hard to see a little man syndrome.”

      “And what about you?” Frost snarled to her, his mood seeming to change instantly. “How successful are you? It wasn’t your face that the world was seeing whenever one of those women died, it was your superior here.”

      “We’re the same rank,” Blake told him.

      “But she still answers to you, doesn’t she?” Frost replied, his eyes set on Sally. “And why? Because the public are hardly going to be reassured by some little trollop in a police uniform trying to play with the big boys? That’s basic human psychology.”

      “That’s basic chauvinism,” Sally said. “What happened, Thomas? Did Daddy teach you all that? Tell you that boys are better than girls? Bless. It’s no wonder you had to hide behind the little notes you left us beside each body. Not one person in the city would have been too scared to leave the house for somebody as pathetic as you.”

      Frost’s lip curled in fury.

      “Harte!” shouted Gresham into Blake’s ear, so loud that Blake was sure that Frost could have heard it through the wall. “Get this interview under control!”

      But before Blake could do anything, Frost had launched himself across the table and had his hands around Sally’s throat. She landed on the floor, her eyes wide in horror, Frost straddling her, his teeth gritted tightly in effort as he attempted to strangle her.

      “Learn some respect!” Frost yelled. “Know your place!”

      As an alarm blared around them, Blake took hold of Frost’s shoulders and pulled as hard as he could, but Frost now had his legs wrapped around Sally’s body, similar to the way he had with Kerry Nightingale.

      The door to the interview room burst open and two more officers, followed by Gresham, charged in, immediately grabbing hold of Frost and pulling him off Sally. She crawled to the wall and coughed heavily, massaging her throat, tears in her eyes as Frost struggled against the officer’s grip.

      “Get him in a cell!” Gresham ordered.

      As Frost was marched out of the room, he pulled back and looked Blake straight in the eye.

      “This isn’t the end,” he snarled. “Me and you? We will meet again! You and your little tart!”

      A globule of spit left his mouth and landed near Sally. As Blake knelt down to his friend’s side to see if she was alright, all they could hear was the sound of Frost screaming as he was dragged away down the corridor.
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      The village of Harmschapel was, typically, a place of habit. Normally, the only person who could be seen roaming the streets before seven o’clock in the morning was the postman, closely followed, once a week, by the bin lorry, rattling its way around the village before disappearing over a hill to the next location on its round.

      This morning, however, there was somebody else wandering through the streets.

      Blake Harte was walking slowly down the hill, carrying a carton of milk that he had bought from the shop, having been standing outside the door the second it opened. Blake was normally an early riser, having become used to waking up at all hours for his shifts as a police officer, but it was unusual for him to be up and about this early for any other reason. The past few months, however, had seen Blake’s sleep disturbed by recurring nightmares and now, the sight of him wandering the streets early in the morning because he was sick of constantly tossing and turning in bed in an attempt to get back to sleep again had become more common than he would have liked.

      The nightmare was always the same and stemmed from an incident that had happened to him as a little boy.

      When he was ten, Blake had broken into an old, abandoned house on his street, encouraged by the other children in his class as the house had become quite infamous amongst their fertile imaginations. When he had finally managed to climb in through the smallest of gaps in a downstairs window, the only way in or out of the locked, boarded up, old house, he had discovered the body of an old woman with a knife sticking out of her back.

      The incident had traumatised Blake for many years afterwards and it had become a staple of his life that night after night in his dreams, he would once again discover the old woman and he would be unable to move as her horrified expression stared at him. Sometimes she would even chase him around the house, but often she would just sit there, staring at him until Blake woke up. Although the nightmares had stopped as he had gotten older, the past few months had seen the dreams starting again, and he had once more become wracked with the same feelings of terror that had grasped him all those years ago.

      Blake pulled his ecig from his pocket and flopped himself wearily on a bench, watching a pair of starlings dancing in the sky above The Dog’s Tail pub. He was trying his hardest to stop smoking, again, but his ecig was starting to feel more inadequate as each sleepless night passed by. At least, he thought miserably as he watched the starlings chase each other over the rooftops and out of sight, the dream had not woken him up in the middle of the night this time. He glanced at his watch and sighed heavily, zipping his coat up to the top in an effort to keep himself warm.

      The dream had been different this time, he realised, though the details had already begun to fade away. He was sure that this time, somewhere along the way, the dream had featured Thomas Frost. He shuddered involuntarily. It had very little to do with the cold. The last thing he needed was Frost haunting him at night too.

      “I thought there was a distinct lack of snoring.”

      Blake nearly jumped out of his skin and turned his head to see his boyfriend, Harrison Baxter, standing behind him. He was wrapped up in his dressing gown, his Doctor Who slippers poking out the bottom.

      “I don’t snore,” Blake replied with a small smile.

      Harrison snorted. “Okay.”

      “What are you doing out here?” Blake asked him as Harrison sat down next to him on the bench. “It’s freezing, you’ll catch your death.”

      “I wake up to find my boyfriend missing,” Harrison replied. “At seven AM. Now that means he’s either having an affair with the postman, or there’s something wrong. Did you have another dream?”

      Blake nodded. He must have looked especially miserable and sorry for himself as Harrison pulled him closer and wrapped Blake in his dressing gown with his arms around him.

      “It’s alright. I promise. We’re going to make this okay.”

      There had been a time, when Blake and Harrison had first met, that such strength and conviction would have seemed inconceivable. Harrison had just experienced the death of his ex-partner, Daniel, who had regularly given him beatings due to his own problems, and then had found himself in another relationship with another man who had turned out to be a murderer. Blake had been there for him throughout that short but intense few months and had seen him gradually grow into a more confident young man, though it had taken some coaxing. Now, the tables had turned, and it was Harrison who had become the shoulder to cry on. The difference between them, that Blake was only too aware of, was that Harrison was much more forthcoming with his inner feelings than Blake had ever been.

      “I’m just so tired,” Blake murmured. “Why? Why are they bothering me again?”

      “You remember what your therapist said?” Harrison said softly, squeezing Blake in even closer to him. “It could be all to do with work. You’re a detective, Blake. That means that when murders happen, you have to be there. And it’s hardly all been stolen garden gnomes and helping old ladies across the street. We’ve talked about this. Shootings, stabbings, strangling, the lot – and that’s only since you moved to Harmschapel. It’s bound to have shifted something in your subconscious.”

      Blake raised an eyebrow. “Since when did you believe in the subconscious?”

      Harrison shrugged. “Since I started going out with somebody who clearly had problems with his.”

      Blake chuckled and rested his head on Harrison’s shoulder.

      For a few moments, the two of them remained silent. The two starlings came back into view and Blake knew that his nature loving boyfriend was watching them without even looking at him.

      “Is Matti still asleep?” Blake asked at last.

      “I assume so,” Harrison replied. “Though he’s a quieter sleeper than you if he is.”

      They currently had a temporary lodger. PC Billy Mattison, an officer at Blake’s station had had a falling out with his girlfriend, fellow officer PC Mini Patil and the argument was entirely Mattison’s fault.

      Recently, a new constable, Lisa Fox, had begun working at Harmschapel Police Station and it had quickly become obvious that she had turned Mattison’s head. What had started out as, Blake had hoped, harmless flirty banter had quickly turned into the two of them being accidently photographed in an embrace by the local newspaper. Patil had swiftly kicked Mattison out of the house and Blake had agreed to allow him to stay on their sofa. It made very little difference to Blake as today was his last day at work before he had two weeks off and was going to his old stomping ground of Manchester to see his best friend, Sally-Ann Matthews for her thirtieth birthday.

      “Come on,” Harrison said, linking arms with him under the dressing gown. “Let’s have some tea. It’s cold and frankly far too early to be having deep conversations without caffeine. You can help me feed Betty. I think she’s really going to miss you while you’re away.”

      Blake snorted in derision at the thought of Harrison’s pet goat as they stood up and started walking back to Juniper Cottage.

      “What, like the school bully misses his victim when he’s not there? That goat hates me. Almost a year you’ve been living with me and the most affection I’ve had from her is that one time last month when she didn’t try and break my kneecaps. And I’m pretty sure that was only because she tripped herself up on the way to trying.”

      Harrison started to laugh as they rounded the corner to the street where Juniper Cottage stood, lit up by the morning sunset.

      But then, Harrison’s face fell, and he stopped dead in his tracks.

      “Blake,” he murmured.

      Blake frowned as Harrison’s grip tightened on his arm and then looked to where Harrison was staring wide-eyed.

      Lying on the pavement on the other side of the road was the body of a man, face down on the tarmac. He was sprawled out at a strange angle, unmoving, and as Blake and Harrison got closer, Blake realised that he looked very familiar.

      “Is that…?” Harrison ventured.

      Blake knelt down by the man’s body and gently turned him over, taking in the face and sighing heavily. The tight jawline and flawless features of the man before them were unmistakable.

      “Yeah. It’s Tom.”

      “What’s happened to him?” Harrison asked, frowning. “Is he drunk or something? I only saw him last night. He seemed okay then. Well, as okay as Tom can be.”

      Blake’s tilted Tom’s head carefully to the side and grimaced. The hair at the back of his skull was matted and the tarmac beneath his head was stained with a dark red hue.

      “It’s blood,” Blake murmured. “I think somebody attacked him.”

      Ignoring Harrison’s gasp, Blake immediately placed his fingers against Tom’s neck. As much as an enemy that Tom had made of Blake since arriving in the village, Blake had no wish for him to die, especially like this. To his relief, he felt a weak pulsation in his neck.

      “He’s still alive,” Blake said sharply. “Call an ambulance.”

      As Harrison tapped on his phone, Blake looked closer at Tom’s injury on the back of his head. The more he examined it, the more he became convinced that he had been hit deliberately with something hard and that whoever the perpetrator was had most likely taken him by surprise. The main question Blake had, apart from who the culprit was, was why Tom had been out on his own so late that he was able to be discovered so early in the morning.

      “Tom? Tom, can you hear me?”

      Tom did not respond and Blake was sure his pulse was getting weaker.

      “What’s going on here then?” said a voice behind them.

      Neither of them had heard the approach of Sergeant Michael Gardiner. He was standing behind them with a surprised expression, his arms tightly behind his back.

      “It’s Tom Pattison,” he told Gardiner.

      “Oh, I’m fully aware of who it is,” Gardiner replied over the sound of Harrison on the phone to the emergency services. “Why is he on the ground in need of medical attention?”

      “She’s asking if he’s breathing,” Harrison told Blake, holding the phone tightly to his ear.

      “Barely,” Blake replied, ignoring Gardiner. “Just tell her he’s been hit on the back of the head with something, he’s got a weak pulse and he needs help now.”

      As Harrison continued informing the operator of the situation, Blake spotted a mobile phone next to Tom. The screen had a long crack along it, presumably having been dropped when Tom was hit.

      “Who was he on the phone to?” Blake murmured, before standing up and addressing Gardiner. “We better call the station. Tell them what’s happened.”

      “You’re saying you just found him like this?” Gardiner said, looking annoyingly sceptical. “Just lying out here in the middle of the pavement?”

      “Yes,” Blake said. He could already see where Gardiner’s imagination was taking him and he did not like it. “Don’t even go there, Michael.”

      “Go where?” Gardiner said innocently. “Oh, you mean to the assumption that because I’ve found you and Harrison standing over the barely alive body of someone who was threatening your relationship and has basically given you nothing but trouble since he arrived, that one of you is responsible?”

      Blake closed his eyes in an attempt to control his temper. It did not surprise him that Gardiner knew about the troubles he had been having with Tom. Harmschapel was the sort of village where gossip and rumours were aplenty as most people knew each other. He remembered it had not taken very long for the news of his relationship with Harrison to get around when it had first started, and he was often surprised by people he regarded as mere acquaintances asking him about details of his life he had assumed only a few people knew about. As well as that, Gardiner was about the only person he had met in Harmschapel, other than Tom, who just seemed to know how to push his buttons.

      “Just call the station,” Blake repeated slowly. “Let them know what’s happened. He’s still alive, we need to find out who did this to him. Whoever it is, they must live in this village, surely.”

      “Ambulance is on its way, Blake,” Harrison said, walking back towards them.

      “So why are you both up and about so early?” Gardiner queried. “You’re not due at the station till later this morning. Just fancied an early morning stroll, did you? How romantic.”

      “Michael,” Blake said sharply. “I am in no mood for this. Just call the station.”

      He glanced nervously at the house Tom was currently living in and sighed heavily.

      “I need to tell Jacqueline.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Harrison asked.

      Blake shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said, glancing at Tom on the ground. “This is police business after all.”

      “Exactly,” Gardiner said, needlessly straightening the collar of his uniform. “And I think, for the moment at least, you should take a backseat on this one, don’t you? Leave it to the officers that haven’t got romantic issues clouding their judgment.”

      He pushed Blake aside and marched towards the door of Jacqueline’s cottage, knocking sharply on the door.

      Blake and Harrison exchanged annoyed looks as they waited for the front door to open.

      “Be tactful, Michael,” Blake said sternly. “Remember, she is his mother.”

      “I don’t need you to tell me how to do my job, DS Harte,” Gardiner replied pompously. “I am quite aware of the level of discretion required in a situation like this.”

      The door opened and Jacqueline stood before them. She looked, as might have been expected given the early hour of the day, quite dishevelled and tired, a dark blue, satin dressing gown wrapped tightly around her. Her bright red hair, which normally was pinned up in a tall beehive, was resembling something closer to a bird’s nest.

      “Michael,” she murmured. “What can I do for you?”

      “Your son’s been attacked,” Gardiner replied curtly, pointing at Tom on the ground.

      Blake rolled his eyes and turned to face the road leading towards Clackton, the nearest large town to Harmschapel, and where the ambulance would most likely be coming from. The morning was clear and, in the distance, he could just make out the sight of blue flashing lights.

      Jacqueline stepped out and wrapped the dressing gown tighter around herself.

      “Tom?” she said quietly, her eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

      She turned and gasped as she saw her son on the ground, her hand flying up to her mouth. “Oh my…” she whispered. “Tom? Tom!”

      Blake grabbed her as she went to run to him.

      “Jacqueline, come on, come on. It’s going to be alright. He’s still alive, the ambulance is on its way. They’re going to do everything they can.”

      “Well, I shall ring the station,” Gardiner announced as the flashing lights of the ambulance grew closer. “No doubt Inspector Angel will want to speak to you about this incident, DS Harte.”

      Blake ignored him as he gripped Jacqueline tightly.

      “We’ll find who did this to him, Jacqueline, I promise,” he said. “And he’s going to be okay. We found him in time, I know we did.”

      Jacqueline did not seem to hear him. She appeared unable to take her eyes off Tom, merely holding onto Blake’s arm and looking like she was fighting back tears.

      When the paramedics arrived, Blake explained the situation to them and then watched as Tom was lifted onto a stretcher and loaded into the back of the ambulance.

      As Jacqueline climbed onboard, Blake put a hand on her shoulder.

      “We’re going to have to speak to you at some point, Jacqueline, okay? We need to know what his movements were last night, anything you can think of. Someone will be at the hospital later. Call me if there’s any news.”

      Jacqueline nodded, her eyes shiny with tears. Then, as she reached across to grip Tom’s limp hand, the doors were slammed shut and the ambulance sped off down the road with its sirens blaring and the blue lights flashing incessantly.

      As it disappeared, the door to Blake’s cottage opened and Mattison stepped out, looking bleary eyed. He was wearing a t-shirt and a pair of jogging bottoms.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, looking around, confused. “Was that an ambulance?”

      “Tom’s been attacked,” Harrison replied. “Blake thinks somebody hit him on the head with something. We found him, just lying in the street.”

      Mattison rubbed the sleep from his eyes, looking slightly dazed. “What? When? Last night?”

      “Yes, Mattison, last night,” Gardiner cut in sharply. “So, I suggest you get yourself dressed and get to the station. Inspector Angel will be there already and I’m sure he’ll want this investigating.”

      “But I don’t start my shift till twelve,” Mattison protested.

      “Do I look in the slightest bit interested?” Gardiner replied. “You’ll only be called in anyway, so I suggest you save the station the phone bill. Besides, I’d have thought you’d want to see your girlfriend. Whichever one you’re with at the moment.”

      Mattison glared at Gardiner, clearly holding back a furious retort. He then turned on his heels and stormed back into Juniper Cottage, slamming the door behind him.

      “Was there any real need for that?” Blake said.

      “As for you two,” Gardiner interrupted, “I think you better come along with me, don’t you?”
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        * * *

      

      It had never occurred to Blake quite how intimidating it was to be sitting in one of the interview rooms at Harmschapel police station, waiting for an officer to come and speak to him. Although he knew neither he nor Harrison had anything to do with Tom’s attack, he was surprised that he felt quite nervous.

      He pictured the suspects and witnesses he had interviewed in this room since arriving in Harmschapel amongst all the bizarre cases that had been presented to him over the past couple of years. Then, his mind wandered back to the interview room in Manchester and Thomas Frost, and the insane look that Frost harboured in his eyes when he was gleefully telling Blake all about the murders he had committed. The thought made him shudder again, so he shook his head to try and dislodge the image of Frost from the forefront of his mind.

      Blake then realised that before most interviews, he would gather his notes in the side room, behind the one-way mirrored windows around him, and keep an eye on who he was about to interview. Standing up and wandering towards the mirror, he put his hands in his pocket as he envisioned Gardiner doing precisely that, with a lot more glee.

      “Come on, Michael,” he called. “I haven’t got all day, and neither have you.”

      He cupped his hands against the window and peered through. Although he could not really see anything, he did know the layout of the room behind the glass and was fairly sure he could make out the outline of somebody standing behind the desk, facing him. He smiled sarcastically and waved.

      A few seconds later, the figure appeared to move and then the door to the interview room opened and Gardiner stepped in.

      “Having fun?” Blake asked him. “I could see you, you know.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gardiner replied, though his smug expression told a very different story. “I was just gathering my notes.”

      “Where’s Harrison?”

      “Being spoken to by Patil and Fox.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows. “You’ve put them together in the same interview?”

      Gardiner shrugged. “They’re both officers, aren’t they? I hardly think asking for a bit of professionalism between them is too much to ask for when they’re interviewing a suspect.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake, Michael, we are not suspects.”

      “I beg to differ,” Gardiner replied. “Take a seat.”

      Blake stared at Gardiner in disbelief for a moment, then sighed and sat down opposite him with his arms crossed.

      “Now then,” Gardiner said, unable to hide how much he was clearly enjoying himself. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      “You want to talk about professionalism? Really?”

      “I hardly think you’re in any position to be giving me a lecture.”

      Gardiner leant across the desk and pressed the button on the tape recorder then made a great show of checking his watch.

      “Interview commencing at 08:05 AM. Present in the room are Sergeant Michael Gardiner and Blake Harte.”

      Blake rolled his eyes and leant across the desk, stopping the recorder.

      “Inspector Angel’s authorised you to do this, has he?”

      Gardiner chuckled and crossed his hands together.

      “Let’s not get all sensitive here. Can we try and do this with some level of maturity? It’s a simple matter of police investigation. If you were in my position and had found me standing over the body of a man who I was known to have had run ins with, you would be doing exactly the same as me. You can’t deny that. I am being an officer of the law.”

      “I can think of a few things you are being.”

      Gardiner’s lips thinned and he irritably slammed the recorder back on again.

      “Interview commencing at 08:06 AM. Still present in the room are Sergeant Michael Gardiner and…”

      “Detective Sergeant Blake Harte,” Blake said with annoyance. “Just get on with it.”

      Gardiner threw Blake a glib smile and then opened the folder he had brought in with him. It contained very little, aside from a few sheets of paper onto which Gardiner had clearly scribbled everything he could think of to do with what he knew about Tom and Blake’s relationship.

      “Talk to me about where you were between the hours of midnight and five AM last night?”

      “I was in bed.”

      “Can anybody vouch for this?”

      “Where do you think Harrison sleeps? In the garden?”

      “Just answer the question.”

      “I just did,” Blake retorted. “I was in bed, with Harrison next to me. All night long till about half past six this morning.”

      “Your partner was asleep, I take it?”

      Blake closed his eyes in annoyance.

      “Yes.”

      “So, how could he vouch for your movements all night?”

      Blake bit his lip. The most irritating factor was that Gardiner was asking the exact same questions Blake knew he would in the situation.

      “I’m fairly sure he would know if I crept out to go and clobber somebody.”

      “You’re certain that Mr Pattison was clobbered then?”

      “He had a wound on the side of his head,” Blake replied. “I’ve seen enough attacks of that sort to know them when I see them.”

      “You said you woke up at six-thirty. Why was that? You aren’t due in today till later this morning.”

      Blake narrowed his eyes. The only reason he had been awake so early was because of the nightmare he had been having, though he was not about to divulge that to Gardiner of all people.

      “I just couldn’t sleep. So I got up and went for a walk to the shop.”

      “The shop doesn’t open till seven,” Gardiner replied quickly. “I’d say it only takes about five minutes at the most to get from your cottage to the shop. What were you doing in that time?”

      “I took the long way around the village,” Blake said. “I knew the shop wouldn’t be open for a little while, so I went for a walk to wake myself up a bit.”

      “And then just happened to come across Mr Pattison on the ground?”

      “Correct.”

      Gardiner crossed his arms with an expression of faux confusion. “You’re telling me that you left your cottage, which is directly opposite the cottage of Mr Pattison and his mother, and didn’t see him lying there?”

      “He was lying between his wheelie bins, Michael, of course I didn’t see him. I told you, I left the cottage and went one way, walked around the village and came back the other way. The way me and Harrison walked back, he was easier to see.”

      “So, let’s talk about Harrison,” Gardiner said, leaning back in his chair. “Why was he up and about so early?”

      “You’d have to ask him.”

      Gardiner narrowed his eyes.

      “Spoken like a true suspect.”

      Blake rolled his eyes and threw his head back in exasperation.

      “I presume he was concerned about me. He wakes up before seven, sees I’m not there, and went to look for me.”

      “How touching.”

      “That’s what happens in a loving relationship.”

      Gardiner’s lips thinned, possibly as he took Blake’s words as a jibe at his own failed marriage. The moment was quickly cleared from Gardiner’s expression.

      “So loving that Tom was putting your relationship at risk?”

      “He wasn’t threatening anything.”

      “No? Didn’t exactly get on with him though, did you? From the way I heard it, he was flirting with your boyfriend and you didn’t like it.”

      Blake shrugged. “And? Is that suspicious to you? You’d have kept your mouth shut, would you, if you’d actually seen your brother flirting with your wife before she left you?”

      Gardiner glared furiously at him.

      “And anyway, it was more than that,” continued Blake, glad of the obvious annoyance from Gardiner. “There’s something not right about that guy. There’s a…I don’t know, it’s hard to describe. Something dark about him. Like he’s not quite programmed right. He and Harrison got on well at first, then he made a move on him. Harrison, of course, rejected him.”

      “Of course he did.”

      “And ever since then, he’s had this really sinister undertone to him.”

      “So you felt threatened by him, is that what you’re saying?”

      Blake shrugged again. “I don’t know if I’d say threatened.”

      “You seriously expect me to believe that you and Harrison were just walking along at seven in the morning together and just happened across the unconscious body of a man you both apparently despised?” Gardiner asked with an incredulous chuckle. “Pull the other one. C’mon, Detective. Tell me the truth.”

      “I am telling you the truth, Gardiner,” Blake replied, starting to lose patience. “This is a complete waste of time.”

      Gardiner shrugged.

      “It’s only a waste of time if you continue to lie. Now, come on!” He leant forward and banged the table with his fist. “I want to know the truth. Tell me. Why couldn’t you sleep? What was keeping you so awake that only a walk around the village at that time of the morning was going to help?”

      Blake stared at Gardiner, hoping that his expression was not telling him anything he did not want it to. As well aware he was that his pride was at risk of making the situation worse, he would rather be the main suspect in Tom’s attack than confess to Gardiner that a recurring dream had been the thing keeping him awake.

      “Well?” Gardiner said sharply. “Quite a long hesitation for an innocent man, wouldn’t you say? It’s not a difficult question. Why couldn’t you sleep?”

      Blake opened his mouth to speak, but the words became stuck in his throat. His brain whirred furiously, trying to think of some excuse as to why both he and Harrison would have been out in the village so early in the morning, but nothing came.

      Then, a familiar voice echoed around the room.

      “Are you having fun, Sergeant Gardiner?”

      Gardiner quite suddenly went rather white.

      Blake glanced at the mirrored window where their boss, Inspector Jacob Angel would now be standing, talking into the intercom that was connected to the room.

      “I suggest you wrap this ‘interview’ up, Sergeant.”

      Gardiner turned quickly in his chair and spoke furiously to the room.

      “Sir, he is a suspect in Pattison’s attack!”

      The door to the interview room opened and Angel walked in. His skeletal and graceful figure always reminded Blake of a ballet dancer and often left him wondering just how Angel would ever handle the likes of some of the burly thugs he had dealt with during his own career.

      “Sergeant Gardiner,” Angel said calmly as he switched off the recorder on the desk. “I take it you have an excellent reason for interrogating DS Harte in this manner?”

      “Of course I do,” Gardiner replied, suddenly appearing a lot less sure of his own convictions. “Harte and his soppy boyfriend just happened to be walking around, at seven AM, when Pattison was discovered, someone who they both have had a turbulent relationship with! You don’t think that’s suspicious?”

      “No, not really,” Angel replied airily. “And neither do you. You are merely using a police interrogation room in order to give yourself a bit of an ego boost and to make somebody that you have your own professional ‘turbulence’ with feel uncomfortable. I’ll see you in my office in an hour, please.”

      Blake tried to supress his amusement at Gardiner’s face, which was a mixture of fury and embarrassment.

      “You’re free to go, DS Harte,” Angel continued.

      “Thank you, Sir,” Blake said, standing up. “Shall I begin with finding out what was on Tom’s mobile? The way it was just discarded by his side would imply that he was speaking to somebody on it at the time he was attacked.”

      “I think you misunderstand me,” Angel said, holding his hand up. “I mean you are free to go home. As wrong as Sergeant Gardiner was to interview you in this manner, he is right in a sense. My understanding is that you and Mr Pattison shared a mutual dislike to one another to the point where it may be professionally questionable for you to be too personally involved in this particular case. From what I have just taken from Mr Baxter’s conversation with PCs Patil and Fox, it seems there was rather a lot of unrest between the two of you. I would suggest that you step back from this one.”

      Blake stared at his boss incredulously.

      “You’re taking me off the case?”

      “On the contrary, DS Harte, you were never on it. I would suggest you begin your time off as of today. Besides, having you as the officer in charge for only one day would hardly be beneficial.”

      Blake went to argue, but Angel pulled the door open and waited. The conversation was clearly over.

      With an annoyed sigh, Blake zipped his coat up.

      “I take it I’m getting paid for today?” he snapped. “I mean, I’m not supposed to be on holiday till tomorrow.”

      Angel raised an eyebrow as Blake stormed out of the room, the door closing sharply behind him.

      Blake stood in the empty corridor for a moment taking in what had just happened. He had never been taken off a case in his entire career. He found himself feeling utterly furious at the man currently lying in a hospital bed. It was typical of Tom’s behaviour since he had arrived in the village to be giving Blake problems even when he was unconscious from a head injury.

      But then Blake thought of Jacqueline. She had been very good to him since he had arrived in Harmschapel and had been the perfect landlord, making sure that anything that went wrong with the property was immediately fixed, the rent was more than reasonable, and it had been partly down to her that Blake and Harrison had become a couple in the first place. Her son might not have been the nicest of people, but he was still her son and she was Blake’s friend.

      At that moment, Mattison burst through the station door, looking breathless and now dressed in his uniform.

      “Matti, where have you been?”

      “Sorry, Sir,” he gasped. “I couldn’t find the key you left me. It was in the fruit bowl.”

      “I know it was in the fruit bowl, that’s where we keep the keys.”

      “Well, I know that now,” Mattison replied, looking sheepish. “How’s it going? What’s happening?”

      “Well, I’ve been interviewed by Gardiner, and by interviewed, I mean accused, and now I’m just waiting for Harrison.”

      “Where is he?”

      Blake sighed as he pointed to the interview room opposite. “In there, with…”

      But he was saved from saying exactly who Harrison was being interviewed by when the door opened and Patil stepped out, closely followed by Fox.

      Mattison’s face dropped as he saw the two women.

      “Erm…Mini. Hi.”

      Patil threw him a filthy look as she opened the door to the interview room wider so Harrison could step out into the corridor.

      “Thanks very much, Harrison,” she said crisply. “We’ll get in touch again if we need you.”

      She slammed the interview room door closed and stormed away down the corridor.

      Fox flicked her blonde hair over her shoulder as she watched Patil vanish around the corner.

      “I bet she’s off to Angel’s office to complain,” she said with a shake of her head. “Fancy putting the pair of us together in an interview after…”

      She nodded at Mattison who looked like he wanted nothing more than for the ground to swallow him up.

      Blake found himself suddenly glad that he was not going to have to deal with the aftermath of the triangle during the investigation.

      “Come on, Harrison,” he said. “Let’s go home.”

      Harrison looked surprised. “Are you not staying?”

      “No,” replied Blake as Angel and Gardiner appeared behind him. “Apparently I won’t be needed on this case.”

      “All fully explained to you, DS Harte,” Angel said loftily. “I’m sure I don’t have to be concerned about you being overly sensitive and taking it personally, do I?”

      Blake glanced around at all the eyes on him. He was struggling to think of a time when he had felt more sensitive about anything.

      “No, Sir.”

      “Excellent. Now then, Sergeant Gardiner. Would you gather the officers please? I think we need to have a meeting regarding the case. Someone out there attacked our Mr Pattison last night and we need to bring them to justice. See you in two weeks, DS Harte. Enjoy it.”

      With his head in the air, Angel glided away, down the corridor, with Gardiner in quick pursuit.

      “See you tonight, Sir,” Mattison murmured, looking awkwardly at Fox who merely smiled at Blake and followed the rest of the officers in the direction of the meeting room, leaving Blake and Harrison standing alone in the corridor.

      “Well,” Harrison said, linking arms with him, “what do we do now?”

      Blake could not shake off the feeling that he had just been unceremoniously pushed aside.

      “We go home, I guess.”
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      Harrison was fully aware of the silence as he and Blake walked slowly back to Juniper Cottage. He could tell Blake was deep in thought. His brow was furrowed, his gaze was distant and he was walking with a kind of slow deliberation that Harrison had seen many times when he was heavily into a case that suggested that he was trying to put together a jigsaw that had too many pieces missing to formulate a picture.

      “Go on then,” Harrison said, putting his hands into his pockets as Blake’s stride got slower. “I can tell you’re dying to get something off your chest.”

      “Hm?”

      “What did Inspector Angel say to you? Why aren’t you allowed on the case?”

      Blake pulled his ecig out of his pocket and gave it a sharp suck.

      “Because I’m too closely involved apparently,” he replied.

      “Closely involved? I don’t see how. I mean, yeah, the two of you didn’t get on, but that doesn’t make you involved with him, does it?”

      “No,” Blake murmured. “I don’t think it does.”

      “I guess the law is the law,” Harrison mused, before catching his boyfriend’s expression and frowning. “Unless you feel like there’s something else to it?”

      Blake did not reply. He just sucked on his ecig again and shrugged.

      Harrison rolled his eyes. “And what does that mean?”

      Blake sighed as they rounded the corner to their street.

      “It means that I’m not being told something. I don’t want to sound like I’m blowing my own trumpet here, but I’m pretty confident I could wrap up whoever attacked Tom by the time I’m supposed to get on that train to Manchester tomorrow. I mean, come on. A village this size? There’s only so many people it could have been. It wouldn’t be hard to find someone with a grudge against him.”

      “Blake, no offence,” Harrison said delicately, “but nobody else I knew dislikes him as much as you. I mean, he actively tried to take your boyfriend off you, he’d wind you up, he tried to make the last case you were working on difficult by calling the media and getting them involved. Is it any wonder that Angel doesn’t want you on the case?”

      Blake shook his head as he pulled the keys to the cottage out of his coat pocket.

      “There’s something else. I mean, they worked out pretty quickly that it wasn’t either of us, two people who, in theory, wouldn’t think twice about clobbering the little git around the head. It can’t just be us who didn’t like him. The way he went around causing trouble for us, means that there’s somebody else in this village who he annoyed as well, and they took the time to try and teach him a lesson. Since I’ve lived in this village I’ve managed to work out how somebody can be shot in a locked shed, how a car manages to vanish in a tunnel with two drug dealers inside it, decipher how it’s possible to drown somebody in a lift and I’ve just finished wrapping up a case where somebody vanished from a suspended cabinet in front of an audience and taken down a sex ring in the process. I’m good at my job. So, why wouldn’t they want me working out who wanted to attack him of all people? What’s so special about Tom bloody Pattison?”

      Then, there was the sound of somebody clearing their throat behind them. As they turned around, Harrison’s heart sank to see Jacqueline standing at the bottom of their garden path. From the expression on her face, she had heard everything Blake had just said.

      “Jacqueline…” Blake began, clearly thinking frantically about how to save the situation.

      “I was just picking up some things for Tom,” Jacqueline interrupted sharply, holding up a bag. “Contrary to your thoughts, Blake, someone does care for him.”

      “How is he?” Harrison asked as Blake stared at the ground, ashamed.

      “No change,” Jacqueline replied, her voice wavering. “The nurse said he was lucky to be found when he was though, so that’s something.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be okay, Jacqueline,” Blake said. “He’s your son after all. No way you’d produce anything but a fighter.”

      Harrison raised an eyebrow at Blake’s words, but it appeared to do the job of thawing Jacqueline slightly.

      “Thank you,” she said. She looked down at the bag. “I’ve just got him a change of clothes, a few magazines. I mean he’ll want something to do when he comes ‘round. He’d rather been seen dead than be seen in one of those gowns they put you in in hospital.”

      Her choice of words appeared to hit her and her lip began to wobble.

      Harrison felt an enormous pang of sympathy for her and rushed forwards.

      “Jacqueline, he’ll pull through, I promise,” he said placing his arm around her.

      A few tears began to fall from Jacqueline’s eyes. “What if he doesn’t though?”

      “He will,” Harrison said firmly. “Look, do you want me to come with you?”

      “You don’t have to do that, darling.”

      “I know I don’t. I want to.”

      Jacqueline stifled a sob and smiled, before eventually nodding.

      “I’d like that, darling, thank you.”

      Blake put his hands in his pockets.

      “Do you want me to come?” he said.

      Harrison shook his head. As good as he knew Blake’s intentions were, the last thing Jacqueline needed was him saying something careless again.

      “You just get yourself packed ready for Manchester. Enjoy your extra day off.”

      “We’ll be fine, darling,” Jacqueline said to Blake.

      Blake sighed and then nodded.

      “Alright. Well, take care, Jacqueline, if I don’t see you before I go. Make sure you keep Harrison updated. I know me and Tom didn’t exactly see eye to eye sometimes, but I honestly don’t wish him any harm. I’m sure he’ll be absolutely fine.”

      “Thank you,” Jacqueline said quietly. “And you just take care of yourself in Manchester.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      “I know the place like the back of my hand, Jacqueline. It’s where I grew up.”

      Jacqueline nodded. “I know. Just…” she paused and then shrugged. “Just mind how you go. These big cities. I’d hate to think of anything happening to you as well. Shall we go, Harrison?”

      “Yeah,” Harrison replied. “Come on. There should be a bus in the next five minutes. See you later, Blake.”

      “Yeah,” Blake said quietly.

      Harrison led Jacqueline down the street and towards the nearest bus stop. When he turned his head to glance back at Blake, he frowned. Blake was watching them both as they went, looking deeper in thought than ever.
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        * * *

      

      Tom had been placed in a private room on the third floor of Clackton General. As Harrison and Jacqueline entered the room, Harrison felt startled by the wires and tubes coming from Tom’s mouth and nose, who was lying in the bed with his eyes closed. The steady beating of the heart monitor beeped as his chest rose slowly up and down.

      Jacqueline gripped the bag she was carrying against her chest and stared at her son, the tears in her eyes shining in the reflection of the lights. “Still no change then,” she murmered. “I had some vague hope he might have at least opened his eyes or something…”

      She stifled a sob as she placed the bag down gently beside the bed, before sitting down in a chair next to him.

      Harrison shook his head and sighed. “Who did this to him? I can’t believe we didn’t hear anything, I mean it happened right outside our cottages.”

      Jacqueline wiped her eyes with a decrepit looking tissue.

      “Has Blake said anything? Have the police got any idea?”

      “Nope. Even if they had, Blake wouldn’t know. He’s been taken off the case.”

      Jacqueline stared at Harrison in surprise. “Taken off the case? Blake? Why? He’s their top officer.”

      “I know,” Harrison replied with a slight smile. “So does Blake. Apparently because he and Tom didn’t exactly see eye to eye, it isn’t appropriate for him to be in charge of the case or something. That and the fact he goes away on holiday tomorrow for two weeks so there’s not a lot of point in him starting something he can’t finish. Personally, I reckon it’s more that but you know Blake.”

      Jacqueline nodded.

      “So, that’s what he was talking about earlier.”

      She blew her nose with the tissue and dropped it into the bin by the bed before grasping her son’s hand tightly.

      “I know my Tom can be a bit…well, you know. He’s got a sharp tongue on him. He gets that from me. But he doesn’t mean any harm by it, I know he doesn’t!”

      “I know,” Harrison said, putting his hand on her shoulder. He was, however, unconvinced by Jacqueline’s words. He remembered all too well the way Tom had goaded him about how difficult he could make Blake’s life. He considered carefully how to word what he wanted to say.

      “Do you know why Tom had such an issue with Blake? He genuinely seemed to hate him.”

      Jacqueline shook her head sharply. “My Tom isn’t capable of hate. You know what it is, darling. He had a bit of a thing for you, and Blake was the one standing in his way. It’s a Pattison trait, I’m afraid. I’m just the same. We get jealous, sometimes. I’ve obviously learnt to control my urges, but Tom is young, impetuous. And anyway, I’m sure he was over the whole you and him thing. Remember, I couldn’t get him off his phone! He was clearly seeing somebody!”

      Harrison did remember. The past few weeks had seen Tom seemingly glued to his mobile, constantly messaging somebody in secret. The only clue Harrison had to the mysterious person’s identity was when he had caught a glimpse of someone called ‘F’ on Tom’s phone screen, though the phone had been quickly hidden from sight as soon as Tom had realised that Harrison had seen it, with a refusal to answer any questions about it.

      “That’s true,” Harrison said thoughtfully. “Do you know who ‘F’ might be?”

      There was a brief pause, before Jacqueline turned to him.

      “‘F’?”

      “I think that might be the mystery man. Tom was really cagey about it. Whoever ‘F’ might be could be able to shed some light on what’s happened to him.”

      Jacqueline shuffled in her seat.

      “I don’t know. It’s probably a boy he meant on one of those dating sites.”

      Harrison nodded.

      “Probably,” he said. “Either way, I guess the police will know soon enough. They’ve got his phone.”

      Jacqueline seemed to stiffen slightly in her chair.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, it was next to him on the ground. Blake reckons that he was talking to someone when…”

      His voice trailed off as he nodded in the direction of the bed.

      Jacqueline cleared her throat and began busying herself with the contents of the bag.

      “Well, time will tell. Listen, thank you for coming, Harrison, darling. I’m going to be here for the rest of the day, and I’m sure you’ve got things to sort out with Blake if he’s going away tomorrow.”

      “He’s only packing,” Harrison replied. “I can stay if you want.”

      “No, no,” Jacqueline said, standing up. “You get off darling. There’s no point in us both sitting here doing nothing. I’ll ring you if there’s any change though, I promise.”

      Harrison raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      “Oh, okay. If you’re sure?”

      “Yes, yes, I’ll be fine, darling,” Jacqueline said quickly. She hurried over to the door and opened it, signalling that it was definitely time for him to leave.

      As soon as Harrison was out of the room, the door slammed shut behind him and a moment later, Harrison was sure that he could hear the sound of gentle sobs over the intermittent beeps of Tom’s heart monitor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Harrison returned home on the bus and walked into the cottage to find Blake perched on the end of the sofa attempting to wrap a new lamp he had bought for Sally’s birthday.

      Harrison watched him for a few moments, amused, as he struggled to keep the ends of the wrapping together whilst trying to pick off the end of the roll of Sellotape with his spare hand.

      “Do you want me to help you?” Harrison asked him.

      Blake turned his head and grinned.

      “No, I want you to stand there and watch me slowly pick my fingers to the bone trying to get this bloody thing wrapped.”

      Harrison chuckled and took the Sellotape from him while Blake held the ends of the wrapping paper together.

      “Why couldn’t she have asked for a bottle of perfume?” he fumed. “Instead she sends me a picture of the one lamp in the Clackton branch of her favourite homeware store that didn’t come in a bloody box.”

      Harrison finally managed to unpick the Sellotape and together they eventually got the awkwardly shaped lamp looking respectable enough to pass off as a birthday present.

      “This is why they invented gift bags,” Harrison said when they had finally finished.

      “Trust me, I tried,” Blake told him as he cleared up the remaining detritus from the coffee table. “There weren’t any big enough. How’s Tom?”

      Harrison shook his head. “Still no change.”

      “Poor Jacqueline,” Blake said with a sigh. “I hope he’s alright. I wouldn’t wish anything like that on her. Maybe, if he pulls through, he might come out the other side a slightly nicer person.”

      “I take it you’ve gone through it all with a fine tooth comb in your head,” Harrison said, moving the lamp out of harm’s way.

      “No.”

      “Liar.”

      Blake rolled his eyes.

      “It’s not my job to work out who attacked him. I’m on holiday. Angel was perfectly clear about that.”

      Harrison grinned at him from across the living room.

      “Oh, so you haven’t given it a second’s thought?”

      Blake shrugged, reminding Harrison of a slightly petulant child. It always amazed him that despite the fact that Blake was one of the most mature, level headed people Harrison had ever met, he was capable of sulking better than anyone else he knew if he felt put out – not that Blake would ever admit it.

      Blake bit his lip.

      “Of course I’ve thought about it. I don’t get how it happened right outside our front door without us hearing anything. Whoever it was must have taken him completely by surprise.”

      Harrison nodded in agreement. “Must have done. I mean, if his mobile was there next to him on the ground, then perhaps he was talking to someone and then whoever it was attacked him from behind.”

      “But who?” Blake said, apparently abandoning all pretence that he was uninterested. “Who else had he annoyed to the point where they wanted to whack him over the head? I mean, surely we’re looking at attempted murder at the very least.”

      “There’s only one thought I had,” Harrison said thoughtfully. “You remember he was constantly on his phone, messaging someone, and Jacqueline said that she thought he’d met somebody on one of those dating sites?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I caught a glimpse of his screen and he hid it from me. Basically chucked me out of the house when I asked him about it when he’d spent the previous five minutes gloating at me. It just said ‘F.’ Jacqueline said she doesn’t have a clue who it might be.”

      “‘F’?” Blake repeated with a frown. “Why would he put somebody in his phone just under a single letter?”

      “Unless he wanted to keep whoever it was a secret,” Harrison suggested.

      “Well, we’ve got his phone, so I guess it’ll only be a matter of time before we find out,” Blake said, before sighing and shaking his head. “I never understood why he seemed so obsessed with me. It’s like he went out of his way to cause trouble for us. I mean, it was nothing that bad. He always was just under the radar enough for it not to look weird to anybody else. But a guy who looks like that, muscles, six pack, ridiculously good looking, he could probably have anybody he set his mind to. Why was he so obsessed with making our relationship difficult?”

      Harrison shrugged.

      “I dunno. I was saying when I was getting interviewed this morning, I spoke to him last night. I told him to leave you alone and he just smirked at me. I really think whoever ‘F’ is, they’ve got something to do with his attack. They must have.”

      “Why me?” Blake murmered, before shaking his head again. “Let’s hope Gardiner has his wits about him. I dunno why, but I get the feeling there’s more to this than meets the eye. Nothing to base it off, obviously, but I dunno. It’s just a feeling.”

      He leant across to the coffee table and grabbed the TV remote control, flicking the television on. Harrison knew him well enough to spot when he was actually watching what was being shown, or merely staring at the screen while his brain worked on something entirely different. Considering the channel they were on was currently airing a rugby match, a sport Blake knew and cared very little about, it was a fair assumption that he was ruminating on the very few facts available to him.

      Harrison left Blake to his thoughts and wandered into the kitchen to tackle the washing up from the night before. He was just squirting a healthy dollop of washing up liquid into the bowl when the door opened and Mattison walked in.

      “You’re home early,” Harrison noted. “Don’t tell me they’ve taken you off the case too.”

      “No, unfortunately,” Mattison replied. “But I do get a lunch break. I normally have a pack up with me, but you know, things being the way they are with Mini at the minute, and the fact I had to go in early, I didn’t have a chance to sort one out today.”

      Harrison grinned at him.

      “The way things are with Mini? Are you telling me she normally makes it for you?”

      “No!” Mattison exclaimed, looking slightly petulant. “Well, sometimes. She’s good at them. Her sandwiches are the best.”

      He stared wistfully into space for a moment, a brief flash of sadness appearing in his eyes before seeming to pull himself together.

      “Bread’s in the bread bin, other things are in the fridge,” Harrison said with a small smile. “Help yourself.”

      “Thanks,” Mattison replied. He set to work making his lunch as Harrison passed him a newly washed plate.

      “Have you spoken to Mini today?”

      Mattison sighed. “No. Well, briefly. It didn’t look like she especially wanted to talk though.”

      “You can’t blame her, Matti. It’s still fresh. If she wants to sort things out, it’s going to take some time. She’s hurting.”

      “I know, I know,” Mattison said with a vicious stab into the butter with a knife. “I know I can’t expect her to exactly welcome me back with open arms.”

      “What about Lisa? Have they had a cat fight yet?”

      Mattison shook his head as he placed some chicken in between the two slices of bread he had buttered.

      “No, thank God. To be honest, Lisa seems to be pretending it never happened. She’s just thrown herself into this case. She’s out now, apparently going around the village for witnesses.”

      “Best thing she can do,” Harrison said. “That’s if she doesn’t want Mini to give her a black eye.”

      Mattison groaned and took a big bite out of his sandwich.

      “So, go on,” Harrison continued, scrubbing hard on an especially stubborn burn mark on one of the pans, “how is the case going?”

      “Well, I can’t really go into…”

      “Into details, I know that. You think living with Blake hasn’t told me that I’m not privy to this sort of information?”

      Mattison shrugged.

      “To be honest, there’s not even that much information to go on. I mean, if we’re saying he was attacked in the early hours of the morning, then what have we got to go on? No witnesses to speak of, no forensic evidence, no weapon. I think it’s going to be a slow one, personally. Especially with Gardiner in charge.”

      “What about his phone?”

      They both jumped as they realised that Blake was standing behind them.

      “Bloody hell,” Mattison said. “You’ll give me a heart attack sneaking up like that. No wonder you catch suspects by surprise.”

      “Too kind,” Blake replied dryly, eying the sandwich. “So? What about Tom’s phone?”

      “Well, Harrison’s interview was sort of helpful,” Mattison said. “He definitely received a phone call around the time he was attacked. But, of course, because why wouldn’t it be, the number is from a pay as you go, isn’t registered to anybody, and so we’ve got to go around the long way to find out who it is.”

      Blake frowned. “Not suspicious at all then. Surely not even Gardiner doesn’t think that Tom receiving a phone call from a difficult to trace phone and then getting attacked is a coincidence.”

      “Do you think that could be from whoever ‘F’ is?” Harrison asked.

      Blake shrugged.

      “Could be. I don’t see any other reason why he would just be in the phone under one letter if he didn’t mind people knowing his identity. That’s assuming it is a ‘he’ of course.”

      He thought for a few moments then rubbed his eyes.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it is a good job I’m getting away from all this. Is it any wonder I have bad dreams?”

      As he wandered back into the living room, Mattison turned to Harrison with a frown.

      “Bad dreams?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Harrison muttered, fully aware Blake did not want the details of his nightmares broadcasting. “He’s just had a bit of trouble sleeping, that’s all.”

      A few minutes later, once Harrison had finished the washing up and Mattison had consumed his sandwich, they joined Blake in the living room.

      “What was the score on the rugby?” Mattison asked as commentators signed off signalling the end of the match.

      “Like I know,” Blake replied. “And by the way, that chicken you just finished, I take it you’ll be replacing?”

      “Of course!” Mattison replied, looking as though it could not have been further from his mind. “I’ll even go shopping after work if you want! I’ll bring a big shop home and fill your cupboards.”

      Blake shrugged.

      “Doesn’t bother me. I’m not going to be here.”

      Mattison rolled his eyes and turned to Harrison. “Do you often have to put up with this?”

      “Fairly regularly,” Harrison said with a grin. “He’s predictable with it though, so you’ll learn soon enough. Watch this.” He pointed to the television where an advert was playing before the news about a company making double glazing windows. “He hates that woman.”

      On cue, Blake said, “Oh, I can’t stand her. She’s got the most annoying voice on television. She must be short on money if she’s doing that advert. Did you see her on Question Time the other night? She absolutely loves, and I mean loves the sound of her own voice, and she must be the only one who does. She’s so pompous. Don’t you hate people who use big words just to make themselves look perspicacious?”

      Harrison and Mattison exchanged knowing grins as the theme tune to the lunchtime news started. “Television has got so mind numbing these days,” Blake went on. “It’s all fake. I mean, look at that news studio, you know that’s all green screen, don’t you? None of it’s real. They want to make us think their broadcasting from this big futuristic looking studio, but in reality, that newsreader, who I also can’t stand, she’s just sitting in this big blank space. The desk is real and that’s about it. She may as well be presenting from a shoe cupboard. When did television become so false? Do they think we’re stupid? And as for reality television, don’t even get me started on that…” but then his voice trailed away.

      Harrison who had been busy chuckling to himself at Blake’s rant frowned as he realised that he appeared transfixed by the television as the newsreader began her first report. The reason for Blake’s expression soon became clear as an icy looking woman with a thin nose high in the air appeared on the screen.

      “‘Good afternoon. I’m Theresa Bowen. The serial killer Thomas Frost is to be moved tomorrow from his secure prison in Manchester to a larger one in the capital, it was revealed today. Frost, who was responsible for the murders of five women in the Greater Manchester area in 2010, was recommended never to be released and is one of the UK’s most dangerous category A prisoners, meaning that he holds a great risk to the public. Category A prisoners are moved between prisons from time to time for security reasons. It is understood that the move will be accompanied by a large formation of police and will take place at around nine AM tomorrow.”

      There was silence in the room for a few moments as the newsreader moved onto her next story. Harrison took a grip of Blake’s hand.

      “He’s not going anywhere,” he said softly.

      Mattison seemed to shudder as the picture of Frost was replaced by a story about an argument in parliament. “He’s so evil looking. You can just tell. Dead behind the eyes. Tell you what, Sir. You probably saved the lives of more people than you could ever know when you got him put behind bars.”

      “Thanks,” Blake murmered. “Wasn’t just me though. Anyway.” He stood up, looking slightly dazed. Harrison could tell that he was unsettled. “I better get on with this packing.”

      He wandered upstairs, leaving them alone in the living room.

      “Best thing he can do is get away from police work for a couple of weeks,” Harrison murmered to Mattison. “Otherwise, God knows what kind of state his head would be in.”
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      To Blake’s relief, in what was seeming to be a rare event these days, he woke up to the sound of his alarm going off the next morning instead of already being awake from bad dreams.

      His train to Manchester was at half past nine, so once he was up and dressed, he pottered around the cottage making sure that he had everything he needed in his case, including Sally’s awkwardly shaped lamp.

      Harrison, who was at work that morning and so was up just as early, stood in the kitchen with him about half an hour before Blake had to leave as they both enjoyed their morning cup of tea together. From the living room, the sound of Mattison’s heavy breathing could be heard as he lay sprawled out on the sofa.

      “You going to be alright with him then?” Blake asked.

      “Me and Matti? Yeah, should be. Hopefully we’ll get him and Mini talking by the time you get back.”

      “I’ll leave it in your capable hands,” Blake said, with a smile.

      He leaned forwards and kissed Harrison on the lips, not releasing him for a few seconds before pulling him in closer and hugging him.

      “What was that for?” Harrison said, putting his arm around Blake’s waist.

      “For being you. I know I’ve probably not been the easiest boyfriend in the world these past couple of months.”

      “You’re just highlighting the past two months? Oh, okay,” Harrison said, before yelping with laughter as Blake wrestled him into the counter.

      “I’m serious,” Blake said in a quieter voice, aware that they were probably going to wake Mattison if they made much more noise. “You’ve been amazing. And I’ve not made that easy for you at times. Thank you.”

      Harrison sighed.

      “Oh, shush. When we first met, I was a wreck. I genuinely did jump at my own shadow once. Scared of my dad, scared of Daniel hitting me again, scared at the fact that there probably wasn’t going to be a time when I felt any different. And then you came along and everything changed.”

      “Only because I had both your parents sent to prison,” Blake said. “Not many people would jump into bed with a police officer that did that.”

      “It was a bit more complicated than that, and you know it,” Harrison replied. “Anyway, I’m not most people.”

      “Too true,” Blake said, with a grin.

      They kissed again and Blake suddenly almost did not want to go to Manchester. He felt like he had just become aware of how lucky he was to have Harrison in his life, something that he knew he forgot sometimes. He was all too aware of his own thoughtless nature at times and Harrison had been there to pull him out of his rut. When they had met, it had only been a couple of months since Blake had walked in on his ex-boyfriend, Nathan, in bed with a woman. The resulting pain had taken him completely by surprise and the only solution he could find was to move to Harmschapel to start again. Little did he know that better things were waiting for him in what he had always thought to be just a quaint little village.

      As he watched Harrison walk upstairs to get ready for work, a thought that had been idly clattering around Blake’s mind landed with starting clarity as he finally realised that there was something he needed to do when he got back, something he had been thinking about for a long time, but had always stopped himself because the moment had never seemed right. He wanted to ask Harrison a very terrifying question, one he was unsure of whether he wanted to hear the answer to or not. There was also the small matter of a finding a ring.

      He had enough money put aside to splash out on a fairly decent one, but the idea of Harrison rejecting him felt all too possible. Realistically, he knew that their current life was far from ideal. Anyone who had ever known Blake had always joked how he was practically married to his job and it was a fact that he had always just shrugged and accepted, but the reality was that there was no reason why Harrison would want to tie himself to such a relationship. There was almost a ten year age gap between the two of them, and although Blake knew that Harrison loved him and that the difference in their ages had never been an issue before, it felt like a lot to ask Harrison to accept the notion of being with Blake for the rest of his life.

      He shook his head and decided that he would have to have an in-depth discussion with Sally on the matter when they met later. Perhaps, he thought, as he busied himself with clearing away his breakfast things, the subject would seem clearer when they were halfway through a bottle of gin.

      As he waited for the sink to fill, he switched his phone on to the news app to listen to the live feed. The story he was waiting for did not take long to appear.

      “We now cross live to Manchester where Theresa Bowen is at the gates of Strangeways, waiting for the appearance of Thomas Frost as his prison move begins. Theresa?”

      The news cut to a thin, icy looking woman standing outside the large and imposing gates of Strangeways Prison and Blake felt a familiar feeling of resentment as he did whenever he saw this particular news reporter.

      Theresa Bowen had been a reporter on this news channel for many years, including at the height of the Frost killings. While Blake had always been under the opinion that news reporters should be impartial, due to how difficult they could make the job of policing during sensitive cases, Theresa had been anything but neutral. She had been exceedingly critical of the police’s speed in catching, what was at that point, an unknown killer and then, once Frost had been arrested, of writing in her regular newspaper column a detailed accusation of Manchester Police going for the easiest option without finding out whether he was responsible for all the deaths, despite all the evidence to the contrary. While her view had quickly gone quiet once all other news channels began naming Frost as the killer, Blake always remembered how difficult she had tried to make his job.

      The camera took in the huge prison building behind Theresa. It was a place that Blake, fortunately, had never had to enter, as the only time he had ever visited Frost had been before he had been moved there from the nearby prison he had been held in.

      The camera zoomed into the sight of a police prison van waiting outside the doors for its passenger.

      Blake’s stomach flipped as he put down the bowl he was about to wash up and stared at his phone. He did not know why he was even watching. The last person he ever wanted to see again was Frost.

      “‘I’m here outside Strangeways Prison in Manchester where in just a few moments, Thomas Frost will be brought out of this prison to that van and then taken, with police escort, to his new prison in London where it is expected he will remain for a good number of years before he is moved again. Frost is serving life in prison after being found guilty of the murders of five women and so the news of his movement has obviously provoked a strong reaction from the public.’”

      As Theresa continued speaking about Frost’s crimes, Blake was briefly taken back to the interview room in Manchester where he had first spoken to the serial killer with Sally. It had felt at the time like Blake had met somebody who had permanently opened his eyes to the darkness that humanity was capable of. Frost was depraved and had clearly revelled in the terror that he had evoked in each of his victims before they died. The most chilling part was that Blake knew full well that, given the opportunity, Frost would do it all over again.

      Suddenly, there he was. Blake stared at the phone, his mouth dry as Frost emerged from the steel door and was led by two prison officers to the waiting van. He appeared to have lost weight since Blake had last seen him, his gaunt face looking more skeletal than ever. His hair was greyer and as Blake looked closer, he realised that Mattison’s analogy was absolutely right. Thomas Frost did look completely dead behind the eyes.

      The back of the van was opened and Frost disappeared from view as he was put inside the van.

      “‘And there he is,” continued Theresa, ‘He will be placed in that van, handcuffed and locked inside, and I don’t know if you can see these police cars waiting to escort the van to his new prison.’”

      Again, the camera panned away from the van to reveal a cavalcade of patrol cars and two officers on motorcycles waiting for the van to pass them. Blake could only imagine the various videos that would be uploaded on YouTube throughout the morning as the formation travelled to London.

      Finally, the van doors were closed and the van roared into life, a blue flashing light blinking on the top. As it moved towards the gate, the motorcycles and one car went ahead while the remaining two waited until the van was in front of them. A mad flurry of flashing cameras suddenly began as the van came closer, despite the fact that the blacked-out windows made it impossible to see the occupant. Then, the van turned onto the road and was soon out of sight.

      Blake switched the phone off and sighed. Despite the fact that Frost was clearly surrounded by police from all angles and was incarcerated inside the van, he felt unnerved that he was anywhere else but in prison. While travelling the distance between Manchester and London, he would be closer to the general public for longer than he had been since Blake had first arrested him. He glanced at the clock on the wall and tried to estimate the time it would take for the van to reach its destination. All Blake could hope for was that the traffic did not slow proceedings down too much.

      Half an hour later, Harrison walked Blake to his car and loaded the boot while Blake did a last check on his phone to make sure his train ticket was ready to go.

      “I’m going to pop into the station on my way,” Blake announced.

      “Why?” Harrison frowned. “Just leave them to it, you can’t do anything.”

      Blake glanced across at Jacqueline’s house.

      “That woman has been good to me, to both of us. I feel like I owe it to her to see what the progress is in finding Tom’s attacker, especially after what she overheard me saying yesterday. God only knows what she’s going through right now.”

      Harrison shook his head. “You’re really going for that knighthood, huh?”

      “Yes, peasant,” Blake replied. He slammed the boot of the car shut and pulled Harrison in for a final tight hug.

      “You’re only going for two weeks,” Harrison said, his voice muffled in Blake’s chest. “I’ll still be here when you get back.”

      “You better be,” Blake replied. “I’ll ring you when I get there.”

      Harrison leaned forward and kissed him again.

      “You better. Give Sally my love. Get her a round of tequila shots on me. Hope she likes the lamp.”

      “I will. Love you,” Blake said, as he opened the car door.

      “Love you too,” Harrison replied. “Have a safe journey.”

      Blake climbed into the car and started the engine, watching Harrison in the rear-view mirror. As he turned the corner, he stuck his arm out the window and waved until Harrison was out of sight.
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        * * *

      

      “DS Harte, I thought I told you that this case was not to be your concern?”

      Blake gave Angel a tight smile. They were standing in the inspector’s office, with Angel looking up at Blake from his chair. Blake had made sure that the door was firmly closed behind them, in case Gardiner decided to conveniently overhear.

      “I know, Sir,” Blake replied. “And I am just about to drive to the train station. I thought I’d just pop in to see how things were going though.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m a martyr to my job, my friend’s son is the one who has been attacked and because not twenty-four hours ago, I was apparently a suspect. You can hardly blame me for being vaguely interested.”

      Angel narrowed his eyes and considered Blake. “I take it you’re aware that there is still no change in Mr Pattison’s condition?”

      “I haven’t seen him, but Harrison went to the hospital last night,” Blake replied. “He’s still in a critical condition. Have you had anything back from the phone?”

      Angel’s lips thinned.

      “Come on, Sir,” Blake said imploringly. “There must be something. Put my mind at rest, otherwise I’m not going to even enjoy my holiday. A young man is attacked right outside my house, probably in an attempt at murder, and I’m supposed to just remain ignorant?”

      “Sergeant Gardiner is doing a fine job,” Angel replied curtly. “Though, I will say that I had strong words with him over his behaviour yesterday. I hope I don’t need to say that it would not have happened if I had been aware.”

      “Of course, Sir,” Blake replied, politely. “So? The phone?”

      There was a pause. Blake could not help but think that Angel looked like he was going through some sort of internal conflict.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” Angel barked immediately.

      The door opened and Constable Lisa Fox stepped into the office holding a folder.

      “I’ve got it, Sir,” she said to Angel, apparently not noticing Blake. “We’ll need to be absolutely sure, but it’s looking very likely that he was in regular…”

      “Constable Fox,” Angel snapped, nodding his head towards Blake. “I have company.”

      Fox frowned then realised that Blake was standing there, appearing to jump almost a foot in the air.

      “Sir!” she exclaimed, hiding the folder behind her back.

      “Lisa,” Blake said, staring at her confused. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine, absolutely fine.”

      She looked like a rabbit caught in the headlight of an articulated lorry as she placed the folder down on Angel’s desk, who quickly took it and placed it out of sight.

      “What’s in the folder?”

      “None of your concern, DS Harte,” Angel replied firmly. “Now, I suggest you go and catch your train.”

      He stood up and opened the door, something which, in Blake’s opinion, was becoming a far too frequent habit.

      Instead of leaving however, Blake remained where he stood. “What are you hiding from me, Inspector Angel?”

      For a moment, Angel looked at the floor. It was the first time Blake had ever seen him look anything other than authoritarian. “As I have said, DS Harte, you are on leave. I trust I don’t need to extend the matter?”

      Blake glanced at Fox, who seemed just as keen to avoid eye contact. She was busying herself with intently studying the end of her hair that she was twirling between her fingers.

      With a final glare at Angel, Blake stormed out of the office. No sooner was he out of the room, the door was slammed shut behind him and as Blake turned, for the first time he could ever remember, the large blind over the office window was quickly pulled down.
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      Manchester Piccadilly Station was as busy as Blake remembered it. Although it had been only two years since he had last been here, he felt like it had been a lifetime. The sound of the tannoy announcing train departure times, the constant buzz of all the passengers bustling around him, and the unmistakable smell of exhaust fumes made Blake feel like he was stepping back in time. As he stepped off the train and pulled his suitcase along the platform to the front entrance where he had arranged to meet Sally, Blake felt a strange sense of familiarity as the noise and hubbub around him made him realise that it was busier than anywhere he had seen in or around Harmschapel. There was no doubt about it – Blake had missed Manchester.

      As he made his way through the station, pushing past all the other passengers standing in his way or running in random directions to catch their trains, Blake was reminded of the numerous times he had had to pursue suspects as they ran to the nearest train they could in order to evade the police, ranging from petty thieves to people who had just committed assault. The size of the station meant that, to the untrained eye, it was easy to hide in the throng of the crowd and it was one aspect of the job that Blake did not miss, though there were several colleagues he used to work with that he would pay money to see tackle the winding, twisting, countryside roads of Harmschapel.

      The large glass windows of the entrance came into view at last and soon Blake could see the familiar sight of cigarette smoke as he spotted his best friend leaning against a bollard, a Benson and Hedges clutched tightly in her fingers.

      As he approached, she looked up and broke into a wide grin, throwing the cigarette aside and running towards him.

      “Blake!” she exclaimed, grabbing him and jumping up into his arms with her legs wrapped tightly around him.

      Blake laughed as he staggered backwards. “It’s so good to see you,” he said, placing her on the ground. “How are you?”

      Sally grabbed his suitcase and linked arms with him.

      “I’m amazing. Thirty can bring it on.”

      “Really?” Blake said in surprise. “This is a change of tune from the mental breakdown you were at the last time we spoke.”

      “That was before I got some news,” Sally said as they hurried across the road towards her car.

      “What news?”

      Sally grinned broadly.

      “I’m getting a promotion!”

      “No way!” Blake exclaimed, delighted. “To what?”

      “Well, a promotion of sorts. Me and you are going to be exactly the same rank. I’m going to be a DS!”

      Blake could not have been happier for her. There was no other officer he knew that had worked harder to be where she currently was than Sally-Ann Matthews.

      “That is amazing news,” Blake said, gripping her arm tightly. “I’m thrilled for you. Don’t tell me it was Gresham though.”

      Sally snorted with laughter as they arrived at her car.

      “Yeah, sure,” she said as she opened the boot to haul Blake’s suitcase into. “Gresham? Promote me? He’d rather have the guy I charged with murder last month be his DS than me.”

      Blake laughed as he imagined his old boss’s reaction. He could just picture the veins popping up at the side of his head just as they always used to whenever Gresham was faced with something he disapproved of. Thinking about it, the similarities between Gardiner and Gresham were many, apart from Gresham’s propensity to intensify any emotion he was feeling, whereas Gardiner was decidedly more deadpan.

      The two friends drove through the busy city, talking sparingly so Sally could concentrate before they were able to relax more as they drove towards Sally’s flat in Sale.

      “So, what about you? Tell me everything?” Sally said as they picked up speed on the quieter duel carriageway. “How’s Harrison?”

      “He’s good, he sends his love.”

      “And what about that little git in the cottage opposite?”

      “Tom? He’s currently laid up in hospital, I think in a critical condition, after somebody attacked him last night.”

      Sally nearly drove them off the road in surprise. “You what?”

      Blake sighed and told her all about what had been happening in Harmschapel over the past twenty-four hours. As he told the story, he found himself getting annoyed all over again by Angel clearly hiding something from him, a feeling he had managed to escape from while on the train.

      “So, you reckon it all boils down to whoever this bloke is on his phone?” Sally asked.

      “Must be. Presuming it is a bloke.”

      “How weird. But look, your boss is right about one thing. While you’re here, you’re not thinking about it. Even if I have to force feed you sambuca to keep your mind off it, you are here as my friend to celebrate my birthday. We will get drunk, laugh, have a lovely time and all will be fabulous. Do you understand me?”

      Blake nodded and checked his phone as he had done multiple times throughout his train journey for progress on Frost’s transferal.

      Sally glanced at him and shook her head. “Don’t think I don’t know what else is troubling you as well.”

      Blake sighed. “Is it that obvious?”

      “You think it hasn’t been bothering me all day too?” Sally asked as she sharply turned a corner. “Remember that creep had me pinned on the ground in that interview room. You think I’m happy that he’s outside of prison right now?”

      “How long does it take to get from Manchester to London?”

      “About four hours. Longer if the public are playing silly buggers on the roads. All being well he should be there in a couple of hours. Just think of it like this; at the very least he’s travelling in the opposite direction to us right now.”

      “Half makes me wish that the prison service had a railway,” Blake mused. “At least he’d be there quicker.”

      “Tell you what you need,” Sally said, suddenly slamming on the indicator. “Actually, what we both need. One of your mother’s cups of tea.”

      Blake raised an eyebrow. His parents had been told he was coming back to Manchester but he had not planned on seeing them just yet. He had rather hoped he would be able to turn up at the house just in time for one of his mother’s famous Sunday roasts to help sooth his inevitable hangover.

      “Don’t give me that look,” Sally replied as she turned the car in the direction of Stephanie and Colin Harte’s house. “You need distraction. Anyway, your Mum says she has a birthday present for me to pick up.”

      Despite Blake’s grumpy protests, they were soon driving down Hope Crescent, the street Blake had grown up in.

      It had been several years since Blake had been here. All the houses and their gardens still looked the same. Number forty-two still had a broken garden gate, number forty-eight still had the old wreck of a car that Stephanie despised and always used to complain about in its garden and as they pulled up outside the house of the Hartes, Blake was surprised to realise that he felt almost emotional. In the grand scheme of things, it had hardly been that long since he had last been here, but it felt like decades.

      “Come on then,” Sally said enthusiastically as she pulled the key out of the ignition. “Let’s go surprise them. I bet they’ll be thrilled to see you.”

      Blake snorted with laughter. Neither Stephanie or Colin Harte were very good at showing their emotions. Stephanie was far too prim and proper to allow such silly things as sentimentality to crack her façade and Colin was, in Blake’s mind, just of too different a generation. It was not that the Hartes were not a close family, they had experienced too much heartache in the past not to be after the death of Blake’s sister when they were both young children. They had just never been a family that were overly tactile.

      Even so, Blake found himself walking down the pristine garden path quicker than he realised and as he rang the doorbell – still playing the same tune it always had – he realised that Sally had brought him exactly where he needed to be.

      They waited for a few moments for the door to open.

      “Press it again,” Sally said.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Blake replied. “You want my Mum to tell you off for harassing her via the doorbell? Trust me, she’ll have heard it. She hates people ringing twice. I remember the gas man pressing it more than once when he came to read the meter and she basically chewed his head off.”

      “Well, it doesn’t sound like she’s heard you, or your Dad,” Sally said, peering through the windows.

      Blake frowned and then groaned as he realised what day it was. Checking the time on his phone, he sighed.

      “They’re not in,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “It’s Saturday. They always do their shopping on a Saturday, they always have. God knows what time they’ll be back, especially if Mum’s dragging Dad around a shop with sales on.”

      Sally sighed in disappointment. “Oh, sod it. Alright, we’ll come back later. Go back to mine, start planning my birthday, which I hope you have plenty of ideas for, and then give them a ring.”

      Blake nodded as he followed her back towards the car.

      “I’m disappointed,” he said a little sadly. “I dunno why. Five minutes of Mum rabbiting at me and I’ll be clawing the walls…”

      But then he stopped as he went to close the gate behind him, his eyes catching sight of something further down the street.

      The old house.

      Somehow, it was still standing and looking as creaky and out of place to the rest of the street as it always had. It certainly looked older. The beams, by some feat, still holding the building up, were rotting and any semblance of paint they once had upon them had long since faded away.

      Blake slowly walked across the road and down the street towards it, memories flashing through his mind like a broken recording showing random excerpts from an old film. Suddenly he was ten years old again and the house was a towering structure hiding secrets that were only speculated about by idle gossip.

      “Oh, God, Blake,” Sally murmered from behind him. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t even think.”

      Blake barely heard her. His eyes panned across the front yard, still looking as dishevelled as ever. Weeds were poking out from the broken path, the metal fence around the front of the property was rusty and squeaking loudly as the wind blew the gate and the house itself seemed to be creaking along in response, although Blake did wonder if that was his imagination getting the better of him.

      “This house is the reason I’ve barely slept these past few months, for years even,” he murmered, staring up at it. “All because of one woman and her story that nobody ever managed to finish. All I ever see at night is the same scenario playing through my head, just the same nightmare about me going inside and discovering that body.”

      “Come on,” Sally said, gently taking his arm. “Let’s go back to mine.”

      Blake stood firm. “Not a chance,” he said quietly, glaring at the imposing building before him. “All my senses right now are telling me to run away, to try and delete this bloody house from my mind and yet I know full well that I’ll never be able to do it. I’m sick and tired of this house scaring me so much. So as far as I can see, there’s only one thing for me to do.”

      “What?”

      Blake turned to her. “We’re going inside.”
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      The decrepit metal gate creaked loudly, almost as if it were in pain, as Blake slowly pushed it open. His heart hammered in his chest as, for the first time in almost twenty-five years, his feet made contact with the broken paving leading up to the house. As he cautiously approached, the wind picked up again and this time Blake was positive that the building let out an ominous creak as if it was warning him not to come any closer.

      Sally took hold of his shoulder. “Are you sure about this?”

      “No. And yet, surer than I’ve ever been of anything in my life. That doesn’t make any sense, does it?”

      “It does actually, but is it even safe?”

      Blake shrugged. “If it ends up crashing down around our ears then so be it. At least then it’ll be gone.”

      Sally sighed and shook her head. “Come on then,” she said quietly.

      The front door and windows were all boarded up with large pieces of plywood, so together they made their way up towards the back-garden gate and pushed it open.

      If the garden had appeared unkempt when Blake was a child, it was nothing compared to how it now looked. Huge thorn bushes were festooned around the large wooden fence surrounding the knee-high grass and weeds in what was presumably once the lawn. A large bush in the corner had barely a single leaf on its thin needle-like branches, as if it had just given up on flowering after an especially harsh winter. As they made their way towards the back of the house, through the jungle of nettles that seemed to now take up the majority of the path, Blake looked up and stopped, causing Sally to nearly bump into him.

      “Blake, for God’s sake, do you want me to die from nettle venom?” she grumbled. “What’s the matter?”

      “Look up there,” Blake told her, pointing to a small rectangular window on the side of the house.

      “What about it?” Sally asked, finally managing to get her leg over an especially thorny branch of brambles that seemed to be trying to trip her up.

      “When I came ‘round here that night, everything was boarded up, all the doors, all the windows, it was like the place had been condemned.”

      “Suitable course of action if you ask me,” Sally remarked, glancing around at the feral garden.

      “The only way in I could find was through that window,” Blake continued. “That’s how I got in.”

      Sally stared at the window in surprise.

      “It’s tiny.”

      “I was ten. I was one of the skinniest kids in the whole school. I don’t think there’s many other people that could have gotten in, even I struggled.”

      “Well, it isn’t boarded up now,” Sally noted, nodding towards the house.

      She was quite right. At some point during the past two decades, the boarding around the back of the house had been removed and there was now a door visible, though the handle of it looked like it was on the verge of rusting away all together.

      “Come on then,” Sally said, gently pushing Blake towards it.

      Blake took a deep breath, fully aware that his palms were now sweating and his heart felt like it wanted to burst out of his chest. He felt similar to how he did whenever he woke up from one of his nightmares, but there was no going back now.

      Blake reached the door and took a firm grip on the handle. It felt cold and the rust dug slightly into his skin. With one last look of reassurance from Sally, he turned the handle and to his surprise the door opened.

      “Oh,” Blake murmered as they stood in the now open doorway. “I didn’t expect that.”

      The house was as dark as he remembered it, both from the night he discovered the old woman and from the dreams themselves. Even the daylight streaming in through the open door seemed to be swallowed up by the darkness as they cautiously entered.

      The place smelt musty and the air was filled with dust. As they cautiously made their way through the kitchen, Blake became aware that his shoes were sticking to the floor.

      “It’s like walking through that nightclub we both used to go to in the city centre,” Sally commented as the sound of their shoes reverberated around the echoey kitchen like Velcro being pulled apart. “The floor is disgusting.”

      “It’s exactly like I remember it,” Blake murmured, peering around the gloomy room.

      “Are you okay?”

      Blake merely nodded.

      “So, where did you find her?”

      “Through here.”

      “And what, she was just in the chair in the middle of the room with a knife sticking out of her back?”

      “Yep. And it was never solved. They found out her name, Julia Watkins. She was eighty-seven. The police at the time apparently assumed that she was just some old squatter. Other than that, Mrs Watkins is a mystery. The fact that they couldn’t work out how she got in here or how the hell anybody got in the house to stab her in the first place didn’t help matters. The house was boarded up when I discovered the body. Only a child the size of a rake was able to get to her.”

      They made their way into the living room and were immediately plunged into darkness.

      Blake felt his blood run cold as he felt along the wall for the light switch. The last time he had done that in this room, the lights had come on to reveal the dead woman in the chair. He was relieved when the light did not come on when he found the switch.

      “There’s not going to be any electricity in here, is there?” Sally said. “Hang on.”

      Blake felt her shuffling in her pocket for her mobile and a few seconds later, her face was illuminated by the light from her phone screen as she flicked through the apps to find the torch. Finally, she held up her phone and a powerful beam of white light emanated from the top of her phone and immediately they both cried out in alarm.

      The face of a man was suddenly illuminated in front of them. He appeared to be in his sixties, greying hair sticking out in random places from the side of his head. He had a large hooked nose and a pair of glasses so thin that they almost appeared invisible.

      As they both stood staring at him, unable to move from the shock of him unexpectedly appearing in front of them, the man lifted his own torch and shone it back at them. “Who are you two?” he asked, his voice scratchy and raspy. He sounded like a man who smoked more than Sally and Blake put together.

      Blake glanced at Sally who looked as though she was having difficulty getting her heart to restart so opted to answer himself. “I’m Blake Harte, this is Sally Matthews. We’re police officers. What’s your name?”

      The man frowned. “Police officers? Why are you here?”

      Blake and Sally exchanged looks.

      “What’s your name?” Blake repeated.

      The man narrowed his eyes, considering them.

      “Samuel,” he replied. “I live a few doors down. Police officers, eh? I don’t envy you. I know how hard that is.”

      “You do?” Sally said. “How?”

      “Because I used to be one,” Samuel replied quietly. “I was a detective sergeant. Retired now of course. The way the world is now I doubt I could handle it anyway. Terrorism, knife crime, you lot have my respect.”

      “Thanks,” Sally replied. “No offence though, it doesn’t answer what you’re doing here now.”

      The man sighed and pointed his torch towards the door. “Likewise. Might I suggest we take this outside? No point in us trying to have a conversation in the dark. Were you looking for anything in particular?”

      Blake shook his head. “Not really. This place has a lot of memories for me that I had to face, that’s all.”

      The man stared at Blake, shining the torch directly into his face for a few moments. “Wait a minute,” he whispered. “Blake Harte, did you say your name was?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Sorry if I’ve got this wrong,” Samuel said slowly, “but weren’t you the kid who found the body of that dead woman in here?”

      Blake silently nodded.

      “Wow,” Samuel exclaimed and whistled. “No wonder you’ve got skeletons to lay to rest. Look, the pair of you come with me. Like I say, I live a couple of doors down. Your parents live opposite me, am I right?”

      “Stephanie and Colin?” asked Sally.

      “Yeah, yeah. Great couple of people,” Samuel replied with a smile. “They’ll be out shopping if I know their routine at all. You can wait at mine till they get back. Think we all need a cup of tea, don’t you?”
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      Samuel’s house certainly was a better option than the rickety old building they had just left. It was warm and inviting with soft armchairs and a sofa that Blake felt he had sank into when he had first sat down. On the walls in beautifully polished frames were a selection of a much younger Samuel throughout his policing career. There was one with him shaking hands with whom Blake assumed was the superintendent at the time and another where Samuel was sitting pride of place in front of his other officers, smiling proudly at the camera.

      “Quite a career he’s had,” Sally said looking at the photos on the wall.

      Blake glanced towards the kitchen where Samuel was busy making the tea.

      “Seems he’s got quite a lot of pride about his career. Did you get the feeling, though, that he left the force before he was ready?”

      Sally looked thoughtful. “Sounded more like the job became too much for him. You can hardly blame him. No offence Blake, but you’ve said yourself that you needed time away from the job to try and sort your head out. Maybe he had to deal with just one horrible murder too many.”

      Blake went to reply that he was by no means at a stage where he was going to quit the police force when Samuel returned carrying a tray of cups and a steaming teapot, complete with a plate of various biscuits.

      “Not often I get to entertain these days,” he said. “Help yourselves.”

      “You’ve had quite the career by the looks of things,” Blake said as he grabbed himself a custard cream.

      Samuel waved a dismissive hand as he poured the tea into the cups. “Oh, you know. I had a good run. I’m proud of what I achieved. All good things must come to an end though.”

      “You never said why you were in the old house though, Sam,” Sally said.

      Samuel glanced at her sharply. “Samuel, please. Sorry, I hate being called Sam.”

      Sally shrugged. “Sorry. My full name is Sally-Ann. Utterly despise it.”

      The old detective nodded as he continued pouring the tea before sitting down in an armchair opposite. “The Julia Watkins case was a low point in my career. I suppose you know that was the name of the woman you found, Blake?”

      “Yes, I did find that out,” Blake replied. “I didn’t discover a lot else though. Just that you found her name on her bus pass. You were actually in charge of the investigation into her death?”

      “I was indeed,” Samuel said. “And what an absolute mess of an investigation it turned into. No witnesses, barely any evidence and a victim that appeared inaccessible to anyone or anything. Not only did she manage to get inside a building that was boarded up, but someone else managed to get to her, stab her in the back and then get out again.”

      “And nobody ever came forward with any evidence?” Blake asked.

      “No and the sad thing was that we were never even able to find anybody who this woman belonged to,” Samuel continued. “It was as if she had nobody. No family, no friends, nobody missing her. I mean, you’ll know if you both work in the same position that there’s nothing more frustrating than finding yourself with a case that has no answers to it.”

      Blake and Sally murmered in agreement as they sipped their tea.

      “I don’t know if you remember me speaking to you, Blake,” Samuel continued. “I remember interviewing this terrified little boy, shaking and unable to understand what he’d discovered. If you’d told me then that petrified kid would grow up to be a police officer, I never would have believed you. I’m impressed.”

      Blake looked down at the ground. “I don’t feel especially impressive at the moment. Julia Watkins had quite the effect on me growing up. Even after all these years. That’s why we were in the house, to try and face my demons a bit.”

      “Did it work?”

      “It might have done if you hadn’t nearly have given me a heart attack. What were you doing in there anyway?”

      Samuel shuffled in his seat, appearing to be suddenly very interested in the contents of his cup.

      “Samuel?”

      Without taking his eyes off his cup, Samuel spoke quietly and slowly.

      “Have you ever failed? Like really failed? To the point where you sort of know that you’re not the right person for the job anymore?”

      “You mean as an officer?”

      Samuel placed his cup down on the table in front of him and finally looked up at them. “Yeah.”

      “Being an officer is tough, Samuel,” Blake said. “We all know that. Sally’s just about to start her next chapter as a DS, you’ve done it, I’m doing it now. I’m lucky that I’ve managed to find all my culprits since being a detective. I know sometimes it doesn’t quite work like that though.”

      “Julia Watkins was a mystery,” Samuel said. “I was trying to find out something, anything, about her and there was just absolutely nothing. It was as if she was a character picked out of one book and placed into another with zero context or connections. The case was closed and I was left looking like I didn’t know what I was doing. I’d failed. I went on being a DS, managed to continue my career but, looking back, my heart wasn’t in it after that. One day, I was chasing this thug for robbing a pensioner’s house and he clobbered me on the side of the head with a hammer. You can see the wound he gave me now, if you look closely enough. I had to have God knows how many stiches.” He pulled his fringe backwards to reveal an old scar just above his right eyebrow.

      Sally and Blake winced. They had both seen attacks from hammers enough times to know how much damage they could cause.

      “Anyway, I retired after that,” Samuel went on. “I knew I couldn’t do it anymore. Twenty years ago today that was and, to be honest, my only regret is not doing it sooner. The public deserves better than an officer who is just doubting himself to protect them. The Julia Watkins case was what made me quit really. I don’t know why, but I felt like I needed to see inside the house again today.”

      They sipped their drinks for a few moments without saying anything. Blake had been hoping that Samuel might have been able to shed some light on the old woman’s identity or how she had been killed, but all he had been left with was more questions.

      He put his cup down and wandered across to the wall to examine the pictures on the wall in an attempt to fill the somewhat awkward silence. As he wandered along the wall, he came across a smaller framed picture on the sideboard. It was of a little boy and a taller gentleman that looked to be Samuel in his younger days.

      “This is a nice picture, Samuel,” Blake said, holding it up. “Is this you?”

      Samuel glanced at the photograph and nodded.

      “Who’s the kid?” Sally asked.

      Samuel drained his teacup and slammed it on the table as if he had just taken a shot of strong whiskey. “That’s my son. Was my son.”

      Blake frowned. “Was?”

      “He died,” Samuel said shortly. “Went out one day, never came back.”

      “Oh, God, I’m so sorry,” Blake said, placing the photograph back down again.

      Samuel shrugged then turned to Sally. “Are you done with your tea?”

      Sally quickly nodded and passed her empty cup to Samuel who put all the cups and plates back onto the tray and walked back to the kitchen with it without another word.

      Blake and Sally exchanged looks.

      “Can we go, Blake?” she murmered. “I don’t think he’s going to be much help to us.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Blake replied. “My parents should be back soon anyway.”

      Samuel walked back into the room and threw himself into his armchair, reaching across the table for the television remote and flicked it on. His initial hospitality seemed to have completely vanished as if their conversation had completely depleted him of any positivity.

      “Thanks for the tea, Samuel,” Blake said over the sound of the lunchtime news starting. “We’re going to make a move.”

      “No problem,” Samuel murmered. “Give my regards to your parents.”

      Blake nodded and went to turn away when he heard the topic of the first news report.

      “…The serial killer Thomas Frost is being moved today to a new prison in London where it is expected he will serve his multiple life sentences for a number of years before he is moved again. Let’s go live now to Belmarsh where Theresa Bowen is waiting as Thomas Frost arrives at his new placement. Theresa?”

      “Blake?” Sally asked, standing in the living room doorway. “Are you coming?”

      “Hang on,” Blake muttered, watching the screen intently. He wanted to make sure that Frost was locked up and secure where he should be.

      On the screen, the news cut away to the London prison where Theresa was standing amongst a huge crowd of people.

      “I watched this morning. Christ, that old hag Theresa got there quick,” Sally commented, crossing her arms as she watched the television. “They never should have made it public Frost was being moved. Look at all those people.”

      “Wouldn’t have done in my day,” Samuel said from his armchair. “Psycho like that, they should bring back the death penalty. Free up prison space for those that can still be saved.”

      Sally and Blake exchanged knowing looks and continued watching the news report.

      “Well, as you can see, the news that we revealed this morning that Thomas Frost was being relocated to a larger prison has resulted in a huge reaction from the public,” Theresa began over the sound of the crowd chanting something indiscernible. “Many of these people still remember the feeling of unease that was felt when Frost was at large. He is due to arrive at the prison at any moment having been brought here over the morning from Strangeways in the Manchester area. Now, there was much criticism from MPs who have said that he should have been moved to a closer prison, Helen Beauchamp, an MP for a Manchester contingency, in particular has been on social media today lambasting the decision to move Frost such a long distance and thereby having him, in her words ‘within touching distance’ of the public. In a statement from Manchester police, it was stated that Frost has been securely locked away in the van, handcuffed to his seat, inside a further confined space with a camera trained on him, meaning that the public would never be at any risk and he was, of course, escorted all the way down from Manchester to London by a formation of police cars.”

      “Far be it from me to agree with Helen Beauchamp,” Blake remarked, thinking of the politician that had been the MP for Greater Manchester for the past ten years, “but she does have a point there.”

      “And as you can see, the escorts are now arriving, meaning Frost has now arrived at his destination safely and without incident,” the reporter continued as the prison transfer van appeared with its dangerous passenger.

      The crowd noise on the television rose to an angry buzz and a few eggs were even chucked at the blacked-out windows as the van drove slowly through the prison gate. Immediately the camera seemed to run around to the metal gates and peered through the bars as the van came to a stop and Theresa Bowen continued speaking as the prison officers stepped forward to take Frost into the prison.

      “And, as you can see, Frost has now arrived at Belmarsh, where he will now be taken inside, placed inside a secure cell and then not be moved again for a number of years.”

      Blake heaved an audible sigh of relief.

      “Good,” Sally said. “I hope he rots there.”

      But then, as the camera zoomed in on the van as the back doors were opened, it became clear very quickly that something was wrong.

      The prison officers seemed to be yelling at each other, looking confused and angry. As the driver of the van ran around to see what the trouble was, he soon became embroiled with the argument.

      “What’s going on?” Blake exclaimed, his blood seeming to turn to ice.

      “And, I don’t know…” Theresa said, sounding confused. “There seems to be some sort of problem at the van, Frost should be coming into view at any moment. But I am hearing…No. No, that can’t be right.”

      The camera zoomed in even closer and then, to Blake’s horror, a prison officer stepped out the back of the police van holding a pair of handcuffs and gesturing angrily into the van.

      “There appears to be something very wrong at the van,” Theresa continued. “I don’t know quite how this is possible and I cannot believe I am actually saying this, but it would appear, and I am just getting it confirmed…yes, yes, I can confirm that Thomas Frost has appeared to have escaped from the confines of the prison van. You are hearing this news live, breaking news from us here at Belmarsh prison, somehow, Thomas Frost has disappeared from the back of that police van!”
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      Harrison stepped out of the lift at Clackton general hospital, a carrier bag handle digging into his fingers from all the purchases he had made from the shop before he had finished his shift for the day. Although he had only had the sort of relationship with Tom that he would consider to be ‘friendship’ for a very short time, he had managed to ascertain some of Tom’s favourite magazines and his thinking was that turning up at the hospital with them may give Jacqueline something to smile about.

      As he wandered along the ward, he briefly wondered about Blake and whether he had made his way to Manchester yet. Although Blake had promised to ring him once he had arrived, Harrison had assumed that would be forgotten about once he had met up with Sally. He could just picture the two of them catching up, laughing together and, more than likely, already at least half way through a bottle of gin. As he arrived on Tom’s ward, Harrison smiled to himself. It was just what Blake needed.

      He briefly indicated to the nurse that he was there and was given a lazy nod in reply from the large woman behind the desk, who, Harrison could see as he passed, was deeply engrossed in a game of solitaire on the computer.

      He opened the door to Tom’s private room quietly and was not surprised to find Jacqueline there too. She was sitting in the chair by the side of the bed, her hand clasped tightly in her son’s, her head resting on the edge of the mattress, fast asleep.

      Harrison placed the carrier bag down next to her and gently shook her shoulder. “Jacqueline?” he said quietly.

      She mumbled something indistinct and slowly raised her head. Her hair was looking more unkempt by the hour, now resembling something closer to the top of the Statue of Liberty.

      “Harrison,” she murmered, sitting up and rubbing her eyes. “Hello, darling. What are you doing here?”

      “I brought some stuff from the shop,” he replied, opening the bag up. “Just a few magazines for Tom when he wakes up and I got some drinks and things too if you want to help yourself. You look exhausted.”

      “That’s so kind, darling,” Jacqueline replied. “I don’t suppose you thought to bring any wine, did you?”

      Harrison chuckled and perched himself on the edge of the bed. “Any news?”

      Jacqueline shook her head as she unscrewed the lid on one of the bottles of drink from the bag. “I thought his eyes were fluttering earlier, but the nurse didn’t seem to think it was anything of note. I’ve been talking to him lots, they say that you can hear when you’re…”

      She paused and then took a long sip of the drink.

      “I’m sure he can,” Harrison said. “He’s going to be fine. He’s not the sort to let something like a bump to the head…”

      He was interrupted by the door opening and, to his surprise, Mattison walked into the room followed by Gardiner.

      Gardiner raised a disdainful eyebrow. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just here to support my friend,” Harrison replied.

      “Well, get out,” Gardiner said flatly. “We need to speak to Jacqueline.”

      “Harrison is going nowhere,” Jacqueline interjected. “He’s been a pillar of strength to me at the minute. I’m entitled to have someone with me, aren’t I?”

      “Course you are,” Mattison said, glaring at Gardiner. “If you’d prefer.”

      Gardiner muttered something grumpily under his breath before taking out his notepad.

      “How is he?” Mattison asked as Harrison moved to the other side of the room so the officers could sit down.

      Jacqueline shook her head. “No change at the moment, though we’re staying positive, aren’t we, Harrison?”

      “Absolutely,” Harrison replied.

      Gardiner cleared his throat. “Are you sure that you don’t want Harrison to leave? The questions we have to ask you are going to be rather difficult.”

      Again, Jacqueline shook her head. “I’m quite sure.”

      Gardiner shrugged. “Very well. I’d like to ask you, if I may, about Tom’s father.”

      There was a long pause. Jacqueline appeared to go quite pale. “His father?” she repeated. “What about him?”

      “What’s his name, Jacqueline?”

      She shuffled uncomfortably in her seat but remained silent for a few moments. “No comment,” she said at last.

      Harrison raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      “Come on, Jacqueline,” Mattison said gently. “This is going to be a lot easier if you cooperate.”

      “We found some very interesting things on Tom’s phone,” Gardiner continued, watching Jacqueline carefully. “Including who he was speaking to on the night he was attacked, or rather, where the person he was speaking to was calling from.”

      Jacqueline looked down at the ground. “Oh yes?” she said, fiddling frantically with the corner of the bedclothes.

      “It was a call from Manchester,” Mattison said carefully. “More specifically, from a prison in the Manchester area.”

      “Well, what-what, what does that have to do with Tom’s father?” Jacqueline stammered.

      “The messages on his phone,” Mattison replied. “They’re from somebody called ‘F.’ Throughout all these messages, this guy is referred to by Tom as ‘Dad’.”

      “Who is it, Jacqueline?” Gardiner asked.

      “Harrison, maybe it would be better if you…” Jacqueline began.

      “Because we think there’s a very good chance that the man your son is referring to as ‘Dad’ is Thomas Frost,” Gardiner interrupted.

      There was a long silence.

      Harrison stared in disbelief at Jacqueline. “Thomas Frost?” he repeated. “The serial killer, Thomas Frost? The man Blake had locked up?”

      Nothing Gardiner had said made any sense. Harrison thought back over various conversations he had had with Tom since he had arrived in Harmschapel. Very quickly, it had been established between them that parents were thin on the ground between them. Harrison had explained that both of his were in prison and Tom had told him that his father, Harrison had presumed Jacqueline’s husband, had died some years ago. Then Harrison thought harder and he realised that Tom had clearly had a problem with Blake very early on to them meeting. It had been a dislike that had made no sense to Harrison, it had seemed so without basis. The idea that Tom had been working on behalf of his father, thanks to the sinister undertones of Tom’s words whenever they had spoken about Blake, suddenly felt horribly possible.

      “Jacqueline?” Harrison murmered. “Is this true? Tom’s father is Thomas Frost?”

      “Judging by the messages on his phone, Tom has been in regular contact with a man in Strangeways prison in Manchester,” Gardiner continued.

      Mattison glanced up at Harrison. “Actually, Harrison, I think it would be better if you left,”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Harrison said forcefully. “You’re telling me that Tom has been in contact with the man who Blake put behind bars? Saying what? Tom has had it in for Blake ever since he arrived in Harmschapel. Is that why? Because he was responsible for getting Frost put away? Have they been talking about Blake?”

      Jacqueline shook her head. “I promise you, Harrison, I had no idea about any of this.” She looked up at Gardiner imploringly. “Michael, please. You can’t seriously be telling me that Blake is in any danger?”

      Harrison’s phone vibrated in his pocket and the alert noise for a news report sounded around the room. Usually, Harrison would instinctively pull his phone out and immediately check what the report was, but he was too distracted by what he was hearing.

      “Matti?” he asked. “What has he been saying to Frost about Blake?”

      Mattison glanced at Gardiner, who merely rolled his eyes and shrugged.

      “There’s several text messages detailing Blake’s movements,” Mattison said. “The general tone of the conversation seems to be that ‘F’ wants to know what Blake is doing, where he’s going, who he’s with. Whoever ‘F’ is knows that Blake is now in Manchester.”

      Harrison was immediately hit with the memories of Tom absolutely transfixed to his phone, frantically messaging somebody and refusing to be parted with it. “That’s who he was texting?”

      Before Mattison could answer, Jacqueline let out a yelp and grasped Tom tightly by the hand. His eyes were fluttering and he seemed to slowly be starting to wake up.

      “Tom?” Jacqueline exclaimed. “Tom!”

      Harrison strode to the bed and stared intently as Tom, with what looked like a great effort, began to open his eyes.

      “Oh, thank God,” Jacqueline said, her eyes filling with tears.

      Tom began to come around, his head leaned slightly to the side as he finally opened his eyes, the first person he made eye contact with was Harrison. For a moment, he stared at him, perhaps trying to make sense of where he was and who he was looking at. Then, he smiled.

      “Harrison…” he wheezed. “You’re here. Thank you.”

      He tried to reach for Harrison’s hand, but it was quickly pulled away as Harrison glared at him angrily. “What have you done, Tom?” he asked quietly.

      “Tom, I’m Sergeant Michael Gardiner,” Gardiner announced, stepping forwards pompously. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      Tom briefly closed his eyes again and for a moment, Harrison thought he had passed out once more, but then he reopened them and stared at Gardiner, wincing slightly as he got used to the light in the room. “I don’t…I can’t remember…”

      “You were attacked,” Gardiner explained briskly. “Do you have any memory of who might have attacked you? Anything you can remember at all?”

      Jacqueline turned to him angrily. “Can you back off, Michael? He has only just regained consciousness. Oh, my darling, thank God you’re alright!” She grabbed his hand and squeezed it tightly.

      Tom turned his head slowly to look at her, his expression darkening beneath the grogginess.

      “You…” he murmered, before pulling his hand free from her with the little strength that he could manage. “It was you.”

      Jacqueline’s eyes widened. She looked at him imploringly, tears forming in her eyes. “Tom, darling, listen to me, you’re confused…”

      “No, no, I’m not!” Tom murmered. “You hit me. You hit me and then ran off down the road!”

      There was a long silence in the room. Harrison stared at Jacqueline, waiting for her to deny Tom’s claims, but instead all she did was lean back in her chair and sob.

      Gardiner, looking more surprised by the turn of events that he probably intended, took another step towards Jacqueline. “Tom, are you sure? You do realise what you’re accusing your mother of, don’t you?”

      Tom grunted as he tried to sit up, then threw Jacqueline as filthy a look as he could probably manage when she went to help him, causing her to back away again. “I’m sure,” he whispered. “My own mother attacked me and left me for dead. I saw your shoes as you were running. Y’know, the ones I got you for your birthday?”

      Jacqueline seemed incapable of speech. She could only mouth some indistinguishable words as the tears continued flowing.

      Gardiner looked amazed, then shrugged, clearly delighted that the case had been wrapped up so quickly. “Very well. Jacqueline Pattison, I’m arresting you for the attempted murder of, well, your son.”

      As he continued to read Jacqueline her rights, she stood up in silence, staring at Tom, tears still rolling down her eyes, perhaps trying to express some form of apology to him, but he merely turned his head away, his eyes fixed resolutely on the wall opposite.

      Mattison, who looked as floored by the revelation as Harrison felt, stood up and gently led Jacqueline out of the room with Gardiner following closely behind, leaving Harrison alone in the room with Tom.

      For a few moments, neither of them spoke. Then, when he realised that Jacqueline had been taken away, Tom’s eyes landed on Harrison.

      “Could you get the nurse for me? I’m pretty sure they should know that I’m awake.”

      “You’ve got a call button, get her yourself,” Harrison replied, crossing his arms.

      Tom sighed weakly and closed his eyes.

      “Thomas Frost?” Harrison said in disbelief. “Your father is Thomas Frost?”

      “Harrison, please.”

      “All this time you’ve been telling a serial killer all about the movements of my boyfriend? Everything he does, everywhere he goes, the fact that he’s in Manchester right now? What kind of sicko are you? He’s killed people, Tom, he’s an evil, sadistic, serial killer!”

      Tom groaned. “Please can you get the nurse?”

      Harrison shook his head incredulously, though he realised he was unlikely to get any particularly helpful answers out of Tom when he had only just regained consciousness. He walked slowly across the room and picked up the carrier bag he had brought, before lifting up the large lid of the bin in the corner of the room and dropping it inside. Then he turned back to Tom again, his eyes narrowed in fury. “I don’t know what twisted game you’ve had planned and I don’t know how the hell a woman as kind and as sweet and as quite frankly as far from you as it is possible to be as Jacqueline could be driven to doing what she did, but you know what? I can hardly blame her.” He leaned over Tom till he was inches away from his face, the anger pouring through him. “You better hope that nothing happens to Blake, otherwise you’ll have me to deal with. Cause you know what? The one thing we do have in common? We’ve both got murderers for parents. You know what they say, sick breeds sick. If anything happens to Blake, you’re going to find that out.”

      He was satisfied to see, beneath the grogginess, that Tom appeared unnerved. Before he could reply, Harrison had stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

      Once he was outside, he leant against the wall for a few moments to try and calm himself. He could think of no other moment in his life when he had felt so angry and so scared for somebody else’s safety as he did at that moment.

      “You alright, love?”

      Harrison jumped at the nurses’ voice who had just appeared by his side.

      “That policeman said that Tom was awake?”

      Harrison merely nodded.

      “That’s great news,” she said enthusiastically. “You must be delighted.”

      Harrison let out a humourless laugh. “Yeah. Thrilled. Excuse me, I’ve got to go.”

      Ignoring the nurse’s confused reply, Harrison strode out of the ward and pulled his phone out of his pocket. He needed to speak to Blake and inform him on what had happened over the past five minutes.

      Then, he saw the news alert that had come through while he had been in Tom’s room.

      ‘Serial killer Thomas Frost said to have escaped from police custody. Head of Strangeways prison: “We do not currently know where he is.” More to follow.’

      He stared at the screen, unable to comprehend the words. “He can’t have done,” he murmered. “No, no no….”

      His hands shaking, he found Blake’s number and rang it, striding down the stairs two at a time to keep his phone signal instead of taking the lift.

      “This is Blake Harte, I’m afraid I’m unable to answer your call right now…” began Blake’s voicemail message.

      Harrison let out a cry of frustration as he reached the bottom of the first flight of stairs and immediately rang Blake again.

      “This is Blake Harte, I’m afraid I’m unable to answer your call right now, so please leave your number and a quick message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Okay, cheers!”

      The cold air hit Harrison as he stormed out of the hospital towards the car park.

      “Blake, for God’s sake, ring me, it’s urgent.”

      As he hung up, he spotted Gardiner and Mattison putting Jacqueline in the back seat of the police car.

      “Matti!” he yelled.

      Mattison turned at the sound of Harrison’s voice and frowned as Harrison sprinted towards them.

      “You’ve got to take me back to Harmschapel with you,” Harrison said, panting as he arrived at the car.

      “Absolutely not,” Gardiner snapped. “This isn’t a taxi service, we have a suspect in the back of this car.”

      “She’s hardly going to attack me, is she?”

      “There are protocols to follow,” Gardiner continued pompously. “And it’s more than my job’s worth to –”

      “Will you shut up and listen?” Harrison exclaimed. “Look!”

      He found the news notification on his screen and thrust the phone into Mattison’s face.

      “Oh my God,” Mattison murmered, turning to Gardiner. “Frost has escaped from prison. He was being moved today, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes, and he’s escaped from a prison in Manchester and that’s exactly where Blake is right now. You need to get me back to Harmschapel, I need to get some stuff together and I need to speak to Blake.”

      Gardiner scratched the back of his head and shuffled uncomfortably on the spot. “Look, Harrison, it’s not that I don’t sympathise–”

      “Good,” Harrison cut in as he tried to open the door to the back of the car.

      Mattison grabbed his arm and pulled him away. “Harrison, listen. It’s complicated, we…” His voice trailed off as he looked at Gardiner imploringly.

      “No,” Gardiner said sharply. “Out of the question, Mattison. This is a sensitive police investigation.”

      “He has a right to know!”

      “Know what?” Harrison asked. “Will you hurry up, Blake could be in danger!”

      “Sir?” Mattison said to Gardiner. “Come on. I know, it’s against all protocol, I know that. But this is Blake Harte we’re talking about, it’s his boyfriend.”

      “Mattison, just because he’s given you a sofa does not mean that you can just divulge all levels of a police operation!”

      “Can we just go?” Harrison shouted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, I don’t care! I just care about Blake’s safety.”

      “Get in,” Mattison snapped as he opened the back of the car. “Quickly.”

      “Oh, Mattison,” Gardiner said, shaking his head in disbelief. “You are going to regret this. You do realise this is our careers?”

      “Exactly. And Angel can decide if we tell him or not,” Mattison replied. “The least we can do is give him a lift back to Harmschapel. Come on, it’s Jacqueline Pattison and Harrison Baxter. They’re hardly Bonnie and Clyde. Look, Harrison.” He closed the door to the car again, possibly to prevent Jacqueline from hearing. “There’s something bigger going on here. I can’t tell you what it is, much as I want to. Maybe Inspector Angel will have a different view on it, but just get in.”

      Harrison stared at Mattison in confusion for a second before climbing into the car next to Jacqueline, who looked so bereft that she seemed unaware of her new passenger.

      As Gardiner and Mattison climbed in the front, Gardiner muttered furiously as he turned the key in the ignition. “Don’t worry about me, I mean I’m only in charge of the investigation. Not my career on the line at all!”

      “Just drive!” Mattison and Harrison cried in unison.

      And soon, with the sirens blaring, they were speeding along the roads in the direction of Harmschapel.
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      The past several minutes seemed to have passed by in a strange, incoherent blur for Blake. At some point, from when he had seen the news report to where he was now, sitting in his parents living room cradling a cup of tea, many things seemed to have happened.

      Blake’s mother, Stephanie, had knocked on Samuel’s door to deliver some shopping they had purchased for him, screamed when she saw Blake, screamed even louder when she saw the news report of Frost going missing, and had then quickly grabbed him and Sally and pulled them out of the house, thanking Samuel for looking after them.

      Then, Sally had received a phone call from the police station, where she was now talking to them outside and Stephanie was constantly filling Blake’s tea cup up whenever it threatened to reach the halfway level.

      “Mum, leave it, I’m okay,” Blake said, pulling the cup away as she tried to refill it for a fifth time.

      “You’ve had a nasty shock,” Stephanie told him, sternly looking at him over her glasses. “That awful man had a terrible effect on you when you were first investigating him. A mother knows.”

      “I can’t believe he’s escaped,” Blake murmered as Stephanie sneaked past him to refill his teacup. “How could he have just vanished from a locked, moving prison van?”

      He thought back to the original report he had witnessed that morning back in Harmschapel. Frost had been loaded, handcuffed, into the van. Then, the doors had been closed and he had been driven away surrounded by numerous police cars and motorcycles. Then, he had been driven from Manchester to London, during which at some point he had managed to evaporate from inside the van without anybody seeing him.

      “A man as evil as that can do anything,” Stephanie replied, sitting down in her armchair and picking up the half scarf she was apparently in the middle of crocheting. “When your mind is as twisted as that, the world is your oyster.”

      “He could be anywhere right now,” Blake continued. “Anywhere between Manchester and London, he could be out prowling the streets looking for a new victim.”

      Stephanie glared at him from over her glasses. “Blake Joshua Matthew Harte, don’t you dare.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows at the use of his middle names, something his mother only resorted to when she was feeling especially serious about something. “What?”

      “Never mind ‘what’. I know you. I absolutely forbid you to even look under the stairs for that man. He is none of your concern.”

      “Mum, he’s dangerous.”

      “Exactly!”

      “And I’m a police officer. I got him locked up once, I know how much of a risk he is to the public.”

      “He is a killer, a psychopath, a monster!” Stephanie exclaimed, furiously stabbing the scarf with her crochet hook. “It was bad enough when you were out looking for him the first time, when he was out murdering women left, right, and centre. I am not having you put yourself at risk again. He’s desperate now he’s on the loose, heaven knows what he’s capable of!”

      “Stephanie, wind your neck in,” Blake’s father, Colin said, walking into the room with a paper tucked firmly underneath his arm. “The lad’s a fine copper. That nutcase hasn’t got a chance if Blake decides he wants to find him. Have a bit of faith in him, will you?” He threw himself on the sofa and opened the paper before pausing and then lowering it so that he could glance at Blake over the top. “You aren’t going looking for him though, are you, lad?”

      Blake sighed, unsure of how to reply. Wherever Frost was, it was probably way beyond Blake’s jurisdiction to lead any investigation into finding him, but he also felt like it was beyond him to just sit there and do nothing.

      “I am looking out for my son, Colin,” Stephanie scolded, before rounding on Blake again. “And while we’re on the topic, would you mind explaining to me what you were doing in that old house?”

      Blake stared at her for a moment in confusion before glancing at his best friend outside through the living room window. “Sally. She told you.”

      “Yes, she did and don’t you even think about being annoyed with her. Blake, what happened in that house traumatised you as a child, what on Earth were you thinking?”

      Blake shrugged. “I had to face it, Mum. I’ve been having the dreams again. Most nights for the past few months.”

      Almost immediately, Stephanie had thrown her crocheting aside and was by his side, gripping his hand tightly. “Oh, my darling. Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “What could you have done?” Blake replied, a little startled by how emotional she looked. “They’re dreams. But I’ve been scared of that place for too long. I had to confront it.”

      “And? Did it help?”

      “I have no idea,” Blake replied flatly. “I was rather distracted by Frost. That Samuel bloke though, did you know he was in charge of the investigation into that old woman’s death?”

      “Of course we did,” Stephanie replied, releasing Blake’s hand and going back to her crocheting. “Samuel interviewed you on the night you found her, don’t you remember?”

      “Not really.”

      “We could hardly get anything out of you at the time,” Stephanie recalled. “All that night you were a quivering wreck. After four hot chocolates, you finally calmed down enough to speak to him. He was very good with you.”

      “Do you remember how long the investigation went on for?”

      “About six months,” Colin replied from behind his paper. “It all went quiet after that.”

      Blake frowned as he stared at the muted television with the headlines of Frost’s disappearance rolling silently across the bottom of the screen while Theresa Bowen continued her report. She had reached the stage where she was repeating facts that had long since been established, such as how far Frost had travelled, the fact that cameras had been trained on him throughout the entire journey and the solemn statement that the public should not approach him under any circumstances.

      He was just about to turn the volume up again to see if any new information was now being revealed when Sally re-entered the living room looking irritated.

      “So, guess who doesn’t get a birthday this year?”

      Blake groaned. “I had a feeling. Was that Gresham?”

      “Yep. Your friend and mine. He wants everybody on holiday back at work, effective immediately.”

      “Oh, but Sally!” Stephanie exclaimed. “It’s your birthday!”

      “Yes, but according to my delightful boss, and I quote ‘there’s no point in you being a detective sergeant if you’re going to go out and get drunk when there’s a serial killer roaming the streets.’”

      Blake closed his eyes in annoyance. Sally’s impression of his old inspector was scarily accurate.

      “He has a point though,” Sally continued reluctantly. “So, my next stop is the station.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Blake said, rising to his feet.

      Stephanie gave her son her trademark glare over her glasses. “You most certainly are not.”

      “I really am,” Blake replied. “Don’t try and stop me, Mum. This isn’t up for discussion. I’ve got to find out what’s going on.”

      “Like Gresham will tell you anything anyway,” Sally said, zipping up her coat.

      “I don’t care,” Blake told her. “If that nutcase is on the streets, then people I care about could be in danger. Before I left, my own inspector was keeping something from me, then Frost escapes the way he did? There is something going on and I’m not just sitting here drinking tea, I am going to find out what it is.”

      “Blake,” Stephanie said sternly. “Will you listen to reason? There’s nothing you can do.” She turned in her seat, shouting after her son. “What are you going to do?”

      Blake stopped in the doorway. “I’m going to find out if there’s any connection between Frost disappearing and the attempted murder of my landlord’s son.”
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      For several minutes, Blake and Sally drove in absolute silence towards the police station where Blake had once worked. Since leaving for Harmschapel, Blake had been nowhere near the place, and from what Sally had told him during their various phone calls since he moved away, much had changed. Officers that Blake had once worked with had long since moved on, leaving only Sally, Gresham and the odd poorly performing constable that he actually knew. The meeting room had apparently had a large refurbishment compared to the slightly archaic white board and old large table it used to have, and the outside of the station had even had a complete repaint. Compared to Harmschapel station, Blake’s old place of work had been truly brought into the twenty-first century, though for all he cared at this precise moment, Sale police station could be a large barnyard.

      “You know Gresham won’t tell you anything,” Sally said as the familiar streets and buildings leading to the police station began to appear around them. “In fact, he’ll probably be beside himself with rage that I’ve even brought you.”

      “I don’t care,” Blake murmered, reaching down and grabbing a cigarette from Sally’s packet near the gear stick. “I need to find out what’s going on. I don’t care if it’s my current boss or my old one, someone is telling me what I’m apparently not allowed to know.”

      He lit the cigarette and wound down the window. After he had taken a long pull and slowly blew the smoke out of his nose, a thought occurred to him and he turned his head sharply to Sally. “You don’t know, do you?”

      Sally glanced at him with a wry raise of her eyebrow. “Don’t be stupid. Of course I don’t.”

      “You’ve had no indication whatsoever that there’s something going on?”

      Sally shook her head as she turned the car sharply into the police station carpark. “No, and would you really expect Gresham to tell me anything? He’d have rather Frost become DS than me. And do you honestly think I’d hide it from you if I knew even the smallest thing? Really?”

      She stopped the car and unbuckled her seatbelt, staring at him seriously.

      “Look, you’re probably just jumping to conclusions. From what you’ve told me of Angel, he’s the type of bloke who goes home and spends the evening curled up with the rule book before taking it upstairs and showing it a good time. You said he told you that you were no use to him in Tom’s case because you were going away the day after. Maybe that’s all it is.”

      Blake shrugged. “I won’t know till I ask.”

      He climbed out of the car, depositing the cigarette on top of a bin as he passed with Sally closely behind and made his way into the station.

      One thing that had not changed was the smell. It was a mixture of high strength cleaning products that the cleaners used to mop the floors and the unmistakable aroma of a mixture of aftershave and perfume from the many officers going about their day around them. None of them seemed to recognise Blake as he walked through the corridors, glancing up at the wall as he walked along the corridor leading to the large meeting room he had spent so much time at one time. The notice board was decorated with a family tree like collage of the various ranks of officer present in the station, with Gresham’s familiar face glaring back at him, his moustache as thin and handlebar like as ever, despite the fact that it looked like a relatively new photograph. All the other officers Blake did not know, though he did notice there was a space on one of the branches where Sally’s face would soon be placed.

      Sally took hold of his shoulder as he went to walk into the meeting room.

      “Hang on,” she told him. “Let me go first. At least let me expose you to him gently before you barge in. It’ll be easier, trust me.”

      Blake rolled his eyes and nodded as Sally pushed past him and led him into the room.

      He had forgotten how much larger it was to the room where Harmschapel police officers had their meetings. Even with the enormous projection screen and large glass window on the wall filled with various case notes, it made Harmschapel’s meeting room look like a small study.

      Sally and Blake walked through the room to the office where Inspector Nigel Gresham resided. With a last nervous glance at Blake, Sally knocked sharply on the door.

      “Enter!” came the sharp reply.

      Sally opened the door and they stepped inside to find Gresham sitting behind his large desk, staring intently at his computer, his beady eyes scanning it for every detail.

      Without looking up, he barked, “Who is it?”

      Sally rolled her eyes. “It’s me.”

      “Ah, Sergeant Matthews,” Gresham said, his voice dripping with its usual sarcastic overtones. “So glad you could join us. I do hope I didn’t disturb you from doing anything too frivolous.”

      “Not at all,” Sally replied. “It’s not my birthday till tomorrow. And I think you’ll find it’s Detective Sergeant now, Sir.”

      Gresham performed a dramatic flourish on the keyboard of his computer. “I’m afraid your birthday is cancelled, Matthews, indeed, as far as birthdays are concerned, this station will effectively be run by Jehovah’s Witnesses while that psychopath is still roaming the streets.”

      Blake felt an all too familiar yearning to roll his eyes. He had almost forgotten how ridiculously pretentious and pompous Gresham could be. Nearly everything he did and said was delivered dramatically and with an intensity that was usually completely over the top.

      “I have an extremely important announcement to make,” Gresham continued, clicking furiously on the mouse, his face inches away from the screen. “As soon as the subject of said announcement has arrived which I am reliably informed will be very shortly, I will be making it, so if you would be so kind as to gather everybody and make it snappy because time is of the essence and…”

      He finally pulled his eyes away from the screen to look at Sally, and immediately caught sight of Blake. For a moment, he appeared unable to speak, his eyes merely widening in incredulous fury.

      “Hello,” Blake said lightly.

      “What in the name of all that is holy are you doing here?” Gresham barked.

      “Just thought I’d pop in,” Blake replied calmly. “Considering that someone managed to lose Frost. Thought you might need my help.”

      “Help? Help?” Gresham snapped, rising quickly to his feet. “Matthews, what the hell is going on here?”

      “Don’t have a go at me,” Sally replied, closing the office door. “Blake was here for my birthday which you appear to have removed from the calendar this year, then we saw the news about Frost’s disappearance. Considering Blake was pretty integral at getting Frost arrested and then locked up, you can hardly be surprised that he’s here. Of course he’s going to have an interest.”

      “Have an interest?” Gresham exclaimed, a vein popping up at the side of his head. He thrust his hands to his hips and glared at them both in outrage. “Oh, well this is just fantastic. Absolutely bloody marvellous. You do realise, Matthews, that by bringing him here you may be about to derail the delicate balance of a very sensitive case?”

      Blake narrowed his eyes. “Meaning what?”

      “None of your business, Harte. Get out.”

      Blake stormed over to the desk and leaned over it. “It clearly is my business though, isn’t it? Is this to do with Frost? Did you know that he was going to escape or something?”

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Harte,” Gresham replied. “Do you really think that if we’d known that Frost was about to turn into Henry Houdini –”

      “Harry Houdini.”

      “Don’t be clever, do you think if we knew he was about to escape from a secure prison van that we would have just let it happen?”

      “Then why does me being here put anything at risk?”

      “I have just told you that it is none of your business,” Gresham growled, a fleck of spit flying from his mouth. “Now, will you please –”

      A sharp knock at the door interrupted Gresham mid flow.

      “Enter!” he roared, still glowering at Blake.

      A young officer entered the room, immediately surprised by the sight of Blake and Gresham engaged in what must have looked like a staring competition over the desk.

      “What is it?” Sally asked him.

      “You’ve got a visitor, Sir. Says she’s here regarding the Thomas Frost case.”

      “Get rid of her! Hide her!” Gresham exclaimed, nearly knocking over his coffee cup from the exuberance in which he pointed at the officer. “Get her out of sight for the moment!”

      “Who is it?” Blake asked. “Do I know her? Is that what you’re saying?” He rounded on the poor young officer who clearly wished somebody else had offered to deliver the message of the arrival. “Where is she? I’m Detective Sergeant Blake Harte, I’m guessing I outrank you, can you tell me who or where she is please?”

      “Fletcher,” Gresham snapped at the officer. “If you so much as breath a word to this man…”

      “What the hell is all the noise about?” came a voice from outside the office.

      Fletcher looked relieved. “Well, she’s here now.”

      He disappeared from view to allow the new arrival to enter the office.

      Blake stared at her, completely dumbfounded. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      The familiar blonde woman looked surprised to see Blake. “I could ask you the same question,” she said before shrugging. “I suppose I better introduce myself properly.”

      Blake stared in amazement as the ID of the woman was produced and held up in front of him.

      “Detective Inspector Lisa Fox, Manchester CID.”
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      Harrison was sitting in the reception area of Harmschapel police station impatiently waiting for somebody to come and talk to him.

      Jacqueline had been led into the nearest interview room and was now being spoken to by Mini Patil who had received all the details from Mattison with no more than a curt nod and a glare.

      Harrison sighed and tapped his fingers on his knees in an agitated fashion. He was unsure if Angel was even going to tell him anything and as he checked his phone, he felt another wave of frustration at the lack of communication on Blake’s part. He found it hard to believe that Blake had not checked his phone once since Harrison had first called him, unless something much more pressing was going on in Manchester and with Frost on the loose, he dreaded to think what that could be.

      He walked up to the reception desk where the desk sergeant, Mandy Darnwood, was sitting, transfixed by a sudoku puzzle in front of her. As Harrison approached, she glanced up at him.

      “Can I help?”

      “Does Inspector Angel know I’m here?”

      “I have no idea,” Darnwood replied. “If he does, he’ll be here.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      “Have you been told he does?”

      “Well, yes. But he’s taking his time and this is really important.”

      “He’s a busy man,” Darnwood said, looking down at her puzzle again. “He’ll be here.”

      Harrison stared at her for a moment, annoyed that she did not seem to understand the magnitude of the situation before turning around to take a seat again.

      Then, a door opened next to the one that Jacqueline had been taken through. Through it, briefly, Harrison caught sight of Jacqueline, with her head in her hands through the window, as Mattison stepped out.

      “Matti, what’s happening?” Harrison asked.

      “Harrison, I’m sorry, I can’t tell you anything. Just take a seat, Angel knows you’re here, he said he’ll come and speak to you.”

      “And say what?” Harrison asked hotly. “Matti, Blake could be in danger, you know that!”

      “Yes, I know,” Mattison said soothingly. “I’m sorry, but I can’t say anything else. Just take a seat. There’s a lot going on at the moment, just try and be patient. I’ve got to go. I’ll see you later.”

      He indicated the chairs to Harrison and then walked away down the corridor, shaking his head at Darnwood as he passed in a manner that suggested that she had a nerve to just sit there while he was so busy.

      Once he had gone, Harrison glanced at the door to the side room of the interview room. The chances were, even when Angel decided to come and talk to him that he was going to give him nothing helpful to go on whatsoever. There was, in Harrison’s mind, only one way he was going to find out anything.

      Keeping his eye on Darnwood who was now scribbling frantically on the puzzle looking quite pleased with her progress, Harrison gently opened the door to the side room and slipped inside, closing the door silently behind him.

      The small, narrow room he was in was bathed in a dim light from the interview room behind the large window to the side of him, beneath which was a long desk and a couple of chairs.

      Harrison sighed, fully aware that he was probably breaking a number of laws being in here with the intention of listening in on the interview. A voice at the back of his mind was telling him that he was hardly going to be much help for Blake if he managed to get himself arrested.

      He was just deciding that he was better off going back outside and waiting for Angel when Jacqueline spoke behind the window.

      “Is Harrison alright?”

      Despite his instincts not to, Harrison slowly sat down on one of the chairs facing the window.

      “Harrison will be fine,” Patil told her, looking sympathetic. “I expect he’s just worried about DS Harte.”

      Jacqueline nodded.

      “So, shall we go back to the night of Tom’s attack?” Patil asked gently. “Talk me through what happened.”

      Jacqueline sighed again. “I’ve barely slept since it happened. All I see whenever I close my eyes is my son lying there because of what I did. All this time, I thought I’d killed him. When he woke up today, I can’t tell you the relief that hit me.”

      “I bet,” Patil said. “So, go on. Why do it in the first place?”

      Jacqueline wiped her eyes and looked down at the table. “The night it happened, Tom and I had had a huge row. I just felt like he had become so distant. We used to get on so well, we were so close! But since he came back to Harmschapel, there’s been something so distant about him, something different. Something darker. Anyway, he told me that he didn’t care about what I thought, that I didn’t understand him at all. All I wanted to do at that point was try and get through to him, to work out what the hell was going on in his head that he was so upset about. But he just called me a liar, told me I’d been lying to him all his life. His father wasn’t who I said he was.”

      “Who did you tell him his father was?”

      “I’d always told him that his father was my ex-husband who died a few years back. I mean he basically was, he raised Tom, he was as good a father to him as anybody could be. When he died, Tom went off on his gap year, travelled around a bit. I wasn’t going to stop him, he needed that time to grieve.”

      “So, was that what you were arguing about? The fact that your ex-husband wasn’t his father?”

      Jacqueline shook her head. “He knew already. I didn’t have a clue how. And he was just being so nasty and angry. It was like looking at a complete stranger. He threw one insult at me too many about what I may or may not have been like when I was younger with men and I told him to get out of my sight and he stormed upstairs. All I was thinking at that point was that I needed to work out a way to be more honest with him. I mean, how do you tell somebody that they’re related to a serial killer? Eventually, I had some form of dialogue in my mind to start off with, so I went upstairs and I was just about to knock on his door when I heard him talking to somebody on the phone. It was late by that point. I thought he was chatting to some man he’d been dating, he had been so attached to his phone of late, when I suddenly heard him say ‘I can’t believe she’s lied to me all these years about you, Dad.’”

      “He was talking to Frost?”

      Jacqueline nodded. “God knows how he’s managed to get hold of a phone where he is.”

      “There’s ways and means,” Patil told her. “None of them especially pleasant. So, go on.”

      “It became pretty obvious that they were plotting something involving Blake. He was telling him all about Blake’s plans to go and see his friend in Manchester, that he’d be there for the next two weeks and that it should give him ‘plenty of time.’”

      “To do what?” Patil asked.

      “I have no idea, but if you’re now telling me that he’s somehow escaped prison…” Jacqueline’s voiced trailed off as she began to cry again. “The things coming out of Tom’s mouth, I couldn’t believe it. It was like he’d been brainwashed. He didn’t sound like my son. I mean, Tom’s always had a sharp tongue, don’t get me wrong. But he’s never sounded so angry, so dead set on revenge.”

      “What happened then?”

      “He stopped talking and said that he could hear somebody moving outside, so I hid in the linen closet while he came out to the corridor. Then, he went outside and I followed him. The pair of them were plotting this huge revenge plan on Blake for putting that monster in prison. He confirmed to him that Blake was heading to Manchester and that he’d been sending him every detail of Blake’s life. Then they mentioned that Harrison was getting suspicious and that Tom was going to change the contact name in his phone.”

      “From ‘F’ to something else?”

      “I assume so. At that moment, all I could see standing in front of me was somebody who was about to go down a very dark path and I had to do something to stop him. By the side of the road was this old bit of drain pipe and…” Her voice cracked as she held back her sobs. “I hit him over the head, I just wanted whatever he was doing, what he was becoming, to stop! I couldn’t let that man turn my son into anything like him. Then, I ran back indoors and I just broke down. I didn’t move from where I was on the kitchen floor ‘till I heard Blake and Michael Gardiner arguing the next morning when they found him. Thank God Blake was up and about early. Those dreams he was having sort of did more good than harm the end. Tom was laughing with Frost about them too. I wish to God I hadn’t mentioned them to him. Blake told me in confidence.”

      “Why didn’t you call an ambulance, Jacqueline?” Patil asked, looking at her confused. “You’d just knocked your son out, you could have killed him.”

      Jacqueline shook her head. “I have no idea. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I had this strange idea in my head that if anybody else became involved until I’d formulated some sort of plan as to what I was going to do then everything would just get ten times worse. I know it sounds insane, but I was trying to protect him. I wasn’t thinking any further ahead than just stopping whatever he was being forced into. If that meant that he had to go to hospital then…”

      Harrison stared at Jacqueline in disbelief. He knew that what she had done was wrong, but he also felt like he knew her and it was well enough to know that however misguided her intentions, she would have only have done it to protect her son. She looked utterly broken, as if her whole world had collapsed around her. For the first time since discovering who Tom’s father was, Harrison felt relieved that he had apparently recovered from his attack.

      “So, tell me about Thomas Frost. How did you meet him?”

      “Many years ago,” Jacqueline said, appearing to shudder. “I was living in Manchester, as it turns out, not all that far from Blake. We never crossed paths of course, but I can’t tell you how difficult it’s been, never telling Blake that we used to come from the same city. I know what an effect Thomas Frost had on his life, how was I supposed to tell him that I was once in a relationship with him? I swear to you, I had no idea what he was like when I first met him. He was charming, he was eloquent, good sense of humour, even quite the looker back then. I look at pictures of him now and I feel sick that I ever let him anywhere near me.”

      “And he’s Tom’s father?” Patil asked slowly.

      Jacqueline looked down at the ground, but said nothing.

      “Jacqueline?”

      Harrison narrowed his eyes as he watched Jacqueline. There was clearly something she was holding back.

      “Come on, Jacqueline,” Patil said. “It’s time to be honest. We can’t help you if you don’t start telling us the truth.”

      Jacqueline sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “I feel like all I’ve ever done since that boy was born is try and protect him. I know it doesn’t look like that at the minute but…”

      “Jacqueline, come on.”

      She took a deep, shaky breath. “There’s only one person other than me that knows what I’m about to say to you. Thomas Frost thinks he’s Tom’s father. I mean, why do you think he’s called Tom? He was obsessed with the idea of passing his name down.”

      “But he isn’t?”

      “Whatever happens, Mini, promise me that he will never find this out.”

      “Find what out?” Patil coaxed. “Come on, Jacqueline, you’re doing really well. Just tell me.”

      “It became clear to me quite early on in our relationship that there was something wrong with Frost,” Jacqueline said quietly. “Something angry, I’d even use the word ‘deranged’. I became quite close to his father in the early days, to the point where I was closer to him than I was to Frost. He could see something in Frost too. His wife, Frost’s mother, had died long ago and he had just brought him up on his own.

      “Anyway, Frost used to disappear sometimes, doing God only knows what, I dread to think knowing what we know now. Sometimes it would be overnight, sometimes a few days. Me and his dad, we got talking one night, we opened a bottle of wine that turned into two, that turned into three and, well…I’m sure you can hazard a guess at what happened.”

      “You slept with Frost’s father?”

      “It was a drunken mistake,” Jacqueline said with another sigh. “Then a few weeks later, I discovered I was pregnant. By then, there’s no two ways about it, I was scared of Frost. There was no way I was about to tell him that the baby I was expecting wasn’t his.”

      “And you’re sure about that? Tom definitely isn’t Frost’s son?”

      “Positive,” Jacqueline replied. “The dates didn’t work out otherwise. I just failed to tell Frost how many weeks gone I was. With good reason. Throughout my pregnancy, he became more erratic, angrier. One night, he got drunk and told me that if he ever found out that I’d cheated on him with anybody, that he’d kill me with his bare hands and if Tom wasn’t his that he’d do the same to him. Then he went out and got himself arrested for attacking this young woman in the street. He got released with a caution, presumably because he didn’t hurt her that badly, I don’t know. But I knew from then that he could never find out. About a month after Tom was born, I packed up all my stuff while Frost was out on one of his disappearing acts and just left. Never showed up at my job, never set foot in Manchester ever again. I sofa surfed for a little while, then saw about a cottage in Harmschapel. Cost me every penny of anything I’d ever saved but I got it and then I met my Stuart here and that was that. We raised Tom together like a proper family.”

      Harrison shook his head in disbelief. The thought that Jacqueline had been living her life constantly looking over her shoulder in case Frost somehow found her made him want to reach through the glass and hug her. He could barely imagine the relief she must have felt when Frost was all over the news having been arrested, especially when she could have been so close to being one of his victims herself.

      “So who is Tom’s father?” Patil asked. “What’s his name?”

      But as Jacqueline replied, the door to the side room opened and Harrison found Angel standing over him, his face stern and his stare steely.

      “Mr Baxter,” he said quietly. “What, may I ask, are you doing in here?”

      Harrison stood up quickly. “I’m sorry, Mr Angel. I really am. I just needed to know what was going on. Blake’s in danger and I needed to find out what was happening. I haven’t heard that much, honestly. I don’t really know anything just…”

      Angel held his hand up and Harrison was immediately silenced as if Angel had the power to suddenly make him stop talking.

      “We will discuss this breaching of privacy in a moment,” Angel said. “For now, I suggest you come with me.”

      “For what?” Harrison asked.

      Angel raised his eyebrows. “I was under the impression you wished for me to explain to you what was going on?”

      Harrison merely nodded.

      “Then follow me.”

      Harrison immediately rose to his feet and followed Angel through the station. As they passed the reception, Angel glared at Darnwood who appeared to have just realised where Harrison had disappeared to and was looking sheepish as she placed her sudoku puzzle out of sight.

      Eventually, they came to Angel’s office and the door was closed.

      “Take a seat, Mr Baxter,” Angel said, appearing to glide around the desk towards his own chair.

      Harrison perched himself nervously at the end of the chair, trying to work out how he was going to tell Blake that he had managed to get himself arrested by his boss.

      “Let me begin by telling you that under any other circumstances, you would currently be facing a very serious charge,” Angel said. “As I am sure DS Harte has explained to you at some point, police confidentiality is extremely important, in fact, vital to the smooth running of any investigation, especially one as sensitive as this.”

      “I’m really sorry,” Harrison said nervously. “I’m just really worried about Blake, I haven’t heard from him since he arrived in Manchester.”

      “I understand your concern,” Angel continued. “So, allow me to explain to you as best I can what is going on at the moment. Please remember though, that as far as anybody else other than DS Harte, or anybody at this station is concerned, this information is confidential. The only reason I am telling you is because you have a right to know because it is your partner that we are discussing and he happens to be a senior officer at my station. Is that understood?”

      Again, Harrison nodded.

      “For the past few months, we have had an officer working here undercover,” Angel began. “You may be aware of PC Lisa Fox?”

      “The officer who Matti…”

      “Yes,” cut in Angel briskly. “Except she is not a police constable, she is actually a Detective Inspector for the Criminal Investigation Department in Manchester. She had been investigating Tom Patterson for a number of months now because it was becoming increasingly clear that Thomas Frost was conversing with somebody in prison. Nobody was quite sure how, we have obviously just discovered that it was via a secreted mobile phone. As far as anybody knew when he was first arrested, Thomas Frost only had one son, a man called Simon who now lives in Australia. When Tom started visiting Frost in prison, authorities became slightly suspicious, especially after everything that happened with Kerry Nightingale recently because of a new visitor to Frost.”

      Harrison remembered Kerry’s death because of a crazed fan of Frost going to visit him in prison and effectively being entrapped into becoming a killer on his behalf. It had been a case Blake had been working on very soon after the pair of them had become a couple.

      “It has been suspected for a while that Frost was at it again, attempting to groom somebody into doing his bidding so that person, Tom, was put under police watch after the prison reported what was going on. This happened almost a year and a half ago, just before Frost was moved to Manchester after what had happened the last time he managed to get inside the head of somebody,” Angel continued. “Tom was put under watch and when he moved to Harmschapel, it was agreed that DI Fox would be based here so that she could keep a closer eye on Tom and report back to Manchester.”

      “She’s been undercover?” Harrison repeated, his mind whirring. “All this time? Did Matti know?”

      “PC Mattison and the rest of Harmschapel police only became aware of DI’s Fox’s true identity this morning,” Angel replied. “Once it had been established that Frost had escaped. She has now returned to Manchester to assist in the investigation to Frost’s disappearance.”

      “What has this got to do with Blake though?” Harrison asked. “He said that you were keeping all this a secret from him?”

      Angel’s lips thinned as he clasped his hands together. “DS Harte is, I think it’s fair to say, slightly emotive when it comes to Thomas Frost. Clearly, and perfectly understandably, the original investigation into the murders had quite the effect on him and it has been brought to my attention that he has been having a series of dreams that would indicate some form of post traumatic stress. I thought it would be best for all concerned that DS Harte was kept as in the dark on the matter as possible, and the fact that he was due to go on holiday made that all the easier. Of course, now, with Frost’s disappearance, this changes things rather substantially.”

      Harrison leant across the desk and stared at Angel levelly. “Is Blake in danger? Is Frost going to try and get to him?”

      Angel appeared to sigh and paused before he answered in a quiet voice. “Yes. Given the opportunity, I believe he will. We have no idea where Frost currently is, but it would appear from all the messages we have gathered from Tom Pattison’s phone that DS Harte is very much in his mind. The fact that he appears to have escaped just as DS Harte is in Manchester does concern me. It is not hard to imagine that the two events are connected.”

      “How did he escape though?” Harrison asked, his heart now hammering in his chest.

      “I wish we knew,” Angel replied. “Judging from the television reports, he was seen climbing into the back of the prison van and then, somewhere in the two hundred odd miles between Manchester and London, he has disappeared.” Angel leaned forwards and stared at Harrison more intently than ever. “It is vital, therefore, that we continue to try and get in contact with DS Harte and tell him that he needs to get himself safe. Whatever Frost is planning would seem to involve him directly. It is my belief, given his behaviour and the messages between himself and Tom that he is looking for a new victim and there is every chance that it will be DS Harte.”
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      Blake stared at Fox in disbelief, unable to comprehend what she was telling him.

      “DI?” he repeated. “You’re a detective inspector?”

      Fox flicked her hair over her shoulder, a slightly more confident smile on her face than Blake had seen before. “Yep. Don’t worry though, Harte. You’ve been a good boss. It was nice to do a few menial tasks again. Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you sending me out to deal with that drunk outside The Dog’s Tail. I’ve only just managed to get the smell of vomit out of my uniform.”

      A number of questions were trying to burst out of Blake all at once, none of them forming into any sort of initial cohesive sentence.

      Behind them, Gresham let out an annoyed grunt. “Well, I suppose this blows the idea of keeping him in the dark.” He stormed around the desk and tapped Blake hard on the shoulder. “You just listen here though, Harte. Just because you’ve taken us by surprise and turned up here, doesn’t mean that you are going to start trampling your size twelve boots everywhere. You are not involved with this. From what I can gather from that weedy thing you call a boss in that puny little village of yours, you’re supposed to be on holiday.”

      “Yes,” Sally said bluntly, “to celebrate my thirtieth. That’s the only reason he’s here, otherwise he’d still be in Harmschapel!”

      “Well, he can keep his nose out,” Gresham replied. “It’s for his own good. There’s nothing to be gained from him investigating Frost’s disappearance. It’ll just make things more complicated.”

      “If anything, he could help,” argued Sally. “Me and Blake dealt with Frost when he was first arrested, Blake probably knows him better than any officer. It wasn’t that long ago that they saw each other again.”

      “Yes, and some poor woman that you’d already saved ended up getting herself strangled!” Gresham argued back hotly. “Harte stays out of this, that’s the end of it!”

      “Can you both stop talking about me like I’m not in the room?” Blake cut in. He turned back to Fox. “I think, at the very least, you owe me some sort of explanation as to why you’ve been playing undercover cop in my station.”

      Fox glanced at Gresham who looked as though he was ready to explode at any moment and shrugged. “I guess it’s only fair. Come on, I’ll buy you and your friend a coffee in the canteen. I do earn more money than you, after all.”

      Blake shook his head in disbelief and followed her out of the office.

      “Matthews!” Gresham snapped at Sally as she began to walk out the door. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “For a coffee,” replied Sally sweetly. “DI Fox said I could and I think you’ll find she outranks you. See you in a bit!”

      Gresham’s expletive filled reply was silenced as the office door slammed shut behind them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The familiar image of Helen Beauchamp, the MP that had given an interview earlier in the day filled the screen in the canteen. As Blake and Sally waited for Fox to bring the drinks across from the counter, they both watched as the news repeated an interview Helen had given to Theresa Bowen earlier in the day.

      “Mrs Beauchamp,” began Theresa, “how much blame would you attribute to the police for the disappearance of Thomas Frost today?”

      Helen raised her eyebrows in a way that indicated her thoughts on the matter extremely well. “Well, I think it’s clear that there was an extreme failing in the transferal of a dangerous prisoner this morning, Theresa. The public are supposed to be assured that the movement of prisoners is supposed to be a very simple and safe operation and today that turned out to be quite the opposite.”

      “It was already quite a controversial movement in the first place,” continued Theresa, looking delighted at Helen apparently agreeing with her that the police had greatly let the public down. “Moving a prisoner of Frost’s category that sort of distance brought him very close to the public, and now the worst has happened, because of neglect from somewhere. Is it the police we should be angry at?”

      Blake shook his head in disbelief at Theresa’s line of questioning. He was unsure what she seemed to have against the police, but her aggressive interviewing style when it came to anything to do with the force had not changed since Frost’s killings.

      “I’d like to give her a slap,” Sally said, sipping the remains of her coffee while glaring at the screen. “I remember Gresham had to give a TV interview to her once and she completely destroyed him for no reason whatsoever. It was like she went out of her way to be the most difficult interviewer on television. Even I felt sorry for him.”

      “Gresham on TV?” Blake asked as Fox brought their second tray of coffees across to them. “Wish I’d seen that. Did he demand his own personal makeup artist?”

      

      “Have you two quite finished?” Fox asked as she placed the drinks down. “We’ve got more to discuss than the magic of television.”

      “Sorry,” Sally said, grabbing a sachet of sugar. “So, Blake. All this going on underneath your nose. There was me thinking you were the observant one.”

      Blake shook his head. “I am. Still, I didn’t see this coming. So, Tom is Frost’s son. Wow. It sort of all makes a horrible kind of sense now. Apart from the fact that we were always under the impression that he only had one son.”

      “Simon,” Sally said, nodding. “He moved to Australia to get away from the media and everything once it all came out.”

      Fox merely shrugged. “According to the text messages shared between the two of them, Frost has two children, at least. I met Jacqueline Pattison. You certainly wouldn’t look at her and think she once had a relationship with someone like Frost. She must have kept it a secret all these years. How old is Tom? About twenty-five?”

      Blake nodded. “Mmm. The dates work. He’s the same age as Harrison, twenty-five. Believe it or not, Frost is only eight years older than me.”

      “And how old are you?”

      “I’m thirty-five. Frost’s forty-three, which means he’d have been eighteen when Tom was born. Jacqueline had recently turned forty when I moved to Harmschapel.”

      Fox frowned. “So how come you were only aware of one son when you originally arrested Frost?”

      Blake and Sally looked at each other cluelessly.

      “Good question,” murmered Blake. “Maybe Frost didn’t know.”

      “Or maybe he did and Jacqueline got Tom as far away from him as she possibly could,” Sally suggested. “Seems like the sensible thing to do with someone like Frost. Somehow he got in contact with him.”

      “From what we can gather,” Fox said thoughtfully, “Tom came to Frost while he was in prison. I don’t know how he found out about him though, unless he discovered that whoever Jacqueline was saying was his father wasn’t and did some research of his own. Either way, they got into regular visits which was how I was alerted. When Tom moved to Harmschapel, I was instructed to follow him and lead any investigation into his movements and contact with Frost. Just told to keep my head down as a ‘new officer’ and avoid suspicion.”

      “You certainly did that,” Blake conceded. “Mind you, with all due respect, Ma’am, I hardly think going around shagging my officers counts as keeping your head down. I’m not going to pretend that just because you’re above me that I’m not still annoyed with you about Matti and Mini.”

      Fox groaned and put her head into her hands. “I know, I know. Not my proudest moment. In my defence, we’d had a few. I was just craving some sort of attention. I’m only flesh and blood. I worked out Matti fancied me and I’ve been single for God knows how long now. This job isn’t exactly relationship friendly as you know well enough, I’m sure. We didn’t sleep together though, we just kissed, not that it excuses it. Mini can be rest assured though that now this is all out in the open and Tom is safely in hospital, I have no need to go back to Harmschapel ever again. If they can mend their relationship, I’m certainly not going to put it at any threat.”

      Blake crossed his arms. “Well, that’s up to them. I currently have Matti sleeping on my sofa at home and trust me, he isn’t staying there. That’s in Harrison’s hands.” Suddenly, a thought struck him. “God, I better ring him. Knowing Harrison, he’ll be going out of his mind with worry if he’s seen anything about Frost on the news.” He stood up and pulled his phone out of his pocket and when he glanced at the screen, he realised just how many missed calls he had and sighed. “Right, I’ll ring Harrison and then, like it or not, I’m involved in this. If we want to catch Frost, I need to be helping, otherwise he’s just going to work out some other way of getting to me. I get you’re in charge, but I’m not being kept in the dark with this, not anymore.”

      He left Sally and Fox in the canteen and immediately rang Harrison, wandering outside with a cigarette and a lighter he had received from Sally.

      “Blake!” exclaimed Harrison as soon as he answered. “Where the hell are you?”

      “It’s okay, Harrison, it’s okay,” Blake said soothingly as he lit the cigarette and inhaled on it deeply. “I’m fine. I’m in Manchester, at the police station.”

      “Do you have any idea how much I’ve been going out of my mind?” Harrison ranted. “How much do you know? Blake, Tom’s awake!”

      Blake raised an eyebrow. “Is he? Well, that’s good. How’s Jacqueline? She must be relieved.”

      Harrison sighed. “Well, yes, in a way. It was Jacqueline, Blake. She heard him plotting something with Thomas Frost on the phone and…Blake, Tom thinks that Frost is his father!”

      Blake froze for a moment. “What do you mean he thinks? Frost is his father, they’ve been sending texts to each other.”

      “Yeah, I know, but according to Jacqueline, it’s not true. Apparently, Jacqueline had a thing with Frost’s own dad which resulted in her getting pregnant with Tom, but she never told him!”

      Blake was too stunned to speak for a moment.

      “Blake?”

      “Hang on, Harrison, what are you actually telling me here?” Blake asked, closing his eyes and pinching his fingers on his forehead. “You mean all these texts that Tom and Frost have been sending have been under the false belief that they’re related? Frost isn’t Tom’s dad?”

      “Exactly,” Harrison replied. “And they are related, but they’re not father and son. They’re brothers! Well, half-brothers, anyway.”

      Blake’s brain felt like it was imploding in on itself. “Wait, how do you know all this? Did one of the officers at Harmschapel tell you?”

      There was a long pause.

      Blake frowned. “Harrison?”

      “Yeah, sort of,” Harrison said slowly.

      “What do you mean ‘sort of’?”

      Harrison sighed. “Okay, look. I only did it because I was worried about you, and nobody was telling me anything. I listened in on Jacqueline’s interview, she told Mini Patil everything.”

      “You did what?”

      “Blake, listen. Jacqueline was only trying to protect you, she would never have wanted to kill Tom. Surely that’s got to work in her favour?”

      Blake sighed as he allowed the rapid change of topic away from Harrison’s overhearing of the interview to concentrate on what he was actually saying, making a mental note to tackle him about it later. “It’s tricky. If Tom makes a full recovery, then maybe she’ll have a chance. Otherwise, there’s cause for it to be attempted murder. It depends. Look, Harrison, I’ve got to go. There’s stuff we need to work out here.”

      “Blake, please promise me you’re not going to do anything stupid,” Harrison pleaded. “Just come home.”

      Blake took a long pull on the cigarette to play for time while he formed a response in his head. “I can’t.”

      “Blake, for God’s sake.”

      “Frost needs me around to be drawn out of wherever he’s hiding. He’s cleverer than just slipping up and being caught straight away. For all we know, he could have been planning this escape for months, years even. I can’t just leave.”

      “Despite the fact that he’s probably going to try and kill you? Blake, I’m no expert, but I’m pretty sure you aren’t supposed to play along with these sorts of games. What is this really about?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you have to be the guy that catches him again?” Harrison asked him, the desperation evident in his voice. “It can’t be somebody else? This isn’t all about you, Blake. There’s other people you need to think about.”

      “Like who?” Blake asked. He then immediately worked out what Harrison was trying to say and closed his eyes in annoyance with himself.

      “Like me, you stupid prat!” Harrison exclaimed. “Like your parents, and Sally, and anybody else who is stupid enough to care about you! This isn’t about you going out to work and finding the bad guy, this is about your own personal vendetta with someone who also happens to be a dangerous serial killer. Blake, he’s been tracking your every move, Tom has told him everything about you, he knows you’re in Manchester!”

      “I know that,” replied Blake calmly. “And believe me, I get what you’re saying. But I’m the key to all this, and Frost isn’t going to forget about anything just because I’m not in Manchester anymore. If anything, if I come back to Harmschapel, he’ll just follow me and I’m not putting you or anyone else there in danger.”

      There was a long pause between them as Blake extinguished his cigarette on top of the bin.

      “Harrison, I know you’re scared and so am I,” he continued quietly. “This isn’t giving me some sort of adrenaline rush. I know what Frost is capable of. Trust me, Gresham doesn’t want me here either but I have to be.”

      “Blake?”

      Behind him, Sally poked her head out of the door. “Lisa’s overrode Gresham, she’s about to hold a meeting if you want in?”

      “On my way,” Blake told her. “I’ve got to go, Harrison. Listen, I’ll ring you later, I promise. Try not to worry. I swear I’ll keep you updated as much as I can.”

      There was no reply.

      “Harrison?”

      He checked his screen and sighed. Harrison had already ended the call.
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        * * *

      

      The report of Frost’s disappearance from the back of the prison van had lost none of its original shock value. As all the gathered police officers watched it in the darkened meeting room, Blake stared at the screen intently, trying to find some small titbit of information he could use to begin to work out what had actually happened.

      “Now,” Fox continued from the front of the room, tapping furiously on the computer in front of her. “obviously the two reports, one from this morning of him being put in the van and this one revealing that he had vanished have both gone viral, trending on Twitter, YouTube, and are the top stories on all the news websites. If Frost wanted the world to notice this little trick of his, he’s certainly done that.”

      “Have we had any statement from the prison yet?” Sally asked from the back of the room.

      “No, that’s next on the list,” Fox replied. “I need two of you to go to Strangeways and find out what actually happened there this morning. The prison he was meant to go to in London have already gotten back to us, and as you can see from these pictures that have come back from Scotland Yard…” her voice trailed off as she clicked on the photographs on the computer. Images of the prison van, dismantled and taken from all angles appeared. “…he was definitely not in that van when it arrived. Somewhere between Strangeways and London he has completely vanished.”

      Blake leant against the wall with his arms crossed and a deep frown, his temples almost throbbing in confusion. “Have we got the footage from the camera from within the van?”

      Lisa smiled grimly. “Yes, we most certainly have and I’m afraid it doesn’t clear anything up in the slightest.”

      Again, she clicked on the computer and a moment later, Frost appeared on the screen in front of him. Revulsion and anger roared dully in Blake’s chest at the sight of his face as Fox clicked the play button, but as he stared at Frost’s face his frown grew deeper.

      “What’s wrong?” Sally asked, catching his expression.

      “I don’t know,” murmered Blake, staring at Frost’s face on the screen. “It’s just something doesn’t look right. His face.”

      “It still looks as ugly and horrible as it always did,” Sally replied.

      “Yeah,” Blake said quietly. “Maybe. What the hell is it? There’s something wrong, I just can’t…” His voice trailed off as he stared at the screen. There was something that just seemed out of place on Frost and he could not work out what it was.

      The tape was from the inside of the prison van, the vantage point from a camera that was above the seating area of a caged compartment in the back of the van. As the footage began, Frost was led behind the bars by two prison guards, his hands bound in handcuffs. Then, his leg was chained to the bottom of the small wooden seat, an action that by all logic should have made much movement impossible. Once he was secured, one of the guards closed the door of the cage and locked it before exiting the van and slamming the door behind him, leaving Frost alone in the dark and confined van, where he now stared ahead, an expression of calm on his face.

      “We can fast-forward through this now,” Fox said, clicking on the mouse. “We’ve checked and absolutely nothing of note happens until the end.”

      The footage sped up and Frost was clearly moving, rocking from side to side, still staring ahead as the van drove along. Despite the fact that he still felt there was something wrong with what he was seeing, Blake could not help but feel unnerved by the expression on Frost’s face. It was completely unreadable, no sign of the evil thoughts that Blake imagined were constantly whirring through his mind.

      “Okay, here we go,” Fox muttered. “Now, watch carefully.”

      The room, in complete silence, stared at the screen as Fox clicked the mouse.

      For a few seconds, nothing changed. Frost continued rocking gently in his seat, with no indication that he was about to do anything out of the ordinary. Then, his eyes widened and he quickly turned his head to look up at the camera, a sinister grin slowly spreading across his face. Then, the whole van appeared to turn dark, obscuring everything from view.

      “Where’s he gone?” Sally asked, confused.

      Then, the dim light in the van rose again. Frost was now gone, the chains and handcuffed in exactly the same positions as they had been when they were tied around their occupant.

      There was a murmur of consternation amongst the officers.

      “How the hell…?”

      “Woah.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Bull,” Blake said loudly over the muttering. “That footage is complete and utter bollocks.”

      Fox nodded at the officer nearest the wall to turn the lights back up again and rose an eyebrow at Blake. “You think?”

      Blake glared at the image of the empty seat on the screen. “I know.”

      Behind him, Gresham let out an audible and deliberate tutting sound. “Oh, here we go.”

      Blake spun around to face him. “Sorry? You’re going to tell me that what we’ve just seen is perfectly feasible? That a man can vanish from handcuffs and chains in the space of a few seconds of darkness from a moving van? The fact that it only happened when the van was suddenly plunged into darkness hasn’t bothered you at all? It’s a bit convenient, unless I missed the memo that stated that we were looking for a Scooby Doo villain.”

      Gresham grumbled to himself but kept quiet. He had been notably less opinionated since Fox had taken charge of proceedings.

      “Go on, Blake,” Fox encouraged, over the mumblings of confusion as to who exactly Blake was amongst the other officers. “Just your ballpark, this sort of thing, isn’t it?”

      Blake was unmoved by the compliment. He just continued staring at the screen, his brain whirring. “Three pieces of footage we’ve just watched. Two from outside two different prisons, one from the inside of an apparently moving van. Not exactly difficult to work out which one has been faked. How long is it into the footage before he vanishes?”

      “Thirty-six minutes,” Fox replied.

      “And the driver had no idea?” Sally asked. “Don’t they have a monitor in the cab to keep an eye on whoever they’ve got in the back?”

      “Wouldn’t have been difficult to loop the tape for the benefit of the driver, assuming he had no idea what was going on,” Blake continued. “And there’s something else wrong with one of those tapes. I don’t quite know what yet, but I’m going to find out. I’d say you’re bang on the money, Ma’am. We need to get to Strangeways and talk to those two prison guards. One or both of them know what went on today, maybe even know where Frost is now.”

      “I take it I can leave that to you two then?” Fox asked, with a nod at Sally.

      Sally and Blake glanced at each other with a brief smile.

      “Damn right you can, Ma’am,” Sally said firmly.

      “Excellent,” Fox said, closing down the images on the computer. “The rest of you, I want to know exactly what route this van took. Any delays in the journey, anything remotely out of the ordinary, if its gears crunched, I want to know about it. Frost is out there somewhere and we are going to find him.”

      The officers murmered in agreement and began to set about their work. Blake was just about to grab his coat when the doors to the meeting room burst open and Fletcher, the young officer that Blake had briefly met in Gresham’s office ran in, clutching a piece of paper, looking breathless.

      “Fletcher, what is it?” Gresham snapped.

      “Ma’am,” Fletcher called over the hubbub of the other officers. “Ma’am!”

      The noise began to die down as they all began to register the urgency in Fletcher’s voice.

      Fox frowned. “What’s the problem?”

      Fletcher swallowed, looking nervous. “We’ve found a body, Ma’am. A woman’s been found strangled. They think it’s Frost.”

      The silence in the room was immediate.

      Blake stepped forwards. “How do you know it’s Frost?”

      Fletcher nervously passed Blake the piece of paper in his hand. “There was a message written next to the body,” he said quietly. “Uniform read it to me over the phone.”

      Blake turned the paper over in his hand and his mouth became instantly dry as he read what Fletcher had written on the paper.

      “This one’s for you, Blake. Here we go again! Speak soon. F.”
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      It felt like stepping back in time. Once more, Blake found himself standing over the dead body of a woman, her lifeless eyes briefly lit by the forensic camera, all thanks to Thomas Frost. Blake glanced around the flat, the horribly familiar tell-tale signs all around him, and they weren’t the only aspects of the crime scene that he recognised.

      “It’s Helen Beauchamp,” Sally murmered as she stepped closer to the body. “Christ, Blake, we’ve only just been watching her on the TV at work.”

      “That interview was pre-recorded,” Blake replied. “She must have given it and then come home. Woman in power. Frost’s favourite. He hasn’t changed.”

      “She’s been strangled,” the forensic pathologist said, glancing up at them from where he was knelt over Helen’s body. “Looks like it was a fairly quick job.” He picked up a cloth belt that matched Helen’s dress. “This would be your murder weapon. I’d say he forced her down to the ground, got this from around her waist and then throttled her with it.”

      “Classic Frost. Strangled like the others,” Fox muttered. “Who found her?”

      “Her cleaner,” Sally replied. “Apparently she let herself in and found her lying here.”

      “And the note?”

      The pathologist nodded towards a mirror on the nearest wall where the goading note had been stuck. “Still hanging over there.” He glanced up at Blake as he took another photograph of the bruises around Helen’s neck. “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”

      Blake ignored him and slowly walked around the living room. “So, he’s still in Manchester. At least that narrows down the possibilities of how he got out of that prison van.”

      “‘Here we go again,’ Sally repeated. “Blake, he’s planning on doing more of this. It’s starting again.”

      Blake shuddered. The old woman in the house suddenly seemed like nothing compared to the notion of Frost at large again.

      “Right, you two,” Fox said sharply. “Get to that prison. Blake’s right. If he’s in Manchester, it means that he never intended to go anywhere near London and, in my mind, that means that he’s been planning this for a while and it can’t have been on his own. Someone helped him to get out of that van. We’ll finish up here.”

      Blake and Sally nodded and made their way towards the door.

      “Blake?” Fox called.

      Blake turned with a frown. Fox now looked incredibly serious.

      “When this gets out, Helen’s death, it’s going to take more than a few sycophantic words in the paper to dissuade people that Frost is at it again. We’re going to have to make an official statement.”

      Blake nodded in agreement. He could already sense where Fox was heading with what she was saying.

      “The public will probably recognise you as somebody they can trust when it comes to Frost,” Fox told him. “Do you think you could do it?”

      Blake sighed. “Look, I’ll think about it, okay? You forget, I don’t even work for this branch anymore.”

      “All the same,” Fox replied. “I think it would be best. Let them know that we’re taking it seriously, we’ve brought back the man who originally brought him to justice. It’ll put the public at ease. They’re going to be scared.”

      Blake could think of nothing to say. The thought that he would be solely responsible for being the public’s source of comfort made him feel worse than ever.
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        * * *

      

      Strangeways Prison was the sort of place that would unnerve even the most hardened of people. As Sally and Blake were led through the freezing cold, echoey corridors to talk to the Chief Officer, he felt a sense of unease at the people he was currently so close to.

      Sally clearly felt the same. She had been somewhat chatty in the car and now seemed to have ran out of things to say. Her eyes darting around whenever they heard anything remotely out of the ordinary like a prisoner shouting or a door slamming.

      Eventually, they arrived in the empty office of the Chief Officer. The warden who had brought them here assured them that he was on his way and left them alone, talking into his radio as he went.

      Blake exhaled. “This place gives me the creeps.”

      “It’s like walking through the reptile house,” Sally replied. “That feeling you get when you think of what could happen if the glass wasn’t there. Who is this Chief Officer?”

      “Nigel Hawthorne,” Blake replied, glancing at his notes. “Hopefully he can shed some light on what the hell went on this morning.”

      “Where are you staying tonight, incidentally?” Sally asked him. “You’re welcome at mine if you want, whatever bloody time we get finished.”

      “Love to,” Blake replied, “but my mother has already informed me that she’s made the bed up. Don’t worry, it won’t last. As soon as she realises that me being back could involve her getting up at all hours to let me in from whenever we get finished, she’ll soon change her mind.”

      “How are you?” Sally said, her expression suddenly serious. “I know how mental this must all be for you. Don’t think I haven’t seen you mildly freaking out when you thought nobody was looking. You can talk to me, you know.”

      Blake smiled and gripped her hand, “I know. Trust me, I will. It’s bizarre. Seeing the house, Frost, seeing another body thanks to him…” His voice trailed off as his mind took him back nine years to the various bodies that Frost had left in houses around Manchester. The city had been in terror, thanks in no small part to the media taking any opportunity it could to paint Frost as the next Jack the Ripper, which only served to make him more dangerous as he felt his spotlight grow.

      “We’ll catch him,” Sally told him, before looking towards the open door impatiently. “Where the hell is he? We haven’t got all day.”

      Blake watched as she stood up and began rooting around the desk. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just trying to speed up the process a little bit, that’s all,” Sally replied, flicking through some papers on the desk.

      “Is this how you got that promotion?” Blake asked, glancing through the door to the empty corridor outside. “Doing your own investigation? You know this isn’t allowed, sit down. He’s not going to be long.”

      “Is this his wife do you think?” Sally cut in, holding up a framed photo on the desk and turning it around to face him.

      A beautiful blonde woman in a long, flowing, white dress smiled back at them. Beside her stood a taller, more distinguished, sterner, looking man with a serious expression and a thin moustache under his nose.

      “I’m guessing so,” Blake said, shrugging.

      “Looks like they’re off on holiday,” Sally mused, picking up an envelope from the desk. “Two plane tickets to Heidelberg.” She looked up at him and frowned. “Where’s that?”

      Blake rolled his eyes. “Geography never was your strong point, was it? It’s in Germany.”

      Sally frowned again. “Germany? Not exactly what I’d call a holiday destination.”

      “There could be any number of reasons why they’re going to Germany,” Blake told her, aware of footsteps outside in the corridor. “Wedding, friends over there, meeting with Angela Merkel, anything! Will you sit down, someone’s coming.”

      Grumbling slightly, Sally sat back down just as the tall man from the photograph on the desk, Nigel Hawthorne, strolled in.

      “Good evening,” he said glancing at them both as he walked around the desk. As he sat down opposite them, his eyes landed on the photograph of the blonde woman. For a moment, Blake thought he was going to question them about what they had been doing in his absence, but he merely adjusted the photograph’s position for a moment and then turned to them. “DS Harte and Sergeant Matthews, isn’t it?”

      “Actually, it’s DS Matthews,” Sally told him.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Hawthorne replied. “I received a phone call from an Inspector Gresham. He said that you were just a sergeant.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure he did,” Sally snapped, slamming her notepad on the table. “Mr Hawthorne, I’m sure you know why we’re here.”

      “Thomas Frost, yes.”

      “What exactly happened this morning?” Blake asked him. “Frost climbs into a prison van, the doors are closed, when they’re next opened, he appears to have completely vanished.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Hawthorne said, with a shrug as he shuffled his papers around on his desk. “As far as I was aware, everything went according to plan.”

      “Who were the two officers that put him in the back of the van?”

      “I couldn’t tell you, I’m afraid.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the two officers don’t normally work for this prison, they were on placement. As far as I can tell, they both left this afternoon.”

      Sally and Blake looked at each other in bemusement.

      “Could you tell us either of their names?” Blake asked.

      “Erm, not off the top of my head,” Hawthorne murmered, flicking through the papers. “I don’t come into contact with the officers all that often, especially if they don’t normally work here.” He ran his finger down a sheet that he pulled from the pile. “This could be it. Simpkins and Jordache. Wouldn’t know them if I passed them in the street, I’m afraid.”

      “Mr Hawthorne, I don’t think you quite appreciate the situation here,” Blake said slowly. “This morning, an extremely dangerous serial killer left your prison and escaped. He’s now out there, on the streets, and he’s already managed to murder someone else. Then, we receive a tape from the interior of the van that Frost was travelling in which is so obviously fake that it’s almost cynical. Are you seriously telling me that you have absolutely no idea about what happened this morning?”

      “I wasn’t in this morning, I’m afraid,” Hawthorne replied, looking awkwardly down at the desk. Blake was slightly pleased to see that he looked rightfully horrified by the clear incompetence he was displaying. “I was visiting my wife, she’s…” He picked up the photograph of the blonde woman from the desk and stared at it, his steely looking exterior appearing to crack for a moment. “…she’s not been very well recently.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Blake replied brusquely. “But are you seriously telling us that you can’t offer any insight to what happened this morning? You, the man in charge of this prison, wasn’t here and the two prison officers that actually loaded Frost into the back of that van are nowhere to be found. You can’t tell us that that isn’t slightly suspicious.”

      Hawthorne placed the picture down and straightened his tie, clearing his throat as he did so. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what I can tell you. I can try to track down those two officers, but I know as much as you. I watched the whole thing unfold from my wife’s television in the hospital today and was, I’m sure, as horrified as you were.”

      Blake narrowed his eyes and folded his arms, looking at Hawthorne in deep suspicion. “What exactly is the procedure for moving a prisoner? What exactly happens between him leaving his cell and being placed in the van?”

      “He would have been accompanied from his cell, handcuffed of course, to the doors where the van would have been waiting for him. If you saw the first television report this morning then you will have seen that bit yourselves.”

      “If that is what we saw. And would it have been the same officers that put him in the back of the van?”

      “Almost certainly.”

      “Can you take us down there, please?”

      Hawthorne’s eyebrows raised. “Down where?”

      “To where he was loaded into the van,” Blake replied. He had quickly decided that he was going to get very little of use from the man in front of him.

      “Oh,” Hawthorne said, looking surprised. “Alright, if you insist.” He stood up and walked across the office. “Please follow me.”

      They followed Hawthorne along the draughty corridors. All the while, the prison manager walked in front of them just far ahead enough for Blake to be able to whisper to Sally.

      “There’s something weird going on here.”

      “You don’t need to tell me,” muttered Sally. “He’s hiding something. Why though?”

      “I have no idea,” Blake replied quietly. “How can the head warden of one of the highest security prisons in the UK have no idea what went on this morning?”

      “Is everything alright?” Hawthorne remarked, swiftly spinning around to face them.

      “Much further is it?” Blake asked.

      Hawthorne frowned. “No.”

      He pulled out a large set of keys and proceeded to unlock each large door as they came to it. Blake counted no less than six doors that were unlocked and then relocked behind them before they finally made their way towards the final large steel doors leading outside.

      Blake stepped outside and looked around. There were various prison vans of different sizes scattered around the yard, including one that looked more or less the same as the one Frost had been put into, the doors of which were just being opened by its driver.

      Blake hurried across the yard and held up his ID.

      “Hang on mate,” he said to the driver. “Is there anybody in there?”

      The driver stared, surprised at him. “No, I was just checking it over.”

      “Do you know if this is the same sort of van that was used for Thomas Frost’s transfer?”

      The driver shrugged. “I don’t know anything about that. But if it was just him being moved, then yeah, probably. Help yourself. Just make sure old Hawthorne knows I’m not slacking off.”

      Blake nodded and indicated for Sally to join him. She left Hawthorne standing by the door and ran across the yard towards him as Blake climbed into the back of the van.

      “What are you looking for?” she asked as she stepped up.

      “Millions,” replied Blake glancing around at the interior of the van.

      “Millions?”

      “Must be. Millions of prisoners that have been transported in vans like this up and down the country and never has any of them simply disappeared from the inside of one. I mean, look at it!”

      He knocked on the side of the van and then turned the large handle on the compartment door in the centre. In both instances, the loud sound of steel clanging echoed around the van.

      “The whole thing is impenetrable, because its whole purpose is to be unescapable from.”

      “So, how did Frost get out then?” Sally asked him. “We saw him get in there.”

      “Did we though?” Blake asked, lowering his voice, aware of Hawthorne peering at them from across the yard. “Think back to that first news report. The door to the van hid Frost from view, we don’t actually see him getting into the van. He could have just stepped to the side, hidden somewhere, and then made his way out another way. We don’t see anything once that door opens.”

      “We don’t, no,” Sally said slowly “But you know who did see him get in? The whole cavalcade of police that were surrounding the van, including the cars that were behind it, ready to go.”

      Blake grimaced in frustration as he felt the first idea he had had about how Frost had disappeared slip through his fingers.

      “Even if we can somehow prove that these two prison officers who apparently put him in there were dodgy, what about the rest of the police that accompanied him down?”

      Blake sighed as he opened up the compartment where Frost would have sat again and peered inside.

      It was small, cramped and, as Blake had suspected, would be completely impossible to escape from, especially when handcuffed. He glanced upwards and narrowed his eyes. Just visible in the dark gloominess of the compartment was the camera that would have been in place in Frost’s van and recorded him somehow vanishing.

      “And that’s something else altogether,” Blake muttered.

      “What?”

      “That footage of him in the van and he lights going off and suddenly he’s disappeared. Now, let’s dare to presume for a moment that he isn’t some sort of magician who has the power to dim the light around him and then evaporate into thin air. That would mean that it was some sort of video editing job. Who’s done that for him? If he never left Manchester, then that means he can’t have gone that far when it all happened.”

      “You’re thinking it’s some sort of inside job?” Sally asked.

      “I think it’s pretty likely,” Blake murmered, stepping down from the van and watching Hawthorne, who was standing on the edge of the yard looking pensively back at them. “It wouldn’t surprise me if, for example, it transpired that somebody in this prison has a degree in video production. That tape of him in the van was faked, I know it was.”

      As he nodded to the van driver that they were finished, Blake looked around the yard and found himself struck by the same feeling that he had had when he was watching the footage of Frost inside the van. He knew something was wrong, but he could not quite work out what.

      “Now what’s wrong with you?” Sally asked him.

      “Something about this yard,” Blake murmered, his brain whirring. “It’s almost as if –”

      The sound of Sally’s phone in her pocket interrupted him and Blake felt the faint traces of an idea fade away from his brain like smoke.

      “Yeah, go ahead,” Sally said into her phone as they walked across the yard and past Hawthorne.

      “Can you let us out please?” Blake told him curtly.

      Hawthorne merely nodded and led them through the large steel doors.

      “You sure about this?” Sally asked her caller. “I mean, are we sure this is the right thing to do?”

      Blake frowned at her but remained silent until they were almost at the entrance to the prison where he thanked Hawthorne for his time and told him that he was very likely going to be needed to be spoken to again.

      As the prison manager closed the door behind them, Sally finished her call.

      “That was Fox,” she said as they walked back across the carpark, which was now dimly lit from the streetlights nearby as the evening drew nearer. “So, I’ve got good news and bad news.”

      “Okay.”

      “The good news is that you don’t have to give a statement anymore.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows in surprise. He had been dreading having to work out how to word what he needed to say to the public. “Oh. That’s something at least. What’s the bad news?”

      Sally grimaced. “I’ve got to drive you straight to Media City. You’re being interviewed on News at Ten.”

      “What?”

      Sally bit her lip in regret. “Look, don’t shoot the messenger. The top story is going to be Helen Beauchamp’s murder. Fox is very keen that it’s you. According to her, we need to make the public feel as if we’re on the case and doing something about this, and like she said, you were the face of the investigation that caught him last time.”

      Blake groaned as he opened the car door and climbed inside. “Why do I get the feeling I don’t have a lot of choice in this? Who’s interviewing me?”

      As Sally started the car and began to drive them towards the main road, her silence and the nervous expression bathed in orange from an overhead streetlamp gave Blake all the response he needed.

      “No…” Blake murmered, closing his eyes in dread. “Not Theresa Bowen? She hated us last time! Sally, she hates the police. She’s going to make this as difficult as she can!”

      “You’ll be fine!” Sally said shrilly, though to Blake she sounded thoroughly unconvinced.
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      Harrison stared ahead out of the window of the bus, his head bouncing against the glass as the wheels went over the numerous potholes on the road towards Clackton General. Normally, he would have felt all too aware of how uncomfortable this journey always was on the antique buses that were used on the route, but all he could currently feel was extreme anxiety for Blake and the fact that Thomas Frost was running around the streets of the same city as him.

      Jacqueline was also playing on his mind. He knew that, by rights, he should not have been giving her as much thought as he was, but he had known her for long enough to be able to see that she was not a bad person. Maybe, he thought, he was gullible and naïve, but from what he had heard Jacqueline saying, she had only attacked Tom in order to protect both her son and Blake from whatever Frost had planned.

      The bus stopped and Harrison stepped off, looking up at the hospital with a feeling of great trepidation. The last thing he wanted to do was be in the same room as Tom again, but he knew that he needed to find out some answers. Harmschapel police were doing all they could, he knew that, but the cloak and dagger approach Angel had used and the fact that Blake had apparently had a detective inspector working in his station without his knowledge suggested to Harrison that he was best off trying to find answers for himself.

      Once he arrived on the ward, however, Harrison realised that he had forgotten that visiting hours had already finished for the day. As he gingerly approached the reception desk, the nurse, who he suspected by now could play solitaire as an Olympic sport, glared up at him from her game on the computer.

      “Yes?”

      “Good evening,” Harrison said with what he hoped was a winning smile. “I was hoping to speak to Tom Pattison. He’s just in that room there?”

      “I know where he is,” snapped the nurse, ignoring Harrison’s pointing. “I’m also aware that visiting hours finished half an hour ago.”

      “I know, but this is rather important,” Harrison replied.

      “I’m sorry, you’ll have to come back tomorrow,” she told him, returning to the computer screen and clicking quickly on the mouse.

      Harrison was just about to turn around and walk back out the ward when a thought struck him. In the split second he had taken to consider whether what he was about to say was a bad idea, he realised the words had already fallen out of his mouth.

      “It’s police business.”

      The nurse glanced up at him again. “Police?”

      All Harrison could do was nod, cursing himself for even considering something that, once again, he suspected was highly illegal.

      “Do you have any identification?” the nurse asked, glancing down at Harrison’s scruffy jeans and trainers.

      With his mouth suddenly feeling quite dry, Harrison slowly pulled his wallet out of his pocket, frantically trying to work out whether he could convince her that he had left his supposed ID in the car.

      Then, just as he was filling for time by flicking through the cards in his wallet, a rapid beeping came from the nurse’s pager on her lapels. She tutted and stared at the message then stood up, looking irritated. “Oh, look, just make it quick, okay? I’ve got to do the evening drug run shortly, I can hardly do that while I’ve got police in the way, can I?”

      Before Harrison could reply, she had stormed off down the corridor. Unable to believe his luck, he pushed his wallet back in his pocket and walked around the desk to Tom’s room.

      He opened the door and felt a familiar sense of anger rising up inside him at the sight of Tom, lying in bed, staring at the television hanging on the wall above him. He looked across as the door opened, his expression dropping when he saw Harrison.

      For a moment, the two of them stared at each other without a word.

      “Harrison,” Tom said at last. “This is a surprise.”

      “Is it?” Harrison asked coldly, closing the door behind him. “It’s difficult to tell with you. You know, after all your careful planning to get my boyfriend murdered.”

      Tom sighed. “Have you just come here for another fight? I’m pretty sure visiting hours are over. I could just call the nurse.”

      “I could just smother you with a pillow,” Harrison replied, pulling up a chair. “Only regret I’d have is that I didn’t do it sooner.”

      “You don’t have that in you.”

      “And you do? Inherited all Daddy’s psycho genes? I’ve just been in the police station. I was listening to your mother giving her interview.”

      “Have they charged her yet?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Tom shrugged and stared at the television. “Shame Blake isn’t here. From what I’ve heard, he tends to get all his charging and locking up done without all the messing around. Maybe Harmschapel does miss him.”

      Harrison shook his head in disbelief. “You’re unbelievable. I mean, have you actually thought about what you’ve been doing? Do you know what that woman actually went through to keep you safe?”

      “Oh, spare me the soap opera,” Tom spat. “Safe? She tried to kill me, Harrison. Her own son.”

      “She tried to stop you turning into the man that she got you away from.”

      Tom merely rolled his eyes.

      “You do know that Thomas Frost is the reason you even came to Harmschapel in the first place?” Harrison asked him. “Even twenty-five years ago, the signs were there. You think Jacqueline hitting you over the head is your biggest problem? Frost threatened to kill both her and you. She ran away and left him because she knew that he’d kill both of you without a second’s thought. This whole serial killer thing, it wasn’t just something that he started doing overnight. He’s been like that for years, way before you were even born.”

      Tom’s eyes remained fixed to the television.

      “Just think about that,” Harrison said slowly. “That man was threatening to kill you before you were even born. The mere threat of you not being his son and you were suddenly disposable, just to get back at Jacqueline for whatever he saw as unacceptable behaviour.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tom replied quietly.

      “Don’t I?”

      “No.” His voice suddenly rose and he stared at Harrison, his eyes wide. “He told me everything that Mum had ever done. You think it was easy? Learning that I’d be lied to for so many years? All my life I’d called Stuart Pattison ‘dad’ and it was a lie every time I said it! Your parents might both be in prison, Harrison, but no matter what they did, at least you know that they’re your flesh and blood.”

      “How did you find out?” Harrison asked him. “About Frost I mean?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “I care because you’ve put my boyfriend in danger.”

      Tom’s lip curled. Harrison suspected that he had, for a brief moment, thought Harrison was actually concerned for him.

      “When I was at uni, me and my friends got into finding out about our family trees,” Tom said quietly. “It was just a craze that was going around my course at the time. Everybody was obsessed with it. The idea was that we would find out about a few generations and then we could get it all drawn up into an artistic tree thing that you could frame. I was going to get it all done for Mum as a surprise. The anniversary of Dad’s…Stuart’s death was coming up so I thought it would be nice for her. So, one day, when I knew she was out of Harmschapel visiting friends for a few days, I came back from uni without telling her, let myself into the house and started trying to find something to get me started. You know, old photographs, newspaper clippings, whatever. Couldn’t find a thing. I thought it was a bit weird, but then I remembered that she kept a load of stuff in the attic, so I went in there.”

      He paused as he took a sip of water from the cup next to the bed. Harrison watched him, studying him intently for any sign that he was lying.

      “Anyway, I find a few bits and pieces from Stuart’s family history, and I was just starting to write a few notes down when I found something else in a battered envelope at the bottom of an old cardboard box. Guess what it was.”

      Harrison merely shrugged.

      “My birth certificate. And guess who it doesn’t say is my father.”

      Again, Harrison remained silent.

      “I recognised the name ‘Thomas Frost,’ so I started doing my own research. Imagine my surprise when my father is the first result in any search engine. Then I went back to uni and just battled with it for a few months. I mean, if any news story I could find was to be believed, my dad was an evil serial killer. The news can lie though, Harrison. Anything to sell papers.”

      “Go on. When did you get in touch with him?”

      “I can’t remember. A couple of years ago, not that long after. I wrote to him, didn’t think I’d ever hear back, but then I got a visit request through the post the following week. Then I went to see him.”

      Tom shrugged his broad shoulders and looked at Harrison with a little less anger in his eyes. “He told me everything. How the media had completely misrepresented what had happened, how they’d just jumped on him on being this killer in Manchester because the police were struggling to find the real culprit…”

      “Wait, hang on,” Harrison said in disbelief. “He told you that he wasn’t a serial killer? And you believed him?”

      “He admitted that he’d killed one woman,” Tom replied. “It was an accident when he was younger and he regrets it, Harrison. I know he does! If he could turn back the clock, he would.”

      Harrison shook his head. “Wow. He’s really gone to work on you, hasn’t he? So, just so I’m clear, Manchester has a guy going around throttling women who are too successful and they catch him, with, if I remember what Blake told me, his hands around the throat of a successful woman and he’s been made out to be the bad guy? Come on, Tom, you don’t believe that, surely?”

      Tom smirked. “Yeah, he said that Blake was pretty fond of that story. He told me the truth, Harrison. Blake never found him with his hands around anybody’s neck. It’s all a lie. Blake only said that because he was under pressure to catch the real killer, he walked in on Dad having a domestic dispute with this old girlfriend of his and decided to use him and frame him for all the other deaths. You can laugh all you want,” he said loudly over the chuckle that Harrison had released, “but you’re the one who’s been taken in. Blake Harte isn’t the white knight everyone likes to think he is.”

      “Right, okay then,” Harrison replied, shaking his head. “So, together you and Frost plotted to bring Blake down? As some form of revenge? Is that it?”

      “Nobody else was going to listen to him,” Tom said. “He needed somebody to support him. Blake destroyed his life.”

      “And what about Kerry Nightingale, Tom?” Harrison asked. “I mean, you did hear about that, I take it? You know the woman that he tried to kill before Blake stopped him? He manipulated someone to kill her on his behalf. He’s dangerous, Tom. He’s twisted. He’s evil.”

      “Blake only said that to strengthen the case about Dad. Anything to build up his reputation as Harmschapel’s golden boy,” Tom snarled. “Kerry Nightingale was killed by that woman who worked at the apartments, everyone knows that.”

      “So, Blake’s this massive liar,” Harrison concluded. “And Thomas Frost is nothing but a victim. Any police officer that says otherwise that dealt with the families of the women he killed, any news article anywhere that says that he’s a killer, it’s all lies? Every bit of it? You really believe that?”

      “I didn’t at first,” Tom argued, “It took some convincing.”

      “Yeah, I bet it did.”

      “But it’s easy to destroy somebody in the media,” Tom told him. “Harrison, clearly you haven’t had experience with it. That’s a good thing, you’re lucky. But the police are trusted. Nobody believes for a second that they’d frame somebody to make their own lives easier. Dad was just a scapegoat. Blake’s got to pay for that. I’m sorry.”

      Harrison sighed. “Yeah. Except there’s just one tiny detail you don’t know about. Something I found out today.”

      “Yeah? Something the police told you, I’m guessing?” Tom asked wryly. “Harrison, you’ve got to learn to see the bigger picture. They’re all in it together.”

      “Did you see the bigger picture when you were doing your research into your family? I mean your real family. Frost’s side of the family.”

      Tom shrugged. “A bit. Dad told me when I went to see him for the first time. His own mum died years back but his father still lives in Manchester as far as he knows. I’ve also got a half brother living in Australia that I’ve never met and probably never will.”

      “Actually,” Harrison said, relishing every word. “That man, Simon, I think Blake said his name is, is your nephew. Or step nephew. Or half nephew. I don’t know. I never understood family titles once it gets too complicated, mine’s not as extensive as yours.”

      Tom frowned. “What are you on about? My half nephew? That would mean that Dad was my brother, you moron.”

      Harrison just nodded. It took a few moments for Tom to register what he was being told.

      “What are you…? That’s what you heard Mum saying today?” He scoffed and turned his head back towards the television. “You’re off your head. Just get out before I call the nurse.”

      “Who’s Frost’s dad, Tom?” Harrison asked him. “What’s his name? Your ‘granddad.’” He enunciated the final word with his fingers to signify quotation marks.

      Tom rolled his eyes. “Just get out.”

      “What’s his name, Tom?”

      “For God’s sake, it’s Samuel, alright? Now will you please just leave?”

      “Jacqueline had an affair with him, Tom. Samuel is your father, not Frost. They had a brief fling when your mum turned to him when she started realising what a sick psycho Frost was. Wine flowed and coincidentally, nine months later, there you were.”

      Tom stared at him, his mouth falling open slightly. “What are you…?”

      “I’m saying that yes, Tom. You have been lied to. There’s no two ways about that. But it was only ever to protect you. Frost told your mum that if he ever found out you weren’t his, he would kill you both. Jacqueline ran. As far away from Manchester as she could to get away from the man that would kill his half-brother without a second thought.”

      “My birth certificate said that my father’s name is Thomas Frost.”

      Harrison nodded. “Of course it does. If I was in Jacqueline’s shoes, I think I’d make sure it said that as well. Just in case Frost ever found it. Just to give you that last, desperate bit of protection.”

      For a few moments, Tom appeared incapable of speech. Then, he grabbed the buzzer on the side of his bed. “I’m calling the nurse. Just get out. I’m not listening to any more of this crap.”

      Harrison sighed and stood up. “Alright, please yourself.”

      “Blake Harte will pay for everything he did to my dad,” Tom spat furiously. “I mean, technically, he’s been paying for it ever since he was a kid, but he ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      Harrison stopped on his way out the door and frowned. He turned slowly around. “What?”

      Tom smirked. “Yeah. Not so smug now, huh? Not so full of information. Poor little Blake, with his nightmares. Oh, yeah, I know about that. Mum never could keep her gob shut when there was an interesting little titbit like that to gossip about. What are the details again? That he discovered the body of an old woman in a house when he was ten? Found with a knife in her back, wasn’t she?”

      Harrison stared at him. “How do you know that?”

      “Her name’s Julia Watkins,” Tom said, smiling at him. “And you want to know how I know her name? She’s my great grandmother.”

      “Your great…You mean the woman in that house was…” Harrison’s brain whirred, trying to join the pieces Tom was giving him together. “She was Frost’s grandmother?”

      Tom merely watched him work it out, the smile on his face growing.

      “Oh my God,” Harrison murmered. “It was Frost, wasn’t it? The one woman he admitted he’d killed to you. It was his grandmother? Frost killed her?”

      Tom shrugged. “I doubt I’m really supposed to be telling you this, but it doesn’t matter now. Yeah. Dad killed her. It was an argument that got a bit out of hand.”

      “A bit out of hand?” Harrison repeated, his voice raising. “He stabbed her Tom! His own grandmother! How? How did she get in the house?”

      “I don’t know all the details,” Tom replied lightly. “All I do know is that Dad was in the house the night that Blake found her. She was moved there. That old house, it had been abandoned for years and he needed somewhere. He was young, he was scared. He wanted to hide what he’d done. Her body was taken to that house and was hidden in there. Funny how small the world is really. I doubt he had any idea that night that he would end up traumatising a little boy that would grow up to be someone who would destroy his life. The fact that Blake has been haunted by that night ever since, well, I won’t pretend it isn’t sweet.”

      “You are sick!” Harrison shouted. “It shouldn’t be your mum sitting in a cell right now, it should be you!”

      The door suddenly opened and the nurse stormed in, looking around the room with an outraged expression on her face. “What on Earth is going on in here?” she fumed. “I’ve got patients trying to sleep you know!”

      Harrison exhaled slowly in an attempt to calm himself. “Sorry,” he said quietly.

      “I should think so too,” the nurse snapped. “Anyway, your colleague is here.”

      “My colleague?”

      The nurse stepped aside and a moment later, Mattison walked in and rolled his eyes when he saw Harrison.

      “Oh, well it would be you,” he remarked. He turned to the nurse. “Thanks for your help.”

      The nurse scowled at Harrison. “Just keep it down, please. And try and make it quick, I’m late doing my drug rounds.”

      Mattison nodded and closed the door behind her before turning to Harrison. “What are you doing here? What’s all the shouting about? And why is Nurse Ratched out there telling me that there was already an officer in here?”

      “I wanted to find out what was going on,” Harrison told him. “Matti, do you know what he’s just told me?”

      “I can find out that for myself, Harrison, you aren’t supposed to be here! I’ve come to talk to Tom about what Jacqueline said in her interview, the one you apparently listened in on? You’re lucky you didn’t get yourself arrested, and now you’re impersonating an officer? You want to consider yourself lucky that Gardiner isn’t here. Just wait outside and I’ll take you back to Harmschapel when we’re done.”

      “Oh, look who it is,” Tom said, nodding his head at the television screen. “The man of the hour.”

      Harrison and Mattison glanced at each other and walked towards the bed, staring at the television on the wall.

      A trailer advertising that the news was on after the commercial break flashed up on the screen and the first report was detailing the murder of a woman that Harrison vaguely recognised. He was just about to question why he recognised her when suddenly Blake appeared on the screen, sitting in the news studio next to the newsreader.

      “Blake!” Harrison exclaimed. “Who’s that woman they were talking about?”

      Mattison sighed. “Her name’s Helen Beauchamp. She’s a member of Parliament for Manchester. Frost murdered her earlier today.”

      “What?” Harrison asked, his head spinning around. He glared at Tom who was looking at the screen looking decidedly less smug than he had a few moments beforehand. “You see? You see what your brother is capable of?”

      “It’s more lies,” Tom murmered, though he did not appear entirely convinced by his own words. “Dad wouldn’t just…”

      “He has and he’s done it before,” Mattison murmered. “And I’m afraid Harrison’s right, Tom, whether he has any right to be or not. Thomas Frost isn’t your father. I’m sorry.”

      Tom said nothing. He merely just narrowed his eyes, looking slightly pensive as the opening titles to the News at Ten began to play.
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      Blake could not have felt more uncomfortable. When they had arrived at the studios, he had been briefly greeted by Fox, and grunted at by Gresham, then frogmarched through the corridors to the news studio itself where a makeup artist had briefly dabbed his face with a brush.

      Now as he sat sweltering underneath the studio lights, wondering how on Earth he had managed to get himself into this situation, Theresa Bowen stalked across the studio and sat down in the seat opposite him without a word.

      Blake watched her organise her papers, wondering how she was capable of looking down in front of her while still giving the impression of having her nose in the air, then looked around the studio at the bright green screen around them.

      “Different to how it looks on television, isn’t it?” he commented as Theresa scribbled on the top of her first report. “How do you know where to look?”

      Theresa glanced at him irritably. “You get used to it. You need to be quiet, we’re about to go on air.”

      Blake turned his head to Sally, Gresham and Fox who were standing behind the cameras and tried to give Sally a silent plea to get him out of the situation. He had already worked out from Theresa’s demeanour that she was not about to give him an easy interview. Sally merely gave him what she must have assumed was an encouraging thumbs up.

      The production team behind the cameras began to count them down as the sound of the news theme tune played.

      “This is News at Ten,” boomed an announcer, “with Theresa Bowen.”

      “Good evening,” Theresa began. “The city of Manchester tonight is coming to terms with the fact that Thomas Frost, one of Britain’s most prolific serial killers, is once more on the streets. In footage that has been circulating on social media throughout the day from our reports, Frost can be seen being placed into the back of a prison transfer vehicle, which was due to take him to Belmarsh prison in London from his original placement at Strangeways in Manchester. When the van arrived in London, Frost was nowhere to be seen. The confusion in the city soon turned to terror as it would appear that he immediately struck again. In the last few hours, Manchester Police have confirmed the murder of Helen Beauchamp, an MP for the city. Now, as Manchester’s residents find themselves once again looking over their shoulders, the main question on everybody’s lips is just how did Frost manage to escape from a high security prison van surrounded by police officers at all points during his journey and, to follow that, how did the police allow it to happen? From Manchester, Darren Bates has his report.”

      She stared at the camera for a few seconds before she received a signal from someone in front of her that the report was playing. She shuffled the papers in front of her and glanced at Blake. “I’ll be speaking to you after the report.”

      Blake did not reply. He was too busy watching the monitor as the report began to play, desperately studying the footage of Frost departing Strangeways to see if anything jumped out of him, but the camera cut away too quickly for him to be able to focus on anything.

      When the report had finished, Theresa looked up at the camera again. “And joining me now is Detective Sergeant Blake Harte from Manchester police.” She swivelled around in her chair and glared at him. “DS Harte, I think I’ll begin by asking the question that I did at the top of the report: how did this happen?”

      Blake glanced at the officers behind the camera, mentally spooling through the information that Fox had hurriedly told him to divulge before the interview, and then back to Theresa. “Well, we’re obviously investigating exactly how this is possible,” he said slowly. “I understand that this is a difficult time for Manchester, but –”

      “You do accept though that the police have massively failed in their duties here?” cut in Theresa. “To allow a category A prisoner to escape, it’s just beyond comprehension. The public put their faith in you that you’re going to keep these prisoners off the streets, and then something like this happens.”

      “Well, as I say,” Blake continued, well aware that he was now sweating profusely and hoping that HD televisions were not as good as they claimed to be, “we are investigating how it has happened, that will of course involve us looking into exactly what went wrong today at Strangeways –”

      “Do you admit that the police failed today?”

      “I think it’s important to –”

      “It’s a simple question, DS Harte, do you admit that you’ve failed the public today?”

      Blake glared at her for a moment. “No, I don’t. Because this is something that I think even someone who has some form of vendetta against the police must admit is absolutely extraordinary.”

      “A vendetta?” Theresa asked icily. “Whatever do you mean?”

      Blake bit his lip and shook his head. “I think we might be straying slightly from the point of the topic at hand here.”

      “You’re the one who took us there, I’m sure the viewers will be able to see that,” Theresa replied. “Utterly bizarre thing to say under the circumstances.”

      Again, Blake glanced at the other officers. Sally’s encouraging expression had disappeared and Gresham’s tell-tale vein looked like it was threatening to bulge from the top of his head.

      “So, what can you actually tell us?” Theresa went on. “Is there anything you can say to put the public’s mind at rest? Because in the past twelve hours, not only has a serial killer escaped your custody, which you don’t seem to be willing to admit is a failure, when it quite clearly is –”

      “Look, I don’t –”

      “But there has also been a murder which you are apparently claiming was the work of Thomas Frost? He’s killed again already?”

      “We believe so, yes,” Blake said quickly. “We obviously send our deepest condolences to Helen Beauchamp’s family and friends and we have also been asked by them to request that the media give them some privacy at this difficult time.” Blake realised he had aimed Helen’s family’s request directly at Theresa and hoped she got the message. He sensed she was exactly the sort of reporter to try and bother a grieving family in the name of a good story. “We would like to assure the public that we have officers from all ranks and divisions out on the streets searching for Frost. He cannot hide forever and it is only a matter of time before he is found. In the meantime, it is vital that if anybody has any information whatsoever relating to his whereabouts, they get in touch with the police immediately, any time, day or night.”

      “How do you know that this is Frost’s work?” Theresa asked, with a frown. “How was she killed?”

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that,” Blake replied.

      “But, surely, you must understand why people are confused,” Theresa went on. “You’re expecting us to believe that a serial killer is prowling the streets and then just started killing again? Why would he do that when, logically, he would be wanting to stay as under the radar as possible to avoid detection? Manchester is a big city, Helen Beauchamp was a member of Parliament. These are extremely turbulent times in politics. You’re telling me that you don’t think there’s anybody else in the whole of Manchester who is capable of strangling a politician?”

      “I never said she was strangled,” Blake replied hotly.

      “You’re saying it was Frost though,” Theresa went on. “And if all reports from the original investigation are to be believed, Frost’s method of killing was always strangulation.”

      “I’m sorry,” Blake replied, starting to get annoyed, “but can I remind you that the victim’s family could be watching this?”

      “You were in charge of the original investigation into Frost’s murders, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you then moved away from Manchester, is that right?”

      Blake frowned. “Yes?”

      “Moved to a village, I believe, a place called Harmschapel?”

      “What does that have to do –”

      “And now you’ve been, what? Invited back in order to personally bring Frost to justice once more? It will sound to some of our viewers that this is more of a pet project for you than anything else.”

      Blake stared at her in bemusement. “A pet project?”

      “You have absolutely no proof that you can provide to us that Frost was involved in the murder today, is that right?”

      “Yes, we do!”

      “Such as?”

      “I can’t discuss it, you’re a news reporter, you should know that.”

      “So, nothing solid that you’re prepared to confirm to us that Frost has actually killed anybody else. Is that not just going to scare the public unnecessarily?”

      “There was a note!”

      As soon as the words had left his lips, Blake knew that he should not have said it. He dared not even glance at the three officers across the studio.

      “A note?” Theresa repeated. “Saying what?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “What do you mean it doesn’t matter? You’re claiming that this is your strongest piece of evidence proving to us that Frost is killing again. The public surely deserve to know. What did the note say?”

      “I cannot discuss that. I think it’s best we bring this to a close.”

      “So, in conclusion, a serial killer has clearly escaped, that’s not in question. But as to whether he has actually killed since escaping, you can’t actually say? And you can’t really confirm why you’re the officer back investigating it? Are the police really taking this as seriously as they should?”

      “Yes,” Blake exclaimed hotly. “Of course we are.”

      “And you haven’t just come back to Manchester to try and repeat the greatest hits of your career?”

      “Is that a serious question?”

      Theresa pulled a disdainful expression, though to Blake it did not seem to alter too much from her normal facial features. “We’ll have to leave it there, DS Harte, thank you.”
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      By the time Blake arrived back at his parent’s house, it was past midnight. The street was in darkness and Stephanie and Colin’s house was one of the only ones with the lights still on.

      “They stayed up for you then,” Sally commented as she pulled the car up by the side of the house.

      “Mum will have done, Dad will be unconscious by now,” Blake murmered. “When I walk in, she’ll be sitting in her armchair attacking that crochet pattern, pretending she hasn’t been standing at the window for the past two hours waiting for me since that bloody interview aired.”

      “Is she still on that crochet? You’d think she was recreating the Bayeux Tapestry for all the time it takes her.”

      Blake smiled weakly then closed his eyes and put his head back. “Jesus. What a day.”

      “Welcome back,” Sally replied dryly. “Bloody Theresa Bowen. What an absolute cow.”

      Blake shook his head. He was still reeling slightly from the ferocity of the telling off he had received off Gresham the second they had been out of earshot of the news crew.

      “Don’t worry,” Sally said, for the fourth time since they had been driving home. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Hardly reassuring to the public though,” Blake replied. “Now they think that I’m only investigating Frost for my own gain.”

      “None of them think that,” Sally said soothingly. “Theresa Bowen has as many detractors as she has fans. The type that like her are the ones with issues with the police anyway. Don’t let her get to you. Have a look through social media, I’ve seen a lot of comments from viewers saying that she acted completely unprofessionally. So, go on then. I can tell you’ve been pushing stuff around your brain since we left the prison. Care to share?”

      Blake groaned. “I dunno. I keep thinking of possibilities but then immediately discounting them. One thing we do know is that Frost didn’t leave Manchester. In fact, I’m starting to think that he didn’t even leave the prison grounds. Not straight away anyway. Not that I’ve got any proof of that. One thing Theresa did get right, we’re certainly low on evidence.”

      “Well then, where the hell is he?” Sally asked. “Unless…”

      “What?”

      Sally bit her lip thoughtfully. “You don’t suppose somebody else could have murdered Helen Beauchamp? I mean, think about it, even if we believe everything that’s we’re clearly supposed to, that he disappeared from that van at about nine o’clock this morning, it gives him about eight hours to find Helen’s apartment, murder her, and then escape from her apartment to wherever he’s hiding now, all without being seen. That first report was live, it took no less than an hour for the news to spread to anybody who wasn’t watching it. Everybody in this city would have been on high alert. How has he not been seen? We’ve not had a single person report anything suspicious.”

      Blake stared out of the window, his brain feeling like it was compressing. “It’s possible. I just can’t get past those three pieces of footage that we saw. The first one, he’s being put into the van by these two prison officers that nobody seems able to trace. He’s then hidden from view as the doors at the back are opened. That is surely the only time he has to escape? If we assume that those two officers are somehow in on it, paid off or whatever, they could have snuck him out of sight while the doors were still hiding him and then closed them.”

      “Where though? And what about the police that were escorting him? None of them saw anything?”

      “No idea,” Blake replied. “That’s the other fun thing. Nobody seems to be able to tell me who was actually on duty this morning. Nobody. I know there’s a hell of a lot of police that work in Manchester, but for something this big, why the hell are none of them coming forward to tell us anything? Unless, of course, they’re keeping their heads down because they know that Frost escaped under their watch, but that doesn’t ring true to me either. Plus, something else that’s annoying me. That driver I spoke to briefly who was sorting out the van we checked out. He didn’t even know anything about it. All the guards that must be in that prison, you’d think getting rid of Frost would be the talk of the town.”

      “Well, top of my list is Nigel Hawthorne,” Sally told him. “Maybe he’s told everyone to play dumb. He’s definitely hiding something.”

      Blake nodded, deep in thought. It felt like there was a huge wall blocking his view to any sort of sensible answers. He shook his head and unclipped his seatbelt. “I dunno. No matter how he escaped, there’s no ignoring the fact that he’s out there somewhere.”

      “Look, forget Frost for now,” Sally replied, pulling her cigarettes out of her pocket and pulling two out. “Let’s concentrate on something more important for the minute.”

      “Like what?” Blake asked, accepting the cigarette she offered him.

      “Like the fact that Harrison is in a mood with you. Have you heard from him since he hung up on you?”

      Blake lit his cigarette and inhaled deeply, hating how relaxed the hit of nicotine threatened to make him feel. “No. Can’t say I blame him to be honest. He puts up with so much from me. Too much. Someone like Harrison deserves so much better.”

      “Better than you?” Sally exclaimed. “Come on, Blake.”

      “I’m serious, Sal,” Blake replied. “Why should I expect him to just sit and wait for me whenever I decide to run away to catch a serial killer? Let’s be blunt here, Frost’s after me. There’s one of two ways that’s going to end. Either we find him or he finds me.” He sighed heavily as he realised that he was now vocalising a thought that he had previously forbidden himself from giving too much consideration to since returning to Manchester. “It’s like I’m addicted to this. It’s driving me crazy, but I am. It’s like a drug. I’ve missed this. I know that sounds insane considering where we’re at with this, but all this high-octane policing, I can’t deny it’s giving me a buzz. I have to find Frost, I can’t leave Manchester till I have, not that Fox would let me anyway, but even if I had a choice, I don’t think I’d want to. This job is too important to me, it always has been, I always put it first. Is there any wonder Nathan cheated on me?”

      “Nathan is a complete arsehole,” Sally told him. “You know that. Harrison would never do that to you.”

      “Because he’s the kindest, most sensitive guy I’ve ever met,” Blake replied. “Maybe too kind and too sensitive to do what he needs to do.” He stared out of the windscreen distantly. “I’ve told nobody this, but I was thinking of proposing to him when I got back.”

      Sally gasped. “Are you serious? Blake, that’s amazing!”

      “Yeah, and now I think I can guess exactly what the answer would be. I’m honestly starting to wonder if…” His voice trailed off as his eyes glanced at the side mirror next to him. Then, his heart felt like it had stopped beating.

      Thomas Frost was standing right behind the car.

      “Shit!” he cried.

      Ignoring Sally questioning what was wrong with him, he flung the car door open and stepped out, looking around, his eyes darting in all directions.

      The street behind him was empty. Frost was nowhere to be seen.

      “Blake, what the hell is wrong with you?” Sally asked, climbing out and staring at him in bemusement.

      “Frost,” Blake snapped. “I saw him, he was standing right behind the car!”

      Sally turned to face the street. “Blake, there’s nobody there.”

      “I saw him!” Blake exclaimed.

      Quick as a flash, he strode to the bushes on the side of the road and pulled them apart, his eyes scanning quickly around. All was dark and quiet.

      “Blake, you must be imagining things,” Sally said, coming up behind him. “Come on. You need some sleep. Your brain must be fried.”

      “I saw him,” Blake repeated, though he was quieter now as doubt began to creep in. “I’m sure I did.”

      Sally rested her hand on his shoulder. “Look, it’s been a long day. Just go in and get yourself to bed. You need sleep. Tomorrow’s not going to be any easier. And as for what you were just saying about Harrison, you listen to me and you listen good. That man loves you and you love him. There are weaker relationships than yours in this job that have lasted for years and years. You just need to get over yourself and realise that you’re just as good as Harrison clearly thinks you are.”

      Blake was barely listening as he continued to look around the street for a few seconds. He was so sure he had seen Frost, a few feet behind the car, glowering at them. Now, as he stared around the silent street, the only thing he could see was a cat running across the road and then disappearing behind some bushes.

      “Sleep,” muttered Blake. “Why do I get the feeling that’s not going to be easy tonight?”

      Sally gave him a sympathetic smile. “I know. It’ll get better.”

      “Blake!”

      They both spun around to see Stephanie standing in the doorway of the Harte’s house. She was wearing a long flowing dressing gown, her glasses fixed on the edge of her nose as usual. She glanced down at the still smouldering cigarette in Blake’s hand.

      “Blake, are you smoking?”

      Blake groaned and chucked it down the drain by the side of the road. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He kissed Sally on the cheek and pulled her in for a tight hug, before remembering that it was now past midnight. “Oh, by the way. Happy birthday.”

      Sally chuckled. “Thanks. We’ll see if we can squeeze in a drink tomorrow, yeah?”

      “Definitely.” Blake turned back towards the house and glanced at his mother who was still glaring at him over the top of her glasses. “Oh, give me a break, Mother, I’m thirty-five.”

      “Don’t you get petulant with me, young man,” Stephanie snapped. “Anyway, get in there. We’ve got company.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows. “Company? You? At this time of night?”

      “We have late night company sometimes,” Stephanie replied curtly.

      Blake shook his head to empty his mind of the connotations that statement brought up and followed his mother inside the house, briefly turning to wave goodbye to Sally, who was just climbing into her car, before the front door closed behind him.

      When they entered the living room, Blake was surprised to see the Harte’s neighbour, Samuel sitting on the sofa, deep in conversation with Colin, the newspaper in front of them on the coffee table, open at the horse racing pages.

      “Evening,” Blake said.

      “Evening, son,” Colin replied, briefly looking up. “Samuel’s just here, he’s got a tip for me on the races tomorrow. Don’t tell your mother.”

      “Don’t tell me what, Colin?” Stephanie asked, from the hallway.

      “Nothing, love! Nothing!” Colin called, indicating to Samuel to hide the newspaper from view. “She hates gambling,” he whispered. “You know what though, it’s kept my family together. My old man, he won on the horses and was able to get him and my mum an engagement ring. Happened just in time as she was about to leave him if he didn’t pop the question. I’ve still got his in a box somewhere. I tell you, Samuel, if Hoof Hearted hadn’t won the race that day, I wouldn’t be sitting here now telling this story.”

      Blake rolled his eyes and took his mobile out of his pocket. “I’ve just got to call somebody. Nice to see you, Samuel.”

      “And you, Blake, and you,” Samuel called as Blake walked up the stairs to the spare bedroom where his suitcase had been placed by his mother the second he had agreed to stay. He closed the door to the bedroom and threw himself on the bed, exhaling deeply and staring at the ceiling.

      “You imagined it,” he told himself, the image of what he thought he had seen through the passenger mirror flashing briefly into his mind. “You just need more sleep.”

      He stood up and peered through the bedroom curtains to the streets below. All was still quiet and just as it should be. Although he knew there was no logic to it, he comforted himself with the thought that no street could surely appear so peaceful if Thomas Frost was lurking around it.

      Blake closed the curtains and pulled up Harrison’s number, before putting the phone to his ear and nervously waiting for an answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey.”

      “Blake, I’m so sorry,” Harrison said quickly. “My phone went completely dead when I was out earlier and I’ve only just got back to the cottage to charge it.”

      “You mean you didn’t hang up on me earlier?”

      There was a pause.

      “No,” Harrison said. “Of course I didn’t. Don’t get me wrong, I came pretty close. I wanted to reach through the phone and shake you.”

      “I see.”

      “Don’t get sulky,” Harrison told him, sounding as if he was smiling. “I just mean that I don’t think you realise what it’s like going out with someone who insists on putting their life on the line as much as you do, especially when you’re supposed to be on bloody holiday.”

      Blake rubbed his eyes. The notion that his visit to Manchester was supposed to feature him actually relaxing seemed like a distant memory. “I know. I’m sorry. I can’t walk away now though. I’ve got a new boss, did you hear?”

      “Who? Lisa Fox? Yeah, Inspector Angel told me. Matti seems relieved that she’s not here anymore, put it like that.”

      “How’s he getting on with Mini at the moment?”

      “They’re out as we speak. I have no idea which way it’s going to go, but she agreed to meet him to talk, so fingers crossed. Anyway, go on. How goes it in your hunt to find Jack the Ripper?”

      Blake groaned. “Did you see me on the telly earlier?”

      “Yeah,” Harrison said slowly. “I’m no expert in police statements to the media, but I’m guessing that it wasn’t quite supposed to go like that. I’ve never liked that Theresa Bowen. She was awful to you.”

      “You think she was bad, you should have heard Gresham afterwards.”

      “Listen, I was with Tom when I watched it,” Harrison told him.

      “Tom? What the hell for? Is he still in hospital?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You went to see him after all that he’s done?”

      “Yeah. Well, nobody else was going to tell me anything,” Harrison replied defensively. “I had to find out one way or the other about why he did what he did.”

      Blake chuckled. “You’ve been living with me for too long.”

      “I found out some stuff, Blake. If it helps, I think he’s having a crisis of conscious, ever so slightly.”

      “Go on then,” Blake replied, smiling. What did you find out?”

      Again, there was a pause.

      “I found out who killed the woman you found when you were a kid.”

      Blake’s expression dropped. For a few moments, he was incapable of speech.

      “Blake?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m here,” Blake said, sitting up. “What?”

      “Yep. And I’m sorry, Blake. I really, really am.”

      Blake frowned. “Go on.”
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        * * *

      

      About half an hour later, Blake wandered slowly down the stairs, the information Harrison had given him still processing in his head, making sure that he was right in what he was thinking. The more he thought about it, and remembered everything he had seen and heard from Samuel in his living room earlier that day, the more he became convinced.

      He opened the door and stood in the threshold.

      Samuel was still there, chatting away to Colin while Stephanie sat on the sofa with her crochet pattern, glancing at the clock on the wall occasionally and glancing disapprovingly at her husband, suggesting that the late-night company had clearly started to outstay its welcome.

      Blake merely watched them, not saying a word until, at last, Colin and Samuel’s talk died down and they turned to look at him.

      “Blake?” Stephanie asked. “What on Earth is the matter with you? What are you just standing there for?”

      Blake ignored her. He just continued staring at Samuel, his mind still whirring on how best to broach what he had to say.

      Samuel looked up at him, his expression slowly faltering until he was staring back at Blake with a look of nothing other than resigned acceptance. He knew exactly what Blake was thinking.

      “Mum, Dad,” Blake said quietly. “Could you give me and Samuel a bit of privacy?”

      “Privacy?” Colin asked. “What the ‘ell is up with you, lad?”

      “Blake, it’s nearly one in the morning,” Stephanie told him. “What on Earth could be so important at this time of night?”

      “If it’s that late, then go to bed,” Blake said sharply.

      “Blake, I know that interview you did earlier was a bit unfortunate, but there is no need to take it out on –”

      “Actually, Stephanie,” Samuel said, standing up. “I think the lad might be right. You two get off to bed. I think it’s probably time for me and Blake to have a little chat. It should have happened a long time ago.”
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      Blake closed the door to the living room, listening to Stephanie and Colin sniping at each other as they meandered their way to the bedroom. When he finally heard their bedroom door close, he wandered around the sofa, Samuel watching him all the while.

      “So,” Samuel said quietly, “how much do you know?”

      “Enough,” Blake said, sitting down opposite him. “For a start, I know that you’ve probably got quite the night of police interrogation ahead of you. Even if we ignore what happened twenty-five years ago, I think being the father of Thomas Frost is enough to be getting on with.”

      Samuel nodded. “One thing that has stuck with me all these years is the look of horror on that little boy’s face that I spoke to that night. You still had it when you were standing in that room when I shone the torch at you today. I knew who I was looking at the second I saw your face.”

      “Is it any wonder?” Blake asked. “Twenty-five years I’ve had those memories. Think about that, Samuel. A quarter of a century spent having nightmares and flashbacks. And all that time, you knew who had done it.”

      Samuel sighed heavily, then pulled an old, leather wallet from his pocket. He opened it up and pulled out a small, battered looking photograph and put it on the coffee table in front of Blake. It was of the same child that Blake had seen photographed in Samuel’s living room. He picked it up and stared at the black-haired child gazing calmly back at him.

      “Ah yes,” Blake murmered. “The child you claimed had died. This is Thomas Frost?”

      Samuel nodded. “Yeah. That photograph and the one you saw in my house earlier are the only ones I’ve got of Thomas that were taken before I started to realise what a little monster he was, and when I say monster, I don’t mean it in an affectionate way. I don’t think you can really have affection for somebody that murders your own mother, no matter who they are. I kept hold of them to remind myself now and again of a time when I was proud to have a kid just like most people are, before I had to try and pretend he never existed.”

      Blake looked up at him. “Your mother? Julia Watkins was your mother?”

      Again, Samuel nodded, taking the photograph back from Blake and staring at it himself. “I don’t expect you to understand what it’s like to have a child that you realise is a psychopath. Looking back, all the classic signs were there, even when he was a toddler. I remember once walking into his bedroom and finding his pet hamster on the floor. I’ll spare you the details but it wasn’t pretty. He told me the cat had done it. Said that it had got out of the cage and the cat had got to it before he could be stopped. I believed him, of course. Who wants to think their kid is capable of something like that? But he was so calm about it. Any other child finding their pet like that would be distraught, but he was just lying on his bed, reading his book, without a care in the world, with this dead hamster on the floor. He got in fights at school, he lied all the time, didn’t seem to care about any punishments we gave him.”

      “All classic signs of child psychopathy,” Blake murmered.

      “We just thought he was a normal boy. Kidded ourselves, more like. But fights, lies, what little boy doesn’t do that? It’s what growing up is all about. Then my Shelia died. Cancer. Then he just got worse. Then it all just went to hell. To be honest, there were times that I was glad she’d died. Seeing her son turn into what he did, it probably would have killed her anyway.”

      “So how old was he when he killed Julia?”

      “Eighteen,” Samuel said his expression darkening. “I’ll never forget that day as long as I live. When Thomas was a child, they were really close. Mum would always defend him, against anything he did. Used to drive Shelia mad, the amount of rows we’d have about it.” He chuckled to himself, his eyes showing a man allowing himself a trip down memory lane, to happier times. Then he snapped himself out of it and looked at Blake again. “I’ve since figured that closeness had nothing to do with it. He just saw someone who he could manipulate. I wonder sometimes if that’s where he got this attitude towards women, because he certainly didn’t get it from me. My mum was old fashioned, happy to play the stay at home wife while my dad went off to work. She used to get quite preachy about it. Never agreed with all that women’s lib stuff. Women should stay at home and be women, she used to say. Can’t say I agreed with her about it, but it maybe had an affect on his mind.

      “Any road, once he was a teenager, Mum saw sense. She was kind but she wasn’t stupid. She said once he got past the age of about thirteen, he knew the difference between right and wrong. By the time he got to eighteen, she near enough hated him. By then it was just me and him. He didn’t have any friends as such, he just sort of coasted through life doing his own thing.”

      “How long have you lived down this street?” Blake asked.

      “Not long before Mum died,” Samuel told him. “I mean, we’d always lived in Manchester, but, well, Thomas’ behaviour meant that we’d have been better off living on a narrow boat. It’d have been easier to move whenever we needed to. The neighbours in our old street hated us. Don’t go thinking that your parents must have known something, they really didn’t. As far as I know, they never even met Thomas.”

      “So, go on. What happened that night?”

      Samuel sighed again.

      “Take your time.”

      “I’d gone to a work night out. We were celebrating taking down this gang of drug dealers we’d been after for a while and we wanted a night on the town to celebrate our hard work. I’d pretty much led the investigation, I was getting all the right noises from the inspectors. Work wise my life was pretty good. The only thing I was worried about was leaving Thomas on his own in the house. He didn’t have a job, but he’d been telling me about this computer system thing he wanted and I’d told him no chance, so he’d started taking things from the house to sell.”

      “How intuitive,” Blake remarked.

      “Mum said she’d pop in unannounced to keep an eye on him. Anyway, I got home from the night out. It was late. I walked in and I just sort of knew something was wrong. He looked rattled, and that was something he never did. Normally, anything in life he’d just take in his stride and deal with coldly, but this time he looked just that little bit on edge. I asked him what was wrong and he just went upstairs without saying anything. Then, soon afterwards, I heard police sirens and the next thing I know this street is full of blue flashing lights. Doesn’t matter who you are, flashing blue lights, especially at that time of night, is never a good thing. They were there because a ten-year-old boy had just found a body in the old house down the street.”

      Blake felt his stomach flip. “So, what happened?”

      “I went out into the street, saw some of the boys, they told me what had happened, so I went into the house. There she was. My mother. Sitting in a rocking chair with a knife sticking out of her back.” He paused for a few moments and shuddered. Blake suddenly felt like he had no right harping on his own memories of the event when Samuel had had to go through a similar experience, but to a far worse extent. “To this day, I have no idea what made me take the path I did with it. Well, that’s not true. I do. In my darkest moments of self-reflection, I know exactly what it was.”

      Blake shook his head in disbelief. “Your job.”

      Samuel looked at him in surprise.

      “I know,” Blake continued. “Something about this gig, isn’t there? Somehow makes everything else sort of fade into insignificance, even the stuff that should really matter. Once you get yourself knee high in a difficult case, it’s like you just forget the rest of the world exists. I’m not exactly innocent of doing that myself.”

      “Don’t you dare compare yourself to me, Blake,” Samuel said with a smile. “You think just because your mother walks around with her nose in the air that she doesn’t constantly gush about you at whatever opportunity she gets? I’ve heard about your career. You’re far more deserving of any plaudit I’ve ever received.”

      “So, how did you know that it was your son that had killed Julia?”

      “It wasn’t too hard to work out,” Samuel replied. “I’d be fixing up a fence in our backyard at the time. If you remember, the only way in and out of there at the time was through that small window you managed to crawl through.”

      “Because the rest of the back was boarded up,” Blake said. “I remember.”

      “I imagine if you saw all of that today, doing the job you do now, with your brain you’d work it out in a heartbeat,” Samuel replied. “Those planks of wood that had been put up over any door or larger window, they were new timber. I spotted it straight away when I arrived that night. Nobody had been in or out of that house for years, so why would anybody border it up now? I recognised the wood. Even the nails were the same brand. I went home, checked the garden, half of my timber was missing.”

      Blake nodded. “So what happened? He killed her at home?”

      “I told Thomas that I knew it was him and do you know what he did? Completely the opposite of what I expected from him. He burst into tears. He sat on the sofa and sobbed. He told me that his grandmother had attacked him because she’d seen him swiping some money from my savings jar that I thought I’d hidden away.”

      “He claimed that a woman in her, what, 70s, had attacked him?”

      Samuel nodded. “The thing was that it was believable. Mum had a temper. This scar I showed you, it’s not from a suspect.”

      “Your mum did that?” Blake clarified as Samuel lifted up his fringe to show off the scar above his eyebrow again.

      “She threw a large, glass fruit bowl at me when I was sixteen. She’d come home early from work and I’d had a few mates ‘round and the house was a wreck. I didn’t do that again, let me tell you. She nearly blinded me. Like I said, her and Thomas had come to blows on more than one occasion. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had attacked him.”

      “He was claiming self defence when you had just found your mother with a knife sticking out of her back? How was that believable?”

      Samuel shrugged. “He manipulated me as well, I guess. It’s what he’s good at. Even now, I don’t want to believe that my son is a murderer and I’ve seen every news report ever made about him. You think I want to mentally add my own mother to his list of victims? Anyway, long story short, she was apparently going mad at him, hitting him, kicking him and he just picked up the first thing he could lay his hands on.”

      “And that just happened to be a knife?”

      “Then he dragged her through the back gardens. Rather looked like she was some squatter by the time you found her, didn’t she? That’s what getting pulled through four different gardens full of hedges and mud can do to a person.”

      “So, because you were in charge of the investigation, you were able to just lead the rest of your officers down a path to nowhere,” Blake concluded. “Julia Watkins becomes just one of life’s many victims that nobody owns or cares for. All to protect your son and to put your head in the sand as to what you should have done. No wonder you didn’t feel you could do the job anymore after that.”

      “Would you?” Samuel murmered. “Could you go out on the streets every day to look after the public knowing that you were protecting a killer? All because I wanted to keep the only side of my life that I felt proud of going. Turns out I couldn’t even have that. If I’d done the right thing and faced up to the fact that I have a psychopath for a child, all those women would still be alive. My own son is a vicious, cold-blooded killer. There’s nothing that can survive that.”

      “What about your other son?” Blake asked him.

      Samuel frowned. “What?”

      “Your other son, the one that now lives in Harmschapel. The one that Thomas Frost has been manipulating and moulding into his own creation.”

      Samuel stared at him in confusion. “What are you…?” Then, his face dropped as the realisation of what Blake was saying. “Jacqueline’s kid? You mean…?”

      “Yeah,” Blake replied. “Tom’s yours. He’s not your grandson. He’s your son. Jacqueline worked it out from the start.”

      “Women know these things I guess,” Samuel said, looking shell-shocked. “My God. You know about our night together then? I wasn’t proud of that. She was a lovely girl, Jacqueline, well, I expect she still is.”

      “She’s currently in custody under suspicion of attacking Tom,” Blake replied. “All because of what his half-brother has been up to. They’ve been plotting together to get back at me for getting Frost imprisoned, I believe. You have to tell me now, Samuel. Do you have any idea where he is?”

      Samuel shook his head. “None. I promise you that, Blake. I stopped defending him a long time ago. I just wish it had been earlier.”

      Blake sighed as he pulled out his mobile to call the station. “So do I, Samuel. So do I.”
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        * * *

      

      Blake stood in the doorway to his house as he watched Samuel being led to the police car waiting outside. All he could think was how yet another life had been destroyed because of Thomas Frost. He glanced around the street and rested his head on the doorframe. He was out there somewhere but Blake could not help but feel that they were running out of time before Frost claimed yet another victim to get his attention.

      “Blake,” his mother said, appearing by his side with her dressing gown wrapped tightly around her. “What on Earth is going on? Why are the police arresting Samuel? What’s happened?”

      Blake sighed as they watched the police car drive off into the night. “It’s a long story, Mum. One that took about twenty-five years to reach its end.”

      “Twenty-five years? What are you talking about?”

      “I’ll tell you tomorrow,” Blake murmered, closing the front door. “Time for bed I think.”

      Stephanie glanced out the window as the police car finally disappeared around the corner, but seemingly accepted that Blake was in no mood to recount the story to her at the moment. “Do you need me to make you a hot drink? I know you’ve been having trouble sleeping again.”

      “I think I’m alright, Mum,” Blake told her, with a small smile. “I’ve had questions answered tonight. Who knows? It might mean I get the best night’s sleep I’ve had in a long time.”
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      The next morning, Blake arrived at the police station early, with a birthday card and Sally’s cumbersome lamp underneath his arm. Fortunately, he had been able to escape the house before either of his parents had gotten up and quizzed him about Samuel’s arrest, but as Blake walked through the corridors to the meeting room, he realised that he felt incredibly fresh and well rested. Having the answers to questions he had been asking all his life had resulted in him waking up the next morning with no memory whatsoever what he had dreamed about and he had never been more thankful for it. Perhaps, he thought, as he placed the lamp on Sally’s desk, he could finally move on from the demons from his childhood.

      He was just settling in front of the desk he had had assigned to him when he arrived, when his mobile rang in his pocket.

      Blake assumed it would be Sally to ask him to cover for her with Gresham for her lateness, but was surprised when Harrison’s name appeared on the screen to ask for a facetime call.

      Seeing no sign of either Gresham or Fox around the office, Blake flicked his thumb across his phone and was delighted to see Harrison wandering through Harmschapel on his way to work. Since the revelations of the previous night, Harrison had been the only thought he had had to distract him from anything else.

      “Morning,” Harrison said when he answered. “I thought you might be up and about this early.”

      “Hard not to be at the moment,” Blake replied. “It’s good to see your face.”

      “And you,” Harrison replied. “So, go on. Tell me what you can. Did any of that information I gave you last night help?”

      “Yeah, you could say that,” Blake replied. “Frost’s father is currently in custody.”

      “You had him arrested?” Harrison asked. “That was quick.”

      “Perverting the course of justice is a crime. So is causing something that has prevented me from sleeping for so long, but we’ll probably leave that off the charge list.”

      “How are you?” Harrison asked, sitting down on the bench Blake recognised as the one they had both been on the morning they found Tom. “How does it feel? It must be weird having answers after so long.”

      “It really does,” Blake said with a smile. “I’d probably be able to appreciate it more if Frost wasn’t still out there somewhere. I can’t believe I finally know who that woman was, as well as how she was killed. I had the best night’s sleep in ages last night though. I’ll certainly have some things to tell to my therapist when I next see her.”

      “What about Frost? Are you any closer to finding him?”

      Blake sighed. “No. Not really. Not that I can discuss any of that with you, Mr Detective in Training.”

      Harrison grinned. “I know, I know. How’s Sally? Is she getting much of a birthday?”

      “Not really. She’s not in yet though, she’s late. Knowing Sally, she went for a quick one last night that turned into her rolling in at four in the morning.”

      “So, dare I ask how long you’re going to be in Manchester for?” Harrison asked. “I’m guessing it’s going to be longer than just the weekend with all that’s going on?”

      “God knows. I’ll keep you updated. It could be a while though, it depends how long it takes for us to find Frost.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Harte!”

      Blake nearly jumped out of his seat at the sound of Gresham’s voice. He was standing in the doorway to his office, glaring at Blake furiously.

      “I better go,” Blake said to Harrison.

      “Is that that grumpy old git, Gresham?” Harrison asked.

      “I heard that!” Gresham snapped.

      “You were supposed to. Bye Blake!” With a cheeky smile, Harrison hung up.

      Blake supressed a snigger of laughter, then put his phone is his pocket and looked up at Gresham. “And a good morning to you.”

      “Harte, it’s bad enough that you’re even here in the first place,” Gresham grumbled, “but my station is not the place for you to be chatting to all your boyfriends!”

      “One,” Blake replied flatly. “I have one boyfriend.”

      Gresham snorted in derision and walked across the office to Blake’s desk, glaring furiously around. “Where’s Matthews?”

      “She’s not here.”

      “Why? She’s late!”

      “She’s on her way,” lied Blake. “She’s stuck in traffic.”

      “More like she’s nursing a hangover,” Gresham spat. “The second she walks in, I want her in my office. As for you,” he dropped the pile of papers he was carrying on the desk and gave Blake a smirk. “You can go through all these.”

      Blake glanced down at the pile of paperwork. “What are they?”

      “They, Harte, are the various reports and files from Frost’s prison records. All his visits, all his correspondence with anybody outside the prison, all the details of his various transfers. I thought you would be the perfect person to have the job of going through them.”

      “Doesn’t Fox want me interviewing? What about Samuel? He was brought in last night.”

      “I am aware of that, Harte, perfectly aware. Detective Inspector Fox will be doing that on your behalf. I thought it was best that you were kept out of the way of the most sensitive parts of this investigation.”

      “You do realise that you aren’t my boss anymore, don’t you?”

      Gresham smiled gleefully at him. “That’s where you’re wrong, Harte. With DI Fox out of office, as it were, I’m in charge of anything that goes on in this department, including you. Don’t worry, you can talk to the prison officer when he comes in to give a statement later. Wouldn’t want you too bored, now, would we?” He leaned in and leered gleefully at Blake while giving the pile of paperwork a hefty pat. “Best get started. Remember, I want Matthews in my office the second she stumbles in!”

      And without another word, he walked back into his office and slammed the door behind him.

      As the door rattled in its frame, Blake glared at where his old boss had been standing and with a huge sigh, set to work on the first report on the pile.
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        * * *

      

      As the morning dragged on and the pile of paperwork slowly began to decrease, Blake became more and more bored and frustrated. Gresham had neglected to tell Blake that the reports and records of Frost’s time in prison detailed a lot more than what might be considered relevant to the investigation. There were food reports, cell inspection records, letters from crazed fans of Frost that wanted to propose to him, details of fights he had had with cellmates from three prisons ago, interviews relating to any misdemeanours from each prison as well as receipts from anything he had purchased with his points card in each prison. Each document, while important to be discounted as potential evidence, should have already been vetted by another officer before Blake had been given any of it, but Gresham was clearly enjoying flexing his authority over him once again.

      He ran his finger down the list of locations that Frost had been held in and noted that he had been in Strangeways before his court case had even started, after which he had been moved to his first prison to begin his sentence. Blake remembered all too well the media attention at the time of his trial and even then, with the verdict a foregone conclusion, there had still been some news outlets accusing the police of not doing a thorough enough job in the investigation.

      As well as feeling that his time would be far better spent doing more practical things like interviewing Samuel or being out trying to find some sort of leads as to Frost’s whereabouts, Blake was also becoming worried about Sally, who, by mid-morning, had still not arrived at work.

      Blake put down a scanned letter from a woman who was asking Frost for an interview for her dissertation on ‘Modern Day Serial Killers,’ and pulled his phone out of his pocket. After he had checked that Gresham was out of earshot, he rang her up and waited for her to answer, sighing in frustration when her voicemail kicked in instead.

      “Sally, where the hell are you?” Blake asked her. “Gresham is going to do his nut at you when you get here. Did you go out last night or something? Just ring me, I can cover for you, but I need to know where you are first. I have your present here.”

      He hung up with a concerned glance up at the clock. He was trying to avoid thinking about the previous night when he thought he had seen Frost standing behind the car.

      “She’s fine,” he said to himself as he put the phone back in his pocket.

      His annoyance at the amount of paperwork still to get through was preventing him from really concentrating on what he was doing, so instead, he put the letter aside and went on the local news site on the computer to see if there were any updates from the media on the interview he had given the night before.

      As he predicted, it seemed Theresa Bowen’s interview technique had had the desired effect in some media circles. The website he was currently on had Blake’s interview as the top story under the heading ‘Police have NO CONTROL over Frost’s movements.’

      Blake rolled his eyes and clicked off the page. He knew well enough that stories like that were merely clickbait and that the interest in them would be gone as soon as there were further developments in the case, although it was quite likely that articles praising the police would be a lot harder to find at this stage.

      A few more clicks, and Blake found himself on another page, with a slightly less biased view on things, detailing all the facts that had been released to the public so far, underneath an obituary on Helen Beauchamp and her political career. Blake skim read the article until he came to the bottom where the two videos of Frost’s apparent departure from Strangeways and his supposed arrival at Belmarsh had been included.

      Blake clicked on the first video and watched as Frost was led out of the prison doors by the two prison officers. Blake paused the video and stared at their faces, trying to see if he vaguely recognised them from his visit to Strangways. He pulled out his notepad and wrote ‘who are the officers???’ before clicking play on the video again. Frost, his hair all over his face as usual, was hidden from view behind the doors of the van, and again, Blake paused the video, staring intensely at the screen, trying to see some way, any way, in which Frost could have been hidden from view, but as he peered at the screen, he realised that Frost’s feet were actually just visible under the doors and he quite clearly stepped inside the van. With his head starting to hurt and his only vague theory as to how the disappearance may have been accomplished disappearing, he pressed play again and watched as the van made its way out of the prison, with the police soon following afterwards. Then, once they had all passed, Theresa stepped back into shot, concluding her report over the sound of the crowd’s protests.

      Blake sighed heavily and clicked onto the second video which featured the prison van’s arrival at Belmarsh in London. As Theresa began giving her second report, Blake was faced with a question he had forgotten he had since he had first seen this second report and scribbled it down on the notepad: ‘How did Theresa get to London so quickly???’ He stared at it for a few moments and then drew a line through it, realising that it was probably a completely irrelevant question.

      Then, he pressed play again and watched as the van came into view at Belmarsh, the crowd shouting and screaming over the sound of Theresa’s voice, much louder than in the first video. He watched as the van drove around the crowd and through the large gates of Belmarsh with the camera quickly zooming in to watch the discovery of Frost apparently missing from the van.

      Blake leant back in his chair and exhaled deeply, cursing his brain for not making any sense of what he was watching.

      “Harte!”

      Blake cringed at the sound of Gresham’s voice and lifted his head up to glare at him. “What?”

      “Keeping you awake, are we?”

      “I’m thinking.”

      “Well, God help us all. Where’s Matthews?”

      Blake opened his mouth to reply, his brain whirring for an excuse.

      “Oh, so she’s skiving, is she?” Gresham snapped. “I explicitly told her that nobody was having time off while that psycho is out there!”

      “She’s probably been held up,” Blake replied, clicking off the news reports. “There’s no need for you to get your blood pressure too high.”

      Before Gresham could reply, there was a knock on the door and PC Fletcher poked his head into the room.

      “What is it, Fletcher?” Gresham growled.

      “Sir, Nigel Hawthorne is here to make his statement,” Fletcher replied.

      “Excellent,” Blake said, throwing the paperwork on the desk and standing up.

      “And where do you think you’re going, Harte?” Gresham asked him.

      “To talk to Nigel Hawthorne,” Blake replied, walking out the door. “I’m getting to the bottom of how Frost got out of that van if it kills me.”

      “What about this paperwork? I’ve given you a job to do and you’ll bloody well do it!”

      But soon, Blake was too far down the corridor to be able to hear his ranting ex-boss, his voice finally fading away as he turned the corner towards the interview room.
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        * * *

      

      Try as he might, Blake could not help but feel strange walking into the same interview room that he had interviewed Frost in all those years ago. As he stood behind the glass, watching Nigel Hawthorne waiting for him at the desk, Blake was reminded of he and Sally watching Frost before walking in to try and interview him and make some sense of how a man could do the things he had.

      Blake gathered his paperwork together as well as a tablet that he could use to bring up the video of Frost being put into the prison van. If Nigel Hawthorne thought he was just making a simple statement, he was very much mistaken.

      “Right, Mr Hawthorne,” Blake said, strolling into the interview room. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      “Yes, if we could,” he replied. “I’ve got a lot to do today.”

      “Have you?” Blake asked casually. “Oh, yes! Germany! Nice little holiday. Lucky you. My time in Manchester was supposed to be a holiday, but then, you know, a dangerous serial killer escaped from your prison, so that rather put a stop to that.”

      “How did you know I was going to Germany?”

      “You had plane tickets on your desk yesterday.”

      Hawthorne looked mildly put out. “Actually, it’s not a holiday, I’m taking my wife there for a…” He paused, swallowed, and then cleared his throat. “For a consultation.”

      Blake frowned. “Oh, yes, I remember. You said she wasn’t well.”

      “No, I’m afraid not. Still, that’s not why I’m here, is it?”

      Blake shook his head.

      “What would you like me to put in my statement?”

      Blake leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “The truth.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You see, Mr Hawthorne, I’m not entirely sure I believe everything you’re telling me.”

      Hawthorne stared at him, looking confused.

      “Look at it from where I’m standing. You told me those prison officers that loaded Frost into that van were on placement. Where from though? I can’t find a thing about either of these guys in any of the records I’ve checked. In fact, it seems that nobody in your prison can give us any help at all as to what went on there yesterday morning, which means, in my eyes, one of two things. Either you’re all in this together and somehow all conspired together to work out a way to get Frost out, or you’re the one that’s had the biggest role in it. Whichever one it is, you’re still lying to me.”

      Hawthorne shuffled in his chair. “I don’t like being called a liar, Detective Sergeant.”

      “And I’m not a huge fan of being lied to,” Blake replied. “So we can keep each other perfectly happy if you start telling me the truth.”

      Hawthorne stayed silent, so Blake picked up the tablet and played him the video of Frost apparently leaving Strangeways.

      “It all looks perfectly in order to me,” Hawthorne said, looking down at the screen briefly.

      “Of course it does,” Blake replied. “It’s meant to look perfectly in order, otherwise I wouldn’t be asking you how he got out.”

      “What makes you so sure that it had anything to do with the prison? He was travelling to London! That’s over two hundred miles. Two hundred miles in which the van could have been stopped, he could have done something within the van to get out, anything is possible!”

      “Yeah, you’re absolutely right,” Blake replied. “Let’s go through some of those theories, shall we? Let’s say, out of those two hundred miles, at mile one hundred and twenty-five, the van stops and lets him out. They’ve pulled into the side of the road or whatever, and he’s free to then run into the bushes while the van continues on, now without a passenger, to London.”

      “There you are then.”

      “Except that isn’t what happened, firstly because Frost has apparently killed somebody in Manchester since his escape, so that can’t be it. Secondly, doing the job you do, you’ll be all too aware of the public’s reaction to these types of prisoners. It evokes emotion or at the very least, interest. Let me show you something else.”

      He flicked around on the tablet and then pulled up a video that somebody had posted of a prison van driving through the streets of Liverpool, surrounded by police escorts, all with their sirens blaring.

      “This was posted about three years ago. Now, in this van are two men suspected of murdering a child, and they’re on their way to court to receive their sentence.”

      Hawthorne frowned. “So?”

      “As you can, it’s quite the procession. There’s, what, about ten patrol cars? Motorcycles, all with their sirens blaring, clearing a path for the van, very similar to what apparently left Strangeways yesterday morning, all of them driving through the streets of Liverpool, so there’s little wonder that there’s videos posted online of the journey. It’s quite a sight.”

      “What is your point, DS Harte?”

      “My point, Mr Hawthorne, is why aren’t there any of Frost’s journey yesterday? Trust me, I’ve looked. Not a single one. In over two hundred miles, the only video evidence we have of Frost’s journey is the van leaving and the van arriving. Nothing in between.”

      Hawthorne stayed silent.

      “Do you know what really unnerves me though?” Blake continued, placing the tablet back down on the desk, “the patrol cars that were supposed to be around the van at all times to make sure that he has no way of escaping. I mean, Frost is precious cargo. Nobody wants him back on the streets. So, if it had nothing to do with you, then we’re into slightly more scary territory, because it means that all those police must have been in on it, or at the very least, the ones immediately behind him. Somebody must have seen something, but nobody can tell me anything. I took a long hard look at that van when I was in your prison yard, Nigel. Those things are impenetrable. They are physically impossible to escape from, that’s the whole point, so how did Frost get out?”

      “You seem to be asking me to do your job here,” Hawthorne told him.

      “Well, you can’t be any worse at it than you are at your own,” Blake replied coldly.

      “Look, are we taking this statement or not? I take it I have the right to leave whenever I like?”

      Blake shrugged. “Absolutely, but there’s no point in you writing a statement that we both know is complete and utter lies, is there?”

      “You have no evidence of that.”

      Before Blake could reply, there was a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” he called.

      The door opened and Fletcher leaned in, holding one of the folders Blake had left him to go through.

      “Excuse me, DS Harte, I’m so sorry to interrupt, but I thought you might want to see this.”

      “Not at all, Fletcher. Excuse me, Nigel. I won’t be a moment.”

      Hawthorne did not reply. He merely watched Blake leave the room, the side of his mouth twitching slightly.

      Once the interview room door was closed, Blake indicated that Fletcher should follow him into the side room so that he could keep a close eye on Hawthorne. As they looked through the glass at him, Hawthorne leant his head back, rubbing his eyes, exhaling deeply, before clasping his hands together and wringing them.

      “How does he look to you?” Blake asked Fletcher.

      “I’ve not got a lot of experience with suspects yet, Sir,” Fletcher said, looking slightly embarrassed.

      “That’s alright,” Blake said kindly. “We’ve all got to start somewhere, no matter what Gresham says. So, go on. Take a look at him. If you had to give an opinion, what would you say?”

      Fletcher stared at Hawthorne for a few moments. “I’d say he looks nervous. Like he’s hiding something. I mean, I’m not sure, but you’d think that someone who was in charge of a prison like Strangeways would be a lot calmer in a situation like this, wouldn’t you?”

      Blake smiled. Fletcher reminded him of Mattison, who had appeared just as nervous and keen to please when Blake had first arrived at the station. “I’d say you’ve got a pretty good eye for observation. It’ll do you well in your career. What’s your first name?”

      “Ben, Sir.”

      “Trust your instincts, Ben,” Blake said, taking the folder off him. “They’re good. Now, what have you got for me?”

      Fletcher looked ready to burst with pride. “I was working through that paperwork, Sir, and I found a list of names that have visited Frost since he was in Strangeways. Well, it’s not much of a list, actually. Just a couple of people, one of them is Tom Partridge as I think you know and the other one…” He passed the list to Blake.

      Blake stared at the name in front of him, his mouth falling open. “Oh my God,” he murmered.

      “I thought you might want to see,” Fletcher said. “Like I said, sorry to interrupt your interview, but I thought, baring in mind what happened yesterday…”

      “You did the right thing,” Blake said, grabbing the folder. His brain was now whirring furiously. Finally, things were starting to piece together. “Ben, do me a favour. Go and take a statement from Nigel Hawthorne, but don’t let him leave yet. I’ve suddenly got a lot more I want to ask him. Give me ten minutes, there’s something I need to check out.”

      Blake hurried out of the room and ran back towards the meeting room. Slowly, the maddest of theories was starting to form in his head as to how Frost could have escaped the van, but it was going to take a solid piece of evidence to convince him that it was worth pursuing.

      “Harte!” Gresham shouted as soon as Blake had entered the room. “Where the hell is Matthews?”

      Blake barely looked up from the computer as he started hammering the keys and the mouse to get him back on to the news website. “Is she not here yet?”

      “Well, obviously she’s not here yet, or I wouldn’t be asking you, would I?”

      Blake ignored him and clicked onto the same report he had been looking at earlier with the two videos of Frost next door to each other.

      He played the first one, of Frost apparently leaving Strangways, before immediately clicking on the second one featuring the van arriving in London, this time not watching Frost at all.

      “Oh, you’re clever,” Blake murmered. “Very clever.”

      “What are you muttering about now?” Gresham asked him.

      Again, Blake said nothing. His heart was hammering in his chest. He clicked on the files on the computer and brought up the video of Frost inside the van before the lights turned off and he had apparently disappeared.

      “Oh, I am an idiot,” Blake exclaimed, slapping his forehead. “Of course he didn’t look right, neither did the yard! His hair, oh my God, I’m so stupid! That’s why there’s nothing in between!”

      “What are you blabbering about, Harte?” Gresham snapped, looking furious that he was being kept out of whatever Blake had discovered.

      Blake sighed and turned the computer screen to face him. “Look at these two videos. One of Frost leaving Manchester, the other showing him not arriving in London. Spot the difference, what can you see?”

      Blake played Gresham the videos and watched him as Gresham stared at the screen confused. “Spot the difference? One has Frost in it, the other one doesn’t, what are you talking about?”

      “Never mind Frost,” Blake exclaimed. “Look at the van. Look at every part of the van that you can see in both videos.”

      Gresham stared at the videos again and waved his hands in the air cluelessly, looking furious. “What am I supposed to be looking at? It’s just an ordinary van!”

      “Wrong,” Blake replied, picking up the phone. “It’s two ordinary vans, except one of them isn’t so ordinary.” He threw some paper around on the desk until he found the phone number he was looking for and stabbed it into the keypad. “Theresa Bowen is standing in the way of it most of the time in the first video, but you can just about make it out as it leaves the prison. The two vans have got two different number plates, I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner.”

      Gresham’s eyes widened as he watched the videos again. “So, the vans were swapped?”

      “No,” Blake said, banging his fist on the table as the dial tone rang in his ear. “There’s only one van. Come on, pick up!”

      “What do you mean there’s one van?” Gresham snapped. “You just said there was two, clearly there’s two, why else would there be two different number plates? Clearly, the vans swapped halfway to London or something and the escort team didn’t see it. Oh, heads will roll for this Harte, I tell you now, heads will roll!”

      “Ssssh!” Blake hissed as there was finally an answer on the phone. “Hello, my name’s Detective Sergeant Blake Harte. Yes, that one,” he said irritably, rolling his eyes. He was wishing more and more that last night’s interview had never happened. “I wonder if you could put me through to your studio management team, please?” He waved his hand to silence Gresham as he went to question him again. “Yes, that’s right. Yes, certainly, specifically I’d like to know who has had access to the news at ten studio over the past month or so.”

      As Blake was getting his reply, the door to the meeting room burst open again and Fox walked in, her face red and her expression deathly serious.

      “I want everyone in here immediately,” Fox declared. “You as well, Blake, end that telephone call please.”

      Blake frowned as he wrote down what he had been told on the nearest piece of paper. “That’s great, absolutely perfect. Thanks very much.” He hung up the phone and called after Fox as she stormed into Gresham’s office. “Ma’am? What’s the problem?”

      “In here,” Fox told him.

      Gresham and Blake exchanged confused looks and followed her into the office along with a few other officers who had been in the room.

      “Where’s Fletcher?” Fox asked, once the door was closed.

      “Taking a statement from Nigel Hawthorne,” Blake replied. “Ma’am, we’ve had a breakthrough. I think we can start putting a picture together of how Frost got out of that van.”

      “Never mind that,” Fox replied sharply. “I’ll have to update Fletcher later. We have just been emailed a video, and I’m afraid we’re not the only ones who have been sent it.”

      “What do you mean?” Blake asked.

      Fox sighed as she tapped on the keyboard of Gresham’s computer. “I’m sorry, Blake. I know how close the two of you are. This isn’t going to be easy for you to watch, but I’ve got to show it to you.”

      Blake gaped at her cluelessly. “Close? To who? What have you got to show me?”

      Fox turned the computer screen around to face him. An image of Frost stared back at him, beneath the symbol of a play button.

      “If there was any doubt that Frost was behind all of this, I’m afraid he’s just proved otherwise.” Fox said quietly. She clicked the video on and leaned back in the chair so that they could all see.

      Judging from the quality, Frost was filming the video on a mobile phone, holding it up and walking around wherever he was with a gleeful expression on his pale face, his greasy hair as distinctive as it had always been. Blake’s blood turned to ice as he began speaking. His voice was just as deep and rich as he remembered it from the last time they had spoken nearly two years ago, though his face appeared more gaunt and his eyes as dark and cold as ever.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, what a thrill it is to be here with you today. I apologise for the crude method of communication, but sometimes you have to work with what you can get hold of, don’t you? I’ve very kindly had this phone leant to me by a volunteer. I’ll introduce you to her in a moment, but first allow me to properly introduce myself and make my position absolutely clear.”

      They watched as Frost continued walking through the room that he was in. It looked dark and Blake had to squint to make out any distinguishing features, but he was sure that it looked familiar.

      “To those who don’t know me by face, my name is Thomas Frost. I am a serial killer. I don’t expect any of you to really appreciate the scale of what that means. Anybody who has been included in the receiving of this video will have their own views about how I have featured in their lives. Some of you, I refer to the media, would be nothing without me. There was a time when I was the most famous name in the UK, in fact I understand that I even made headlines across the world. Any news reporter, any journalist, anybody whose job it is to deliver tales of hardship and atrocities thrives on the sort of work that I performed nine years ago, and you are kidding yourselves if you believe otherwise. Don’t be mistaken in thinking that you have some sort of noble position in society. Gutter press is a reality. Fake news I believe is the current term, though you must forgive me if I’m not completely au fait with all the phrases. I have been locked up after all.”

      Blake glanced at Fox. “He’s sent this to the media?”

      Fox nodded. “Every single major newspaper in the country.”

      “I digress,” Frost continued. “The point of this video is to deliver a simple message. I now speak directly to Detective Sergeant Blake Harte, and I know he’ll be watching this because he’s as obsessed with me as it’s possible to be. So obsessed in fact, that he believes the feeling is mutual. Somewhat ironic that he paints me as the one with the psychological problems, but there we are. Experience has taught me that hypocrisy is always prevalent in those in power. I’m not obsessed with him, far from it, though I confess that it would seem that fate has thrown us together on more than one occasion, before any of this even started. Do you recognise where I am, Blake?”

      Blake’s heart felt like it had stopped as Frost turned the camera away from himself and panned around the room he was standing in.

      “Well?” Gresham snapped. “Do you know where he is?”

      “Yes,” Blake murmered. “He’s in the house. The old house where I found Julia Watkins.”

      “This is where I’ve been hiding,” Frost said, the camera on him again. “In case you don’t remember the location, it was a long time ago after all. I had a rather unfortunate incident as a teenager which involved the death of my grandmother. You were the one that discovered her body, weren’t you, Blake? In this house, on your own street that you grew up in as a child. Just ten years old when you were faced with your first dead body. And what an effect it apparently had on you. Ordinarily, I’d be filled with genuine contrition about that, but then you just kept appearing in my life and all of a sudden, you’ve locked me up and my life as I knew it was over. I think many people would be within their rights to think that I would then have become obsessed with the idea of punishing you. You were the face of the original investigation after all, the white knight, the soldier who brought the enemy to justice. But you weren’t alone, were you, Blake? It was never just you. You had an accomplice, didn’t he, my dear?”

      To Blake’s horror, Frost opened a door to the living room of the old house and turned the camera around to face whoever he was talking to, the light from the phone shining in their face.

      It was Sally. She was sitting in exactly the same chair that Blake had discovered Julia Watkins in, rope tied tightly around her, a gag in her mouth, her eyes wide with fury and fear.

      “Oh my God,” Blake whispered.

      “You see, Blake, this has never been about you,” Frost said. “None of it. I’ve seen you more as an annoying fly buzzing around my head, one that I’ve, admittedly, thought of swatting on more than one occasion, but then there was this woman. Sally Ann Matthews. She’s the one I’ve thought about non-stop since my arrest.” Sally struggled against the ropes binding her to the chair, shouting something through the gag in her mouth. Frost ignored her as he turned the camera back to himself. “She was there, standing by your side, acting as though she was anywhere near as important as her male sidekick. Not looking so powerful now, is she? It’s always been about her. The woman who helped you because she was too weak to do it herself.”

      He zoomed the camera in so Sally’s face filled the screen. Blake felt the anger boiling inside him as Frost grabbed her face and squeezed her cheeks together.

      “I’ve pictured throttling the life out of her many times and I knew that when I was planning to free myself from incarceration that she would be top of my list. And you, Blake, were the person I had to use to bring her straight to me, because everything is about you, isn’t it? All the officers that are currently searching the streets for me, all your bosses, there are thousands of officers on the force, but it was you that had to be the face of saving the day, giving interviews and statements. Telling the public how safe they were, just for your own self-indulgence. You made it too easy. I’m sure it filled you with some sort of purpose thinking that I’ve done all this to get to you, but honestly, it’s never been my interest. It’s all been for Sally.”

      He stroked her face with his finger, ignoring Sally flailing in the chair to get away from him. Finally, he stopped toying with her and turned the camera back to himself, his dark eyes glinting madly from the light of the camera, smiling broadly.

      “She’s going to die tonight, Blake. I do believe it’s her birthday. That’s got a sort of lovely poetry to it, don’t you think? All I ask is that you come along for the party. I’ve even placed her in exactly the same way you found my dear grandmother, just so you can continue with the fantasy that I care enough about you to keep it all relevant for your benefit. You know the house, Blake. It’s where it all began, but for everyone else, media, journalists, just so Blake can have his moment in the spotlight, it’s thirty-nine Hope Crescent, Manchester. Come one, come all. See you soon.”

      And with that, he clicked off the camera and his gleeful face disappeared from the computer screen.
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      For a few moments, they all remained silent. Blake could feel all their eyes on him, waiting for some sort of reaction, but he felt incapable of movement.

      At last, Fox cleared her throat. “Blake, I know this is hard to process but I think I should advise you…”

      But Blake never heard what she was going to advise. In a flash, he had thrown the office door open and was storming down the corridor towards the interview room, vaguely aware that he had reached a point where reason was beyond him. He was burning with anger, half at Frost for what he was doing to Sally, the other at his own stupidity as he realised that Frost’s goading words were all true. Deep down, he knew that everything he had done since he had been in Manchester had all been because of the buzz he had gotten from the job. Even when Theresa Bowen had been attempting to shred all his integrity during the interview, Blake had kept himself going by repeatedly telling himself that Frost would be caught and that he would be the one to do it, and Frost had used that to his advantage. Now, Blake’s best friend was in mortal danger and it was all his fault.

      Ignoring the cries of his name from Fox and Gresham behind him, Blake almost kicked the door to the interview room open where Fletcher was just getting Hawthorne’s signature on the bottom of his statement.

      “Ah, Detective Sergeant,” Hawthorne began as he looked up at Blake and stood up. “About time. I’d like to go home now…”

      Before he could say anything else, Blake had grabbed him by the lapels of his jacket and pushed him against the wall, his eyes wide with fury.

      “How did he do it?” Blake roared. “Everything you’ve told me is a lie, so start telling the truth!”

      “Blake!” Fox shouted from behind him. “Let him go!”

      But Blake was too furious to listen, merely tightening his grip on Hawthorne’s jacket. “I know you helped Frost escape from your prison! And now, he has my best friend and if he hurts her, you are going to regret it!”

      “Release me at once!” Hawthorne cried, his words sounding a lot more confident that he looked. He turned desperately to Fox. “Get him off me!”

      “Never mind her, talk to me!” Blake yelled. “What was your part in it? I want to know what you did! Tell me!”

      “Harte!” Gresham yelled. “Let him go, now!”

      “It was for Victoria!” Hawthorne cried, his voice cracking with emotion. “They promised me they could help!”

      “Blake,” Fox said firmly, placing her hand on his shoulder, “Do you really think Sally would want you to be putting your job at risk like this? You being thrown in a cell isn’t going to help her.”

      Somehow, her words cut through Blake’s anger, if anything because Blake was fairly sure Sally would be doing exactly the same thing if the tables were turned and it was he that was Frost’s hostage. Exhaling deeply, Blake forcibly released Hawthorne and walked to the other side of the room, leaning against the wall to calm himself down. “Start talking,” he said. “Who’s Victoria?”

      Hawthorne glanced around the room at the officers around him. When he apparently realised that they were waiting for him to answer the question, he sighed heavily. “My wife. Like I told you, she’s unwell.”

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      Hawthorne sat down, looking up at Blake with sadness in his eyes. “Pancreatic cancer,” he murmered. “That’s why we’re going to Germany. The consultation is to enquire about our options.”

      “Options?” Fox asked, her voice softening.

      Hawthorne swallowed, clearly in an attempt to stop himself bursting into tears. “At the moment, there’s nothing that can be done for her, not in this country anyway. There’s a place in Germany that might be able to help us, but they’re expensive, very expensive.”

      “How much are we talking?” Blake asked.

      “Enough to force me into doing something that I didn’t want to do,” Hawthorne replied.

      “So you were promised money in exchange for helping Frost escape?” Blake said, nodding. It did not come as a great surprise to him.

      “Yes, and before you ask, no. Victoria knows nothing about it. In fact, do you know what she said to me before I left the house this morning? She told me to try and not worry about that wicked man escaping. She said I mustn’t blame myself, how could I possibly be to blame for whatever evil method he used?”

      “And you know exactly?” Blake asked him.

      Hawthorne shook his head. “Not all of it. I’m not entirely clear on what happened after I did my bit.”

      The officers all exchanged confused expressions.

      “So, what was your bit?” Blake asked him. “And be quick, because we need to stop Frost before he claims yet another victim to add to his list, namely, my best friend.”

      Hawthorne looked down at the ground. “I gave him a guard’s uniform.”

      There was a stunned silence.

      “You did what?” Gresham exclaimed.

      “I gave him a prison officer’s uniform,” Hawthorne said slowly.

      “Well, what use was that?” Gresham snapped. “He wasn’t wearing one when he was put into that van – whichever van it was,” he added at Blake. “You still haven’t explained that claptrap you were sprouting earlier.”

      Blake shook his head and opened the interview room. “I think we better get ourselves to Sally, don’t you? For what it’s worth, Mr Hawthorne, I’m sorry about your wife, and I apologise for how I just acted.”

      Fox turned to Fletcher, who was standing in the corner of the room looking utterly bemused. “Put him in a cell,” she told him, before following Blake out of the room, with Gresham in close pursuit.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Fox called to Blake’s back as he strode towards the exit.

      “Where do you think?” Gresham said with a smirk. “You know, everything Frost said about him is true. Despite the fact, that it’s probably deeply unwise for him to have any part of this because of his emotional involvement, DS Blake Harte has to be the man to save the day.”

      Blake stopped and slowly turned around. He realised that his behaviour in the interview room had him already skating on thin ice. “Look,” he said levelly. “Frost has us over a barrel. He’s not going to cooperate unless I’m there. We’re dealing with a deranged psychopath, he has a picture in his mind as to how this is going to go and if we deviate from that, there’s no telling what he’ll do. Sally is disposable, it’s all about him. He knows this is the end. He’s got nothing to lose. That makes him more dangerous than he’s ever been.”

      Fox sighed, apparently ignoring Gresham’s snort of derision. “Alright, Blake,” she said finally. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      With sirens blaring and the flashing of blue lights illuminating the roads around them, Blake, Gresham and Fox sped through the streets of Manchester towards Blake’s house, with a cavalcade of police officers behind them in their own cars.

      Blake had forgotten how heavy the evening rush hour traffic was in Manchester and as Fox steered them around cars, lorries and cyclists, Blake sighed in frustration, aware of the amount of time it had been since Frost had first sent his video.

      “Come on, come on,” Blake muttered.

      “I’m going as fast as I dare, Blake,” Fox told him. “There’s no point in putting innocent lives at risk.”

      “Yes, yes,” Blake replied irritably. “I know that.”

      He pulled his mobile out of his pocket and quickly flicked through his numbers until he landed on the one he was looking for. Holding the phone up to his face, he waited for the camera to come into life.

      “What are you doing now?” Gresham snapped.

      Blake ignored him, then smiled tightly as the person he was calling’s face appeared on the screen.

      “Matti,” he said. “Where are you?”

      Mattison appeared like he immediately regretted answering the call. Blake could tell that he appeared to be bare chested. “Erm, hi, Sir. How’s Manchester?”

      “Never mind that,” Blake said hurriedly. “Where are you?”

      Mattison glanced to his side. “I’m just…well. It’s a bit of a tricky moment.”

      “Hi, Sir!” said a voice.

      Mattison chuckled and moved the camera to reveal Patil lying next to him. By the look of things, Blake had called at rather an inopportune moment. Both of them were in bed, the covers pulled up to their shoulders.

      “I’m with Mini,” Mattison said sheepishly. “We’ve been talking.”

      “Yeah, looks like it,” Blake replied. “Listen, Matti –”

      “I’ve decided to give him another chance, Sir,” Patil said, smiling broadly. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, he’s got a lot of making up to do, and I mean a lot.”

      “Yes, I’m very happy for you, but –”

      “He’s explained that he only kissed Fox because he’s an idiot, and they were drunk,” Patil continued chattily. “I mean, it doesn’t look like she’s going to be in Harmschapel again, so I guess he’s not going to be seeing her, so I’ve decided if we take things slowly, we can maybe start trying to sort things out. Well, when I say slowly, you know, this doesn’t count.”

      “Matti, listen to me.”

      “Oh,” interrupted Patil, pointing at the camera, “Just so you know though, you can tell that brazen hussy from me that if she goes anywhere near my boyfriend again, I’ll have her by her cheap looking peroxide blonde roots and I’ll beat the crap out of her.”

      Blake rolled his eyes and sighed before glancing up at Fox. “Did you get that?”

      “Loud and clear, Mini,” Fox called as she steered the car around a taxi.

      Patil’s mouth fell open. “Are you with her now?”

      “Yes!” Blake exclaimed. “Now shut up the pair of you and listen. Is Tom Partridge still in the hospital?”

      “Yeah, he’s getting out tomorrow,” Mattison said. “Why?”

      “Because I need you to get there as soon as you can,” Blake replied. “I don’t have time to explain, but just get to him now. Call me, on video, when you get there. I’ve got somebody I want him to speak to.”

      “Blake…” Fox said warningly. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Trust me,” Blake replied. “We’re going to need all the help we can get.” He turned back to the phone. “Is that clear, Matti?”

      Mattison shrugged. “Well, yeah, I guess so.”

      “Good lad. Get moving now. I’m sorry to interrupt the pair of you. I’m genuinely delighted you’re getting back on track. Now move.”

      “Sir, before you go,” Mattison said. “Harrison is…”

      But Blake had hung up before he could finish the sentence. He only had time to briefly wonder what Mattison was going to say about Harrison before the sight of Hope Crescent coming into view pushed it out of his mind.

      The street was full of people. A mixture of residents from the houses around them were standing in their doorways, their gardens and some in the middle of the road, all looking equally as confused as to why Hope Crescent was currently full of journalists, news reporters, photographers, and now, police.

      “Jesus,” Blake murmered. “How many papers did he send that video to?”

      “Looks like he sent it to some of the TV news channels as well,” Fox replied as they got out of the car and began to push their way through the crowd and towards the house.

      “Blake!”

      Blake turned to see his mother standing in the street, staring around in wonderment.

      “Mum, go back inside.”

      “What on Earth is going on?” Stephanie asked as Colin appeared beside her. “Your father says the news is reporting something about Thomas Frost! Is he here? On this street?”

      “Yes,” Blake replied. “Now, please, Mum. Go back inside.”

      “Lad,” Colin muttered, pulling Blake closer. “All the news is saying is that he’s kidnapped a police officer. Is it true?”

      Blake sighed. “Yeah. Look, I’ve got to go. Just stay away from that house, okay? Promise me.”

      His tone was so forceful and his expression so utterly serious that Stephanie appeared taken aback.

      “Yes, dear. Of course.”

      Before Blake could stop himself, he had grabbed both his parents and was pulling them together in the tightest hug he had ever given them. The adrenaline from the journey had caused him to forget until this moment that he had no idea what Frost had planned in making sure that Blake was here.

      “Very touching, Harte,” Gresham called from behind him. “Can we get on with this now?”

      Blake gave his parents a final squeeze and then followed Fox and Gresham down the street without another word.

      “What’s the plan?” Gresham asked Fox once they were out of earshot of anybody else. “If he has got Matthews in there, he’s hardly just going to let her go because we’ve turned up.”

      As they got nearer the house, Blake noticed that there were various news reporters scattered around the small area in front of the house, each positioned carefully presumably so as not to be in each other’s camera shots.

      Gresham groaned loudly. “Oh, for God’s sake. We’re going to have to move this lot on. They’re just going to be in the way.” He turned around to the police officers behind them. “Fletcher! Move these reporters on!”

      Blake looked around until he spotted the one reporter he wanted to stay exactly where she was. He placed a hand on Fletcher’s shoulder. “All except that one.”

      Fletcher followed Blake’s eyeline to where Theresa Bowen was standing in the centre of the road, right in front of the house, no doubt affording herself the best shot of the rest of the crew there.

      “Right, Sir,” Fletcher said.

      “What are you up to?” Fox asked him.

      “Just be ready,” Blake replied.

      “For what?”

      Blake did not hear her. He was now walking straight towards Theresa, a steely look in his eyes.

      Theresa had her finger in her ear, apparently listening to somebody talking through her earpiece. Behind the camera in front of her, another crew member was counting her down. As Blake arrived by her side, Theresa began speaking.

      “Thank you, Laura,” she began. “As you say, I am currently here at Hope Crescent in Manchester, where we understand Thomas Frost has locked himself in this house behind me, with a hostage, believed to be a police officer. How do we know this? Well, we at Channel Three News received a video from Frost, detailing his current location and…”

      She stopped as she turned to indicate the house and saw Blake standing by the side of her. Judging from her expression, he was not standing quite in shot.

      Blake gave her a little wave as she glanced at her crew.

      “Okay,” Theresa said, with a shrug. “As we were about to tell you, in Frost’s video, he specified that Detective Sergeant Blake Harte, formally of Manchester Police, was to come to Hope Crescent and possibly begin negotiations for his officer’s release and we actually have Detective Sergeant Blake Harte here with me now.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows.

      “Well, come on,” Theresa said, indicating for him to come closer, before turning back to camera. “We should point out that, in his video, Thomas Frost has described DS Harte, who viewers may remember from last night’s News at Ten, as being someone who had ‘put himself on the case for his own self-indulgence,’ a topic that DS Harte felt unable to comment on when I spoke to him last night.”

      Blake smirked in annoyance as he stepped into shot and felt a microphone being placed on his collar by one of the crew.

      “Harte!” Gresham hissed from behind him. “What the hell are you doing? This is no time for one of your great public eye moments.”

      Blake ignored him. Instead he stared resolutely at Theresa who appeared delighted by the opportunity to goad him at a time when the danger appeared so real.

      “DS Harte, Thomas Frost has said that you are only here for your own self-importance, even implied that you have believed that this investigation is all about you. What can you tell us in defence of that and what do you believe to be Frost’s plan?”

      “I’ve got nothing to say in respect of my own self-importance,” Blake replied. “I don’t think it’s especially relevant at the moment.”

      “Well, I don’t think they’ll be much surprise from our viewers there,” Theresa said, rolling her eyes at the camera. “And what about Frost’s next move? What is he planning?”

      Blake glanced at the camera. “I’m sure you could tell your viewers that, couldn’t you?”

      Theresa frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I said, I’m sure you could tell your viewers what Frost’s plan is,” Blake replied. “I would presume he’s watching you right now from inside that house. He’s hardly going to be watching any of the other reporters here, is he? After all, none of them have been working for him for the past year.”

      Around him, the other reporters that had been moved away from the house by Fletcher slowly seemed to become aware of Blake being interviewed and what he was saying. Slowly, more cameras began to turn in his direction.

      Theresa stared at him, her lips thinning. “I’m not exactly sure what you’re trying to accuse Channel Three news of here, DS Harte, but I can assure you that it will not end well for you.”

      “Oh, no,” Blake replied cheerfully. “I’m not accusing Channel Three of anything, far from it. Their only crime is putting you on the screens every night, unaware of what you’ve been doing under their noses. No, it’s just you, Theresa. I’m accusing you.”

      “I think you’d better move along, DS Harte,” Theresa snapped. “It’s probably quite clear to all our viewers by now that Frost’s analogy of you is quite accurate.”

      “Oh, come on, Theresa. Let’s share with your loyal viewers exactly what’s been going on. You see, I know it was you that helped Frost escape from that prison van. I know that you’ve been as good as his puppet for the last few months. Every news report, every article, every blog you’ve ever done, it’s all been slightly in Frost’s favour, hasn’t it? All the way back to the original murders where you were the only news reader telling the public that Frost wasn’t quite as bad as he was being made out to be and that the police were simply using him as a scapegoat. Even after he had been arrested, you were still there, valiantly insisting that there was more to the Frost murders than met the eye. And there’s television in prison, Theresa. They even get newspapers. Frost soon learnt that he had a fan in a very powerful position, didn’t he? And that’s why you helped him to escape.”

      “Alright, that’s quite enough out of you. I’m not here to have my time wasted,” Theresa said sharply, turning to her camera crew. “Apologies to our viewers. Come on, we can get a just as good vantage shot from the other side.”

      “It’s also why you murdered Helen Beauchamp, isn’t it, Theresa?” Blake asked calmly. “Just to keep Frost happy.”

      The crew all froze. Then the cameraman slowly turned his camera back towards Blake.

      “You did, didn’t you?” Blake continued. “Yesterday, after you interviewed her. What did you do then? Follow her home? Or even better, offer her a lift?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Theresa exclaimed. “Murder? How dare you accuse me of something like that. This is the end of your career, DS Harte, I hope you’re aware of that. Slander on national television.”

      “It’s not slander though, is it, Theresa?” Blake asked calmly. “You murdered her because you knew that it was vital that we all thought Frost was out on the streets. Even down to leaving me a little note to keep the pretence, otherwise we could have thought that it was some copycat killer.”

      By now, all the cameras around them were facing in Blake’s direction. Theresa appeared routed to the spot, glancing around at all the eyes on her, possibly for the first time in her career wishing that the cameras would all turn off.

      “You can’t just stand there accusing me of murder!” Theresa said shrilly. “Your own police force released an official statement saying that Frost had killed again! You don’t have any proof of any of this!”

      “That’s the problem, I actually do,” Blake replied. “We’ve got piles and piles of paperwork back at the station detailing Frost’s visitors over the last nine years. And for a TV news reporter, your name appears an awful lot, especially in the last six months. Because you were forming a plan, weren’t you, Theresa? You and Frost. Working out how you could get him out. Oh, I bet he liked you. A powerful, icy woman with strong opinions and a nice big platform to shout them out from. Ironically, under any normal circumstances, you could just as easily have found yourself as one of his victims, you’re just his type, but you were far too useful for that.”

      “His victim?” Theresa said quietly. “No, he wouldn’t…” She stopped, too late to prevent the implication from what she had been about to say to become obvious to those around her.

      Blake raised his eyebrows. “What did he promise you, Theresa? Exclusive interviews? What did he tell you when you went to visit him? That he was just misunderstood? That you were the only woman that could see him for the poor misguided soul that he was? And what did you tell him? That, if he trusted you, you could get him back on side with society again? Because, sadly this isn’t just a case of you being easily manipulated, is it? There’s a side of you that’s just as bad as he is. Power hungry, unemphatic, and most of all, prepared to kill in order to get what you want.”

      “You shut your mouth,” Theresa snarled, her chest heaving with emotion and her voice cracking. “You couldn’t begin to understand me.”

      “Oh, I think I could,” Blake replied with a shrug. “I hate to break it to you Theresa, but you don’t come across as someone who is all that multifaceted. The bottom line is that you wanted to use Frost for your career. One of the most evil serial killers the UK has seen since the eighties and you know that violence and terror sells. I imagine you thought that you and Frost could secretly work together, and you could present documentaries, do interviews, anything that the networks would take that they knew would bring in viewers. Once interest had waned, you could just drop Frost and revel in your new found success as one of the most influential women in television. Of course, I doubt Frost would have let you get that far. I’d guess that he worked you out pretty quickly. In essence, you were both using each other for your own personal gains, which all reached a climax with you helping him to escape from prison, and the key to that all boils down to your channel’s records about who has been using your news studio and the wrong number plate on a van, plus that one thing that I couldn’t quite put my finger on because the reason for it wasn’t obvious enough, the fact that Frost’s hair had grown since the last time I saw him in the flesh. It didn’t match the video of the news report at all. You tried to cover all bases, but hair grows. The video of Frost inside the van was taken, what? About a week ago, with the help of Nigel Hawthorne? I’d have thought somebody with your extensive production knowledge would be able to knock up something a bit more convincing that a video that was just looped and then darkened to give the impression that Frost had simply disappeared, but you were probably pressed for time and besides, the first video was supposed to do all the convincing. Because that’s all that first report was, wasn’t it, Theresa? Just a video, and it's not even yours.”

      Theresa looked as though she wanted to argue, but no words were coming. She just continued staring around as the cameras continued to zoom in on her.

      “Because when Helen Beauchamp was murdered, Frost wasn’t even out of the prison, was he?” Blake went on. “Oh, he was hidden, because the last place anybody was going to look for him was in Strangeways where millions of viewers had seen him leave. All he had to do, thanks to the head of the prison, who you blackmailed with enough money to pay for his wife’s life saving operation, was wear a prison guard’s uniform so he could slip out the back door and step out in plain sight while the rest of the world searched the rest of Manchester for him. Helen’s dead by that point, leading us to believe that he had been out since you faked that first news report.

      “Do you know, Theresa, it’s sort of funny that I’ve been accused of wanting to put myself as the face of this investigation, because you doing something similar was the first thing that made me think that something wasn’t quite right. How did you get from Strangeways to reporting outside Belmarsh in London just in time for Frost’s apparent arrival? I mean, you would have had to get there straight away, no traffic holding you up, beating the prison van on its own journey. If that didn’t happen, then you can’t have been there for both reports, so one of them had to be pre-recorded.”

      “Alright, that’s enough,” Theresa said sharply. “Laura, it’s back to you in the studio.”

      “Not a chance,” said the crew member who had attached Blake’s microphone. “You’ve got every camera in the area on you right now. You think we’re cutting away?”

      “The question was which one?” Blake continued. “Then I spotted the different number plate. Now that could have just meant that the vans were swapped half way to London, but that isn’t what happened is it, Theresa? Because I got in touch with your studio managers. They were very surprised when they checked that somebody was using the News at Ten studio at three in the morning, four days ago. Who could that have been, I wonder? Because it wasn’t to do anything on air, was it? Not at that time of night. The only studio that this news team use in Media City is the one that has green screen, isn’t it? Now, normally that’s used for simulating a futuristic looking news set that you give your reports from every night, but you used it for a much more sinister reason, didn’t you? It’s why the crowd sounded so much louder on the report you gave in London, because you were actually there, live, whereas the report that was apparently in Manchester was done from the news studio and was a pre-recorded segment that you had filmed yourself doing four days ago.

      “Frost is a category A prisoner which means that, for security reasons, he has to be moved from prison to prison from time to time and one of those moves was filmed another time, wasn’t it? Right at the start, at the height of the Frost murders when he had been caught and was being kept in Strangeways to wait for his sentence. On the day he was taken to court, another team, nine years ago, filmed him and the numerous police and escort cars leaving Strangeways. The yard’s had a bit of a lick of paint in nine years, it doesn’t look too different, but it was just enough to make think that there was something out of place, a bit like Frost’s hair. It had grown a bit in the nine years between the video of that first report and the mocked up one of him in the back of the prison van. And all you had to do was put that up on the green screen and film yourself apparently doing a live report. You staged it carefully to try and cover up the number plate on the van, but you just stepped aside at the wrong moment. No matter though, nobody’s going to notice a brief three second glimpse at the number plate when they’re all paying attention on who is getting in the back of the van. I don’t know if you were capable of doing all that on your own, though I’d imagine with your experience in production, it wouldn’t be too much of a challenge to slot it into the news reports on the day of Frost’s apparent transferal. Then, just to complete it, as arranged, Hawthorne sends an empty prison van to Belmarsh from Strangeways. Maybe the driver is told he’s doing a collection, whatever. The faked tape of Frost in the van probably wasn’t meant for anybody but us, just to try and seal the illusion. Either way, the most elaborate piece of deception is pulled off, in front of a terrified nation as it looks like a serial killer has escaped custody and is back on the streets.”

      Theresa appeared struck dumb. Her mouth was open, but she seemed incapable of speech.

      The news crews from the other channels around them were now openly standing in front of her, filming her every move. Blake meanwhile had three microphones now under his chin, all of them desperate to capture his every word.

      “So, where is Frost in all this? He never set foot in a prison van, in fact until Nigel Hawthorne gave Frost a prison guard’s uniform, he didn’t even leave the prison. He was given clear access to leave and run to this house where he’s been hiding ever since, while you played at being Thomas Frost, murdering an innocent woman in his name. You might not think you’ve been manipulated, Theresa, but believe me, you have. Perhaps you weren’t difficult to mould, but I bet it all made sense by the end, didn’t it? You and Frost, what a pairing you would make.”

      Theresa was trembling, glaring at Blake furiously. After a sharp exhale, she said “You just wait, Harte. He will make you suffer. The whole world is going to see you fall. And what a satisfying moment it’ll be.”

      Blake stepped out of the way as two officers moved forwards to take Theresa away. As she was led towards the police vans, the cameras all followed her, a flurry of indescerninble questions being fired at her. He then turned towards the house.

      “Well,” Fox said. “That’ll be one hell of a watercooler moment. I think we better do what we came here to do, don’t you?”

      Blake nodded. “That’s Theresa Bowen sorted. Now, for Frost.”

      All the police officers took their positions around the house. Blake knew that there would be armed officers situated around the street, all trained on the house, all prepared to fire at the mere suggestion of Frost doing anything remotely dangerous.

      Gresham was handed a megaphone. When he had received a nod from Fox, he put it to his lips.

      “Thomas Frost,” boomed Gresham. “The entire house is surrounded. I’d like you to come out with your hands up in the air and then place yourself on the ground with your hands still outstretched. Do not make this any more difficult for yourself.”

      There was a long pause where very little happened. The whole street was silent, all attention on the house.

      Then, after what seemed like an age, Blake’s mobile rang in his pocket, the ringtone echoing around the street. He slowly pulled it out and looked at the screen.

      “It’s Sally,” he murmered. “He must have her phone.”

      “Answer it,” Fox ordered.

      Blake took a deep breath and put the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

      There was the sound of slow clapping.

      “Frost?” Blake said calmly. “I know it’s you.”

      “That was spectacular, Blake,” said the familiar voice on the other end of the phone. “Absolutely first class. We watched the entire thing on Sally’s phone. My, my. I expect you’ll find yourself to be quite the celebrity in the morning.”

      “Is Sally alive?”

      “She is,” Frost replied. “For now. But that can soon change.”

      “Let me speak to her.”

      “You can speak to her,” Frost replied. “She’s right here. Why don’t you come in? Kettle’s on.”

      And he hung up.

      Blake cursed loudly and then gripped his phone tightly, his brain whirring.

      “Is she alright?” Fox asked.

      “I don’t know,” Blake replied. “He says she is, but that means nothing. He wants me to go in.”

      “Absolutely not,” Fox told him. “Blake, you don’t know what could be waiting for you in there.”

      “I know exactly. He is.”

      There was a pause as they all considered the inevitable.

      “He’s not coming out unless we go in,” Blake said finally. “Like I said, he’s got nothing to lose. And as long as Sally’s in there, I have to go in. I love that girl too much not to try.”

      “Alright, but I’m coming with you,” Fox replied. “No arguments. Gresham, keep the marksman trained on the house. We’ll stay in communication.”

      Gresham merely nodded in reply, looking as though he was quite pleased he wasn’t being forced to go in with them.

      “Right, come on.” Fox said.

      And together, Blake and Fox walked towards the house.
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      With his heart hammering in his chest, Blake slowly led the way around the side of the house. As he slid along the wall, he could not help but remember doing a similar thing with Sally, nine years ago, as Frost’s original murder spree had reached his climax. They had been able to save somebody that night. Blake’s only hope was that they could do the same now.

      For only the third time in his life, Blake opened the rickety gate at the back of the house and crept around the corner, through the knee-high weeds and nettles, until they came to the back door.

      “Do you know where he is?” Fox whispered.

      “I’ve got a pretty good idea,” Blake replied. “He had Sally tied up in the living room on that video. He made a big deal of it all being like when I found his grandmother as a child. Why wouldn’t he want to stick with that theme?”

      They made their way to the back door and Blake placed his hand on the handle. “Ready?”

      Fox pulled a taser out of her pocket and nodded and Blake pushed the door open.

      The house, as it always seemed to be, was dark. As Blake and Fox slowly walked inside, he realised that the smell of fusty dampness had been replaced by something else.

      “What’s that smell?” whispered Fox.

      Then, Blake noticed that the floor was wet and realised what the pungent smell was. “Petrol,” he murmered. “He’s soaked the place with it.” He glanced at the taser in Fox’s hand. “You can’t use that. One spark and the whole place goes up in flames.”

      “Damn it,” Fox exclaimed, shoving it back in her pocket. “How the hell are we going to restrain him?”

      “Just make sure that outside know to come when we need them,” Blake replied. “He’s planned this to the letter.”

      As they made their way slowly through the gloomy kitchen, Blake’s heart was beating so fast, he felt sure that Frost would be able to hear it. Half of him wanted to run through the house, kicking every door open until they found their target, but he knew Frost would be expecting such a tactic. Then, as they approached the living room door, they heard a strained cry and immediately all pretence of subtlety disappeared. Blake rushed forward and stormed into the living room and was suddenly presented with the very sight he had feared most.

      Sally was still tied to the chair, her arms and legs bound firmly with black cable ties. Her eyes were wide with fear as Frost, who was standing behind her, took his cue of Blake and Fox entering to place another tie around her neck tightly.

      “Hello, Blake,” he said, with a dark smile. “Nice of you to join us. Ah-ah!” he exclaimed as Blake took a step forwards. “Don’t move. It’s very easy to squeeze the life out of her from this angle. Not as much fun, obviously. I won’t see the life drain from her eyes this way, but I’ll have to just make do with watching your face instead. Who knows? It might be better.”

      Blake breathed heavily, unsure whether it was worth trying to charge at Frost or attempt to think of something better.

      Frost glared at Fox. “Who’s this?”

      “I’m Detective Inspector Lisa Fox, Thomas,” Fox said gently.

      “Not interested in you. Out.”

      “Thomas, I need you to listen to me,” Fox told him. “You have to let Sally go. None of this is going to do you any good.”

      Frost gritted his teeth and began squeezing the tie tighter around Sally’s neck. “Did you not hear me?” he growled. “I told you to get out of here. This is between me, him and his little assistant here. You aren’t involved. Now get out.” He pulled even tighter on the cord around Sally’s throat, causing her to let out a restricted cry of pain.

      Blake instinctively took another step forward, but in a flash, Frost had produced a lighter which he flicked into action with his thumb. The flame danced around the top as Frost continued glaring at Blake.

      “One more step and this whole place goes up in flames. I’m guessing you can smell the petrol? It’s all over the house and all over her. You think you’ll have a chance to untie her before the flames get her? I’m game for finding out if you are. Now you,” he snapped at Fox, “this is your last warning. Get. Out.”

      Blake’s mind whirred frantically. “Just go,” he muttered to Fox. “I can handle it.”

      “That’s insane, Blake,” Fox said. “I’m not leaving you with him.”

      “You think you being here is going to stop him doing what he likes? Just go.”

      “There’s the Blake we know and love,” Frost said with a chuckle. “Go on, Lisa. Off you go. Let Blake handle it.” When Fox hesitated, he shook his head and held the lighter closer to Sally’s head. “You’ve got five seconds before she goes up like a Guy Fawkes doll. It’s up to you.”

      Fox seemed to consider her options, then slowly began to step out of the room. “Just know, Thomas, we’re here if Blake needs us.” She turned to Blake. “At any time.” Then, she stepped out of the living room and closed the door behind her.

      Frost’s eyes went back to Blake. “You really should stop surrounding yourself with all these women, Blake. They don’t do anything for you.”

      “Oh, I dunno,” Blake replied levelly. “They’re friends, which is more than I’m guessing you’ve had for many years. So, here we are then, Thomas. This whole masterplan you’ve had has finally come to pass. That was it? You get me here so I can watch you brutally murder my colleague? That’s what all this was for?”

      “It’s about so much more than that, Blake,” Frost said. “This is about justice. This is about fairness. This is about the circle of life.”

      “And what about all your victims?” Blake asked. “What about Helen Beauchamp? What about Theresa? Two women whose lives in different ways are now over, because of you. What about your grandmother? What about your own father? You wreck lives everywhere you go, everything you touch turns black and evil and without hope. You think that’s fair? You going on to keep destroying everything you see fit? That’s justice?”

      Frost chuckled, his yellowing teeth illuminated in the flickering flame of the lighter. “I thought better of you, Blake. Bringing my family into the equation? What, do you think that’s supposed to be some sort of kryptonite to me?”

      Then, Blake felt his mobile vibrate in his pocket. As he slowly reached for it, he prayed with every fibre of his being that it was who he needed it to be.

      “What are you doing?” Frost snapped.

      Blake pulled his mobile out and stared at the screen, practically sighing with relief when he saw Mattison’s name asking for a video call.

      “It’s not the only family that we’ve discovered you have though, is it, Thomas? Seems you have somebody who was closer to home than I could ever have known. Right across the road.” He flicked his phone screen. “Hi, Matti,” he said lightly. “Are you where I told you to go?”

      “Erm, yeah,” Mattison said. “Sir, what the hell is going on? All the news channels are going mental – did you just arrest Theresa Bowen live on air?”

      “Never mind that,” Blake replied. “If Tom’s there, just put him on, would you?”

      Mattison shrugged. “Fine. Here you go.”

      For the first time in his life, Blake was delighted to see Tom’s face. He was lying in his hospital bed looking at the camera with a confused look on his face.

      “Hello?” he said, with a hint of surliness. “Blake? What do you want?”

      “Hi Tom,” Blake replied. “I just thought you’d like to know. Look who I’ve found!” He turned the camera to face Frost so that Tom could also see Sally in the chair. “Look! It’s Daddy.”

      Frost glared at Blake furiously. “Blake, I’m warning you.”

      Blake took a step forward so he could show Tom the situation. “See, Tom? This is what you wanted to happen, isn’t it? You wanted your dear old dad out to do what he does best? You met Sally once, didn’t you, Tom? Apparently you didn’t get on all that well, so this should make you happy.”

      Frost remained frozen to the spot, though Blake noticed the tightness had slackened slightly on the cord around Sally’s throat.

      “Oh, I think it’s only right that I do also point out that we discovered that this isn’t your son, by the way,” Blake told Frost. “Don’t get me wrong, the potential’s there, but no. All this time you’ve been sharing messages and secret little phone calls, it’s not been your son you’ve been talking to, is it, Tom?”

      Tom looked as though he could not quite believe what he was seeing. “What are you doing? Why is she tied up?”

      “Oh, this?” Blake said cheerfully. “What’s wrong, Tom? That’s what all your messages have been for!”

      “What do you mean he isn’t my son?” Frost murmered. “Of course he’s my son. I had a relationship with your landlord, you idiot. How do you think I’ve known your movements all this time? I’ve been getting them off my son.”

      “That’s the thing though, Thomas,” Blake replied seriously. “Jacqueline had a brief fling with your father. You didn’t know about that, did you? For the past twenty-five years, you’ve actually had a brother you didn’t know about.”

      “No,” Frost muttered. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m afraid not. I mean, it’s sort of sweet that you want to try and be a father to this one after the mess you made of your last son. Simon, wasn’t it? Ran away to Australia to get away from the realisation that his father was a murderer. Still, we all deserve a second chance, don’t we?”

      For the first time since Blake had ever laid eyes on the monster before him, Frost’s icy persona began to drop. He lowered the lighter, the tightness on Sally’s neck slackening further, allowing her to breathe a little easier.

      “Why?” Frost murmered. “Why would he do that to me?”

      “Look, Dad,” Tom said imploringly from Blake’s phone. “It doesn’t matter to me. You don’t have to do any of this anymore. I thought all this was about getting you free, I thought you wanted to make amends!”

      “Amends?” Blake said, with a harsh laugh. “Your brother doesn’t do amends, Tom. Far from it. Your brother’s whole plan was to get me and Sally together like he has now, so he could brutally murder her in front of me so that he could deliver his own twisted form of justice. You were just a pawn, wasn’t he, Frost? Just a foot soldier in his big old battle plan.”

      “I refuse to accept this,” Frost suddenly shouted, again grabbing Sally’s throat. “This is all lies. My father would not…He did everything for me!”

      “Yeah,” Blake murmered. “Absolutely everything. Unconditional love. Right down to protecting you when you claimed your first ever victim, your own grandmother. His mum, Frost! You killed his mother and he still tried to protect you. And you’re going to get angry with him because he lied about his relationship with some woman you met when you were a teenager? Where’s the fairness in that?” Again, Blake took a bold step forward. “It’s all been a lie, Frost. All of it. You don’t have any family, not any more. Every single one of them has had to run away to get away from you, to protect themselves from you. You’ve wrecked enough lives. It’s over. Now, let Sally go.”

      For the briefest of moments, Frost seemed like he was about to weaken. His grip on Sally lessened and he flicked the lid down on the lighter.

      Then, the doors to the living room burst open and suddenly around ten police officers poured into the room, some carrying pistols, all pointing in Frost’s direction. There was chaos, all of them yelling instructions and Blake suddenly found himself being pushed aside.

      “Wait!” he shouted. “Get Sally out of here!”

      He rushed forwards and pulled the gag out of Sally’s mouth.

      “Blake…” she murmered.

      “It’s okay,” he told her, before kissing her on the head. “It’s over. You’re safe.”

      “He’s…he’s…”

      Blake looked up and cursed loudly. In the brief moment of complete confusion, Frost had disappeared.

      “Where did he go?” Blake asked her.

      “Through there,” Sally said, her voice raspy. “Upstairs.”

      The door to the hallway was now open and Blake could just make out the figure of Frost running towards the stairs.

      “Get her out of here,” he ordered to the nearest officer.

      “Where’s the target?” the officer snapped.

      “Just get her out,” Blake repeated.

      Without waiting for an answer, Blake hurried out of the room and ran upstairs. He had never gone into the house any further than the living room and the darkness around him from the boarded up windows on the front of the house blocking out any light made it difficult to see very far in front of him.

      He ran up the stairs two at a time and soon the noise from downstairs had begun to fade away and as he stopped to look around, he could hear liquid being poured from the room at the other end of the corridor.

      Slowly, Blake walked towards the door and pushed it open.

      There was Frost, emptying the remains of what looked like a plastic petrol cannister all around the room, the smell of the petrol now so strong that it caused Blake’s eyes to tear up.

      “Where did you get the petrol?” It was the only thing he could think to ask.

      Frost looked up at him but did not answer.

      “Oh, of course,” Blake murmered. “That house further down the road, the one with the old car in the drive. There were petrol cannisters in their garage. My mum hates that car. Says it lets the area down.”

      Frost was breathing heavily, staring at Blake intently. Again, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the lighter.

      “Oh, come on,” Blake said, stepping forwards. “It’s over, Frost! There’s no point to this anymore!”

      “Isn’t it funny?” Frost replied coldly, lighting the flame and illuminating the dark room. “You spend years working on a plan. Years! Dreaming up that prison van scheme with Theresa, it required such lateral thinking. A way to fool you, make sure that you wouldn’t be able to resist getting yourself involved. All that time spent on a plan that ultimately went wrong, but do you know what? I’ve just come up with another, just in these last few seconds. And it’s better than the one that took us so long to perfect.”

      “What do you mean?” Blake asked calmly.

      “This is how it should have been all along,” Frost told him, his voice heavy with what Blake could almost mistake for emotion. “Me and you. Never mind all the women, they’re unimportant. I was foolish to try and include them in it, I see that now. This is how the world should be. Two men, facing off. The last stand. This is how it’s been done all throughout history.”

      Blake could not help but chuckle. “Beneath it all, you’re just a sad, pathetic, bigoted, child, aren’t you, Thomas? Throwing the most dangerous of tantrums because you could never get the power you so desperately craved. Your grandmother started it all, didn’t she? Of all the things you took from her, it was her violent streak and her hatred of women in power.”

      “You misunderstand what happened with her,” Frost whispered. “I didn’t mean to kill her. Not at first. I just stabbed her in the back to stop her from hitting me, but then I stabbed her again, and again and it just felt…” His voice faded away. “Anyway. Where were we? Oh yes. End of the story.”

      Blake realised what he was going to do a fraction of a second too late. The lighter seemed to fall to the floor in slow motion as he tried to run forwards and grab it. The last thing he saw was Frost’s triumphant smile before the room was suddenly ablaze. Frost had his mouth wide open in a scream, but it was soon covered by the sound of roaring flames as Blake, terrified, looked around. He was trapped. The petrol had been thrown all around the room, including by the door, the blaze too wide for him to get through.

      Then, Frost charged at him, an insane look in his eyes, his teeth bared. They both fell to the floor, rolling around, one trying to gain control over the other.

      As the heat of the flames seared Blake’s skin, Frost finally managed to pin him to the ground, his hands tightly around Blake’s throat.

      “You’re going to die today, Harte!” Frost shouted over the roar of the fire around them. “This one is going to be the best one of all!”

      And he began to tighten his grip. Blake’s vision blurred, he could not breathe, the heat was incredible. This was it. His last moments on Earth and he not even been able to say goodbye to Harrison. At least, he thought, as Frost gritted his teeth in effort, he was able to save Sally.

      Then, there was a huge crashing noise of splintering wood and suddenly, they were falling, the ceiling that Blake had been previously looking at vanishing before him as the floor beneath them gave way, the old, rotting floorboards surrendering to the intense heat and damage from the flames.

      They both landed on the ground of the floor below with a loud thud as the fiery detritus clattered down around them. Frost was now away from Blake, trapped underneath a heavy wooden beam, engulfed in flames and screaming in agony. Blake was just about to try and move when more debris fell, this time landing on top of him. The heavy wooden rubble landed on Blake’s legs, rendering him incapable of movement, the fire now starting to spread into the room that they had fallen into.

      As Blake tried to pull himself free, he felt his body begin to succumb to the acrid smoke billowing around them. Frost’s screams suddenly stopped as more rubble began to fall around them.

      Blake closed his eyes and thought of his parents standing outside the house, no doubt terrified of what they were witnessing, knowing that he was inside. It was too much for them to lose more than one child. His sister was enough. It was too cruel for such heartache to befall one family. His thoughts became muddled. He hoped that they would contact Harrison and that Sally would be able to tell him how much he loved him.

      “Blake!”

      The voice seemed distant, too far away to distinguish who it belonged to. It sounded familiar but now Blake was sure that he was experiencing his last moments. It almost felt like he was moving, the weight on his legs becoming lighter. His last thought was cursing that of all the places he could die, it would be here, in the old house that had haunted him for so long.

      Then, he felt himself being pulled and dragged along the ground. Various voices were suddenly all around him. Were they angels? Blake had never really been a believer of such things, though he would be content enough to be proved wrong at this moment.

      The heat was disappearing.

      “Blake! We’ve got you, I promise!”

      “Blake!”

      “Blake, can you hear me?”

      It all sounded so real.

      Suddenly, he was coughing, harder than he had ever coughed in his life, coughing so hard that it hurt, but beneath him he was sure that he could feel something other than the hard wooden floor of the house.

      Then, he slowly opened his eyes. His vision was so blurred that he was unable to make out anything for a few moments.

      A scared, tear stained face loomed over him. It was a good-looking face, with blonde hair.

      “H-H…Harrison?” Blake gasped.

      Harrison exhaled with relief. “Blake, thank God. Oh my God, Blake!”

      Again, Blake was coughing but now he was able to slowly sit up.

      “Don’t try to move, Blake,” Harrison told him, his voice cracking with emotion. “You’re going to be fine, the ambulance is here. They’re going to look after you.”

      Blake rested his head down on the grass again, the smell of the fire still pungent around them. Slowly, he raised his arm to place it on Harrison’s face.

      “Marry me,” he managed, before he closed his eyes again and everything went black.
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      Harrison could not help but think that he had spent far too much time in hospitals lately. As he waited for his drink to drop down from the vending machine, secretly furious of the price, he leant against the wall and shook his head at the madness of the past few days.

      When Sally had called him and asked him if he fancied coming up to Manchester for the remainder of Blake’s time here, he had originally been reluctant. He could imagine himself spending most of the time on his own, worrying about Blake, where he was, whether he was safe, and then ultimately realised that he would be doing exactly the same thing in Harmschapel.

      So, after his boss at the shop he worked at had agreed that he probably deserved some time off, he had jumped on the first train he could get after his shift and then spent the entire journey glued to his phone, eating up every penny of mobile data he possessed watching all the news reports and announcements and then watching in awe at the sight of Blake humiliating and then having Theresa Bowen arrested.

      Having got the address of Blake’s parents house from Stephanie before he had left, he had climbed in a taxi and told the driver to drive as fast as he could to the address where he had arrived to see flames billowing from a house in the distance.

      As he bent down to pick up his drink from the vending machine, Harrison chuckled to himself as he remembered the expression on Gresham’s face as he had been pushed aside by Harrison as he had battled his way through the crowd towards Stephanie and Colin who were both beside themselves with fear, screaming at him that Blake was inside the house that was currently on fire. Sally had been on the side of the road being seen to by a group of other officers and nobody had seemed to be doing anything. Then, he had seen Fox and before he could be stopped, had leapt over the barriers guarding the house and ran around the back where he had kicked the door in and discovered Blake on the floor, surrounded by rubble. Despite numerous officers trying to pull him away from the blaze, Harrison had battled through them and the flames to get to Blake and began pulling him to safety.

      And then, he had apparently become engaged.

      Since Blake had regained consciousness, arrived at the hospital and been treated for his burns and smoke inhalation, they had not spoken about his inadvertent proposal. Harrison had initially put it down to him being slightly delirious from the smoke and the trauma he had gone through and doubted whether he even remembered what he had said.

      He took a long sip of his drink and stared out of the window of the nineteenth-floor corridor he was standing in. He could not deny that it had been playing on his mind ever since.

      Behind him, the doors to the ward opened and Sally appeared. She had made a quick recovery after her ordeal and, like Harrison, had spent the majority of her time in the hospital waiting for updates on Blake’s progress.

      “That nurse is going to get a slap if she carries on,” she grumbled, glaring down the corridor. “She just tried to tell me that me talking to the station on my phone was disturbing Mrs Allen. Mrs Allen is that mad old bat a few beds down from Blake who has been singing the national anthem for the past two hours. She’s off her head on whatever they’ve given her for her kidney stones. She couldn’t be disturbed by my phone call if I was acting it out through interpretive dance.” She stopped mid-rant as she spotted Harrison staring wistfully out of the window. “Are you alright?”

      “Hm? Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Don’t you start pretending to me, young Baxter. I get enough of that from your boyfriend.”

      “You mean my fiancé?”

      Sally’s mouth nearly hit the floor. “I beg your bloody pardon?”

      Harrison snorted with laughter. “Yeah. You know when I’d pulled him out of the house?”

      “Yes, Fireman Sam, I do. What about it?”

      “He asked me to marry him. Just before he passed out, he actually asked me. I mean, maybe he was as out of it as Mrs Allen because of the smoke, I don’t know.”

      Sally groaned. “I swear, if he wasn’t already in hospital, he would be by the time I was done with him.” She sighed and placed a hand around Harrison’s shoulder. “I don’t know if it’s really my place to tell you this.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “He’s been working up to asking you for a while. He even asked my advice about it. Y’know, because I am the expert when it comes to love and marriage.”

      Harrison nearly dropped his drink in surprise. “Are you serious?”

      “Yep. I mean, trust Blake to propose when he thinks he’s just about to die. He’s such an idiot. But he’s an idiot whose life you saved. Something tells me that you were planning on staying with him for a little while longer at the very least.”

      Before Harrison could reply, the nurse that Sally had been ranting about stepped out of the ward.

      “Ah, there you both are. He’s ready for you now. Take him home, make sure he applies his cream every day and remind him how lucky he’s been. I’ve had patients who haven’t had a house fall on them that have been in a worse condition than he has.”

      Sally glared at the nurse as she strode off down the corridor. “I wonder when she lost her passion for her work.”

      “Come on,” Harrison chuckled. “Let’s get him out of here. Knowing how Blake is as a patient, I bet they’ll be just as glad to see the back of him.”

      As they walked towards the ward, Sally checked her phone. “They still haven’t decided what to do with Frost’s body. He hasn’t got that much of a family to release it to. I can’t imagine anybody other than his father will be all that interested.”

      “Who knows?” Harrison mused. “Tom might, although now he’s seen what Frost was capable of, maybe not. Time will tell, I guess. Anyway, enough about that. What about your birthday plans? You can’t tell me that you’re happy with you spending your thirtieth being kidnapped.”

      Sally shook her head. “No. I’ve not made up my mind yet. I might wait till next year before I start celebrating birthdays again. Give me time to get over the image of Frost suddenly appearing in the back seat of my car when I was driving out of Blake’s street. I should have listened to Blake when he said that he’d seen him. He crept underneath the car and then climbed into the back seat when we weren’t looking. It was like something out of a horror film.”

      Harrison squeezed her arm. “He can’t get to you again. Or anybody.”

      “I don’t know what the second verse is, Mrs Allen!” Blake’s annoyed voice echoed along the corridor.

      Harrison and Sally exchanged amused glances as they turned the corner into Blake’s ward.

      Blake was standing at the foot of his bed, his belongings all in his bag talking to an old woman in the opposite bed. His arm was in a sling and he had some stiches on his face. He already looked so much better than he had when he had arrived in the hospital. When he saw them, he broke into a relieved smile. “Thank God,” he muttered. “Get me out of here, please. And if we can get any of what she’s on, grab some of that too.”

      Ignoring the warbling of Mrs Allen, Harrison picked up Blake’s bag and followed him and Sally down the corridor towards the lift.

      “How are you feeling?” Sally asked him.

      “Not bad,” Blake replied, wincing slightly as he moved his arm. “It’s mainly my arm. I guess I’ve been lucky with the burns though. Thanks for driving us to the station. Are you sure you don’t want to come back to Harmschapel with us?”

      “Maybe I’ll come down next week,” Sally replied. “I’ve still got to sort a few things here first. Gresham kindly allowed me the weekend to get over my kidnapping trauma. He’s all heart, isn’t he?”

      “You’re welcome any time,” Harrison told as the lift doors closed. “There’s always the sofa whenever you need it.”

      “Thanks,” Sally replied. “Although I think you two have stuff you need to discuss before you start thinking about house guests, don’t you?”

      Blake frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Harrison and Sally’s eyes briefly met.

      “Never mind,” Harrison said as they stepped out of the lift, linking Blake’s good arm with his own. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “So, straight to the station?” Sally asked him.

      “Do you mind if we make a slight detour first?” Blake asked. “There’s something I want to see, just before we go.”
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      For a few moments, the three of them stood in silence, each of them alone with their own thoughts and memories of the wreck before them that once had been a house.

      For Harrison, the memories were brief, but still unpleasant. He remained respectfully silent as Blake and Sally stood with their own ruminations. He knew Sally would be happy enough to never think of the house again, but for Blake he knew the splintered, charred remains of the building represented more than difficult memories. Harrison knew exactly why they had come here.

      “You okay?” he asked gently.

      Blake nodded. “Yeah. I’m alright.” He exhaled as he looked at the shell of the house before him. “Look at it. It’s just a building. That’s all it ever was, and I let it practically take over my life. All those dreams I had, all the sleepless nights, all because of Thomas Frost.”

      “He’s dead, Blake,” Sally told him. “Dead and buried as this house will be once they’ve knocked the remains of it down.”

      “Mum will be delighted,” Blake said, chuckling. “She’s been petitioning for it to be knocked down for years. Then they can build something new and something else can be here instead. A new family can move into a brand-new house and start a brand-new life together. Thirty-nine Hope Crescent can just be the same as any of the other houses down here.” He checked the time on his phone. “Come on, we’d better think about making a move.”

      As they turned and walked back towards the car, the door to the Harte’s house opened and Stephanie ran out.

      “Blake!”

      Blake smiled. “Don’t worry. I wasn’t going to leave without saying goodbye to you.”

      “I should hope not,” Stephanie said, staring at Blake over her glasses. “Especially as I almost lost you three days ago.”

      “Nah, I was alright,” Blake said, hugging her tightly. “I had my knight in shining armour here. Never in any doubt.”

      “Harrison,” Stephanie gushed, pushing Blake aside to get to him. She pulled him in so tightly she was almost hurting him. “I’ve always liked you.”

      Harrison grinned at Blake over her shoulder. She had been decidedly less keen on Harrison when they had first met, but it seemed that, like the house, that was firmly in the past.

      “I can’t thank you enough for what you did,” Stephanie continued. “Remember, you’re always welcome in our family, sweetheart.”

      “I know,” Harrison said, hugging her back.

      “Colin!” Stephanie hollered towards the house. “Come and say goodbye to your son!”

      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” called Colin. “I was just looking for something. And I found it.” He walked along the garden path and placed something in Blake’s hand. “You better put that to good use, lad.”

      “I will, I will,” Blake replied, hugging his father.

      “What’s that?” Stephanie asked, staring at Blake’s hand. “What did you just give him?”

      “You mind your own business,” Colin told her. “I mean I’ll explain later,” he added when she glared at him.

      “Right, we’d better make a move,” Harrison said.

      After Stephanie had managed to do another two rounds of hugs and Colin had practically had to drag her away to stop her going in for a third, Blake, Sally and Harrison all finally climbed into the car.

      “Ready to go?” Sally asked.

      “Ready,” Blake replied.

      They began driving down the street. As they looked in the rear-view mirror, Stephanie was standing in the road waving them off.

      “I swear I’ve never seen your mother be so soppy,” Sally said.

      “I know,” Blake said, chuckling. “And it only took me nearly dying to get it out of her.”

      “So, what did your dad give you?” Harrison asked, eyeing Blake’s pocket with suspicion.

      “Never you mind,” Blake told him.

      Harrison frowned. He was sure that he had seen Blake and Sally exchange knowing looks.

      As they disappeared around the corner, leaving Hope Crescent behind, Harrison could not help but smile as he watched Blake relax into his car seat. Even if he had not meant to ask Harrison to marry him, he knew that their relationship had grown so much stronger. It was quite a strange thought, therefore, that in a roundabout way, it was thanks to Thomas Frost.
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      Blake stepped out of the taxi, looking all around him at the village as the sun began to set above them. Harmschapel had always looked its best at this time of the day, bathed in a beautiful orange hue. He could think of nowhere he would rather be at this moment.

      He paid the taxi driver and looked up at Juniper Cottage. “Looks intact from the outside,” he murmered. “Don’t tell me Matti has grown into a responsible house owner in my absence.”

      “That’ll be Mini’s influence,” Harrison said, picking up Blake’s suitcase.

      “Yeah,” Blake said as he unlocked the front door. “Here’s hoping he doesn’t do anything that stupid again. I don’t think my nerves can take that atmosphere in the station again.”

      When he stepped into the cottage, he was surprised to see Mattison standing in the kitchen, just finishing the washing up.

      “Hey,” Mattison said cheerfully as Blake walked in. “Look who’s back! Welcome home, Sir. I won’t ask you how your holiday went.”

      “No,” Blake replied. “Perhaps not. I need a holiday to get over that one. How are things with Mini?”

      “We’re back on,” Mattison confirmed. “Still taking things relatively slowly, but I’ll be moving back in next week. Safe to say, lesson learned.”

      “Good,” Blake said seriously. “Otherwise you’ll have me to deal with. Thanks by the way.”

      “What for?”

      “For getting to the hospital and to Tom as quickly as you did. Without that, I doubt I would have been able to take Frost by surprise like that. God only knows what would have happened then.”

      “No problem,” Mattison replied, passing Blake the tea towel he was holding. “By the way, I thought I better stay around until you got back. You’ve got visitors.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows. “Visitors?”

      Mattison indicated towards the living room. As Blake walked in and his mouth fell open in surprise.

      Tom and Jacqueline were both sitting on the sofa.

      When he walked in, Jacqueline immediately stood up. “Blake. It’s so good to see you.”

      Blake pulled her in and hugged her and then looked at Tom, who was staring at the floor.

      “Must say I’m surprised to see you here, Tom,” he said. “After all that’s happened, I thought you’d be the last person to come welcome me home.”

      “We both have things we need to say, Blake,” Jacqueline told him, pulling the reluctant Tom to his feet.

      “I’ll put the kettle on,” Harrison said from behind Blake before disappearing into the kitchen.

      “And I’ll leave you to it,” Mattison said from the doorway. “Welcome back, Sir.”

      “Thanks, Matti,” Blake replied. He waited until the front door had closed before indicating to them both that they should sit down again. “They’ve let you out then, Jacqueline?”

      “I told them I didn’t want her being charged with anything,” Tom replied. He gave Blake the briefest of eye contact before looking down at the floor again. “I don’t know how much good it’ll do, but I’ve said I won’t co-operate with any interviews or anything. I don’t want Mum to suffer anymore for what I’ve been doing.”

      Blake nodded. “Well, let’s hope that it all has a happy ending.”

      “Blake,” Jacqueline said, taking hold of his hand. “I don’t know how to apologise enough for all you’ve been through. None of this would have happened if I’d just been more honest from the start.”

      “I think, in the grand scheme of things, Jacqueline, that you’re less to blame that you’d like to think,” Blake replied. “I mean, yeah, I won’t pretend that secret and lies have clearly done more harm than good in this situation, but I think there’s a lot for people to come to terms with. I’m sure that, given time, you two can start moving forwards again.”

      Jacqueline looked delighted. “Thank you, I can’t believe you’re being so kind.”

      “Do you mind if I just have a word with Tom?” Blake asked her. “We’re not going to fight, don’t worry. I just need to clear a few things up with him, that’s all.”

      Jacqueline looked worriedly at her son.

      “Go help Harrison,” Tom said quietly to her. “I’ll be fine, I promise.”

      Jacqueline hesitated, then patted Tom on the knee. “I’ll just be in the kitchen.”

      Blake waited until she had left the room before turning to Tom. “So, how are you?”

      Tom finally looked up at him. “I’m surprised you care.”

      Blake shrugged. “What can I say? I’m like that. You’ve been through an awful lot, more than I realised. Emotionally, this must have been really difficult for you. But what you’ve done for your mum, dropping the charges, that was really decent of you. Lesser men wouldn’t have bothered considering she could have killed you.”

      “Yeah, well I know that the fact she even felt she had to do it is punishing enough for her. I’ve put her through enough. Even if she did lie about who my dad was. Your friend, Sally. Is she alright?”

      “She’ll be fine. She’s a tough cookie.”

      “I couldn’t believe it when I saw her tied up like that,” Tom murmered, looking slightly haunted. “Was he really going to kill her?”

      “Yeah,” Blake said calmly. “He was. And me. And anybody else that got in his way.”

      “And he’s dead?”

      “Yeah. He was crushed by a load of burning rubble. They pulled his body out of the house once they’d got the fire under control. There was nothing they could do, I’m sorry.”

      Tom paused. “Don’t be. The world’s better off without him.” He looked up at Blake, his eyes shiny with tears. “Look, I’m the one who should be sorry. For all I’ve put you through. When I came to Harmschapel, I was unsure of who I was, I didn’t feel like I had any idea of who was being honest with me and who I could trust.”

      “You seemed to take to Harrison pretty quickly.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Tom said. “I regret that. You and him, you’re good together. Just don’t forget that. Make sure you keep hold of him as long as you can.”

      Blake instinctively felt the small box in his pocket with the palm of his hand. “I intend to. So, what are you going to do now? Stay around here?”

      Tom shook his head. “No. I’m going to start travelling again tomorrow. I’ve got a job working behind a bar in Ibiza. Bit of sun, sea, hopefully a few decent guys. See if I can’t sort myself out.”

      “Your mum will miss you.”

      Tom nodded. “I know. I think she’s better off without me for now though. Just until I start to get my head together.” He stood up and held his hand out for Blake to shake. “Thanks.”

      “What for?” Blake asked, accepting his hand and shaking it.

      Tom smiled, for the first time so genuinely that it took Blake slightly aback. “It doesn’t matter.”

      He walked past Blake and called into the kitchen. “Mum?”

      “Yes, darling?” Jacqueline appeared in the doorway. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. Listen, how do you fancy going for dinner tonight in town? Before I go? Just me and you.”

      Jacqueline looked as though she wanted to burst into tears. “I’d love that.”

      “Come on then,” Tom said. “See you Blake. Bye, Harrison. You take care of yourself.”

      Harrison nodded. “And you.” He opened the door for them and then waved as they disappeared down the garden path before closing it. “Is it weird that I feel a bit sorry for him?” he said once he and Blake were alone.

      “Not at all.”

      “What shall we do tonight? Order a takeaway? Stick a boxset on?”

      “Sounds good,” Blake replied. “There’s one thing I want us to do first though.”

      Harrison raised an eyebrow. “Oh yes?”

      Blake rolled his eyes. “Not that. Come with me.”

      And taking Harrison’s hand he led him out of the cottage, slamming the door behind them.
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        * * *

      

      Blake led Harrison to the top of the tallest hill in Harmschapel. By now, the whole sky was ablaze with a burnt orange from the setting sun. Beneath them, they could see the whole of the village and beyond that, fields and hills are far as the eye could see.

      At the top of the hill was a brick wall which Blake now pulled Harrison towards and told him to sit on top of it. Harrison did as he was told, his feet dangling just above the ground.

      “Why have we come here?” Harrison asked.

      “The village looks great from here, doesn’t it?” Blake asked, his heart hammering in his chest. He was starting to wonder if he felt more scared now or when he had been in a burning building.

      “Yeah, it always has,” Harrison replied, frowning slightly. “What’s going on, Blake?”

      “I just thought that this wall means something to you, doesn’t it? To us. If you remember, we said how we first felt about each other on this wall.”

      “Yeah,” Harrison said, smiling. “We did. I used to come up here all the time when I was younger. It was my little thinking spot.”

      “Exactly,” Blake replied. “So, I thought it might be a good place for me to bring you right now, because I need to ask you something.”

      Harrison swung around on the wall to face him. “Can I ask you something first?”

      Blake put his hand in his pockets nervously. “Go on.”

      “Do you remember what you said to me when I pulled you out of the house?”

      Blake closed his eyes in embarrassment. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      “Oh,” Harrison said, appearing unsure of what to say next. “I didn’t think you would. Look, it’s okay, I get it. You thought you were about to die, you were all full of smoke and were light-headed and everything was going crazy. I understand. I mean, you passed out right after saying it, so I guess you weren’t feeling your best.”

      “And what if I hadn’t passed out?”

      “What?”

      “You heard, Baxter. What if I hadn’t passed out, if I’d been completely compos mentis, what would you have said?”

      Harrison shuffled on the wall, looking nervous. “I guess I would have said yes. You know, if the situation had been different, but like I say, I get it, Blake. I completely understand, I’ve seen enough TV programmes to know that your mind can play tricks on you at a time like that, and anyway –”

      “Will you shut up a minute?” Blake said, laughing. “I’ve got something I need to ask you.”

      He pulled out the small box Colin had given him out of his pocket and then, after taking a deep breath, went down on one knee.

      Harrison looked as though he was about to pass out himself.

      “Harrison Baxter,” Blake began. “If I’ve learnt anything over the past few years since coming to this village, it’s that I can be a massive idiot at times. I put my job before anyone, including myself, and I don’t stop to think how that might affect other people. When I was in Manchester, I realised that that needs to change. You’ve been more patient, kinder, and basically as good a boyfriend as I could ever have hoped for and deserved. You mean more to me than the job. You mean more to me than anything. So, I guess what I’m asking you is, Harrison Baxter, will you marry me?”

      Harrison’s mouth fell open. For a moment, Blake’s heart stopped as he thought that Harrison was about to say no, but then he jumped down off the wall and knelt down to his level.

      “You’re right,” he said, tears in his eyes, a beaming smile on his face. “You are a complete and utter idiot. But I’ve never met an idiot I love as much as you. Yes. Yes, of course I will.”

      They kissed and suddenly everything felt like it had been worth it. Any difficulty, any tears shed, any moment where it looked as though their relationship would refuse to work properly, none of it mattered anymore.

      Blake finally released his fiancé and pulled the ring out of the box.

      “So, that’s what your Dad gave you?” Harrison asked, wiping his eyes.

      “Yeah,” Blake replied, his own cheeks already soaked with tears. “It was my grandfather’s. I asked him to bring it when I was in hospital. He said he couldn’t be happier to officially have you in the family, which, believe me, is a compliment from him. Just remember, it was Hoof Hearted that made this moment possible.”

      “Hoof Hearted?”

      “Never mind.”

      He slipped the ring on Harrison’s finger and they both stared at it for a few moments.

      “I can’t believe this,” Harrison said, standing up. “I can’t take my eyes off it. As if I’m engaged. Wow.” He leant against the wall, staring out at the view before them, apparently unable to stop smiling. Then, he looked down at Blake who was still on one knee. “Are you still down there for a reason?”

      “I can’t get up with one arm,” Blake muttered.

      Harrison laughed loudly and helped him up. “Your arm will mend, don’t worry. How about that takeaway?”

      “Sounds good.”

      He put his working arm around Harrison’s shoulders and together they walked off together down the hill towards Juniper Cottage as the sun illuminated their figures as it continued blazing the sky above the village of Harmschapel.
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