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      “Tell me about the woman.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Well, what does she look like?”

      Blake Harte leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling with a sigh.

      “Old. She was an old woman. White hair, wrinkled face, shrivelled up old mouth.”

      “And it’s the exact same woman from the events we spoke about when you were a child?”

      Linda Forrest scribbled something onto her clipboard and then looked back up at Blake.

      “Yes,” replied Blake. “It’s the same woman from when I was a kid because it’s the same nightmare I’ve had ever since I was a kid.”

      Linda nodded as she continued writing. “And when these dreams started again, how long had it been since the last one?”

      “When I was at university, quite a few years ago.”

      “And since then?”

      Blake clasped his hands together in his lap and wrung them together slightly. He absolutely hated discussing the nightmares in such detail as this.

      “Since I had the first one a few months ago, I’ve been experiencing them at least once a week. Sometimes twice. I even had one last night and apparently I woke up my partner, because I was crying out, which is impressive as normally he can sleep through an earthquake.”

      There was silence for a few moments as Linda finished writing her notes and then placed the clipboard on the table between them.

      Blake studied her. She was a dumpy woman with kind looking blue eyes. He could not help but wonder if she was a grandmother, because Blake could imagine that she would be incredibly good at it. She had just the right level of calm serenity about her but at the same time appeared ever so slightly stern. Overall, he conceded, she seemed to be the right sort of person to be a therapist.

      “Okay,” Linda said. “Let’s talk about the actual dream itself. What happens?”

      Blake shuffled in his seat but said nothing. The room they were in was hot, and he could feel sweat trickling down his back, similar to how he felt whenever the nightmare woke him up.

      “Come on, Blake,” Linda pressed gently. “I know it’s difficult, but I need you to tell me what happens.”

      Blake took a deep breath. “It’s like I said. When I was ten, I broke into an old house on my street. It had been abandoned for years, but me being a young tearaway, I had to explore it. I had a mate that I used to have dares with, Tommy, and he dared me to go and find out what was going on inside the house.”

      “And nobody had been in or out of this house for years?” Linda asked him, leaning forward.

      “Not that I saw,” Blake replied, shuffling slightly in his seat. “Though, I was only ten. My parents always said that it may as well have been knocked down as they had lived there for years before I was even born, and they had never seen anybody.”

      “So, you get inside the house?”

      “Yes,” Blake continued. “The whole place was locked up and the only way inside was through a tiny window around the back of the house. I was a skinny child; I mean I wouldn’t call myself exactly large now, but as a kid, I was like a rake. Even I struggled squeezing through it, but I eventually found myself inside the house. I wish I’d taken the difficulty in getting in as a sign to stop being so stupid, but what can I say? I was ten.”

      “Okay,” Linda said. “And what did you find once you had managed to get inside?”

      Blake sighed again as his eyes landed on the large fish tank in the corner. There was a small fish fluttering weakly around the surface of the water, looking as if it was in its last moments of its life.

      “Blake?”

      “The room was dark,” Blake said quietly. “Pitch black, actually. I had to scramble around to find the light switch. Then, when I finally turned it on, there she was.”

      “And what was she doing?”

      “Not a lot,” Blake replied dryly. “She was dead. She was sitting in a rocking chair with a knife sticking in her back. There was a pool of blood beneath the chair. And I couldn’t move. I was so terrified staring at her face. It was like someone had frozen her in the middle of the most horrified scream imaginable. I mean, she had just been stabbed in the back, so I guess it’s understandable, but it was the most horrific thing I’d ever seen.”

      “So, you were frozen, in your mind trapped, unable to escape with this traumatic sight in front of you?” Linda clarified.

      “Basically, yes. After what must have only been about a minute or so, but it felt like hours, I finally managed to get back the use of my legs and got out of there. Then I ran home and my mum called the police.”

      “You’re a policeman now, aren’t you?” Linda asked. “Do you think this event had anything to do with that?”

      Blake had wondered that himself over the years. “No, I don’t think so. Though, being a police detective did mean that I was able to find out details about the case a few years later.”

      “And what did you discover?”

      “Not a great deal,” Blake replied. “I know they found out her name was Julia Watkins. She was, according to her pension book, eighty-seven, and they also discovered that she had been squatting in the house for months. I suppose it’s unavoidable with old abandoned buildings. But as for her death, it was never solved. The only way in and out was through that tiny window that even I had difficulty climbing through. Other than that, the house was completely sealed.”

      Linda scratched the back of her head as she consulted her notes. “It’s the sort of thing you’ve become quite used to, haven’t you? These sorts of impossible events.”

      Blake shrugged. “I suppose so. I have been kept busy since moving to Harmschapel, that’s certainly true.”

      “A lot of murders?”

      “I’ve had my fair share,” Blake conceded. “Not that I didn’t get them when I worked in Sale.”

      “That’s Sale in the Manchester area, where you used to live before moving to Harmschapel?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’ve seen a lot in the papers about some of the cases you’ve had to deal with since moving to the area,” Linda said thoughtfully. “ And of course, you helped bring a serial killer to justice in the earlier days of your career.”

      Blake shuddered at the memory. “Yeah. Thomas Frost.”

      “I read about him,” Linda said, nodding. “He strangled a number of women in the Manchester area and you were the officer that helped put him behind bars?”

      “Probably the closest I’ve come to experiencing evil,” Blake replied quietly. “The man is a psychopath. I had the unpleasant experience of meeting him again not so long ago. He hadn’t changed.”

      “All in all, that must be incredibly stressful, especially when you’re dealing with bodies. Murdered bodies at that.”

      Blake’s mouth was starting to feel dry. He leant forwards and took a sip of water from the plastic cup next to him.

      “It can be,” he replied. “That’s the job. Sadly, being a police officer isn’t all about catching people who have stolen the church collection money or handing out parking tickets for vehicles parked on the village green. Sometimes life happens, and life can be pretty brutal sometimes.”

      “Do you think that could have had an effect? Stabbings, shootings, strangulations, you’re only human after all.” She smiled kindly at him, then glanced at the clock on the wall. “Have a think about it. We’re coming to a close now for the first session, but I think we’ve covered some really helpful details today.”

      Blake was doubtful. As he thanked Linda and left the office, he could not help wondering exactly what she could possibly do to prevent him having bad dreams, especially as they stemmed from an event that had actually happened to him. There was no way to try and make sense of it, it was a traumatic experience that had clearly stuck with him and no amount of therapy was going to change that.

      As he climbed into his car, he lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply, briefly chastising himself for his lack of self-control when it came to smoking. He had been trying to quit for a long time, but recently, even Blake had to admit that he had basically become a full-time smoker again.

      With a heavy sigh, he turned the key in the ignition and began driving back towards Harmschapel, the image of the screaming old woman flashing into his mind’s eye briefly as he pulled out of the car park.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Blake’s boyfriend, Harrison Baxter, was waiting for him when he arrived home. He was drying a load of washing up with a tea towel and looked up as Blake walked through the front door of the cottage.

      “Hey,” he said with a smile. “How did it go?”

      Blake shrugged as he threw his keys into the fruit bowl on the sideboard. “Alright, I suppose. It was only the first session though, so all I really did was sit there and go through the dream and make my head feel like it was experiencing it when I was awake as well as when I was asleep.”

      Harrison threw the tea towel down and shook his head as he walked towards Blake and put his arms around him. “Are you okay? You absolutely stink of cigarettes.”

      Blake scratched the back of his head, slightly embarrassed. “Yeah, well I had a few in the car. Sorry, I’ve been stressed.”

      Harrison squeezed him tightly. “They’re your lungs. I know you’ve been stressed recently. The last thing I’m going to do is lecture you about smoking.”

      Blake chuckled. “Thank you. All I need is a break, I think. Stop thinking about dead bodies and murders and weird happenings and just focus on some me time. Thank God I’ve got Sally’s thirtieth to look forward to. Just a few more days and I’ll be back in Manchester with her, getting drunk and forgetting about all this.”

      “Exactly,” Harrison said smiling. “At least you managed to get the time off work. Jai’s going to see his family that week, so I’m in charge of the shop.”

      “I’m sorry,” Blake replied, feeling his muscles relax slightly as he threw himself onto the sofa. “I’ll be sure to have an extra tequila, just for you.”

      “Always thinking of others,” Harrison said dryly.

      Blake’s reply was interrupted by a sharp knock at the door. When Harrison opened it, the landlady of their cottage, Jacqueline, strolled in. She was clutching a clipboard and a large headscarf had been thrown across her large red beehive.

      “Good evening, darling,” she said to Harrison as he closed the door behind her. “And Blake, too. Perfect, I’m so glad I caught both of you.”

      Blake took in her ensemble. “Why? You got the rent, didn’t you?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing to do with that,” Jacqueline said, waving her clipboard in front of him. “You were aware that I’ve been given one of the upper management positions at the village hall?”

      “No,” Blake replied, frowning. “I wasn’t.”

      “Upper management?” Harrison repeated. “How many managers does a village hall need?”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised, darling,” Jacqueline said cheerily. “They need looking after. A village hall can be the heart and soul of any village.” She pressed her clipboard to her chest and stared dreamily ahead of her. “My job is to keep this village and its community running smoothly and to make sure that the people of Harmschapel are the most vibrant and well-kept villagers anywhere. It takes drive to do what I’m doing, darlings. Drive, commitment and above all, resilience.”

      Her enthusiasm was met with muted bemusement.

      “So, did you want us for something?” Blake asked wearily.

      “I know you’re terribly busy, Blake, darling,” Jacqueline went on. “Harrison, however, I think is just what I’m looking for.”

      Harrison’s eyes widened worriedly. “Me? What? How? Why?”

      “I have arranged for a show at the village hall,” Jacqueline explained, smiling excitedly. “For two nights, we’ll be showing a performance by Sebastian Klein!”

      Blake and Harrison glanced at each other.

      “Who?”

      “Sebastian Klein!” Jacqueline repeated, clearly wondering why they were not both leaping around the room in glee. “He’s a magician! He lives in Clackton when he’s not performing, but he tours all over the country, and his next stop is in Harmschapel!”

      She turned her clipboard over to reveal a poster. It featured a blown-up picture of Sebastian Klein staring intently at the camera with a playing card in his hand. He looked to be in his forties with a pointed, black, goatee under his chin. He was wearing a long silk cloak and a top hat on his head. Above him the words “SEBASTIAN KLEIN CONFOUNDS YOU!” were emblazoned across the top of the poster.

      “Well, he certainly looks the part,” Blake said.

      “Imagine the publicity this will bring to the village,” Jacqueline went on. “People love a magic show!”

      “So, where am I supposed to come into it?” Harrison asked.

      “Darling, I need help behind the scenes. You won’t be on your own, I’ve got some more help, but we need this show to be a success. And of course, I won’t be expecting you to do it for free. Mr Klein has been very kind and agreed that the profits from ticket sales can go towards anybody who gives their time to make the show the biggest success we can make it! So, what do you think? Can I rely on your help?”

      Harrison turned to look at Blake, who merely shrugged.

      “Extra money is never a bad thing,” he suggested. “You can spend it on getting her shed fixed.”

      He pointed towards the back door where Harrison’s old pet goat, Betty, was staring at them through the window. Harrison had had Betty since he was a child and had become extremely attached to her. Blake had known better than to try and persuade Harrison that she might be better off elsewhere when he had moved in, despite the fact that she clearly hated Blake. Recently, she had taken to smacking her back hoofs against the wall of the shed that Harrison had built for her in the yard resulting in the wood splintering and the roof starting to loosen.

      “Okay,” Harrison said at last. “When do you want me?”

      “Thank you, darling!” Jaqueline said, taking Harrison off guard with a sudden, tight hug. “If you meet me by the village hall when you’ve finished work tomorrow, we can get started. Right, I’ll leave you to it, boys! Have a lovely evening! See you tomorrow!”

      They bid Jacqueline goodbye and then laughed together as they watched her totter across the road to her own cottage, wobbling slightly on her high heels.

      “You never know,” Harrison said thoughtfully, “I might get the chance to learn how to do all these tricks this magician knows and then I’ll be the one people come to when they need to know how something weird has been done. Not afraid of a bit of competition, are you?”

      Blake scoffed. “Trust me, you’re welcome to that. I’d be intrigued to know who this extra help she’s roped in is though.”

      He stared across at Jacqueline’s cottage pointedly.

      Harrison sighed. “You mean Tom?”

      “Who else?”

      Jacqueline’s son, Tom, had moved to the village fairly recently but in the short time they had known him, he had certainly made his presence known. Harrison and Tom had first met when Harrison had pulled him out of the way of an out of control car, saving his life. At first, their friendship had appeared innocent, but Tom had quickly made it clear that he believed that Blake was wrong for Harrison and had done his utmost to break them up. Since then, Blake had been highly suspicious of Tom, and was sure that he had been watching him, though he was yet to voice these concerns to Harrison.

      “Look, it’ll be fine,” Harrison reassured him. “I’ll go in, put a bit of scenery up, a few props in the right places, and earn a bit of cash. I doubt I’ll even see Tom, even if he is helping too.”

      Harrison returned to his washing up as Blake gazed out of the living room window at Tom and Jacqueline’s cottage.

      “Yeah,” he muttered. “Surely, he won’t be able to cause that much trouble…”
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      By the time Harrison had finished work the next day, he was already regretting agreeing to help at the village hall, having already had a long day that had seemed to go slower and slower as time went on. When he arrived at the village hall, he was surprised to see it looking very different to the last time he had seen inside it.

      The normally drab looking main room had been transformed. What had once been an old, dusty room filled with ancient wooden tables and chairs used by the doddery parish council now resembled something closer to a theatre. The stage at the back of the hall now had a large black backdrop, hiding the crumbling walls that Harrison knew were behind it. But his attention was caught more by a large mirror that was being placed above the stage, reflecting everything that was happening beneath it.

      “Harrison, darling,” Jaqueline said, appearing behind him. “So glad you could make it!” She kissed him flamboyantly on each cheek and stared out at the stage. “What do you think?”

      Harrison wiped the lipstick he knew she would have left off his face and nodded. “It looks different, I’ll give you that. What’s the mirror for?”

      Jacqueline leant forward and whispered, despite the fact everyone else in the room was on the stage.

      “It’s all part of the magic. Mr Klein was very specific about the mirror. It’s for his final trick, The Suspended Cabinet. Apparently, he makes his assistant vanish from inside a cabinet that is being hung above the stage by wires. The idea is that the audience can see the box from all angles and they still don’t know how the trick is done, then it’s even more mysterious!”

      “That’s an unusual tactic, isn’t it?” he asked. “Surely, the whole point of magic is that some of it is supposed to remain hidden?”

      “That’s Sebastian Klein,” sighed Jacqueline wistfully. “Always one step ahead of his audience. Now, what can we get you doing? I think, if you go backstage, there’s some scenery and props that will need painting, including the cabinet that is going to be used for that final trick!”

      Harrison nodded, immediately wishing he had brought a change of clothes with him and walked up to the stage and behind the large black backdrop.

      Immediately, Harrison was impressed by just how much help Jacqueline had managed to accumulate, including two police officers from Blake’s station.

      PC Billy Mattison was busy sanding down a large, tall cabinet that looked big enough for somebody to climb into and Harmschapel’s newest officer, PC Lisa Fox, was holding it steady for him.

      “Hi, Billy,” Harrison said. “Very manly. I’m impressed.”

      Mattison looked up as he wiped a bead of sweat off his forehead. “Oh, hi, Harrison,” he said cheerfully. “Yeah, well, I rather got the impression from Jacqueline that it was hard work or no tea and biscuits.”

      “He’s been working his socks off,” Fox said fondly, flicking her blonde hair over her shoulders. “I think there’s a career in carpentry waiting for this one if the police force doesn’t work out.”

      Mattison gave Fox a shy smile and then looked at Harrison awkwardly. “Lisa, would you mind going to ask Jacqueline if she wants all of these corners sanded the same way? I can’t remember what she said.”

      “Sure, no worries,” Fox replied. She leaned over the cabinet and smiled warmly at him. “I’ll see if I can’t grab you a sneaky biscuit on the way back.”

      Mattison gave her a small smile. “Thanks.”

      Harrison watched as Fox disappeared around the drape and then turned to Mattison.

      “Well,” he said, leaning on the cabinet. “Somebody’s got an admirer.”

      Mattison went extremely red rather quickly. “Yeah, erm, look. Harrison. If it’s all the same to you, if you see Mini, do me a favour and maybe don’t tell her that Lisa was here too? She’s been a bit jealous since Lisa arrived at the station and I don’t want her to think that I’ve been doing anything behind her back.”

      “What, like sexually charged cabinet sanding?” Harrison asked lightly. “Did you know she was going to be here helping out?”

      Mattison shrugged. “I dunno, I mean, she might have mentioned it in passing at work, I can’t remember.”

      Harrison narrowed his eyes. He was trying to work out whether his suspicions that Mattison fancied Fox as much as she did him were justified but before he could question him any further, Fox returned with Jacqueline close behind.

      “Billy, darling,” Jacqueline said, brandishing her clipboard wildly. She examined the cabinet intently and then nodded. “Yes, yes, this should be fine. It just needs painting now. This is the cabinet I was talking about, Harrison. It gets taken up above the stage and the assistant somehow completely vanishes from inside it. Now, how are your painting skills?”

      She removed a sheet of paper from her clipboard and passed it to him. It was a picture of what Harrison presumed the completed cabinet was supposed to look like. It did not look especially complicated, though Harrison was slightly perturbed at the design of stars that he was expected to replicate on the front.

      “How come he hasn’t got all this sorted himself?” Harrison asked. “If he’s on tour, wouldn’t he have all his own cabinets and props?”

      “All the props were supposed to arrive yesterday,” Jacqueline explained. “But the van delivering it broke down. Everything else we managed to find alright in the local shops, and fortunately there’s another cabinet that arrived this morning that was supposed to be used for another trick, but it was decided that it would be better used for the finale instead. His stage hand, Benjamin, is here though, he was the one putting the mirror up when you arrived. He’s given us all the information we need, and you know what they say – the show must go on! Now, there should be all the paint you need underneath the stage, so why don’t you go grab that and get to work and I’ll put the kettle on. I think we’ve all earnt it.”

      As the workers around him let out a cheery acknowledgment, Harrison nodded and made his way around the tables and props to the back of the stage where a set of steps led him underneath to the dark and murky basement area below.

      As Harrison’s eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness, he glanced around for some sort of light switch. His mind briefly wandered to the details of Blake’s dream, where he had been in a similar situation, unaware that he had been sharing a room with a dead body until he had managed to turn the light on.

      Harrison knew what it was like to harbour old anxieties and fears. When Blake and he had first met, Harrison had been a shadow of his current self, jumping at his own shadows and extremely low self-esteem. Thanks to Blake, Harrison had come out of his shell and felt confidence that he had not had for so many years. Now the tables felt like they had turned, and suddenly it was Blake who coming back from counselling sessions feeling out of sorts.

      Suddenly, a light filled the room and Harrison turned to see Tom, Jacqueline’s son, standing in the doorway. Harrison’s eyes could not help but wander down Tom’s chest. He was wearing a tight t-shirt that seemed to allow every ab he possessed to make itself known. He was good looking, there was no doubt about it, but Harrison suspected that he knew it too.

      “You won’t see much in the dark,” Tom said as he stepped into the room.

      “I was just looking for the light switch,” Harrison replied.

      “Mum said you’d be down here.”

      “I was just looking for these,” Harrison said, his eyes landing on the paint tins in the corner that were partly hidden underneath a large sheet of tarpaulin. He looked down at the instructions Jacqueline had given him and studied the paint pots, fully aware that Tom was coming up behind him.

      “Harrison, look. I can tell you don’t really want to talk to me.”

      “Does that look like violet to you? Or is it just purple?” Harrison asked, holding up one of the pots, searching for a description. “I know they’re basically the same, but maybe the shade of the colour is the whole key to one of his tricks.”

      “Harrison,” Tom said firmly. He took the paint out of his hands and placed it down on a table. “Listen to me.”

      Harrison raised his eyebrows expectantly. “What?”

      Tom folded his arms and looked down at the ground. “I know you and Blake have a problem with me, and I don’t want us to have any issues. I can deal with Blake not liking me, but me and you were pretty good friends when I first arrived here. You did save my life after all.”

      Harrison shrugged. “I did. And then in return you tried your best to split me and Blake up. You tried to kiss me when you knew I was in a relationship.”

      “You’re overthinking that,” Tom replied, waving his hand dismissively. “I am sorry I did it, don’t get me wrong, but if you remember, we were halfway through our second bottle of wine. I was a bit drunk. I just overstepped the mark and I sincerely apologise.”

      Harrison narrowed his eyes. “Okay, well, it’s not really me you should be apologising to. Blake’s the one you really upset.”

      “Then I’ll apologise to Blake,” Tom said, with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “I’m pretty sure we can all move on from this. Come on, Blake’s a mature adult, I’m sure he’s done stupid stuff when he’s been drunk. I know you have.”

      Before Harrison could reply, Jacqueline appeared in the doorway.

      “Harrison, did you find the paint?” She stopped in her tracks and stared at them both, clearly trying to suppress a delighted smile. “Oh, it’s so good to see the pair of you talking!”

      Harrison immediately realised that this was probably Jacqueline’s plan in the first place. He glanced across at Tom and then picked up the paint tin.

      “Yeah, I did. I think this is the right colour.”

      “Excellent, darling. Well, off you go. I’ve just had a call to say that Mr Klein will be here within the next couple of hours, so let’s all have one big push and try and get as much done as we can before he arrives. You never know, we might even get everything finished!”

      As she herded them both up the stairs, Harrison tried to push the thought of Tom attempting to apologise to Blake out of his mind. As much as he wanted to believe that Tom was contrite and wished for them all to move on from what had happened, Harrison could not help but wonder if there was more to Tom’s motives than met the eye, but he had no idea why.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A couple of hours later, the stage had been transformed. Harrison could scarcely believe that what he was now looking at had once been the village hall.

      The dusty old wooden floors now looked shiny and varnished, as if they had only just been placed. A lighting rig had been placed on the side of the stage with a dark blue light bathing the stage in an eerie midnight hue, illuminating the cabinet that Harrison had now finished painting according to the designs that Jacqueline had given him, which was standing in the centre of the stage.

      “Well done, everybody,” Jacqueline exclaimed, staring at the dimly lit stage as though it was the proudest she had ever been. “It’s so good to see that the people of Harmschapel all pull together when needed.”

      “Indeed, it is,” said a deep voice behind them. “Very impressive indeed.”

      They all turned to see the man on all the posters standing in the doorway. Sebastian Klein smiled at them, but Harrison did not sense any genuine joy behind the smile. His eyes were cold, his jaw tight. If Harrison had not known who Sebastian was, he would have assumed that the man before them was on his way to a fancy-dress party. He was wearing an outfit that was not far from his ensemble in the poster. A long black coat sat over his shoulders with a similarly dark coloured silk waistcoat underneath. His goatee was in the shape of a sharp triangle and Harrison could not help wondering how long it had taken Sebastian to grow it in such a fashion. He stood in the doorway to the hall, looking around at the gathered villagers, a smile curling at the side of his lips.

      Jacqueline rushed forwards and gripped the new arrival firmly by the hand.

      “Oh, Mr Klein,” she said excitedly. “I’m so pleased you’ve finally made it. Welcome to Harmschapel!”

      “Thank you,” Sebastian replied. “I must say it’s a charming little village. Just the right location for a show like mine. Do I take it that I stand before all the helpers that have made the stage look so spectacular?”

      “Only following your designs, Mr Klein,” Jacqueline chattered. “But yes, they were all ready, willing and eager to lend a hand. I do hope you like what we’ve managed to achieve with the place. Of course, it was all down to your lovely stage hand too.”

      “Ah yes,” Sebastian said, stroking his goatee. “Benjamin. Come forward, Benjamin. Everybody, allow me to introduce you to our little family.”

      Benjamin, a tall boy who looked no older than about eighteen stepped forwards from the gathered villagers. He was skinny and gangly looking with wide brown eyes and a very long, thin nose. As the residents of Harmschapel politely applauded him, he smiled awkwardly at them and briefly waved.

      “This is Benjamin, the glue that holds our little performances together every night,” Sebastian went on, slapping the teenager on the back. “When our delivery van broke down, I thought we’d have to cancel all performances, but Benjamin here sorted it all out. He’s done me proud, almost as proud as I am with all of you kind people that I’ve never even met. It warms my heart to see you all here, honestly.”

      He smiled broadly at them all, though Harrison did not feel like there was any particular warmth behind it.

      “And then, allow me to introduce my daughter, Amelia.”

      From behind Sebastian stepped a small, timid looking girl with luscious brown hair that cascaded down her shoulders. She was, without a doubt, one of the most beautiful girls Harrison had ever seen. Her skin looked naturally tanned, her eyes were crystal blue and her figure reminded Harrison of the celebrities he saw every day on the front of the magazines he sold in the shop.

      Amelia smiled shyly. “Hello, everyone.”

      Sebastian clasped a hand around her shoulder, his long, bony fingers gripping onto her, in Harrison’s opinion, like claws.

      “Amelia’s my assistant as well,” he said smoothly to the crowd. “Magic has been in my family for generations, and when the buck, or wand if you will, was passed to me, I thought I could go out and look for some sort of generic glamorous assistant that’s trained to make me look as good as I can be, or I could keep it in the family. Amelia has grown up watching my act and knows all the tricks like the back of her hand. And the back of the hand is always a very important place in the world of theatrical misdirection.”

      He stepped forwards and, with a flourish of his right wrist, was suddenly holding a small bunch of flowers that had seemed to appear from nowhere. He bowed his head respectfully to Jacqueline and passed them to her, then swiftly kissed her hand.

      This was enough to send Jacqueline weak at the knees. Giggling coquettishly, she turned to the rest of the villagers and clapped enthusiastically in an attempt to rouse them all into applauding. The result was a smattering of claps around the room. Harrison was glad to see from the expressions around him that the majority of Harmschapel appeared to agree with him about Sebastian.

      Appearing oblivious to the lack of enthusiasm around the hall, Sebastian held up his hands as if he was being presented with rapturous applause.

      “Thank you, thank you,” he said. “I must say, the stage looks wonderful and I see the cabinet has been made up perfectly. You wouldn’t know that we had any problems with the van whatsoever. Well, as lovely as it has been meeting you all, myself and Amelia have had a very long day and we’re both very tired. Is there a bed and breakfast anywhere around?”

      “Yes indeed,” Jacqueline replied, giving the bunch of flowers a sniff. Harrison narrowed his eyes, fairly sure that they were plastic. “We have a lovely B&B just in the centre of Harmschapel, excellent reviews, wonderful breakfast. I hope you don’t mind but I took the liberty of booking you and your guests a room for the night.”

      “You are a delight,” Sebastian replied. “Isn’t she a delight, Amelia?”

      Amelia nodded. “Lovely, thank you so much.”

      Harrison stared at the beautiful girl. She appeared shy, despite her almost perfect exterior. He did not sense that she was a show-woman of any sort, in fact Harrison rather got the impression that she was somebody that would prefer not to be in the spotlight at all. Though why else would she agree to tour with Sebastian if it was not something she enjoyed doing?

      “Oh, not at all, not at all,” Jacqueline said, appearing to go almost as red as her hair. “I have the address written down here,” she continued, passing him a piece of paper. “It’s just two streets away, a little further down from the police station. You can’t miss it.”

      “Much obliged,” Sebastian replied. “I’ll be needing the hall early tomorrow morning so myself and Amelia can have a few rehearsals, ready for the first performance tomorrow night. Oh, and everybody here will receive a ticket with an eighty percent discount with my thanks for your help.”

      Surprisingly, to Harrison, the majority of the room murmured in appreciation. It seemed that even somebody as outwardly unsettling as Sebastian Klein could not put off the residents of Harmschapel with having to pay less for something.

      With a final sweep of his coat, Sebastian vanished through the door he had entered from. Amelia quickly followed, trying not to make eye contact with anyone. Benjamin’s mouth tightened. He briefly nodded at everybody, muttered “thanks for your help,” and then vanished out of the door after Sebastian and Amelia.

      Jacqueline grasped the flowers to her chest and sighed wistfully. “It’s not even my birthday,” she chuckled to herself.

      “Erm, Mum,” Tom said, from behind Harrison. “Can we go yet? Houdini seems happy and frankly, I’m getting hungry.”

      Jacqueline appeared to pull herself together. “Oh, yes. Yes, of course. Well, I think we should be able to get the hall all tidied up in not very long at all if we all get straight on with it and then we can go. I should hope that we’ll all take up Mr Klein’s kind offer. I think we can afford to even throw in a free glass of wine into the mix afterwards.”

      Predictably, with that, the residents of Harmschapel were sold.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It took less than half an hour for the village hall to be completed ready for Sebastian’s rehearsal the next morning. As Harrison slipped his coat on over his shoulders, he was impressed by what they had all managed to accomplish. To his mind, the stage now looked as professional as anywhere else would manage to achieve.

      Harrison zipped up his coat and wandered outside the village hall into the street. The cold night air immediately gripped him, and he stuffed his hands in his pockets to keep warm, making a mental note to hunt around for his gloves and woolly hat when he got home. Winter was coming and Harmschapel was in an area that was known for its harsh winters.

      As he turned to walk down the street, he stopped in his tracks and stared as he saw Mattison and Fox a little further ahead. They were talking quietly amongst themselves, looking as if whatever they were discussing was something they wanted to remain secret. As Harrison approached them, Mattison seemed to widen his eyes at Fox as if to signify that their conversation was over for the moment. He then broke into a wide smile, which seemed to Harrison to be slightly over compensative.

      “Alright, Harrison?” Mattison said cheerfully.

      “I’m good,” Harrison said, narrowing his eyes. “What were you two whispering about?”

      Mattison’s expression faltered slightly as his eyes flickered between Harrison and Fox. “Nothing, we weren’t whispering. Just chatting, that’s all. Not about anything in particular.”

      “We were just commenting on how cold it was,” Fox offered. She appeared to be very calm as she flicked her blonde hair over her shoulders. “And then we started saying how weird that magician bloke is.”

      “Such a weirdo,” Mattison said quickly. “Who dresses like that in everyday life?”

      “I mean, I get that it’s his job and everything to be a wizard or whatever, but seriously? A cloak when you’re just driving around?”

      Harrison did not believe for a second that he was being told what they had actually been discussing but he had no way of proving otherwise. Instead, he just nodded. “Yeah, he had a really odd vibe about him.”

      “Imagine we spent a whole evening sorting out the hall for his bloody magic show and we don’t get anything other than a free glass of wine and discounted seats to see him pull a rabbit out of a hat,” Mattison grumbled.

      “I think an early night for me,” Fox said, yawning. “I start at the station at eight tomorrow.”

      Mattison glanced at Harrison and then nodded. “Yeah, I’ll walk you back if you want. Night, Harrison.”

      Harrison watched them walk off down the road together. “Night,” he murmured quietly.

      As the pair of them disappeared around the corner of the street, Harrison bit his lip. He had heard from Blake over dinner one evening that Lisa Fox, the newest addition to Harmschapel police station, had caught Mattison’s eye and that his girlfriend, fellow police constable Mini Patil, had been less than impressed. From what Blake had said, Fox had done very little to discourage the blatant effect that her arrival had had on Mattison, and now Harrison saw for himself that, if anything, she was encouraging it. Harrison was good friends with Patil, she had been extremely helpful during the difficult time he had had after his parents had been sent to prison, and he did not want to see her getting hurt.

      “Harrison, darling, what are you doing standing out here on your own? It’s getting cold, you’ll catch your death!”

      Harrison’s thoughts were interrupted by Jacqueline closing the door of the village hall and locking it. Tom was standing behind her, paying no attention to either of them, but intently tapping away on his phone.

      “Shall we walk together?” Jacqueline asked as she chucked the village hall keys into her handbag.

      Harrison glanced at Tom, who had still not looked up from his mobile. Tom was the last person Harrison wanted to walk with at this moment, but there was very little he could say in front of Jacqueline, especially as Tom had appeared to be trying to apologise earlier.

      “Well, we do live opposite each other,” Harrison said, smiling.

      Jacqueline chuckled cheerfully and then looked up at her son and shook her head.

      “Tom, will you put that phone away? Honestly, he’s just on it nonstop at the moment.”

      Tom grunted in reply and thrust his mobile into his pocket. Then he began following his mother, before stopping at Harrison’s side. He tutted, with a knowing expression on his face, and straightened the collar of Harrison’s coat.

      “Honestly,” he said with a smile. “Can’t take you anywhere.”

      Harrison raised his eyebrows in surprise as Tom winked at him and followed his mother down the street. Harrison shook his collar back to the way it had been and reluctantly went after them.

      As the three of them walked down the road together, Jacqueline began chatting about Sebastian Klein.

      “Such a lovely man. And so charming. I was really lucky to be able to get him actually. I saw him advertised in the paper and then read some of the reviews and he seemed a perfect fit to the village! His daughter seems a shy one, but she must have the confidence to go on stage and help him with all the tricks.”

      “I dunno, Mum,” Tom replied. “He seemed like a complete fruit loop to me. I half expected him to disappear in a puff of smoke.”

      “He is not a fruit loop or anything of the kind!” Jacqueline argued. “He is just clearly very devoted to his art. You get method actors, why not method magicians? Did you like him, Harrison?”

      “I thought he was a bit…” Harrison began, but his voice trailed off. He was unsure of whether it was deliberate or not, but Tom seemed to be walking very closely to him, almost pressing up against him. As quickly as the thought had landed in his head, Tom had moved away again and was at a normal distance.

      “A bit what?” he asked Harrison.

      Harrison stared at him for a moment, then pulled himself together. “A bit weird. I mean, he was wearing a cloak.”

      “It wasn’t a cloak,” Jacqueline replied dismissively. “I think it’s all to do with building an image. It’s like seeing your favourite stars on television. I heard one of the actresses from Downton Abbey in an interview the other day. She plays one of the ladies in that, but her real voice sounds like she was brought up in a steelworks! Completely shattered the illusion. I imagine it’s to avoid something like that happening.”

      Harrison was about to argue that it was hardly the same thing when he suddenly felt Tom’s fingertips against his own. Harrison pulled his hand back as if he had just been given a sharp electric shock. He was sure he had not imagined it that time, but just before he could tell Tom to stop touching him, Tom had put his ringing mobile to his ear.

      “Sorry,” he said as he turned away from them and walked back in the direction they had just come from. “I have to take this.”

      Harrison stared at Tom as he strode away from them, his fingertips still tingling from the unwanted contact.

      Jacqueline sighed and shook her head. “Honestly, that boy. He’s been taking secretive phone calls and typing messages on his phone a lot recently.” She leant forwards and whispered, even though there was nobody else around them. “Between you and me, I think he might have met someone. You know, on one of those dating apps or something. My guess is that it’s somebody older. I don’t think he would be that cagey about it if it was someone like you.”

      Harrison narrowed his eyes as Tom slowly continued walking away from them and sat himself down on a bench. He was talking to someone with a serious expression on his face, illuminated from the street lamp above him. It did not look, to Harrison, to be the type of conversation that was the result of a new and exciting romance.

      “He needn’t worry,” Jaqueline went on as she pulled her cottage keys out of her handbag. “I’m the last person who he would get any judgment off from starting a relationship with the wrong person.” Her eyes seemed to glaze over. “Trust me,” she murmured. “I know all about that.”

      Harrison frowned but as quickly as Jacqueline had appeared to disappear off into her own world, she seemed to snap out of it.

      “Well, thanks very much for your help, Harrison, darling,” she said, smiling broadly. “I hope I’ll see you at the first performance tomorrow?”

      “Yeah,” Harrison said. “I’ll try and get there, no worries.”

      They parted as their respective cottages came into view and Jaqueline soon was inside hers and slamming the door behind her without another word, leaving Harrison alone in the cold, dimly lit road in front of Juniper Cottage.

      Ordinarily, Harrison would have been preoccupied with what Jacqueline had said about knowing all about being in the wrong sort of relationship, but his mind was more distracted by Tom. As Harrison pulled his door key from his pocket, he put it into the lock and looked down the road at Tom, still talking on the phone.

      Harrison wanted to believe that he was just being paranoid and that the unwanted contact they had shared on the journey home had been the result of them just being too close together on the pavement. The last thing Blake needed at this moment was the thought that Tom was trying to do anything to threaten their relationship. Yet, there was something that seemed to be going on with Tom that Harrison felt he was hiding, even from Jacqueline. As he unlocked the door and stepped into the cottage, Harrison could not help but feel that his words of reassurance to Blake would soon mean very little.
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      “A week to go! Can you believe it?”

      Blake smiled as he strolled through the street to work the next morning, the voice of his best friend, Sally, in his ear.

      “Trust me, it can’t come soon enough,” he said, grateful of the hands-free aspect of his phone that meant he could talk to her with his hands thrust deep into his pockets to keep out the cold.

      “Maybe for you,” Sally grumbled. “But I’m going to be thirty, Blake. Thirty. That’s my twenties done. In a week’s time, whenever anybody asks me my age, there will never be a two in front of it ever again. I’m into a new decade!”

      Blake chuckled, fully remembering having a similar internal crisis when his thirtieth had been on the horizon. “Are you having a meltdown?”

      “Well, yes! If I’m honest!” Sally replied, slightly shrilly. “I mean, I’m still single, I live in a rented flat, my career is slow at best. And what happens from this point? Am I going to start tutting at youths for being too loud? Bed by nine, because that’s what adults do? Do I have to start buying things like ironing water? And what about the hangovers? Blake, I can’t take nights out like I used to, are you telling me that gets worse?”

      Blake shook his head, grinning broadly. “Not only do they get worse, you’re not even that keen on going out in the first place. You’d rather stay in, curled up with a good book. Or even worse, curled up with a cup of Horlicks.”

      Sally’s response was far from polite.

      Blake laughed loudly. “Don’t worry. It isn’t some weird metamorphism that takes place over night. You’ll be fine. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Sally sighed heavily. “Anyway, enough of my ramblings. How are you? You’ve had your first therapy sessions now, haven’t you?”

      Blake’s smile quickly disappeared from his face and the tiredness he had been feeling from his lack of sleep the previous night instantly returned. “Yeah. Could be better.”

      “Oh, Blake,” Sally murmured. “Don’t get yourself down. Therapists are basically witches these days. It’s a nightmare, that’s all it is. Just a bad dream.”

      “I wish I could say the same, Sal, I really do. Linda reckons the memories of that bloody house and the woman have been triggered by some of the murder cases I’ve had to deal with the past couple of years. I was thinking about it, and she’s probably right.”

      “Yeah. I suppose you’ve seen and dealt with more than the average cop,” Sally replied. “Not to mention Thomas Frost.”

      Blake shuddered at the mention of Frost’s name.

      “Yeah,” he muttered. “Him too.”

      As Blake rounded a corner, he could hear the sound of raised voices. It was coming from the village hall further down the road.

      “…sick! That’s what you are, you’re sick!”

      “Look, Benjamin, I realise this is difficult, but that’s just how it goes in this business.”

      “I’m not talking about that, and you know it! It’s not legal what you’re doing! You know that!”

      At the sound of something ‘not legal’ going on, Blake frowned.

      “Sal, I’ll call you back later, I think I’m needed.”

      “Alright,” she replied. “Keep your chin up though, Blake. Everything’s going to be fine. This will get better, I promise.”

      “I know. Love you. Bye.”

      As he hung up, Blake slowed and glanced around the wall near the hall.

      Two men, one much older and dressed extravagantly in a long silk coat, and the other a much taller younger man, were arguing in increasingly raised voices. As Blake watched them, he realised that the older man was Sebastian Klein, recognising him from the poster that Jacqueline had been brandishing. He remembered Harrison mentioning a Benjamin when he had returned home the previous night.

      “What you are doing is wrong,” Benjamin snapped. “And if you think I’m going to let you get away with it, then you are very much mistaken.”

      “Benjamin,” Sebastian replied calmly, stroking his goatee, “I would hate your future to be made even more difficult by a lawsuit for slander. You have absolutely no proof or basis for any of these wild accusations. I would suggest you think very carefully about your next movements. I think it would be wise for you to just accept my offer of these final two shows, take your money and then go on with your life with my gratitude and excellent references. There’s no need whatsoever for you to make things tricky for yourself.”

      Blake’s frown deepened as he watched Benjamin tower over Sebastian and glare down at him furiously. “Oh, don’t you worry. I’ll be taking the money I’m owed. And then I’ll find proof. I know what I know. You’re going down, trust me on that.”

      With a final curl of his lip, Benjamin stormed down the path and collided with Blake, who had begun to walk towards them in case the argument turned physical.

      “Woah,” Blake exclaimed, gripping hold of the wall to stop himself from falling over. “Everything alright here, gentlemen? Seemed to be a bit tense.”

      Benjamin stared at Blake, his nostrils still flaring furiously. “What’s it got to do with you?”

      “Plenty.” Blake pulled his ID out of his pocket and opened it up. “Detective Sergeant Blake Harte, Harmschapel police. I thought I was going to have to break the two of you up then.”

      “Everything’s absolutely fine, Detective,” Sebastian said smoothly, stepping forwards. “Just a little disagreement. I can assure you that there is nothing going on that needs the police to get involved, isn’t that right, Benjamin?”

      Benjamin’s head turned sharply towards Sebastian and then back to Blake again.

      “No,” he murmured. “Not yet anyway.” Then, he stormed off down the road without another word.

      Sebastian chuckled as they watched Benjamin disappear around the corner. “Teenagers,” he said, shaking his head. “Honestly, hormones flying around like jet airplanes.”

      “So, care to shed any light on what was actually happening there?” Blake asked.

      “Of course, this is your village and why wouldn’t you want to prevent any unpleasantness?” Sebastian said cheerfully. “Allow me to introduce myself. Sebastian Klein. I’m a touring magician. I’m performing here the next couple of nights.”

      “I know who you are,” Blake replied, shaking his hand. “My partner, Harrison, was helping put everything together for you last night.”

      “Oh, I see!” Sebastian enthused. “Well, then he may have told you that Benjamin is, what would I call him? A right-hand man, so to speak. Unfortunately, I can’t afford to keep him anymore. Oh, he’s been vital to the running of the show, maintaining props and scenery, making bits of magic happen backstage. But sometimes, like any business, budgets sink and rise.”

      Blake was unconvinced. “Doesn’t sound like he’s taken it too well.”

      “No,” Sebastian replied with a tight smile. “He seems to think he’s got a case to take me to a tribunal. What do you think?”

      Blake shrugged. “It’s not really my area of expertise.”

      “No, indeed!” Sebastian exclaimed. “Blake Harte, did you say your name was?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve heard a great deal about you from Jacqueline, the lady that booked me. I’m assuming you know her?”

      “Yeah, she’s my landlady.”

      “And full of praise for you. She was regaling me with stories of your work. Sounds to me like your building up quite the reputation for yourself.”

      “I’m just doing my job,” Blake said, a familiar feeling of embarrassment washing over him, as it always did when complete strangers told him how impressed they were with him.

      “Is it all right then, what I’ve heard?” Sebastian continued keenly. “Murderers walking on water? Cars disappearing in tunnels? People rising from the dead? You’re the man who sees an illusion and is the only one able to apply a logical explanation for it.”

      “I wouldn’t say the only one,” Blake replied, making a mental note to speak to Jacqueline about blabbing the details of police investigations to all and sundry. “I just look at the evidence in front of me and put it all together. Any of my officers could do the same.”

      “Interesting, very interesting,” Sebastian murmured. “This is going to sound quite strange, but would it be possible for me to borrow your attention for a few minutes?”

      “Now?”

      “If you could.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m just on my way to work.”

      “I promise this won’t take long,” Sebastian insisted. “A couple of minutes at the very most.”

      Blake sighed. “As long as it is only a couple of minutes. What’s the problem?”

      Sebastian gave him a dark smile. “I’d like your professional opinion on something.”

      Intrigued, Blake followed Sebastian into the village hall and into the main room where the performance would be taking place.

      Although Harrison had described to him what had been done to the place, Blake was still surprised by the transformation. He had only visited the village hall once for a very boring bring and buy sale that Harrison had dragged him to, but now the large room, and stage at the back, looked amazing considering what it had started out as. Large black drapes hung from the back of the stage which was lit in a calming dark blue hue from a stage light above. A rectangular cabinet, painted in an array of reds and yellows, stood in the middle of the stage. Blake briefly wondered whether it was this cabinet that Harrison had said he had spent the evening painting.

      “What do you want my opinion on?” Blake asked as he took in his surroundings.

      “After hearing of your ability to be able to work out the sort of bizarre and impossible situations you’ve been faced with, I was wondering if you’d be able to take a look at our finale,” Sebastian replied. “It’s the centrepiece of our performance. It’s short, you’ll be out of here in no time, but we believe it’s effective. Amelia!”

      A beautiful, slim, brown haired girl stepped onto the stage, peering at them through the lights. “Yeah?”

      Sebastian turned to Blake. “This is my daughter, Amelia. Every magician needs a glamorous assistant and here’s mine. Fills the role quite succinctly, I think you’ll agree.”

      Amelia jumped down from the stage. She was quite scantily dressed. A very short denim mini skirt rested on her hips beneath a leopard print vest top. She was wearing tanned coloured tights and a pair of black plimsols on her feet.  She stared at Blake in confusion.

      “Who’s this?”

      “This is Detective Sergeant Blake Harte,” Sebastian told her. “The gentleman Jacqueline was telling us about.”

      “Oh, the woman with the mad hair,” Amelia said, nodding.

      “Indeed. Mr Harte is an expert in all things magical and illogical. I’d like him to take a look at our suspended cabinet routine.”

      “What exactly are you wanting me to watch?” Blake asked.

      “I’d like to see if you can work out how it’s done,” Sebastian told him. “It’s the trick we close every show with and our audiences love it. But I pride myself on the knowledge that we get the odd spectator with rather more cynicism than your average punter. Amelia, if you would.”

      Amelia sighed. “Your pride, honestly, Dad.”

      She made her way up to the stage and Sebastian went to follow her before turning back to Blake.

      “Please, take a seat, Mr Harte.”

      Blake made his way to the first row of seats near the front of the stage. All the seats, hard plastic ones that were normally stacked in piles around the room, had sheets of A4 paper sellotaped to them, reserving them for various people. Blake cast his eye over them as Sebastian climbed onto the stage, he noticed that the majority of them seemed to be reserved for members of the parish council, though Blake only recognised a few of the names. He sat himself down on the seat reserved for “Cnclr Arthur Stanbury” and watched as Sebastian addressed him from the stage.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began. “I now bring your attention to one of the most mystifying of illusions, that of dematerialisation. Before your very eyes, my beautiful assistant will be placed inside this cabinet. What will then happen will amaze you.”

      Blake had to resist rolling his eyes at the melodrama.

      Amelia smiled and accepted Sebastian’s proffered hand as he led her across the stage and to the cabinet. He opened the door and gestured inside.

      Blake looked closely at the cabinet. It certainly appeared to be a tight fit for anybody to squeeze into. Indeed, as Amelia stepped inside, she appeared to have barely any room to move.

      Sebastian closed the door of the cabinet. “You will note, that all sides and corners of the stage are visible, due to the mirror above us. I, unlike many magicians, give you that added perspective, just to show that there is nothing untoward going on. Nobody just sneaks out the back in my tricks without you seeing. These doors will open again shortly,” he announced. “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t deprive you of that body for too long, gentlemen.”

      Blake raised an eyebrow, slightly perturbed by Sebastian’s words about his own daughter.

      Sebastian briefly appeared to come out of character. “You’ll excuse me, Mr Harte. Benjamin would usually do this bit off stage, but as you can see, it’s just me.”

      Blake nodded as Sebastian hurried off stage. Immediately, a series of ropes attached to the roof of the cabinet tightened and the large box began to rise into the air. Blake watched the mirror as the cabinet climbed higher above the stage, finally coming to a rest about twenty feet above them. The back of the cabinet remained closed and Amelia stayed out of sight.

      Sebastian walked back onto the stage. “Now,” he continued, in his stage voice once more. “You would think with no way of leaving the cabinet without any of your scrutinising eyes seeing anything, escape would be impossible!”

      A large crack and a puff of smoke appeared from the front of the stage. The doors of the cabinet fell open. The cabinet was now empty. Amelia was nowhere to be seen.

      Taking his cue, Blake politely applauded.

      Sebastian smiled at him, looking very pleased with himself. “As you can see, Amelia has completely vanished. But we wouldn’t want to deprive you of her for too long.”

      Still suspended above the stage, the cabinet door closed by itself and Sebastian hurried off the stage to lower the box back down to the stage again. Once it was back on the ground, Sebastian walked grandly back onto the stage and with a flourish of his coat, opened the door. Amelia stepped out and the pair of them posed, drinking in the applause that they clearly always received at this point.

      Blake stood up and obliged. “Very good,” he said. “Well done.”

      Sebastian bowed his head. “Thank you, Mr Harte. But now, the true test. Can you tell us how we achieved it?”

      “You’re telling me you’re not a real magician who can make people disappear?” Blake asked lightly.

      Sebastian laughed heartily. “Please, spare my blushes, Mr Harte.”

      Blake stared thoughtfully at the cabinet and then at Sebastian’s expectant expression. “You really want to know?”

      “Of course.”

      Blake paused for a moment then made his way onto the stage.

      “You were very clear about making sure that the audience is aware that the entire stage and the cabinet can be seen from all angles. I was watching that mirror and I can see myself in it now, so that’s legit. Surely, if you go to all this trouble to make it look impossible for her to escape, then the only explanation is that she never leaves the cabinet.”

      Amelia chuckled as she glanced at her father.

      “Go on,” Sebastian said, his expression faltering slightly.

      “The little I know about magic and the assistants that take part in it, there’s obviously a reason that you don’t see that many overweight assistants. Only someone in peak physical condition can realistically perform in something that size. I’m going to guess that the sides of the cabinet are sturdy, she’s not just sneaked into a gap in the wall.”

      He knocked on the side of the cabinet, which appeared to be solid enough.

      “Which only leaves one option. I’m going to say that she drops down to a secret compartment in the bottom. I’ll assume there’s a switch or something down there which can open and close the doors. Once the cabinet has reached the top of the stage, Amelia drops down, squeezes herself into the bottom and then the door is opened. Once it’s closed again, she stands up ready to be lowered back down again for her big reveal.”

      Amelia put her hand on Sebastian’s shoulder. “I think he’s got us, Dad.”

      Sebastian bit his lip. Blake could tell by his irritated expression that he had detailed the explanation to the letter.

      “Well,” Sebastian murmured. “I see your reputation is not without merit, Mr Harte.”

      “I’m sorry,” Blake said. “If it’s any consolation, I don’t know where the puff of smoke came from before the doors opened.”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” replied Amelia. “Dad’s got a button in his pocket. He presses it and those charges at the front of the stage go off.”

      “Yes, thank you, Amelia,” Sebastian snapped before turning back to Blake. “All I ask, Mr Harte, is that you keep the secrets to yourself. But thank you for your time. I’ll think about what you said and see if I can’t rejig the trick to make things a little less obvious in future. I do hope I’ll see you at one of our two performances? As my guest, of course.”

      Blake smiled. “Well, I’m working till late tonight.”

      “Then tomorrow? You and your partner are more than welcome. I shall even reserve a couple of seats for you, right near the front?”

      Having immediately worked out the inner workings of Sebastian’s biggest trick, Blake was reluctant to put himself through an entire evening of smoke and mirrors, however he did feel a little guilty for quashing the magician’s hopes as quickly as he had.

      “I’d be delighted,” he said with a tight smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
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      The next evening, Blake and Harrison arrived at the village hall. The air was crisp and cold, and Blake was moaning. Harrison felt more amused than irritated by it, though, especially as he knew that the only reason they were here was because Blake felt guilty about telling Sebastian exactly how he had performed his favourite trick.

      “I can’t believe I agreed to this,” he muttered as they waited outside the village hall. “I’ve never liked magic shows.”

      “That’s because you’re a cynic,” Harrison replied. “It’s your own fault. All you had to do was pretend that you had no idea how he had done the cabinet trick and we’d be in front of the TV watching Netflix. I painted that cabinet and I don’t even know how it’s done.”

      “You could work it out if you put your mind to it,” Blake said airily, as the doors to the hall were unlocked. “It’s just logic and common sense.”

      “Well, maybe I don’t want to know,” Harrison said, with an exasperated shake of his head. “Maybe, tonight, I’d like to just watch a professional magician boggle my mind without knowing how he did it.”

      As the line of villagers made their way into the hall, Harrison was glad of the wave of warmth that hit them as they entered the building. As he unzipped his coat, a voice muttered into his ear.

      “Nice shirt.”

      Harrison turned to see Tom and Jacqueline standing behind them. He gave Tom a tight smile and then casually linked arms with Blake.

      “Oh, hey, you two,” he said lightly. “I didn’t have you down as the magic show types.”

      He felt Blake’s body stiffen beside him and squeezed his arm a little tighter in a showing of what he hoped would come across as calming support at the sight of Tom.

      “Oh, yes!” Jacqueline enthused, clearly unaware of the mood her son was creating. “I’m a regular theatre goer! Shakespeare, pantomime, musicals, I love the theatre. I’ve often thought I should be on stage, but you know me. I just lack that confidence to have those eyes on me.”

      “Yes, Jacqueline,” Blake said. “One thing I’ve always thought about you. Far too shy.” He turned to Tom, a slight defensiveness in his voice. “What about you, Tom?”

      “Well, Tom did used to be a dancer, of course,” Jacqueline replied, before Tom could answer. “He has the stage running through his veins, don’t you, sweetheart?”

      Tom nodded curtly as he began tapping away on his phone. “Yeah, something like that.”

      Jacqueline rolled her eyes. “Oh, and I thought it might be nice to get his eyes off that bloody phone!”

      She grabbed the mobile out of her son’s hand, but Tom immediately snatched it back, a furious look in his eyes.

      “No!” he exclaimed. “Mum, get off!”

      The sharpness in his tone caused a few of the crowd around them to stop talking mid-sentence and turn around in surprise. Jacqueline glanced around, looking slightly stunned and embarrassed.

      “Alright, Tom,” she said, clearly trying to be stern. “There’s no need for that.”

      Tom, for his part, appeared slightly regretful at his outburst.  “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I didn’t mean to snap. Look, you go in, Mum. I’ll grab us both a drink. White wine?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Blake and Harrison exchanged looks in silence as Tom wandered towards Robin, the landlord of The Dogs Tail pub in the village, who had been hired for the evening to serve drinks.

      “Honestly,” Jacqueline said with a smile. “You’d think I didn’t know that he chats to boys on those dating apps. I’ll see you both in there.”

      Harrison watched her walk into the main hall, feeling a little bit sorry for her.

      “I know you don’t want to hear it,” Blake said, once Jacqueline was out of ear shot, “but there’s something very odd about her son.”

      “No, I agree,” Harrison conceded. “I’d love to know who he’s talking to on that phone that he’s so keen to keep a secret.”

      “Ah, Mr Harte!”

      A booming voice from behind them made them jump. Sebastian Klein had appeared in the crowd and was now striding towards them with a huge smile on his face. He was dressed even more extravagantly than he had been the last time Harrison had seen him. A long, bottle green silk coat hung from his shoulders to the ground and on his head was a tall, top hat.

      “Oh, God,” groaned Blake as Sebastian pushed through the crowd.

      “Be nice,” Harrison muttered, elbowing him in the side. “He’s invited us here for free, remember.”

      Immediately, Blake’s expression broke into a huge smile as Sebastian reached them.

      “So glad you could make it, Mr Harte,” Sebastian said, gripping Blake firmly by the arm. “Such a wonderful turn out, last night too! Clearly Harmschapel is quite fond of magic and illusions on the quiet. I may have to make this village a new regular stopping point on my tour!”

      Harrison secretly thought that the only reason the shows had been so well attended was because of the cheap wine on offer. He was sure that he could see people around him tonight that he had heard had been here the previous night too.

      “Not at all, it’s my pleasure,” Blake said. “Always happy to support local talent. I hope everything is okay with Benjamin?”

      “Oh,” Sebastian said, with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Everything’s fine on that front. I’m confident he’s calmed down enough to understand that it’s nothing personal. He’s backstage now, ready for the show to start.  I mean,” he continued, indicating Harrison, “you must know what teenagers can be like.”

      Harrison stared at him in surprise. “I’m not a teenager. I’m twenty-five.”

      “This is my boyfriend, Harrison,” Blake said. “He’s the one who painted your levitating cabinet.”

      “Ah, yes,” Sebastian replied, his eyes narrowing. Harrison could tell that he still had no memory of him whatsoever. “Well, grab yourselves a drink, the show’s about to start!”

      “Sebastian!” said a rich voice from the doorway.

      “Arthur!” enthused the magician, holding his arms up in welcome.

      Blake and Harrison turned to see a middle-aged, rotund man standing in the doorway, dressed as if he was on his way to a more much formal event than a show in the village hall. He was wearing a light grey suit and tie, and despite his width, was also a tall man with thinning brown hair and a red face. Harrison recognised him from various events around the village.

      “Who’s that?” Blake murmured.

      “That’s Arthur Stanbury,” Harrison replied. “He’s head of the parish council.”

      They watched as Arthur and Sebastian embraced in a warm hug.

      “Arthur Stanbury is well known for his charitable work and his influence in the village community,” Harrison said quietly as they walked into the hall to take their seats. “Or, that’s what he would have anybody believe who will listen to him for more than five minutes.”

      “Oh, one of those sorts, eh?” Blake said as he sipped the wine Robin had passed him. “I suppose he’s the one we blame for the state of the buses and the pathetic Christmas lights last year? Or ‘light’ I should say.”

      The rest of the audience took their seats. Harrison watched as Jacqueline and Tom sat down a few rows behind. Jacqueline appeared to have given up trying to stop Tom from being on his phone constantly and was nattering to the woman on the next seat. Harrison frowned as he watched Tom cautiously watching his mother as he tapped frantically on the screen. Clearly, whoever Tom was in contact with was somebody he was worried about Jacqueline finding out about. The temptation was to try and find out exactly who that was, but Harrison also had a feeling that whatever Tom was up to, it was in his best interests to try and stay out of it. He did not want to give Tom any indication that he was in any way interested in his life. Blake had enough to worry about without additional concerns about Tom, who seemed to be wanting to take full advantage of any issues between them.

      The lights in the hall began to fade, indicating that the show was starting. When the stage was in complete darkness, a single spotlight appeared in the centre, and Sebastian stepped out from behind the curtain to rapturous applause from the audience, mostly led by Jacqueline and, Harrison noticed, Arthur Stanbury, a few seats down from them, looking delighted by the whole experience.

      Sebastian held his hands up for silence then smiled smugly at the audience.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began. “Good evening and thank you very much for your attendance tonight. As I look around, I can see that I have in front of me an audience that is open to having their perceptions altered, their understanding of possibilities widened, and above all, a raw excitement to watch real, raw magic.”

      His eyes landed briefly in the direction of Blake. Harrison glanced at his boyfriend and had to suppress a snort of laughter at Blake’s expression.

      “In an environment where the impossible is achievable and the unlikely is certain, anything can happen,” Sebastian continued. “For that reason, I would invite you all to make yourselves aware of the exits located at the back of the hall. Some of tonight’s illusions hold a real aspect of danger. Please do not attempt anything you are about to see. I am a trained professional with over twenty years’ experience as a magician. Also, trained to within an inch of her life to make all of these illusions possible is my beautiful assistant, my daughter Amelia!”

      As the audience applauded again, the curtains fully opened to reveal Amelia Klein standing in the centre of the stage. She was wearing a similar outfit to the one Blake had seen her in the previous day which consisted of a very short denim skirt that barely covered her hips, a black vest top, and a pair of gold high heeled shoes, strapped around her feet.

      Behind Amelia was a horizontal square cabinet on a trolley. It was decorated as extravagantly as Harrison had come to expect from any prop belonging to Sebastian. Bright blue and red stars and stripes were expertly painted across the whole front of the cabinet, leaving Harrison feeling quite relieved that he had not been entrusted to paint that himself.

      Sebastian approached Amelia and placed his arm over her shoulder.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said quietly, “my first trick will involve this cabinet and the beautiful Amelia. I think I can safely say that there is at least one component of this trick guaranteed to keep the gentlemen of the audience interested, isn’t there?”

      A ripple of deep laughter erupted from some of the men in the audience, mostly from the direction of Arthur Stanbury. Harrison and Blake exchanged looks and Blake rolled his eyes.

      As much as Sebastian had built up the illusions that his audience was about to see, even Harrison was surprised by how basic a lot of the tricks appeared. The horizontal cabinet was for Amelia to be sawn in half, her ‘legs’ appearing at the end of the box before Sebastian pushed a saw through the centre of it and then separated the two to complete the illusion that Amelia was now in two bits. The trick appeared to delight the rest of the audience who ‘ooh’ed and ‘ahh’ed in all the right places.

      “I’m glad he didn’t ask me to give my opinion on that one,” Blake said above the applause when Amelia had climbed out of the cabinet in one piece. “I could have told him without even having to see it.”

      Unfortunately for Blake, the show’s standard of trick did not seem to pick up. Sebastian pulled two doves out a hat, amazed the rest of the audience with a trick where he appeared to levitate in mid air (“There’s a join in his trousers,” Blake murmured to Harrison. “All he has to do is step out.”), and then, to the delight of Jacqueline in particular, who stood up and clapped excitedly, performed a routine where he and Amelia danced around the stage, somehow changing the outfits they were wearing seamlessly about six times each.

      “I don’t want to know,” Harrison said, grinning at Blake who clearly had the solution on the edge of his lips. Blake merely shrugged and folded his arms.

      At last, the illusion that Harrison had been waiting for appeared on stage as the curtains were opened again to reveal the cabinet that he had painted.

      Amelia stood by the box and smiled at the audience as Sebastian stepped forwards with a dramatic flourish of his cloak.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, “we are coming to the end of tonight’s show.”

      “Aww!” cried a voice from the back of the room. Harrison glanced behind him and saw that it was Jacqueline. Next to her, Tom merely raised a disdainful eyebrow then caught Harrison’s eye and winked. Harrison pretended he had not seen and faced the front again.

      “I now bring your attention to one of the most mystifying of illusions, that of dematerialisation,” Sebastian continued, indicating the cabinet. “Before your very eyes, my beautiful assistant will be placed inside this cabinet. What will then happen will amaze you.”

      “I feel a bit bad,” Blake whispered to Harrison as Amelia was led inside the cabinet. “I should have given him a few wrong answers before I told him the right one.”

      “Or,” Harrison said with a chuckle, “pretended that you had no idea how it was done whatsoever.”

      Blake shrugged and then craned his neck in an attempt to see backstage. “Benjamin looks like he’s as ready for this to end as I am,” he muttered.

      Harrison leaned across and spotted Benjamin in the wings. He was glaring furiously at Sebastian with his arms crossed, then spotted that he could be seen from the audience and took a few steps backwards so he was out of sight.

      “For this trick,” Sebastian announced, as Amelia stepped inside the cabinet, “I will allow you, the audience, to see the magic from all angles!”

      He waved his arms to indicate above the stage. The mirror was lowered down, giving the audience a full view of the back of the box

      “This is not just a trick where my assistant sneaks out the back,” Sebastian said. “I invite you to watch all corners of the stage very carefully. Is it possible for someone to disappear, while levitating above our heads? As I will now demonstrate, it most certainly is.”

      A murmuring of intrigue rippled around the audience as the cabinet, with Amelia inside, began to rise above the stage.

      “Now, the trick is not how is the levitating possible,” Sebastian continued, pacing around the stage beneath the elevating cabinet. “You can see the wires. But how is it possible for Amelia to vanish before your very eyes in a box of that size?”

      Sebastian stepped forwards and turned towards the cabinet. Amelia gave a last wave to the audience and then closed the door to the cabinet.

      A few moments later, Sebastian raised his hands in the air and the audience was temporarily blinded by the flash of the smoke blast from the front of the stage. Then, the cabinet door fell open and Amelia was revealed to have completely disappeared.

      The audience around them applauded loudly and Sebastian stepped forwards, a huge smirk on his face, and bowed deeply.

      The applause continued as Arthur stood up in an attempt to give Sebastian a standing ovation. Some of the other councillors on the front row took his cue and stood too. Blake just gave them a derisive look and continued politely applauding from his seat, unlike Jacqueline who was on her feet cheering loudly. Harrison could not help laughing as she elbowed Tom in his side to get him to stand up as well. He rolled his eyes and was on his feet, clapping slowly and unenthusiastically.

      “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen,” Sebastian said loudly. “But it would be unfair of me to take all the credit for all you’ve seen tonight, so how about getting the gorgeous Amelia back to enjoy your applause too?”

      With a flourish of his hands, the cabinet was slowly lowered down to the floor again.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, my beautiful assistant, Amelia Klein!” Sebastian exclaimed. He opened the cabinet door and smiled expectantly at the audience.

      The applause quickly died down and there was silence in the room. The cabinet was still empty. Sebastian stared at where his daughter should have been standing, looking confused, then laughed as he closed the door again.

      “You can never completely trust dematerialisation,” he chuckled. Harrison could see he was slightly flustered as he glanced backstage to where he could imagine Benjamin was standing.

      “What the hell is he doing?” Blake murmured. “Where is she?”

      Sebastian whacked the side of the cabinet and gave another dramatic flourish of his hands. “That should do it,” he announced. “Ladies and gentlemen, Amelia Klein!”

      Again, he opened the door and again, nothing happened. Amelia was nowhere to be seen.

      A confused murmur echoed around the room from the audience. Sebastian appeared at a loss for words as he glanced around the cabinet and then openly looked backstage and mouthed something at Benjamin. A moment later, he turned back to the audience and held his arms out.

      “Thank you very much!”

      A slow smattering of applause rippled around the room as the curtains closed, finally hiding Sebastian from view.

      “Something’s wrong,” Blake said, above the bemused chatter from the audience around them.

      “What’s going on?” Harrison asked as Blake stood up. “Wasn’t she supposed to be back in the cabinet at the end of that?”

      “Yes,” Blake replied shortly.  He was now pushing past the few people in front of him and making his way to the steps on the side of the stage, jogging up them. Harrison quickly followed as Blake disappeared behind the curtains.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      When Blake walked backstage, he found Sebastian and Benjamin standing around the cabinet in the middle of what looked like a furious row.

      “Where the hell is she?” Sebastian exclaimed. “Is this some sort of joke?”

      Benjamin appeared just as confused as the man shouting at him. “I have no idea!” he told him, holding his hands out. “I was doing exactly what I always do with this trick, Sebastian, you saw me! I made the cabinet rise up and then lowered it again, nothing else was any different!”

      “Something the matter?” Blake asked, folding his arms.

      Sebastian jumped, clearly seeing Blake standing behind him for the first time.

      “Mr Harte,” he said smoothly. “We don’t normally have audience members back here. If you’d like to just wait, I can come and do a Q&A shortly.”

      “The only Q I have is where has your daughter gone?” Blake replied, walking towards the open cabinet. “I thought she was supposed to be revealed again at the end of the trick?”

      “She was!” Benjamin replied, his eyes wide. “I don’t get what’s happened here!”

      “Like hell you don’t,” Sebastian snapped, pointing angrily at the young stagehand. “You have done something to try and make me look a fool just because it’s your last show. You and Amelia have worked something out, for what reason I couldn’t possibly fathom, but this has to be you!”

      “Do I take it,” Blake said loudly, stepping forwards, to prevent Sebastian from flying at Benjamin, “that you don’t actually know where Amelia is?”

      He opened the door of the cabinet wide and examined the interior. The area where he had worked out that Amelia would normally be hiding looked empty. Blake frowned as he felt around the box. Apart from the secret compartment on the bottom, it was as narrow and cramped as it appeared from the audience. As Benjamin and Sebastian continued bickering, Blake glanced up at the mirror above the stage. He could see his own confused expression staring back at him. There did not seem to be any way for Amelia to escape from the cabinet, especially while suspended above the stage, without them seeing something. Yet, it appeared that she had, somehow, done just that.

      “Do you think that if I knew where she was that I would have closed the show in such humiliating fashion?” fumed Sebastian. “I am the victim of a cruel practical joke here and I will not stand for it.” He turned back to Benjamin and thrust a finger into his face. “Tell me where she is!”

      “I don’t know!” shouted Benjamin. “Although, if you ask me, wherever she’s gone, she’s better there than anywhere near you!”

      “Alright, enough,” Blake said sharply.

      “Blake,” Harrison said from behind them. “Shouldn’t you call in some people from the station? I mean, nobody knows where she is.”

      “I can’t,” Blake replied as he turned towards Sebastian and folded his arms. “Because I don’t know that she’s actually missing, do I? For all I know, all this could just be the result of you not especially liking that I worked out how this trick is performed.”

      Sebastian stared at Blake, eyes wide. “Me? You think this has something to do with me?”

      “Well, you are the magician,” Blake said, shrugging. “I’m sure there’s another way this trick can be performed, well, clearly there is, and you could have just decided to perform it the other way. You could know exactly where Amelia is hiding.”

      “Mr Harte,” Sebastian began, but he was interrupted by a new arrival from behind the curtain.

      Arthur Stanbury was standing there, a look of bemusement on his face at what he was seeing.

      “Sebastian? What’s going on?” he asked. “Is everything alright? I rather got the sense that something had gone wrong at the end of the show.”

      “Everything’s fine, Arthur,” Sebastian said, with a brief, furious glare at Blake.

      “Where’s Amelia?” Arthur asked, looking around. “It’s so silly of me, but it looked as though you’d lost her when you opened that cabinet door again. Too magical for your own good, eh?”

      He let out a hearty chuckle which quickly dissipated when he realised that nobody else was laughing.

      “You do know where she is, don’t you?”

      Sebastian sighed. “Not exactly, no.”

      Arthur’s mouth fell open. Blake was surprised to see that he looked absolutely horrified.

      “Blake’s a detective,” Harrison explained to him, nodding his head in Blake’s direction. “He was just trying to find out what’s going on.”

      Arthur appeared to go slightly pale. “You’re police?”

      “That’s right,” Blake replied. “Do you have anything to offer as to where Amelia might have gone?”

      “Me? No, no, of course not. Why would I?” He turned to Sebastian. “You should find her though, Sebastian. I mean, for goodness sake, what sort of magician makes someone disappear without having any idea where they’ve gone? You must have some idea. I mean, we all watched her go into that cabinet. There can’t be that many places she could have vanished to!”

      “I don’t have any idea, Arthur,” Sebastian fumed. “Though I do have a pretty good idea who might.”

      “No, you don’t,” Benjamin replied flatly. “Anyway, I’m done. Last show is finished, no matter how weirdly, and now you can pay me.”

      “Pay you?” Sebastian exclaimed, with a humourless laugh. “You think I’m going to pay you for humiliating me in this fashion? You’re not getting a penny out of me.”

      “That’s really not a good idea, Sebastian,” Benjamin told him. “You know the damage I can do to you.”

      “You’ve got nothing on me! Other than wild accusations with absolutely no substance to them whatsoever.”

      “Oh, I’ve got substance, don’t you worry about that!” Benjamin snarled. He stormed towards Sebastian and poked him hard in the chest. “Now, pay me what I’m owed!”

      “It’s not my fault you’ve got nothing in your life to run back too!” Sebastian roared. “You made sure of that. You should be thanking me on bended knee for getting you out of the mess you created for yourself. You’re a criminal, and a liar. You’ll be lucky to get a job clearing dog dirt in the park by the time I’m through with you!”

      Blake stepped forwards and pulled the two men apart.

      “That’s enough!” he said through gritted teeth.

      The sound of a ringing phone echoed around them, shattering the tension. Sebastian pulled himself free from Blake’s hold and pulled his mobile out of his pocket.

      “Who the hell has sent me this?” he murmured staring at the screen and then tapping it.

      “Sebastian, I think things are getting a little fraught here,” Arthur said, stepping forwards. “Whatever has gone on with Amelia, I’m sure it’s nothing that can’t be sorted out with just sitting down over a drink and discussing things. You know what teenage girls can be like. They thrive on drama. I’m sure that if we just called her…”

      “Oh my God,” Sebastian gasped, his eyes wide at what he was seeing on his phone.

      “What?” Blake asked.

      “This is…How is this possible?” Sebastian seemed completely unaware of everyone around him. He was just staring at the screen of his phone, his mouth open.

      Blake pulled the phone out of his hands and looked at the screen.

      Sebastian had been sent a video by an unknown number. As he pressed play, the video showed what looked to be a dark warehouse. There, tied to a wooden chair, was Amelia. She was visibly crying and whimpering, a white rag tied around her mouth in place of a gag.

      “What the hell?” Blake murmured.

      Some of the other men in the room gathered around the phone but Blake barely noticed them as he watched a tall figure appear on the screen. He was wearing a black coat and a balaclava that completely covered his face. When he was in full view of the camera, he held his watch up so that the time could be seen. It read ’20:08.’

      “Two minutes ago,” Harrison said, checking his phone. “But it can’t be! How can she be there? Wherever there is?”

      The figure on the phone then produced a paper and held it up so that the camera could see the date. Blake recognised it as the paper he had been reading that morning.

      “This is insane,” Benjamin murmured. “How has…”

      “Sssh,” Blake hissed as the figure threw the paper down and walked towards Amelia. She watched him with fear filled eyes as he pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and then forcibly pulled the rag out of her mouth, thrusting the paper into her hands. She stared at it, looking confused for a moment, before the figure stabbed the paper with his finger and then pointed towards the camera before disappearing from view.

      Amelia watched him as he walked away and then began crying again, her hands shaking as she read what was written on the paper.

      “‘I have your daughter,’” she began, her voice breaking. “‘How about that? I’ve pulled off a trick even the great Sebastian Klein couldn’t manage. You’ll hear from me again, very soon. Magic’s biggest secrets are about to be revealed.’”

      Then, the phone went blank.

      “Good God,” Arthur murmured. “Sebastian, we have to find her.”

      Sebastian appeared to be unable to speak. He had gone pale, his eyes darting around between Blake and Arthur.

      “Well,” Blake said, pulling his own phone out of his pocket. “It looks like this just turned into a police investigation.”
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      Early next morning, the officers of Harmschapel Police Station were gathered in the meeting room, their attention all on Blake who was standing at the front.

      Blake took a long sip of the coffee he had poured himself when he had arrived. He felt he had barely had a second’s sleep the night before. The one moment he could vaguely recollect as dreaming had involved the screaming woman appearing from a cabinet in the middle of the old house. As he took a sip of the jet-black, thick coffee, his face contorted slightly at the bitter taste. It was going to be a very long day.

      “Right, thanks for getting in on time, everybody,” he began. “I know it’s very early, but let’s try and keep our attentions on the matter in hand. We currently have a girl who, to all intents and purposes, appears to have been kidnapped, somehow, so I think the best thing we can do is to try and gather all we know about our missing girl and the circumstances surrounding her disappearance.”

      There was a murmur of groggy agreement around the room as Blake pulled the photo of Amelia he had been given by Sebastian out of the case file and stuck it to the board.

      “Amelia Klein. Seventeen years old, a magician’s assistant to her father, Sebastian Klein. Both reside in Clackton, but they tour around performing their magic show. Harmschapel was the latest location of their performances. Last night, during a trick in which Amelia is supposed to disappear and then reappear again from a cabinet suspended above the stage, she somehow completely vanished without a trace in front of a room full of witnesses. A few minutes after her disappearance, Sebastian Klein, her father, received a video message from an unknown person which showed Amelia tied up and in some sort of warehouse. Obviously, we investigated anything remotely resembling a warehouse in the vicinity of Harmschapel and found absolutely nothing.”

      Blake leant across to his computer and clicked on the video that had been downloaded onto it from Sebastian’s phone. A moment later, the video played for the officers in the room.

      “We’ve obviously tracked the phone,” Blake said when the video had finished. “Turns out to be a pay as you go, with nobody listed as its owner.”

      “Bought just for the sake of sending Sebastian Klein a video?” Mattison asked, shaking his head in disbelief at what he was seeing on the screen.

      “Poor cow,” Lisa Fox said from her desk. “She looks terrified.”

      “Terrified or a very good actress,” Patil put in, with a slightly disdainful glance at Fox. Blake raised an eyebrow. He was all too aware of Patil’s feeling towards Fox, especially when she was around Mattison. “You’re saying that this girl is a magician’s assistant, Sir? If anyone knows how to vanish from a cabinet, no matter how high it’s suspended above the stage, it would be her.”

      “I would agree with you there, Mini,” Blake said with a nod. “In any magic trick I’ve ever seen, whoever is in the box, or cabinet, or water tank, or whatever, is always in on the secret as to how it’s done. And if we didn’t have a video of the girl tied up, looking like she’s being held God only knows where, I would just put all this down to a seventeen-year-old girl rebelling against her father for whatever reason. But somehow, she’s been taken from that box and then transported to a completely different location.”

      Sergeant Michael Gardiner, sitting in his usual position at the back of the room behind his desk, cleared his throat.

      “What about that stagehand you were going on about last night?”

      “Benjamin Lakes,” Blake said. “He works for Sebastian, or rather he did. He, apparently, is the one that makes all the magic happen backstage. He’s the one who was operating the winch that lifted the cabinet above the stage.”

      “And so, he’d surely be able to see what was going on,” Gardiner replied. “If anyone is going to know, it would be him.”

      “That’s the thing though,” Blake replied. He pulled the board down to reveal a diagram he had drawn on the other side before the rest of the officers had arrived. It detailed the stage layout, where the cabinet was and what perspective the audience could see.

      “My, haven’t you been busy?” Gardiner said, with a raise of his eyebrow.

      Blake gave him a sarcastic smile. He had become more than used to Gardiner’s waspish attitude since he had arrived in Harmschapel.

      “The problem with that theory, Michael,” Blake said, pointing at the diagram with his board marker, “is that Sebastian Klein employs the use of a mirror in this trick to give the audience a full view of the back of the cabinet. I’ve stood on that stage myself, I’ve seen that it’s all legit.”

      “Why would he do that?” Mattison asked, frowning. “Isn’t that making his job ten times harder?”

      “I would presume it’s to make the illusion more convincing,” Blake replied, shrugging. “Because it doesn’t matter what the audience can see on stage when this trick is happening, because all the ‘magic’ is going on inside the cabinet. The bottom of it is deeper than it appears from the audience’s perspective, so all she had to do was drop herself down and squeeze into a compartment at the bottom of the box. Then she just stands up and reveals herself and Sebastian Klein gets a round of applause for standing there and waving his arms around.”

      Blake’s boss, Inspector Jacob Angel, who was standing at the back of the meeting room with his long, stick thin, arms crossed raised his eyebrows.

      “You seem to be very reluctant to talk very positively about Mr Klein, DS Harte. Is there a problem?”

      “No, Sir,” Blake replied. “I just don’t trust him.”

      “More of your wily intuition at work, I take it?” Angel said wryly.

      Gardiner, who was always pleased to witness Blake receive an admonishment, chuckled slightly behind his cup of coffee.

      “I’ve always been one to follow my instinct, Sir,” Blake said to Angel.

      “Well, forgive me for appearing old fashioned, DS Harte, but I’ve always been one to gather evidence first, before I start gathering a suspect list, circumstantial or otherwise. Do you think Mr Klein has something to do with his daughter’s disappearance?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Blake replied.

      “Why would he kidnap his own daughter?” Gardiner exclaimed.

      “Sergeant Gardiner does have a point, Sir,” Patil said. “I mean, I’ve seen Klein on all his posters and in the streets, I can understand why you’d think he was weird, walking around looking like he’s on stage all the time in those ridiculous cloaks, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that he’s got anything to do with the kidnapping.”

      “I’ve seen him too,” Fox said, with a flick of her hair over her shoulders. “I wouldn’t say that he’s even tall enough to be the masked bloke in that video.”

      “I’m not saying he’s kidnapped his daughter,” Blake said sharply, the lack of sleep already starting to get to him. “But, the man is clearly hiding something. That argument I overheard between him and Benjamin was more than just about Benjamin being made redundant. Our young stagehand knows something.”

      At that moment, Sergeant Mandy Darnwood poked her head around the door.

      “Sir,” she said to Blake, in her usual bored tone that was the reason Blake preferred her behind the reception desk than anywhere more important. “Benjamin Lakes is here, I’ve put him in interview room one.”

      “Thank you, Mandy,” Blake said, grabbing hold of his case file. “And we’re going to find out what it is. Lisa, would you like to join me? The rest of you, I want to know the exact movements of Amelia Klein throughout yesterday. Find out who she spoke to, where she went. Someone out there knows something. Remember, we’ve got a young girl out there, terrified and trapped somewhere with someone who has made it quite clear that they’re only just getting started. Fox, let’s go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Benjamin’s head shot up as Blake and Fox entered the room. He looked very nervous as he watched the two officers take their seats opposite him.

      “Okay, Benjamin,” Blake said as he opened his file. “Do you prefer Ben or Benjamin?”

      “I don’t mind,” Benjamin replied, watching Blake apprehensively.

      “So, it’s been quite a twenty-four hours for you.”

      “You could say that, yeah.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Not the best.”

      Blake nodded, then leaned forward with his hands clasped together.

      “I wanted to ask you a little bit more about how you came to work with Sebastian and Amelia. How long have you been working for him?”

      “About three years,” Benjamin replied. “I started with him pretty much as soon as I left school.”

      “And you lived in Clackton, did you?”

      “No, actually I was in Bristol. I left home to tour with Sebastian and Amelia.”

      “Oh, right,” Blake said, with a smile. “Being a stagehand is something you’ve always wanted to do, is it?”

      “Well, it’s a job,” Benjamin replied. “It beats doing the sort of jobs that most of the people in my year found themselves doing anyway. I went to see one of his shows and got chatting to him afterwards, and then three weeks later I was working backstage.”

      “So,” Fox said, leaning over and giving Benjamin a wink. “chances are that you know how each and every one of his tricks works.”

      Benjamin nodded. “Yeah. I sort of have to. There’s even been tricks when I’ve been on stage hidden from the audience making something happen.” He turned back to Blake. “Nothing in the show you saw though. Sebastian has been pretty keen to keep me well out of the way the past few performances.”

      “Why would he want to do that? Just because of this whole redundancy thing?” Blake asked.

      Benjamin did not reply, he merely wrung his hands together tightly.

      “There’s something going on, isn’t there, Benjamin? What exactly were you and Sebastian arguing about this morning I saw you? You said you were going to find proof on something. What was that?”

      Benjamin sighed and put his head in his hands. “I’m not entirely convinced I’ve got this right, you know. It could be absolutely nothing.”

      “Whatever it was, you were sure enough to be pretty bloody angry with him,” Blake reasoned. “So, come on. What’s going on?”

      There was a long pause. Benjamin seemed to be very interested in watching his fingers intertwine around each other.

      “Benjamin?”

      Benjamin looked up and sighed again. “The other morning, the day you saw us arguing, I walked into the village hall to prepare for this rehearsal Sebastian wanted to have. When I got there, the hall was empty, so I went backstage to try and find them.”

      “And did you find them?”

      “Yeah. I did.”

      “And?”

      Benjamin glanced across at Fox.

      “Go on, darlin’,” she said encouragingly. “It’s alright.”

      Blake raised an eyebrow and turned his head towards her. Her expression suggested she had no idea what his problem was.

      “They were both backstage, behind the curtain. Amelia was sitting on a chair, in her outfit for the show, and Sebastian was kneeling next to her. He had his hand on her thigh.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows. “On her thigh?”

      Benjamin nodded. “Yeah. And he was sort of rubbing it. Quite high up.”

      “Rubbing her thigh?” Blake repeated. “What, you mean in a sexual way?”

      Benjamin shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably not. I mean, it’s his daughter, I must have been seeing things. But the thing is when he realised that I had seen him, all of a sudden he started going on about how he couldn’t afford to keep me anymore.”

      Blake leant back in his chair and considered what he was being told. “And so, when I saw you arguing, that’s what you were accusing him of? Sacking you because you caught him getting a bit hands on with his daughter?”

      “Dirty sod,” Fox murmured beside Blake. “Although, are you sure that’s what you saw?”

      “No, not really,” Benjamin replied. “I was angry and it made perfect sense to me at the time, but I dunno. Sebastian has been known to be referred to as a bit of a creep. He’s quite intense.”

      “And this was the first time you’d seen anything like this?” Blake asked him, frowning. “You’ve never seen him act like that with Amelia before?”

      “No, I don’t think so,” Benjamin said. “And to be honest, that’s what makes me think I must have been seeing things. I mean, I spend so much time with the pair of them, I surely would have noticed something. Most of the time they’re just a normal father and daughter.”

      “Did you notice how Amelia reacted?” Blake said, folding his arms. “Did she appear uncomfortable?”

      Benjamin bit his lip. “I don’t know. She was the first person to see I was standing there and then the pair of them sort of sprung apart.”

      “Sprung apart?” Fox repeated. “Like you were catching them doing something?”

      “I guess,” Benjamin said shrugging. “But now this has happened, I have no idea what’s true and what isn’t anymore.”

      Blake’s eyes narrowed as he mentally stored away what Benjamin had told him to peruse over later. For some reason, he was not that surprised by it.

      “So, the night of the show, you’re standing backstage, operating the winch that pulled the cabinet up and down. How does that all work?”

      “It’s pretty simple really,” replied Benjamin. “The wires are connected on all four corners of the cabinet, they’re attached to a winch which I can then turn to lift the cabinet up. It would be a bit of a struggle with anybody larger than Amelia but she’s pretty light so it’s easy enough to lift it up. Then, when she’s been revealed as disappeared, I just lower it back down again.”

      “And from where you were standing backstage, there was nothing out of the ordinary going on?”

      “Nope. Anyway, I could see what you could see. That mirror lets the audience see behind the cabinet. There was no way she could have got out without anybody seeing her. I don’t care what Sebastian says, I’m as clueless as you are.”

      Blake watched him as he leant across the desk and put his head in his hands with a deep sigh.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do from here,” he mused mournfully. “I’m going to have to find a job of some sort, but I dunno what I’m actually any good at. I didn’t go to college or get any qualifications apart from a ‘C ‘in English. I mean, I know, I know. Amelia could be anywhere with some sort of psycho and me not having a job is literally so not important, but still. I haven’t even got a girlfriend. I feel like I haven’t got anywhere to be.”

      Fox smiled at him. “Hey, now. None of that. We’ll find Amelia. And as for you, you’re a young, very good-looking young man.”

      Benjamin seemed to blush slightly. “Really?”

      “Absolutely,” replied Fox firmly. “Companies will be clambering over themselves to hire you one day with your experience in the theatre, all that handy work you’d have had to do. Big strong lad, hauling and carrying stuff around all day. The ladies will like that too.” She winked at him and Benjamin looked down at the floor with a bashful smile on his face.

      Blake stared at Fox in bemusement and then told Benjamin that he could go for now.

      “We’ll be in touch if we need to ask anything else,” he told him.

      “What about Amelia?” Benjamin asked as he stood up. “You’re going to find her? What are you doing?”

      “Everything we can,” Blake replied. “We have officers from not only here, but around the county looking for her. Don’t worry. We’ll find her.”

      Benjamin nodded. “I hope so.”

      He left the interview room and when the door closed behind him, Blake turned to Fox.

      “Quite finished flirting with somebody we’re trying to interview, are you?”

      Fox raised her pencilled eyebrows in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “‘Don’t you worry, darlin,’” Blake repeated in a fairly good representation of Fox’s northern accent. “‘You’re a very good-looking lad, you’ll soon find yourself a girlfriend. We’re supposed to be looking for a young girl, not giving teenage boys an ego boost and a quick flirt.”

      “I was trying to make him feel better! He was feeling down about himself!” Fox argued.

      “I’m not disputing that,” Blake replied, gathering up file notes. “But for God’s sake, there’s other ways of doing it when you’re interviewing a potential suspect.”

      “Suspect?” Fox repeated. “I thought we’d established that he could see as much as anybody else could?”

      “Well, we’ll see, won’t we?” Blake told her. “And talking of flirting, while I’ve got you on your own, I’ve been wanting to have a word with you.”

      Fox flicked her hair over her shoulders. “What about?”

      Blake stared at her levelly. “Mattison. I’ve noticed that you two have gotten rather close since you arrived here.”

      “Close?” Fox said, looking bemused. “I don’t know what you’re on about, Sir. We’re just friends.”

      “Well, that’s good,” Blake said, standing up. “Because then you’ll know that Matti has a girlfriend, and she works at this station and I’ve known Mini long enough now to know when she’s feeling pushed out. I had only just started at this station when the two of them got together and I’ve never seen them so distant from each other as they have been since you arrived. I don’t know what’s going on between you and Matti…”

      “There’s nothing going on!” Fox stared at Blake in disbelief. “With all due respect, Sir, I think it’s a little unfair for you to be collaring me about whatever is going on in their relationship. If I didn’t know better, I’d even go as far to say it’s a little bit sexist.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry,” replied Blake. “I’ll be having exactly the same conversation with Matti. It takes two to tango. All I’m saying is that there’s a couple in there who not a few months ago were making noises about starting a family. Now, I barely see them talk to each other. But if, as you say, there’s nothing going on between you, then this conversation is as good as never happened.”

      Fox stood up, glaring at Blake. “I think that’s best.”

      She stormed across to the door of the interview room and pulled it open to find Mattison with his hand hovering over the door, apparently just about to knock.

      “Oh, hi, Lisa,” Mattison said, a small smile appearing at the side of his mouth.

      “What’s wrong, Matti?” Blake asked pointedly.

      Mattison grinned sheepishly then appeared to pull himself together. “We’ve found some footage of Amelia on the morning of her disappearance. She was in Clackton, coming out of a nightclub in the town.”

      “A nightclub?” repeated Blake with a raised eyebrow. “In the morning?”

      “Yep,” Mattison said, reading from his notepad. “‘Crystals night club on the high street. Might be worth popping in there?”

      “Okay. You can drive me up there now,” Blake replied. “I need to talk to you anyway.”

      He moved out into the corridor, throwing his coat over his shoulder and strolled towards the exit, before stopping in his tracks and turning around when he realised that Mattison was no longer following him. He narrowed his eyes as he saw Fox whispering something indiscernible at Mattison in the doorway of the interview room.

      “Matti?” Blake called pointedly.

      Mattison hissed something at Fox who gave Blake a nervous glance and disappeared back towards the meeting room.

      “Coming, Sir,” Mattison said, marching past Blake and out of the door towards the car. Blake watched him leave and then turned his head back in the direction that Fox had just gone. As he zipped his coat up, he narrowed his eyes and strode towards the car. Mattison was in for a very tricky car journey.
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      “Betty, don’t eat that,” Harrison said, pulling on the rope.

      Betty the goat turned her head around lazily and kicked the ground, still trying to get to the hedge by the fence. Normally, Harrison let her eat what she liked when she was in the garden, but Blake had taken such a painstakingly long time trying to get the garden looking somewhat presentable, possibly to distract him from the dreams he had been having, that Harrison would have felt guilty if Betty had messed it up.

      As he sat on the garden wall and watched Betty snuffle around in the grass, he wondered exactly how Blake was going to cope throughout the day with no sleep. He knew all too well what his boyfriend could be like when he was in the middle of investigating a case – he would completely immerse himself in interviews and file notes and forensic photos. At one time, this had been a challenge to Harrison, who had felt that the relationship was somewhat suffering as a result of Blake’s insistence of working as many hours as he could to get a case solved, but now he had realised that it was just who Blake was and that it was no reflection on him. Harrison was worried, however, about Blake’s current mental state. He knew Blake well enough to know he was stressed and while he did have some time away for Sally’s thirtieth to look forward to, Harrison also was fully aware that if whatever case Blake was working on at the time was not totally wrapped up, Blake would very likely forgo his time off altogether.

      “You spoil that goat.”

      Harrison closed his eyes in dread as he turned to see Tom standing in the doorway to the cottage across the road. He put his hands in his pockets and strolled across the road towards him.

      “I just give her what she needs,” Harrison replied. “She’ll try and wreck the place otherwise.”

      “I always wondered how Blake feels about the idea of a goat running rampant about the place,” Tom mused as he watched Betty chew the head of a geranium. “He doesn’t seem to be the type who would appreciate all the mess that this one could make.”

      He scratched Betty underneath the chin. As she stretched her neck up appreciatively, Tom grinned at Harrison. “She likes me.”

      “She always seemed to,” Harrison replied, nodding. “I wish I could say the same about Blake. She tries to headbutt him any opportunity she gets.”

      Tom chuckled. “Bless her. Is Blake alright?”

      Harrison frowned. “Blake? Yeah, he’s fine, why?”

      Tom shrugged nonchalantly. “Mum was saying that he’s been a bit on edge recently. Something about bad dreams?”

      Harrison could only imagine Blake’s reaction to Tom knowing about his nightmares.

      “No, he’s just had a lot on at work, that’s all. You know what it can be like if you’re stressed, it can make it hard to sleep sometimes.”

      “Not surprising he’s stressed with what went on with that girl at the magic show,” Tom mused “How can someone just vanish like that? Do you know anything?”

      “Why would I know anything?” Harrison asked, pulling Betty away from the geraniums. “Blake doesn’t discuss cases with me normally, I don’t think he’s allowed to.”

      “What, never?” Tom said, frowning. “Some of the cases he’s had, and he’s never asked you for advice or offloaded any of it to you? No wonder he’s stressed if he’s bottling all that up. There’s only one way for all that stress to go if you don’t release it in some way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing really,” Tom said with a shrug. “Just be careful with him, that’s all. I’ve met loads of people with stress and anxiety. They can take it out on the people they care about the most. Just look after yourself, that’s all.”

      Before Harrison could reply, the door opposite opened and Jacqueline stepped out.

      “Hello, darling!” she called to Harrison as she locked the door behind her. “Lovely day, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” Harrison said, glancing at Tom. “Lovely.”

      “I was just on my way to the village hall,” Jacqueline said, throwing her keys into her handbag. “There’s quite a bit of cleaning to be done after the shows. I’m sure Mr Klein would have helped out himself, but with this awful business of his daughter going missing, you can hardly blame him for wanting to focus on that instead.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure he would have helped,” Tom said flatly, pulling his mobile out of his pocket. “He seemed the sort to want to get his hands dirty like that. Anyway, can’t stand around here all day, I’ve got a job to get to. See you later, Harrison.” As he walked away, he answered his phone and Harrison noted that he was suddenly talking at a much more indiscernible volume.

      Jacqueline shook her head as her son walked towards the bus stop. “Honestly, I swear he never used to be this cynical.”

      “Look, Jacqueline, I’ll give you a hand if you want,” Harrison offered. “Hardly fair to let you sort it all out by yourself. I’ll just put Betty away.”

      “Oh, thank you, darling!” Jacqueline said, sounding delighted. “I wish Tom had your good manners sometimes, honestly!”

      Harrison gave her a small smile as he led Betty back into the house. Tom’s words reverberated around his head. “There’s only one way for all that stress to go if you don’t release it in some way. They can take it out on the people they care about the most. Just look after yourself, that’s all.”

      Blake wasn’t a violent person, he told himself as he led Betty back into the backyard. He already knew that Tom was not somebody to be trusted. For as long as Harrison had known him, Blake had never shown any signs of wanting to take his problems out on anybody. His counselling would sort him out, the nightmares would stop, and Blake would return to the affable, fun, calm, and clear-minded person he always was. Apart from the nightmares, Blake seemed to be taking most of it in his stride. So why, a voice at the back of his head asked him, was he having to reassure himself so much?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Harrison was soon distracted from Tom’s words when he arrived at the village hall with Jacqueline twenty minutes later and came to the immediate realisation that the hall did not appear to have been even touched since the last performance of Sebastian’s magic show. They were clearly in for some hard work.

      “Right then, darling,” Jacqueline announced, throwing her coat over the nearest chair. “I tell you what, do you want to see if there’s anything that’s been left backstage while I start stacking these chairs up? Just put it in a pile at the side of the stage or something if you find anything. I’m sure Mr Klein will be along to collect it at some point, when all this horrible business with his daughter is solved.”

      Harrison nodded and wandered backstage. Behind the curtain things were similarly untouched to the last time he had seen them. The cabinet was still stood in the centre of the stage along with a few various other props and items.

      Harrison took his time, making sure that everything was stacked neatly on the side of the stage. He was just rifling through a set of playing cards that, on closer inspection, were all the seven of clubs when he decided to take a closer look at the cabinet. He had seen just as much as Blake on the night of Amelia’s disappearance. Surely, he was just as capable of finding out the cabinet’s secrets as anybody else, and besides, he had painted it. In his mind, he had a right to look at it that little bit closer.

      Harrison opened the door of the cabinet and had a brief look around for anything out of the ordinary. When, much to his irritation he found nothing of interest, he stepped inside and closed the door behind him, immediately plunging himself into darkness. He felt around and then his feet found the secret compartment that Blake had explained to him that Amelia hid in once the doors were shut. He was quite a lean man, but even Harrison had difficulty trying to squeeze into the small compartment at the bottom. Then he realised that there was something stuffed into the corner of the hidden space. He pushed the door open again, stepped out, and then pulled out what he was feeling.

      It was a pair of high heeled shoes, golden in colour with fake jewels festooned around the straps. He narrowed his eyes as he realised that they looked exactly the same as the shoes that Amelia was wearing on the night of the performance. Harrison stared at the shoes in confusion.

      “Why would she take them off?” he wondered aloud.

      “Darling, are you alright?”

      Jacqueline had appeared from behind the curtain and was watching him with a confused expression on her face. “I don’t think they’re quite your colour.”

      Harrison chuckled then held the shoes out so Jacqueline could see them better.

      “They were hidden in the cabinet,” he told her. “I don’t get why though. Weren’t these the ones Amelia was wearing during the performance?”

      “Yes,” Jacqueline said. “I’m sure they were. In fact, I remember saying to Tom when we were watching that I really liked them and said that I must try and ask Amelia where she got them. I just hope I manage to get a chance to ask her.”

      “Why would she take them off though?” Harrison asked. “I mean, I get it if she was meant to hide in the bottom of the cabinet, she might need to take them off so she could fit, but then she just disappears, leaving them behind?”

      “That certainly is strange,” Jacqueline agreed, examining the shoes. “But if she was just taken and whisked away somewhere, she’s hardly going to think about taking her shoes with her, is she?”

      “Do you think I should mention it to Blake?”

      “I don’t know, darling. I mean, it is only a pair of shoes. Do you think they’ll be that relevant? Oh, my, the heel on these. Should I keep hold of them for now? I’m more likely to see Sebastian than you, after all.”

      Harrison raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think they’re your size.”

      Jacqueline stared greedily at the shoes then reluctantly handed them back to Harrison who placed them on the top of the pile of props and then returned to examining the cabinet.

      “The back opens,” he said thoughtfully, pulling the door to the rear of the cabinet open. “Doesn’t really help us though. She was suspended above the ground, she surely wouldn’t have been able to climb out without us seeing.”

      “And there was the mirror there reflecting the back of it at all times.” Jacqueline said, sighing. “I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t envy Blake at all trying to work this out.”

      “No,” Harrison murmured, staring up at where the mirror had been. “Me neither.”
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      Unsurprisingly, Mattison appeared similarly outraged to Fox about any accusations that there was anything going on between he and his colleague. Even so, Blake noticed that he had gone very quiet as they arrived in Clackton.

      “What’s this place called again?” Blake asked as they drove around.

      “Crystals,” replied Mattison shortly. “It’s a strip club. I think.”

      “You think?”

      “I’ve heard about it!”

      “Mm-hm. Well, it should be just down this street.”

      As Blake spun the wheel around, he was immediately struck by how bright and garish Crystals actually appeared. There was certainly no doubt to anybody who walked by what sort of establishment it was. A large pink sign that was festooned with lightbulbs hung on the side that Blake assumed would look even worse at night when the lights were actually switched on and the club was open for business.

      “Do you think anybody will be in?” Mattison asked as they walked towards the front entrance.

      “Yeah, there could be anybody, a cleaner, a manager, one of the dancers rehearsing. We just need to ask anybody we can find why Amelia Klein was in here on the day of her disappearance,” Blake replied.

      They arrived at the door and Blake pressed a button that rang a loud buzzer from the other side. A few moments later, they heard the sound of bolts being slid across the door and a young woman with bright, dyed red hair stood before them. She was chewing gum and staring at them expectantly.

      “Yeah?”

      “Good morning,” Blake said, pulling out his ID. “I’m Detective Sergeant Blake Harte, this is Police Constable Mattison.”

      The woman appeared unnerved. “What do you want?”

      “Can I ask who you are?”

      “Jemma.”

      “Jemma…?”

      “Jemma Hopkins,” she replied looking irritated. “What do you want?”

      “Does the name Amelia Klein mean anything to you?”

      “Amelia?” Jemma said, her eyes widening slightly. “Is something wrong? Has something happened to her?”

      “Maybe we could come in?” Blake asked her.

      Jemma looked cautious for a few moments, then eventually moved aside to let them into the club.

      They followed Jemma through the reception and into the main bar area. Blake glanced around and took in his surroundings, imagining what the place looked like at night when it was full of drunken punters and scantily dressed women draping themselves over the tables and hanging down from the poles that were fixed in the middle of some of them.

      “Take a seat,” Jemma told them.

      They sat down in a booth near the dance floor, all white and split into segments and another aspect of the club that Blake suspected flashed incessantly at night.

      “I take it you work here?” Blake began as he felt himself sink into the plush leather of the seats.

      “Yeah, I’m one of the dancers,” Jemma replied as she tied her hair into a ponytail. “I’m here rehearsing actually. Fortunately for you, the door buzzer is loud.”

      “So, this is a strip club?” Mattison asked.

      “Look at you pretending not to know,” Jemma replied. “But yeah. Though we prefer the term ‘entertainment/cabaret venue.’”

      Blake glanced around at the bar. He had once gone to a cabaret night when he had lived in Manchester to see three older women in a singing group and he could not see any of them dancing on a pole.

      “How do you know Amelia Klein?” Blake asked.

      “Has something happened to her?” Jemma asked, looking worried. “Is she alright?”

      “We don’t know,” Blake replied. “She’s disappeared.”

      “Disappeared?”

      “We have reason to believe that she’s being held somewhere against her will.”

      Jemma’s mouth fell open. She looked absolutely horrified.

      “On the morning of her disappearance, she was seen coming into this establishment,” Blake continued. “Can you tell us why?”

      Jemma sighed. “Do you mind if I get a drink?”

      Blake raised an eyebrow. “Feel free.”

      They watched as Jemma walked behind the bar and retrieved a glass from a shelf above her head before pouring a hefty measure of vodka into it. Without adding any mixer, she took an enormous swig of it and then shuddered slightly at the taste.

      “Sorry,” she said, walking back towards them with the glass. “I’m assuming you aren’t allowed to drink on duty.”

      “No,” Blake replied, eyeing the now half-empty glass of neat vodka. “So, how do you know Amelia?”

      Jemma paused as she swirled the glass around in her hand. “I’ve helped her out a bit the past couple of years. Y’know, just with money and stuff.”

      “Oh, I see. Have you known each other for very long?”

      “Couple of years,” Jemma said, taking another sip of vodka.

      “How did you meet?”

      Blake noticed that Jemma was clearly trying to avoid all eye contact with him. “I can’t remember to be honest. You know those people you kind of get into your life and you’ve got no memory of how they got there?”

      “I do,” Blake replied, nodding. “Though I haven’t got any like that who I would regularly help out with money.”

      Jemma shrugged and took another sip of vodka. “Well, that’s you.”

      Blake and Mattison exchanged glances.

      “So, what was she doing here on the morning in question?” Mattison asked her. “Was she borrowing money then?”

      “Yeah,” Jemma replied. “I didn’t have any for her though. I don’t get paid till tomorrow.”

      “I hope your manager doesn’t mind giving you vodka on tap then,” Blake replied.

      Jemma shrugged. “He’s cool. He’s not bothered.”

      Blake had had enough of her cagey responses. “Jemma, you do realise that we’re investigating a possible kidnapping here? The kidnapping of someone I presume is your friend. And yet, for some reason, I can’t help but feel you’re hiding something from us.”

      Jemma sighed and then downed the rest of the vodka.

      “Can you tell us exactly what you and Amelia discussed when she came here on the morning of her disappearance?” Blake said slowly.

      “She’ll kill me for telling you this,” Jemma murmured. “You do realise that?”

      “If we can’t find her, she won’t have a chance,” Blake replied curtly. “Assuming you’re talking figuratively, and not that she’s actually any threat to you.”

      Jemma chuckled. “Mel? No, she’s not a threat to anyone, more’s the pity. I’m always telling her she could do with threatening a few people, but she hasn’t got it in her. If you must know, she came to clear her head a bit after her latest client.”

      “Client?”

      “Yeah, you know, punter. Apparently, he was a bit rough with her and she was feeling all vulnerable and stuff. And you could see it in her as well, I’ve told her she needs to at least pretend that she’s not feeling like that, because some punters just prey on that and it makes them worse.”

      Again, Blake and Mattison exchanged looks, this time more stunned.

      “Punters?” Blake repeated. “Are you trying to tell us that Amelia Klein is a prostitute?”

      Jemma’s eyes widened slightly. “Oh, God. You mean you didn’t know? No offence, but I’d have thought that would be the first thing you found out about her.”

      “No,” Blake replied. “We didn’t know that. Does her father know about it?”

      Jemma slammed the empty glass down on the table that she had been swirling around in her hand. “Probably. I dunno. Anyway, is this one of those informal interviews that I can cut off at any time? I’ve got to get ready for work tonight.”

      “Alright,” Blake said. “Though, PC Mattison will need to take your details as we’ll be in touch to speak to you again. I just have one more question if that’s alright.”

      “What?”

      “Do you know who this client was of hers? The one that she had to come to you for support for after she’d been with him?”

      “No,” Jemma replied curtly. “Can’t say I do. Though, I do know that he probably lived in that village, Harmschapel, where they were doing the magic show. I don’t know anything else though, sorry.”

      Jemma led them out the way they had come and with a very brief “see ya,” she slammed the door shut behind them, leaving them standing in the street.

      “Feels weird leaving a nightclub during the daytime,” Mattison said.

      “So you have been here before then?”

      “Where next, Sir?”

      Blake raised his eyebrow at his younger officer and then checked his notepad.

      “Come in the car.”

      Mattison frowned but followed Blake towards the police car that they had parked across the road. Blake did not speak till they were both sitting inside it and the doors were closed.

      “So,” he said. “Our missing girl is up to more than just helping her father do card tricks.”

      “She’s a prostitute,” Mattison murmured, looking shocked. “At seventeen? That’s so young.”

      “Not to mention illegal,” Blake said, staring ahead, his head whirring. “The legal age for prostitution is eighteen.”

      “She doesn’t look seventeen,” Mattison pondered. “You think she’s been telling her clients that she’s eighteen?”

      Blake shuddered. “God, I hope so. In any case, we need to find out who in Harmschapel was responsible for her needing to come running to Jemma on the morning of her disappearance.”

      “There’s something about that Jemma girl,” Mattison said, looking over his shoulder at the club. “She’s obviously hiding something.”

      “Mmm,” Blake said thoughtfully. “Something about Amelia Klein. I’m sure there’s a few people holding secrets about that girl. I’ve just got a horrible feeling, Matti. I don’t know why. But we need to find her.”

      “Where now?” Mattison asked as he started the car. “Back to the station?”

      “Sebastian Klein,” Blake replied, snapping out of his train of thought and pulling his seatbelt on. “He and Amelia live around here, and I want to speak to him. I want to know exactly what is going on with him and his daughter.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The address in Blake’s notebook that he had taken from Sebastian on the night of Amelia’s disappearance led them to a side street about a five-minute drive away from Crystals.

      It was a respectable looking street, with all of the houses having perfectly trimmed hedges in their front gardens. Blake could imagine it was the sort of street where they were all in a silent war with each other for the most presentable front garden, having lived in a very similar sort of area in Manchester.

      “It’s number eight,” Blake told Mattison as they drove slowly down the street. “Oh, as if we couldn’t tell.”

      The front windows of number eight were festooned with posters from the magic show. As they got out the car, Blake looked up at the house as Sebastian’s face stared back at him from three different windows. “Let’s see if the great magician is in.”

      “With all due respect, Sir,” Mattison said as they made their way towards the front door, “you don’t sound all that sympathetic considering the guy has just had his daughter kidnapped.”

      “I’m reserving judgment for now,” Blake replied. “But there’s a lot we need to discuss with Mr Klein.”

      He rang the doorbell and then spoke in a quieter voice. “If he doesn’t know anything about his daughter’s other activities then fair enough. He wouldn’t be the first parent to be shocked by what his kid is up to.”

      “He can’t know,” Mattison replied. “No father is going to allow their daughter to do that. Surely?”

      Blake did not reply. Instead, when there was no answer from the front door, he knocked loudly on the glass of the window and then peered through the letterbox. All was quiet.

      “Just because there’s nobody answering doesn’t mean there’s nobody home, Matti,” Blake said with a small smile. “Come on.”

      The two officers made their way around the side of the house and towards a large wooden gate leading into the back garden. Blake pushed it open and they found themselves in a large yard with what looked like an enormous wooden shed at the back of it. Blake stared at the structure as they glanced around the yard.

      “God, it’s the size of a barn,” he exclaimed.

      “It’s probably a workshop,” Mattison suggested. “Maybe this is where all the magic really happens.”

      The door to the shed was ajar so Blake ventured forwards and knocked sharply on the door before pushing it open.

      Mattison’s idea about the shed seemed to be right. It was large enough to house a number of different sized cabinets and props that were unmistakably for a magic show. The air smelled distinctly of fresh sawdust and standing in the centre of the room were Sebastian Klein and, to Blake’s surprise, Arthur Stanbury.

      Both men turned in surprise at Blake and Mattison’s arrival and for a few moments neither of them said anything.

      “Mr Harte,” exclaimed Sebastian at last. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “No, we were in Clackton and thought we’d come and speak to you,” Blake replied, eying Arthur with suspicion. “Are we interrupting something?”

      “No, no, not at all,” Arthur said, looking rather nervous. “Nothing that would be prioritised over what you’ve come to speak to Sebastian about, I shouldn’t think. Just a bit of business.”

      “Have you found my daughter?” Sebastian asked, looking intently at Blake.

      “Not yet,” Blake replied. “But I promise you, we’re doing everything we can.”

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Arthur said. “Sebastian, I’m sure we can pick this up at a more appropriate time.”

      “Indeed, Arthur,” Sebastian replied, leading him to the door of the shed. “Take care.”

      Blake waited a few moments so that Arthur would be out of ear shot and then turned to Sebastian. For the first time since Blake had met the man, he was dressed fairly normally, opting for blue jeans and an old looking green shirt.

      “How are you holding up?” Blake asked at last.

      “Not well,” Sebastian replied curtly as he returned to the large worktable in the centre of the room. “As I’m sure you can imagine. I’ve been distracting myself with work.”

      “Sebastian, have you received any more messages?” Blake asked, over the sound of Sebastian hammering a nail into a prop. “Whoever it was did say they’d be in contact again.”

      “No,” Sebastian said. “And I’ve done all I can to try and speak to this person. I’ve rang the number, I’ve messaged, nothing. I don’t understand. I’m trying to reassure myself with the idea that while I’m not hearing from whoever it is, then Amelia is safe. She must be.”

      “That’s logical,” Blake conceded. “Sebastian, we’ve just come from speaking to a friend of Amelia.”

      “A friend?” Sebastian repeated.

      “Yeah. Her name was Jemma. Do you know her?”

      Sebastian’s eyes seemed to dart to Blake briefly before returning to hammering.

      “No. No, I don’t think so. I don’t think Amelia has ever mentioned a Jemma before.”

      “She’s told us some rather disturbing information about your daughter, Sebastian,” Blake said seriously. “Jemma is a dancer at Crystals nightclub in town.”

      “Crystals?”

      “It’s a strip club,” Mattison told him.

      “I know what it is,” Sebastian replied curtly, throwing the hammer down. “What I don’t know is why you’re talking to some stripper about my daughter.”

      “She seems to know Amelia very well,” Blake continued. “Apparently, on the morning of her disappearance, Amelia came to see Jemma at the club. She was very upset.”

      “Why?”

      “This might be difficult to hear, Sebastian,” Blake told him. “We do have CCTV of Amelia going to and coming out of Crystals on the morning in question, so she was definitely there.”

      “Are you trying to accuse my daughter of being a stripper?”

      “No,” Blake replied quietly. “Actually, I almost wish I was. According to Jemma, the reason Amelia came to her so upset was because she had just finished with a client. And he didn’t treat her very well.”

      “A client?” Sebastian repeated, staring at Blake with a bewildered expression. “Mr Harte, what are you talking about?”

      “It seems that Amelia has been working in prostitution,” Blake replied.

      He paused so he could gauge Sebastian’s reaction.

      The magician said nothing. He appeared to be both dumbfounded and furious.

      “Were you aware that Amelia was doing this?”

      “No! Of course not! And I don’t believe it now!” Sebastian snapped. “Whoever this Jemma girl is, she’s clearly mistaken. My Amelia would never do anything like that. She’s only seventeen!”

      “Exactly,” replied Blake. “And because Amelia is under the age of eighteen, even by one year, that means whoever has hired her is, in the eyes of the law, hiring a child.”

      Sebastian had gone quite pale. When he spoke, it was in a quiet, shaky voice.

      “Have you got any proof whatsoever, apart from the word of some floozy at a strip club, that my Amelia is partaking in anything like this?”

      “Jemma has told us that she has been helping Amelia out with money for a while now,” Blake told him. “Apparently, it’s been a fairly regular occurrence.”

      “Well, now I know she’s lying,” Sebastian said firmly. “Amelia has never wanted for anything living with me. She has no need to be asking anybody else for money.”

      “Do you mind if I ask where Amelia’s mother is?” Blake asked. “I don’t think I’ve heard you speak about her.”

      “She died,” Sebastian replied. “Now, would you care to explain to me why you’re coming here accusing my daughter of all manner of sordid things when you should be out there looking for her? She could be going through anything at this moment and you’re just wasting time! I need her found!”

      “We’re just giving you the information that we’ve been given,” Blake told him levelly. “We’re not here making accusations about anyone. But according to our witness…”

      “A trashy stripper.”

      “…she was upset because her client was too rough with her. Whatever she was needing money for, Sebastian, if we take what we’ve been told as true, then clearly she didn’t want to come to you for it.”

      “Amelia and I are incredibly close!” Sebastian snapped furiously.

      Blake raised his eyebrows. “Is that why Benjamin walked in on you stroking her thigh?”

      Sebastian stopped speaking and stared at Blake, looking more furious that ever. “I beg your pardon?”

      Even Mattison looked surprised by this new information.

      “Sir?”

      “When we spoke to Benjamin, he told us that when I caught the pair of you arguing at the village hall, the morning you asked me to try and work out how the floating cabinet trick was done, he walked backstage to find you and Amelia. She was sat on a chair and you had your hand quite high up on her leg.”

      “I explained what that was to Benjamin, she had merely pulled something in her thigh! She’s a performer who has to squeeze into tight spaces, she just needed it massaging! That’s what he walked in on and that’s why he was going on at me, trying to accuse me of these things when he knew that I was letting him go! That’s all that was!”

      Sebastian stepped forwards, his beady black eyes narrowed angrily at Blake.

      “I must say, Mr Harte, when I was told what a brilliant detective you were, I really expected far far better things than this. Is this your secret? The way your tricks are done? You just pull out a load of random accusations and throw them at the wall to see what sticks? My daughter is missing. Kidnapped by God only knows what sort of psychopath and you, the officer in charge of the investigation, are stood there accusing that missing girl’s father of what? Some sort of perverted sexual impropriety?”

      Blake just stared back at him, calmly. “You’re telling me that there’s absolutely nothing that you’re hiding from us?”

      “Of course not!” snarled Sebastian.

      Blake leant in so that his face was merely inches away from Sebastian’s.

      “Then why don’t I believe you?”

      There was a long, tense, pause as the two men continued glaring at each other. Then, the sound of Sebastian’s phone broke the silence. With his eyes still fixed on Blake, Sebastian wrenched his mobile out of his pocket and then stared at the screen. His mouth fell open.

      “It’s him.”

      “Who?” Blake asked quickly. “The kidnapper?”

      Sebastian nodded. “He’s sent another video.”

      As he pressed play on the screen, Blake and Mattison peered over his shoulder as the image of Amelia still tied up began to play on the phone.

      She appeared to still be in the same place she had been when the first video had been taken, still in the same chair and looking even more frightened than she had before.

      “Oh, my poor baby,” murmured Sebastian.

      Blake narrowed his eyes as he watched the masked man appear on the screen. This time, he simply walked up to Amelia, forcibly pulled the gag from around her mouth and thrust a piece of paper into her hand. He then disappeared from view leaving Amelia to stare wide eyed at what he had given her to read.

      “‘T-t-ten thousand pounds,’” she stammered. She looked up at her captor imploringly. “Please, you can’t…” she began sobbing as she continued to read the note. “‘Five thousand pounds to be delivered to a location I will give you. You have two days to get the money together. Do not try and get the police involved, because I’ll know. This is between me and you. Then, and only then, will Amelia survive. See you soon.’”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Harrison handed Blake a cold beer from out of the fridge and then looked down at his boyfriend with sympathy.

      “You look like you need that.”

      Blake opened his eyes and smiled weakly. He was sprawled out on the sofa, limp and looking very sorry for himself.

      “Thanks,” he murmured. “I shouldn’t really. I’m up early tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, well you need to do something that isn’t work, even if it’s just for five minutes,” Harrison replied, pushing Blake’s legs aside so that he could squeeze in next to him. “I’ve never seen you looking this exhausted. Dare I ask how the case is going?”

      Blake groaned as he took a long swig from the beer bottle and rested his head on the back of the sofa, staring up at the ceiling.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever worked on a case that fills me with such a horrible feeling with this little to go on. I just know that there’s so much more to this than a girl disappearing from a cabinet.”

      “Have you got any idea how that happened?”

      Blake took another sip from the bottle and shook his head. “In all honesty, I’ve barely even thought about it. There’s just that much else going on with this that I almost think the way she got out of that cabinet doesn’t even matter. But it must matter or why the hell do it in the first place?”

      Harrison nodded. “You know you can talk to me if it’s getting too much. I know it’s confidential and all that but you’re only human. Especially with how little sleep you’ve been getting lately, I don’t want things to get on top of you.”

      Much to Harrison’s annoyance, Tom’s words about Blake clattered briefly through his mind, but he pushed them aside and took hold of his boyfriend’s hand firmly.

      “I know,” Blake said, pulling Harrison in closer. “Trust me, I wish I could talk about it. There’s things going on here that I don’t think we’ve even scratched the surface with yet. I just have a feeling that that poor girl is in a lot of danger.”

      “You might not be able to talk about the case itself,” Harrison said, standing up and strolling to his satchel across the room. “But I saw exactly what you did at that magic show. At the very least, I can help you try and make some sense about how she vanished from the cabinet.”

      He pulled out his notepad that he had been scribbling on at work. “We were dead in the shop today and ever since I came back from helping Jacqueline sort out the village hall, I’ve not been able to stop thinking about it.”

      He threw himself back down on the sofa next to Blake and opened up his notepad. Inside were a series of drawings and notes that he had made about everything he had remembered from the night of the show and what he had found when he had looked in the box with Jacqueline.

      Blake stared at the notepad for a few moments then laughed.

      “I thought you said you wanted me to have five minutes away from all this?”

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry,” said Harrison, closing the notebook. “I didn’t think.”

      “It’s fine,” Blake replied. “It’s not like I’m going to be able to shut my brain off from it anyway. Go on, show me what you think.”

      Once he was satisfied Blake was sure that he wanted more theories thrown at him, Harrison opened the book again and pointed to a drawing he had done of the cabinet hanging above the stage, but with a bird’s eye view.

      “Okay, so we’re here, in the audience. We can see everything on stage. The cabinet is suspended above us, and there’s absolutely no way she can get out without anyone seeing her.”

      “Correct,” Blake said after another sip of beer. “All angles visible.”

      “And he even made sure we could see the back of the cabinet because of that mirror hanging above the stage and behind the cabinet,” Harrison continued.

      “So, how did she get out?” Blake asked, looking hopeful that he was about to be provided with an answer.

      “Well, I’m not really sure about that,” Harrison went on. “but when I looked in the box, y’know, just for my own curiosity, I found something in the hidden compartment at the bottom.”

      “The one she’s supposed to squeeze into when the doors closed?” Blake asked.

      “Yep. It was the shoes she was wearing during the performance.”

      “Her shoes?” repeated Blake, frowning. “That could just be because she couldn’t fit into the bottom of the cabinet with them on.”

      “I know, that’s what I thought, but why leave them there?” Harrison pressed. “Surely there’s got to be some relevance.”

      Blake looked thoughtful. “Why else would she take her shoes off?”

      “Because she had to squeeze in somewhere else?”

      “She didn’t, I checked the inside and outside of that box when I walked onto the stage. She had definitely gone.”

      Blake drained the rest of the bottle and closed his eyes again. “I dunno. I can’t shake off the idea that the assistant is always in on the trick. In any magic trick, the secret happens in the bit that you can’t see. The only thing we couldn’t see was the inside of the cabinet. A box that size, there’s no way that anybody else could have done anything to get her out without her having some part to play in it.”

      “The back of the cabinet opens,” Harrison reminded him. “Now, why did they design it so that the back opens when it’s only the front that’s used for the trick? She doesn’t climb out the back, that’s not how it’s done, so what is that back door for?”

      Blake placed his empty beer bottle down on the table and leant forwards with his head in his hands looking deep in thought. Then, his head shot up.

      “Hang on,” he said slowly. “That cabinet isn’t the same one that’s usually used for the trick. You were painting a whole new cabinet because the other one didn’t make it to the performance. What if the cabinet that was supposed to be used didn’t have that back door?”

      “But what difference does that make?” Harrison asked, staring at him confused. “I’ve tried to see every angle of this and no matter how she got out, the point is everybody could see her. Unless she turned herself invisible, I don’t see how she could have got out without us seeing.”

      There were a few moments pause while Blake stared at the notepad.

      “So maybe we weren’t looking at the trick that we thought we were,” he murmured. “Maybe, it wasn’t just the audience that the vanishing assistant trick was meant to fool.”

      “You mean Sebastian?”

      “Oh, I’m positive that that the last thing Sebastian Klein wanted was for his daughter to completely vanish,” Blake said grimly. “Especially now he’s got to pay…Hang on, what’s that?”

      Harrison turned to where Blake was looking out of the window and stared in amazement.

      A crowd of people had gathered in the street outside the cottage, chatting amongst themselves and clutching what looked like cameras.

      “What the hell?” Blake muttered.

      They walked towards the front door and opened it. Immediately, the cameras sprang into life and a wall of noise hit them

      “DS Harte isn’t it? Have you got any information regarding reports of a missing girl?”

      “Is it true that she vanished in front of a crowd of people?”

      “Can you tell us what the police are doing about it?”

      “Is the girl in any danger?”

      “Can you confirm if the girl was kidnapped?”

      “Is her name Amelia Klein?”

      Blake and Harrison stood, stunned, as the flashing lights from the cameras blinded them.

      “Who the hell has told the press about this?” Blake said, looking furious.

      Harrison peered through the crowd and then saw his answer.

      Tom was standing in the doorway of Jacqueline’s cottage with his arms folded, watching the proceedings with some interest.

      “Go inside,” Harrison told Blake. “before you say something that’ll get you in trouble.”

      “Where are you going?” Blake called as Harrison stormed across the road.

      Harrison did not answer. He pushed through the journalists, ignoring the questions being thrown at him and still being blinded by the flashing of their cameras, and stood before Tom.

      “This was you, wasn’t it?” he asked sharply. “You told the press about the case, didn’t you?”

      Tom raised his eyebrows in surprise as he casually leant against the doorframe.

      “Me? All I did was answer a few questions that some woman had for me. I didn’t know she was a reporter. Honestly. That’s her, look.” He leant forwards and whispered. “The one in the vile green coat.”

      “Can I have a word please?” Harrison said, glaring at him.

      Tom shrugged and opened the door to the cottage. Harrison turned his head to try and see if Blake had gone indoors and then followed him inside, slamming the door behind him.

      Jacqueline was in the kitchen, peering out of the window.

      “Harrison, darling!” she said cheerfully. “What on Earth is going on out there? It’s all very exciting.”

      “Ask him,” Harrison snapped, glaring at Tom. “What the hell have you done? This could really put Blake’s case in jeopardy. Don’t you think he’s got enough stress at the moment?”

      “Don’t blame me,” Tom replied, looking at Jacqueline in confusion. “All I did was answer that woman’s questions when she asked. I didn’t know she’d bring all her mates along with her. Anyway, what harm can it really do? If Blake’s got more eyes on him then it’ll just encourage him to work harder and find that missing girl. Seems like a win-win to me.”

      Harrison stared at him in complete disbelief.

      “Jacqueline,” he murmured. “Would you mind if I just had a private word with Tom?”

      “Oh, darling, you can speak freely in front of me!” Jacqueline said, looking like she was reluctant to tear herself away from the window. “Tom and I have no secrets.”

      “It’s about Blake’s case,” Harrison replied, attempting to sound casual despite his anger. “You know what Blake gets like about case details.”

      “Mum, go on, there’s a perfectly good window in the living room,” Tom told her.

      Jacqueline tutted and then hurried out of the kitchen towards the living room’s net curtains. Once she was out of the room, Harrison closed the door sharply behind her.

      “I don’t know what your problem is, Tom,” Harrison said in a low voice. “And I have absolutely no idea why you’re trying to make Blake’s life so difficult.”

      “Oh, not this again,” Tom said, rolling his eyes. “I’ve told you, I have nothing against Blake. If anything, it’s the other way ‘round.”

      “And why do you think that is?”

      “How should I know?”

      “Because you’re doing everything in your power to stress him out further. First you move here and then immediately try and split us up –”

      “I misread the signals, that’s all!”

      “And then you go and do this? You must know how much harder the media getting involved makes cases like the ones Blake has to deal with. Why do it? Why are you trying to make his life harder?”

      “It’s alright, Harrison,” Tom said calmly. He took a seat at the kitchen table and looked up at him. “It’s okay, I get it. I don’t mind.”

      “Don’t mind what?”

      “I don’t mind you taking your frustrations out on me, that’s what friends are for.”

      “Friend?” repeated Harrison in disbelief. “What have you done to qualify as my friend exactly? What, you call that lot out there the actions of a friend?”

      “I’ve told you, I had no idea how this happened, I was just divulging in a bit of village gossip, we all do it! I just didn’t know she was a journalist.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?” Harrison asked him.

      “Because you’re upset, clearly. The Harrison I met who pulled me out of the way of that car wasn’t this sensitive. Are you sure everything is okay with you? You and Blake are okay?”

      “We’re fine.”

      “Really?” Tom said, leaning back in his chair. “Because ‘fine,’ to me, isn’t storming into someone else’s house and throwing wild accusations around. ‘Fine’ isn’t being scared of putting any more pressure on your boyfriend in case it’s too much for him.”

      Harrison scowled at Tom as he stood up and walked towards him.

      “It’s okay, Harrison,” he said. “You forget, you’ve told me everything about you. When me and you first met, we had nights where we’d just get drunk and tell each other about ourselves.”

      “Which you probably thought were dates.”

      “No, I didn’t. And even if I did, it doesn’t make a difference. I know the type of relationship you came from Harrison. The one where you were terrified because you didn’t know how much stress your boyfriend could handle before you ended up paying the price for it.”

      “Blake is nothing like Daniel.” Harrison told him sharply. The reminder of his past, domestically violent, relationship was not one he appreciated, especially in comparison to Blake.

      “Daniel was nothing like Daniel at one stage,” Tom said, a serious expression on his face. “Remember?”

      “You don’t know anything about Blake,” Harrison replied. “Which, funnily enough, is something I can say about you. You might have told me the odd bit about yourself, but I don’t know you. Not really. Not enough that I could sit here and give you a lecture of relationships and what experiences you’ve got.”

      “You know plenty about me!”

      “Yeah? What about who you’re constantly on the phone to?” Harrison asked, and was pleased to see Tom’s expression falter. “Yeah, exactly. Not so keen to tell me who that is, are you? Who is it? A guy? You’re seeing someone?”

      “That’s got nothing to do with what we’re talking about.”

      “So, who is it then? If it’s that irrelevant?”

      Tom bit his lip, his eyes fixed on Harrison. “I can’t tell you at the moment?”

      “No, I bet you can’t,” Harrison replied. “Why not? What’s the secret?”

      “There is no secret,” Tom told him, looking far less cocky than he had a few moments before. “It’s just got nothing to do with you, that’s all. I’m a private person.”

      “Well, guess what?” Harrison said furiously. “So am I. And so is Blake. And our relationship, both the good points and the bad, have nothing to with you.”

      Suddenly, Tom’s phone which was lying on the middle of the table between them, began to ring. It vibrated furiously, edging it’s way along the table.

      For a few moments, neither of them said anything, their eyes darting between the phone and each other.

      “Aren’t you going to answer it?” Harrison asked him.

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Before Tom could stop him, Harrison had grabbed the phone off the table and looked at the screen. All it said was ‘F. Calling.’

      “F? Who’s F?”

      Tom quickly stood up and yanked the mobile out of Harrison’s hand.

      “I told you, none of your business. And actually, I will answer it. So, if I could have some privacy?”

      He pressed a button on the phone and put it to his ear.

      “Hold on, give me two seconds,” he told the caller. He strolled across the kitchen and opened the front door leading into the street and raised his eyebrows expectantly.

      Harrison paused, trying to listen to the quiet, tinny voice that was just audible from the other end of the line.

      ‘Hello? Tom? What’s going on?’

      “Go on,” Tom said to Harrison. “Please.”

      Harrison sighed and then walked outside, but as Tom went to close the door behind him, Harrison jammed his foot in the way.

      “Just stay away from Blake,” he told him. “That’s all I ask.”

      Tom rolled his eyes again and finally manage to close the door in Harrison’s face, leaving him standing in the street.

      Behind him, the throng of reporters seemed to be slowly dispersing, but as soon as they saw Harrison, the remaining ones immediately pulled out their Dictaphones.

      “Do you know anything about Amelia Klein?”

      “Can you tell us anything about her disappearance?”

      Harrison pushed through them and quickly entered Juniper Cottage, slamming the door behind him.

      He took a deep breath and looked around him. The living room was empty, meaning Blake was upstairs.

      As he walked up the stairs, he heard the familiar sound of Blake’s snoring. He stood in the doorway to their bedroom and watched Blake, who was lying face down on top of the bed, fully clothed. Somehow, he had managed to fall asleep.

      Leaving his boyfriend in his slumber, Harrison went back downstairs and sat down on the sofa, deciding to sleep on it to save the risk of waking Blake up from his well needed rest. As he flicked the living room lamp off, plunging himself into darkness, Harrison could not have felt more awake, his mind swimming with thoughts about Blake, Tom and what he had said, and ultimately, who Tom could be talking to whose name began with ‘F.’
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      “…According to reports, the young girl, Amelia Klein, vanished in the middle of a magic show, here, in the village of Harmschapel. Police have given a brief statement: ‘We can confirm we are investigating the disappearance of a female. Investigations are ongoing.’ Now, we are hearing from various sources that Amelia actually vanished in front of a large audience from a cabinet that was suspended above the stage. Whether these reports are true or not is uncertain, but what is certain is that police here in this sleepy little village certainly have a puzzle on their hands. Georgina Farrow, 24/7 news, Harmschapel.”

      The screen went blank as Inspector Angel switched off the television from across the meeting room and threw the remote down on the nearest desk.

      “Well, I think it’s safe to say that our job just got a lot harder.”

      His voice was calm but Blake could tell that he was angry. The atmosphere around the room was tense.

      “Yeah,” Blake said at last. “Safe to say we could have done without the media getting involved.”

      “Involved, DS Harte?” repeated Angel. “I think we have slightly more than the media involved. This isn’t just a case of it appearing in the local newspapers. What we have just watched is a report on the national news.”

      Blake groaned and put his head into his hands.

      “It’s everywhere,” Patil said, looking at her phone. “BBC news, Facebook, all the paper sites, there’s even a hashtag on Twitter. #VanishingGirl.”

      “It’s the sort of case that’s captured the public imagination,” Blake conceded. “People like a puzzle. What they don’t know, however, is the information we’ve discovered in the past twenty-four hours about Amelia.”

      He stood up from his desk and turned to the rest of the officers.

      “As you all know, what we now appear to be dealing with is a ransom situation,” Blake said. “You’ve all watched the second video, you know the amount of money asked for.”

      “Five thousand pounds,” Fox said, reading through her notes. “I take it he’s refusing to pay it?”

      Blake shrugged. “According to Sebastian, he has the money in savings, which begs the question, to me anyway, why he claimed to Benjamin Lakes that he couldn’t afford to keep him on the payroll anymore.”

      “Are you still having doubts about the girl’s father?” Gardiner asked disdainfully. “I mean, for God’s sake, surely the fact that she’s being held to ransom now would be enough for you to realise that she’s genuinely in danger?”

      “Oh, I believe she’s in danger,” Blake said. “Just perhaps not the sort of danger that’s immediately obvious.”

      “Meaning?” Angel said.

      Blake sighed and clicked the video that Sebastian had been sent on again. For a few seconds they watched as Amelia looked up at the camera, looking scared and tied to the chair.

      “This girl has allegedly been involved in prostitution, we don’t know how long for. But she’s seventeen years old, according to her father, which in this scenario makes her a child in the eyes of the law. According to Jemma, the girl me and Matti spoke to at the club that she was seen coming out of on the morning of her disappearance, she has been asking for money. If Sebastian has enough in his savings to apparently want to pay a five-thousand-pound ransom, then why is she asking a girl at the local strip club for money? How did they meet? When we asked Jemma that, she said she couldn’t remember. And when we asked her about Sebastian, she basically cut off the interview and told us to leave.”

      “She did,” Mattison agreed. “But how is it all connected though, Sir? And surely, if we’re talking about child prostitution here, we need to find out who she was with that supposedly lives in Harmschapel that apparently was rough with her to the point that she ran to Jemma.”

      “Oh, yeah we will, Matti. Don’t you worry about that,” Blake replied grimly. “But what I’m leading up to is this.” He sat down at his desk and watched the screen as Amelia’s captor stormed in, wearing his mask and thrusting the note into Amelia’s hands to demand the ransom.

      “Five thousand pounds is all our kidnapper apparently wants for Amelia. Five grand. How far is that going to get you in life these days? A few months luxury but it’s not that much. He’s just pulled off an incredible illusion by stealing a girl from a suspended cabinet. Don’t you think he’d be after more? I don’t think that whoever is under that mask is a random psycho who saw an opportunity. I think it’s someone with a personal axe to grind with Sebastian Klein.”

      “Well, of course it’s personal against Klein,” Gardiner huffed. “Whoever this is has kidnapped the man’s daughter for God’s sake.”

      But Blake did not hear him. Something in the video had caught his eye.

      “Her shoes,” he murmured. “Look at her shoes.”

      “What about them?” Patil asked, frowning at the video.

      “She’s wearing black plimsols . She was wearing them on the first day I met her.”

      “What’s your point, DS Harte?” Angel asked.

      Blake shot up from his seat as something clicked into place in his brain. “Oh my God, look! We’ve been staring at the answer for the entire time! Look! Look at the video!”

      They all stared at the paused screen.

      “I see a kidnapper and his captive,” Angel said flatly. “What relevance do her shoes have?”

      “Harrison found the shoes she was wearing during the performance at the bottom of the cabinet. They had high heels on them. I thought that it must just have been so that she could squeeze into the bottom of the box without having some cumbersome heels on, but what if it was for another reason? If, as we’re meant to believe, she was taken right out of that box in front of everybody, why would she change her shoes? Why isn’t she barefoot?”

      “And what does that mean?” Gardiner asked, frowning. “What possible difference could her shoes make?”

      Blake ignored him and put his head in his hands staring at the screen, his mind racing. “Oh, why? Why, why, why?”

      “Heels are louder than plimsols ,” Fox said. “On the stage, you’d hear heels clip-clopping. I’ve been in that village hall, it’s quite echoey. You wouldn’t hear plimsols .”

      “Yes!” Blake exclaimed. “If she’d got out of there, she’d have had to be out by the time the cabinet opened for the second time. I watched that trick twice, it gives her about thirty seconds to a minute, she wouldn’t have to be Mo Farah to get off the stage in that amount of time.”

      “No,” drawled Gardiner. “Just the invisible man, considering that she was in front of an audience as well as having a mirror showing that nothing happened at the back of the cabinet.”

      “The back of the cabinet opens,” Blake said, frantically pacing up and down. “Somehow, she climbed out of that box and escaped the stage. I’m sure of it.”

      “You do realise, DS Harte, that you are now implying that Amelia and her kidnapper are working together?” Angel said.

      “She hasn’t been kidnapped, Sir,” Blake told him firmly. “Look at her.”

      “I am,” Angel replied. “And I see a terrified looking girl tied to a chair.”

      “And I see a girl who’s used to performing on the stage,” Blake replied. “That first video, showing a paper and the time? How many police dramas has our kidnapper watched? Easy enough to grab the morning paper and adjust the time on your watch, film a video and then send it to Sebastian’s phone when the time is right.”

      “All very well, Sir,” Patil said, flicking through the papers that were all screaming headlines about Amelia’s disappearance. “But how does she get out of the cabinet without anybody seeing her? And if she is working with her kidnapper, then who is it? Who is underneath the mask?”

      Blake sighed and sat back down, his head starting to hurt with all the fruitless theories that all led back to that exact question.

      “God, these papers,” Patil murmured. “There’s one here that’s even got Amelia’s picture in. Someone must have given them access to this, I mean there’s no way…”

      Then she stopped, staring at the paper, her mouth falling open.

      Blake frowned, turning his head. “What?”

      But Patil did not answer. A single tear fell down her cheek as she gripped the newspaper she was holding tighter. Then, she threw it down on the desk, and stood up, kicking her chair out of the way, glaring furiously at Mattion.

      “Mini?” called Mattison. “What the hell is wrong with her?”

      “You!” Patil shouted, pointing her finger at him. “You promised me I was imagining things!”

      Blake, utterly bemused, grabbed the paper and stared at the contents.

      “What the hell are you on about?” Mattison exclaimed, staring cluelessly at her. “I have no idea what you’re on about.”

      “I do,” Blake said.  He threw the paper down on the desk and slowly turned it around so that Mattison could see. “You idiot, Matti. You absolute bloody idiot.”

      In one of the reports, there was a picture of the exterior of the village hall, detailing where the disappearance had taken place. In the corner of the picture, were two people kissing against a wall at the end of the otherwise deserted street. Despite the distance, it could not have been more obvious that it was Mattison and Fox.

      “Oh, my,” Gardiner said as he peered over Mattison’s shoulder. “Well, well, well. What have you two been up to?”

      “Oh my God,” Fox said as she realised what was in the photos. “Mini, I’m so sorry, I didn’t…”

      Blake stepped in and grabbed Patil half a second before she attempted to fly across the room to grab Fox.

      “You bitch!” she screamed, tears rolling down her face. “You devious little bitch!”

      “That’s enough!” Blake shouted, pulling hard on Patil’s arms. He leant in and spoke sharply into her ear.

      “You are five seconds away from losing the upper hand here and getting yourself into much more trouble than you currently deserve, just calm down.”

      “Excuse me!”

      They all turned their heads to see Sergeant Mandy Darnwood standing in the doorway, looking both confused and intrigued by the sight before her. “DS Harte, there’s a woman in reception to see you about the Amelia Klein case. What’s going on here?”

      “Nothing,” Blake said firmly. “Mini, go into the office. Go on.”

      Patil took a few deep breaths and then furiously wiped the tears out of her eyes. Then, with a last furious glare at Mattison, she stormed across the room and into Angel’s office, slamming the door behind her.

      “And what do you expect me to do with her?” Angel asked wryly.

      “If you could just try and calm her down, Sir?”

      “DS Harte, this is a police station, not The Jerry Springer Show.”

      “I’m aware of that, Sir,” Blake replied, trying to keep his tone respectful. “But I’m sure you will agree that, right now, it would be sensible to take Mini out of the situation for a moment?”

      He turned to Fox. “Lisa, I’d like you to go through every single witness statement accounting for Amelia’s disappearance and flag up anything that doesn’t match. Every single one. Is that understood?”

      “Sir,” Fox agreed quietly.

      “As for you,” Blake said tersely to Mattison. “I want you to go out and try and bring in Jemma. We need to ask her more questions. Clear?”

      Mattison nodded.

      “Good. Get out of my sight, the pair of you.”

      Without another word, Mattison and Fox went their separate ways.

      “Now then,” Blake said, once he had regained his composure. “Michael, come with me and we’ll talk to this witness together. Inspector Angel, I am very sorry to commandeer your office, but I think, for productivity’s sake, it is best to let Mini calm down and maybe offer her a few words of encouragement?”

      Angel raised a disdainful eyebrow. “Feel free once you have finished with the interview, DS Harte.”

      Harte bit his lip. It was clearly the most cooperative Angel was prepared to be.

      “Michael, with me.”

      Gardiner who had been watching everything from the vantage point of his desk, chuckled to himself as he followed Blake out of the room.

      “Sometimes,” he said, “I think I’m better off single.”
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* * *

      When Blake and Gardiner arrived in reception, they found a middle-aged woman sitting in the waiting area, staring up at the posters on the wall. She was clutching an old, tatty-looking handbag, wearing scruffy looking clothes and looked like she had not washed her hair in several days.

      Blake frowned and whispered to Darnwood.

      “Who is she?”

      Darnwood looked up lazily from her paperwork. “Said she’s Amelia Klein’s mother.”

      Blake raised his eyebrows. “Her mother? But she’s dead.”

      “No, she just smells like it,” Darnwood murmured.

      Blake ignored her and approached the timid looking woman.

      “Hello?” he said. “I’m DS Harte, this is Sergeant Gardiner. We understand you have some information for us?”

      The woman jumped and looked up sharply at them. “Are you looking for Amelia?”

      Blake was immediately taken aback by how scared the woman looked. She looked to be trembling slightly, clutching her handbag for all she worth.

      “That’s right,” Blake said. “Do you know Amelia?”

      “Yeah, I’m her Mum,” replied the woman.

      Blake and Gardiner exchanged looks, though Gardiner’s was a lot more sceptical than Blake’s.

      “Would you like to go through to the interview room?” Blake said, gently leading the woman to the nearest room. “We’ll be in with you in a second.”

      The woman nodded and allowed Blake to walk her into the room. Once she was inside, Blake closed the door and stood against the wall, looking at Gardiner in confusion.

      “Sebastian said Amelia’s mother had died.”

      “She’s clearly a nutter,” Gardiner replied curtly. “She’s seen the news and wants a bit of the action. You watch, the first question she’ll ask is whether there’s a money reward. You mark my words, it’ll be a complete waste of time. Time that could be spent looking for that poor girl.”

      “Well, if we don’t ask, we won’t know, will we, my cynical little sergeant?” Blake replied lightly and then walked into the interview room, ignoring the tuts coming from behind him.

      The woman, who was now seated behind the interview table, looked up at them fearfully and watched them with her eyes wide as the two officers sat down opposite her.

      “Can we ask you your name?” Blake asked.

      “Abi,” replied the woman. “Abi Clarke.”

      “Okay, Abi,” Blake said. “You say that you’re Amelia’s mother?”

      “I am, yeah.”

      “It’s just that we were told that Amelia’s mother had died,” Blake said tentatively.

      “Died?” Abi repeated, looking confused. “How could I have died? I’m sat right here. Look, if you don’t believe me, I’ve got her birth certificate here, as well as my ID.”

      She put the handbag on the table and pulled a very crumpled sheet of paper out and placed it front of Blake, followed by a sellotaped driving licence.

      Blake frowned as he read the certificate.

      “‘Certified copy of birth record, Amelia Clarke,’” Blake read. “‘Mother: Abigail Clarke. Father: Martin Clarke.’”

      “Yeah, he’s in prison,” Abi added. “Drugs.”

      “No, really?” Gardiner muttered.

      Blake jabbed him in the side with his elbow and continued reading. “City of birth, Leeds. Date of birth 21st July 2003’? That would make her fifteen, Abi.”

      “There you go,” Gardiner said triumphantly. “Listen, madam, the girl we’re looking for is seventeen. You’re two years out I’m afraid.”

      “What more proof do you need?” Abi exclaimed crossly. “What, just because I don’t talk all proper like you, it must mean I’m a liar? I suppose you just thought I was here to try and get a few quid, didn’t you?”

      Gardiner shuffled in his seat and cleared his throat. “I’m sure I would never make those sorts of assumptions.”

      Blake reread the birth certificate and then examined the driving licence. “This all tallies,” he said.

      “I’ve got pictures of her of when she was a baby,” Abi said, pulling the handbag open again. She produced two old photographs of a smiling baby in a pink onesie.

      Gardiner raised a suspicious eyebrow. “That could be any baby,” he muttered to Blake.

      “Why though?” Blake murmured back. “What would she get out of it?” He turned to Abi and clasped his hands together. “If we’re going with the idea that you’re Amelia’s mum, Abi, where have you been?”

      Abi slouched down in her seat and looked down at the ground. Blake could not help feeling that, no matter what Amelia’s true age was, Abi would have been the most childlike.

      “I’m not saying I was a good mother,” Abi mumbled. “I had my problems. I’m getting clean now though, honestly.”

      “Clean?” Blake asked gently. “You mean, you’ve had addiction problems?”

      Abi shrugged. “Like I say, my fella is in prison right now. That sort of thing doesn’t work if both of you aren’t into it, as you probably know.”

      Blake nodded. “So, Amelia is fifteen?”

      “I swear to God,” Abi pressed. “She was born on the fifth anniversary of my Mum’s death. 21st July, 2003. Where have you got the idea that she’s seventeen?”

      “Does the name Sebastian Klein mean anything to you?”

      Abi glared up at him. “Course it does. I might have been off my head when it happened,  but you don’t forget the name of the guy who takes your daughter away from you.”

      Blake and Gardiner exchange looks of surprise.

      “Took your daughter?” Gardiner repeated.

      “Look, I’m not proud of this,” Abi said. “It was two years ago. Mel was thirteen. I was at my worst then, I can barely remember anything from those years. I had social services at my door every other day and I was just trying to block it all out. It was tough on Amelia. She started acting up at school, every day, to the point where she got herself expelled. Then she went to another school and got kicked out of that one. The social worker said that it was a knee jerk reaction to an unsteady home life. I guess finding me out cold on the sofa can do that to a kid. Then finally, she sort of settled at this school for troubled kids.”

      “So, how did Sebastian Klein come onto the scene?” asked Blake.

      “Mel had started going to this drama club,” Abi explained. “And she started getting well into the theatre with her plays and that. So, then one day this magic show comes to the city and Mel wants to go. I didn’t have any money for her, but she said that the guy who did it, Sebastian, had gone to her school and chosen for some of the girls to go, sort of audition to be part of some of the tricks. Mel got the part.”

      Blake’s heart sank.

      “Sebastian Klein went to a school for troubled kids to audition them to be part of his show?”

      Abi nodded. “Mel came home really excited, she’d got this part as his new assistant and got to go on tour with him doing this magic show all over the place.”

      “And I take it Sebastian knew all about the trouble Mel was having at home.”

      Abi looked down at the floor again. “Yeah. He came ‘round the house. Took one look at me and the state of the place and told me that if Mel went with him, he could look after her till I got myself sorted out. Mel would be better with him, I wouldn’t have to worry about paying him anything, he’d take her on as his assistant. He said he’d ‘teach her the tricks of the trade.’”

      Blake’s blood ran cold. “Tricks of the trade,” he murmured.

      “And what, you’re saying he simply fostered your daughter?” Gardiner asked.

      “I dunno if you’d call it fostering,” Abi said with a shrug. “We didn’t fill out any paperwork or anything. I just told the social she’d gone to live with her uncle and that was it. I think they were glad to get me off their books to be honest.”

      “Then, what, did he leave you a contact number? Anything like that?” Blake asked.

      “Yeah, he left me a number, but I didn’t ring it ‘til about a year later.”

      “A year?” Gardiner exclaimed. “You left your daughter with a complete stranger and you didn’t try and get in contact until a year later?”

      Abi recoiled in her seat, looking a little frightened at Gardiner’s tone of voice. “I told you!” she cried defensively. “I’m not proud of it, I’m ashamed of myself! I’m scum, I know I am! But that Sebastian bloke made me see that Mel was better off with him. He was richer, had more going for him, she’d have a future travelling around with him.”

      Blake put his head into his hand and exhaled deeply. Small details about the case kept flashing into his mind. The stroking of the leg that Benjamin had apparently witnessed, the apparent prostitution, the look in Jemma’s eyes when the subject of Sebastian had come up. All of it pointed to one very sinister conclusion.

      “And now I’m seeing on the news that she’s vanished,” Abi ventured. “I know I’m not much use to her, but is she in danger do you think? I just want to know that she’s okay?”

      Blake shook his head. “Right now, Mel is probably the safest she’s been in a long time,” he murmured. “Can you give us a few minutes, Abi?”

      Abi nodded as Blake motioned for Gardiner to follow him out of the room. Once the interview room door was closed, Blake leant against the wall and ran his hands through his hair, exhaling deeply.

      “Well?” he said at last, looking at Gardiner intently. “Even you can’t be in any doubt at what we could be looking at here.”

      Gardiner nodded. “Grooming?”

      Blake paced up and down the corridor. “Oh, it’s all making sense. Everything Jemma said must be true. The prostitution, Christ, Michael, she’s fifteen! Oh, and I bet I know who the client was who roughed her up on the morning of her disappearance. Just a theory, but it’ll be easy enough to prove it. She’s not a prostitute, she’s a product. I’d be willing to bet that Sebastian Klein has groomed that girl to within an inch of her life and he’s been selling her to his clients. The whole magic show has just been a way for him to hide in plain sight, going around to where the business needs to take him. Benjamin walked in and saw exactly what he thought he saw. Him feeling her up. Amelia hasn’t been kidnapped at all, she’s been rescued. And I think I know by who.”

      “Mr Harte?”

      Gardiner and Blake’s heads spun around at the all too familiar voice.

      Sebastian Klein was standing in the doorway.
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      For a few moments, Blake did not speak, unsure of how to go about his next movements. Then, he glanced at Gardiner and stepped forwards.

      “Mr Klein,” he said quietly.

      “I’ve had another message from the kidnapper,” Sebastian said urgently, clutching his mobile. “I thought I better let you know straight away.”

      “Absolutely,” Blake replied. “What’s he said this time?”

      Gardiner stared at Blake, confused. “Are you…?”

      “Not now, Michael,” Blake said casually. “Go on, Mr Klein, play the video.”

      Sebastian glanced, perhaps suspiciously, at Gardiner then pressed his phone screen.

      As before, Amelia was in the same chair, still wearing the same outfit as she had been previously, including, Blake noticed, the same black plimsols .

      “Wow, he’s got her in such terrible conditions,” Blake murmured. He caught Gardiner’s eye and hoped that he had indicated to him to keep quiet.

      As he had in the previous videos, the masked figure stepped forwards towards the crying Amelia and thrust a note into her hand. She looked down at it and seemed to be trying to stop herself from bursting into tears again.

      “’At eight PM tonight, you will leave five thousand pounds, in cash, in the black rubbish bin at the old cottage on the edge of Harmschapel. It’s a secluded location so there will be no way you’ll be able to try any magic to get one over on me. Remember, no police. If I suspect you are trying anything, Amelia will die. And…’” She choked on tears as she stared in horror at her captor behind the camera. “‘And I will film it. And send it to you. You have been warned.’”

      The screen went blank and Sebastian looked up at Blake, worry etched across his face.

      “What do I do?”

      “Do you have the five thousand ready to go?” Blake asked him.

      “DS Harte,” Gardiner said warningly.

      “It’s alright, Michael,” Blake said. The potential consequences of his actions were already playing out in his head.

      “Yes,” Sebastian said, looking surprised. “It wasn’t easy, but I’ve got it at my house, in my safe.”

      Blake nodded. “Good. Then text the number and agree to meet them with the money.”

      “Mr Harte, you’ve heard what he’ll do if he knows that I’m even speaking to you.”

      “Oh, I know,” Blake replied. “Everything is going to be fine, I promise. We’re going to bring this man to justice. Don’t worry. Send the text.”

      With a final glance at the two officers before him, Sebastian nodded and tapped on his phone. When he had sent the text, he showed Blake what he had said.

      ‘Agreed.’

      “Good,” Blake said. “So, they’ll be there at eight PM. And so will we. Don’t worry, we’re trained to deal with exactly this sort of situation. Now, I have just one more question for you, Sebastian.”

      He led Sebastian to the door of the interview room and opened it.

      “Recognise this woman?”

      Inside the room, Abi looked up, looking confused. For a few moments, she and Sebastian stared at each other and then Sebastian’s eyes widened and turned to Blake. A flicker of horror crossed his face as he seemed to realise that Blake knew his secret.

      “No!” Sebastian exclaimed and tried to make a run for it out of the station, but Blake grabbed his shoulder and pulled him to the ground.

      “Michael, cuff him,” he ordered.

      Gardiner grabbed Sebastian’s wrists and pushed the handcuffs that he had clutched in his hand around them.

      “You and me are going to have a little chat,” Blake told him, his eyes flashing with fury. He checked his watch. “Four thirty. That should give us enough time for you to tell us all about your ‘daughter.’”
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* * *

      That evening, the wind was picking up. The night was drawing in and around the abandoned cottage on the outskirts of Harmschapel, everything was silent other than the strong breeze whistling through the trees.

      Then, out of the darkness, a figure appeared. He was cautious, checking around for any signs of life. After a few moments, he was satisfied that he was alone and crept around the side of the cottage towards the rubbish bin that had been left there by the old owners, nearly ten years ago.

      He took one last look around him and then lifted up the lid, looking inside for his prize. There it was, an old battered suitcase. As he lifted it up, he threw the lid back down on the bin and placed the suitcase on top of it. Then, he lifted the latches and opened the case. It was empty.

      Before he had time to even think of anything else, a blinding beam of light hit him and he jumped nearly a foot in the air, turning around and covering his eyes.

      A familiar figure appeared from behind a large tree.

      “Looking for something?” Blake asked him. “I don’t think you’ll find much in there, Benjamin.”

      Benjamin Lakes shielded his eyes from the strong light and then began running in the opposite direction. Blake put his hands in his pockets and watched, with a slight air of sympathy about him, as Mattison stood in his way and brought him to a stop.

      “Please,” Benjamin pleaded as Mattison brought him back towards Blake. “I just wanted to save her, you’ve got no idea what she went through.”

      “Oh, I do,” Blake replied. “I’m just sorry I didn’t see it sooner.” He signalled for the officers around him to lower their torches down so that Benjamin was not so blinded and walked towards him. “Where is she?”

      For a few moments, Benjamin looked as if he did not want to reply, but then his eyes glanced over to behind the cottage.

      “DS Harte,” Angel announced as he appeared from the side of the building, “May I present to you our missing girl?”

      Beside him, looking as timid and frightened as she had in the videos, was Amelia Klein.

      Blake smiled at her sympathetically and watched as she and Benjamin were led to the police car that had been concealed by bushes and hedgerow on the other side of the road. Then he turned to Angel as the inspector received a radio message in his ear.

      “We have Arthur Stanbury in custody,” he said, clicking the radio off. “It seems Mr Klein was rather keen to be, what I believe the popular parlance is, ‘a grass.’”

      “Yes, unfortunately for Stanbury, Mattison and I arrived at Klein’s house just as they were wrapping up a ‘business meeting.’ Having found out what that poor girl’s been going through, I hardly see how it could be anything else. How many matters of business could a touring magician and a parish councillor possibly have? Now, I need to go and talk to our kidnapper and his captive.”

      “I trust you will be charging them?”

      Blake sighed heavily. “I guess so. Trying to get a ransom out of somebody is rather illegal, after all. As well as technically wasting police time. Look at them though, Sir. They’re just a couple of kids at the end of the day. Two kids trying to get themselves out of a terrible situation. Nothing they’ve done is anywhere near as bad as what they were trying to escape from.”

      “Yes, well, unfortunately, DS Harte, the law can be a far from lenient mistress at times. I’m sure, however, I can trust you to make the appropriate decisions.”

      Blake glanced at him and nodded. “How was Mini after I left?”

      “PC Patil is, as you might expect, rather upset. I decided to send her home so she could gather herself. I do have a heart, DS Harte,” Angel added at Blake’s completely unintentional raise of the eyebrows. “Much as that may surprise you.”

      “I’m sure you do, Sir,” Blake replied politely.

      He walked across to the police car and spoke to Mattison.

      “I’ll deal with these two, Matti. You can go back with Inspector Angel if you like, see what you can do back at the station. As for anything else,” he added pointedly, “we can talk about that later. Do me a favour though, try and stay away from Constable Fox.”

      Mattison mumbled something in agreement and walked away towards the other officers as Blake climbed into the driver’s seat of the car. Behind the grill, Benjamin and Amelia were sitting in silence.

      “Well,” Blake began. “Safe to say you two have given us quite the wild goose chase.  Extortion, ransom demands, we had a whole police investigation and media storm because of you two.”

      Benjamin glanced at Amelia. “We didn’t have a choice. I’m sorry.”

      “I understand what the two of you have gone through, especially you, Mel.”

      Amelia looked up, tears in her eyes.

      “I met your mother today,” Blake continued. “The one that Sebastian Klein would have us all believe was dead. She told me all about how Sebastian first met you at school, auditioned you, and a few others, for the role of his assistant and then you got the part. Were things really that bad at home?”

      Amelia sighed. “Depends on your definition of bad. Some kids that age would probably love for their mum to have no interest in their lives. No interference, no lectures. How much can a mum that spends her time either with a needle in her arm or trying to get her next fix really lecture anybody? But I guess it had an effect on me.”

      “To the point where running away to go and be on the stage seemed like the most attractive option,” Blake said quietly. “I’m sure there’s thousands of kids who would love to do that at that age, whether they’ve got the ideal homelife or not. Unfortunately, your position made you a prime target for a predator, which is exactly what Sebastian Klein is and all his clients are. A young impressionable girl with low self esteem because she wasn’t getting that well needed love and attention at home can be so easy to groom it’s terrifying.”

      Amelia nodded as she delicately brushed her hair out of her eyes.

      “He told me I was beautiful, that the punters would love me, that I was perfect. I thought punters just meant the audience at the shows, but some of them got to come backstage and talk to me.”

      She turned and stared out of the window. A rumble of thunder sounded in the distance as rain started to patter on the windows.

      “I felt so special. Like I really was something amazing, all of these blokes telling me how beautiful I was and how good I looked on stage. They wanted to take photos of me, in all my stage costumes that Sebastian had made for me.”

      Blake closed his eyes and sighed heavily.

      “I felt like a film star. Once he started teaching me about all the magic tricks he knew, I was sold,” Amelia continued. “He told me all about how special I was, how my parents clearly didn’t understand me or deserve me.” For the first time since Blake had met her, real tears began to cascade down her face.

      “He then started telling me about what love is and how the love he had for me was special and that if I wanted to stay working with him then there were other things I had to do with his friends.”

      “His business associates,” Blake concluded.

      Benjamin put his arm around Amelia as the tears continued to roll down her cheeks. “That was what people did in showbiz, he said. These men, they were apparently all really influential names in the industry, agents, producers, all I had to do was keep them happy and I could see my name in lights by the end of the year. It never happened though He just kept taking pictures of me, in various outfits, that he said he was sending to people and that the waiting game was vital in the business. All I had to do was keep telling people that he was my dad, and he could keep helping me.”

      Blake shook his head in disbelief. “Benjamin? How did you start working with him?”

      Benjamin shrugged. “Not that differently, to be honest. I was a troubled kid, I’d been in foster homes since I was able to walk, being passed from pillar to post. One day, I saw a job going at a theatre company in Clackton and they took me on. Then Sebastian turned up doing this show, but back then, this other girl, Jemma, was his assistant.”

      “Jemma? Who now works at Crystals?”

      “You know her?” Amelia asked, wiping her eyes.

      “Yeah, we’ve met,” Blake replied. “So, what happened?”

      “I didn’t have a clue what was really going on,” Benjamin replied. “Not for ages. Sebastian needed a second man to sort of lug all the heavy stuff around.” He looked at Blake with a serious expression. “I swear, I didn’t know anything about what he was doing to Jemma, which it turned out was exactly the same as he did to Amelia. I dunno how he managed to keep it such a secret from me, I was practically living in his pocket for a while.”

      “And he never tried to get you involved in any of this?”

      Benjamin scowled. “When I first started working for him, he was asking me loads about whether I was into guys or girls. To be honest, I just thought that he fancied me. I thought he was a bit creepy, but he was paying well so I thought that I’d just put up with it for a bit then go and find another job. I never found one though. People aren’t that keen to hire someone with my background and lack of experience anywhere else.”

      “And Jemma managed to escape?” Blake asked Amelia.

      “Yeah,” Amelia said with a sigh. “Got herself a job working at the strip joint. Again, she comes from a broken home. Her parents chucked her out, they weren’t interested, and Sebastian came to her rescue. She only really told me that all this had happened to her when I asked her how many guys Sebastian had made her, you know, spend time with. Then she realised what was going on and started giving me money to try and get me out.”

      “Then, one day, you walked in on Sebastian feeling Mel’s leg,” Blake clarified to Benjamin.

      “Yeah, it was a few weeks back,” Benjamin replied. “Why would he do that to his own daughter?” Benjamin said with a shudder. “It didn’t make any sense to me. Then I eventually cornered Mel and I just knew something was wrong. Then she told me.”

      “And Sebastian got wind of the fact that his assistants weren’t as clueless as he needed them to be,” Blake said, nodding. “You were dangerous to him Ben, so he promptly told you that he couldn’t afford to pay you anymore, so you’d have to go.”

      “He told me I couldn’t prove anything and if I did go to the police then he’d sue me for slander, and I honestly thought he meant it. I don’t know about this kind of thing, Mr Harte, I haven’t got a clue. I knew I couldn’t afford lawyers or anything like that, and Mel didn’t want to go to the police so we decided, together, to just get her away from him. Her and me.”

      “And you came up with this disappearing act,” Blake said, with a small smile. “You know, and I’m probably not supposed to say this, so don’t tell anybody, but I’m impressed. Using Sebastian’s own trick against him.”

      “It’s not even his trick,” Amelia said, with a small, teary smile. “He stole off some old magician he used to watch as a kid. That’s what he did with most of his tricks, but he always used to say that no trick is original, so it was all fair.”

      “The cabinet he was originally supposed to use for that trick didn’t make it to Harmschapel, did it?” Blake said to Benjamin. “Because you had made your own. You say you haven’t got any skills or talent, but already I can see you starting off, at the very least, in woodwork and construction. Making that cabinet couldn’t have been easy.”

      “I paid the delivery driver off on the last night of performances. We were in Essex, and I just gave him fifty quid, told him not to bother delivering that cabinet, we’d got another one ready to go.”

      “Because yours had something the first one didn’t have,” Blake said. “A back door. There was no need for one on the original cabinet, because Sebastian liked to show his audience how impossible his illusion really was and had a mirror showing the back at all times. That was where I started to join the pieces together. What was the point in the back door? We’d be able to see. Unless, of course, the audience on the night of your great disappearance, wasn’t seeing what we thought we were. Unbeknown to Sebastian Klein, there was another magic trick going on right underneath his nose. The thing that really made me start to realise what might be going on was the shoes that my boyfriend found in the bottom of the cabinet when he was doing some amateur detecting of his own. The high heeled ones you were wearing for the performance. Big, clunky, statement shoes, all to match your costume. But they would have made way too much noise when you made your big escape, so they had to be left behind in favour of the black plimsols , the same ones you were wearing in the kidnap videos. Much quieter, and, just as importantly, black.”

      Benjamin and Amelia exchanged nervous looks and nodded.

      Blake just smiled.

      “I said all along that the secrets to magic normally happen thanks to whoever is hidden from view, whether that be in a cabinet, a box, or behind a curtain. And there was a lot happening behind the doors of the cabinet once it had started being suspended in the air. In fact there was a complete costume change going on, because you needed to make yourself look completely invisible once you got out of there.”

      Amelia nodded. “Wow. It’s no wonder Sebastian wanted your opinion on the trick in the first place, but yeah. I had everything hidden in the secret compartment of the cabinet. Black leggings, black hoody, a black balaclava to go over the whole of my head, just in case.”

      “The same one I used when I was being her ‘kidnapper’ in the videos,” Benjamin added.

      “Most of it just went over the top of my costume,” Amelia continued. “Except the shoes, which I had to leave in the cabinet. We didn’t think anybody would really make much of them though.”

      “Except, it didn’t make all that much sense that you weren’t wearing the shoes in the videos,” Blake told them. “You had the rest of your costume on, but why had you changed your shoes?

      “Anyway, against a black curtain, you could sneak out completely undetected once the audience was too distracted by smoke flashes and the question of where the hell you had gone. And then, the pièce de résistance. Even with all that going on inside the box, how do you get out the back without the audience seeing you in the mirror? Answer, because what the audience was looking at wasn’t a mirror for the whole of the trick. Because those videos of you all tied up had more answers in them than I even realised. Firstly, I’m guessing, that you filmed them under the stage?”

      Despite their obvious nerves, both Amelia and Benjamin laughed.

      “Yeah,” Benjamin said. “All at once, on the morning of the first show. We knew what our plan was, we’d send them to Sebastian on an old phone that he couldn’t trace back to us, let him sweat a bit, and then send each one when the time was right. We dressed it up a bit, otherwise it would be blatantly obvious where it had been filmed.”

      “And secondly, and more importantly, the fact that to make videos, you need a camera. And cameras take both videos and still images. And that’s exactly what we were looking at. A still image. Just a photograph that was the same size of the mirror taken of the right angle of the back of the cabinet.”

      “It was a nightmare getting it all put into place,” Benjamin said. “It was worth it though. I had to be at the village hall late at night, early in the morning, just to make sure that it all worked, and then we had to go through it, rehearse it so that the timing of it all was just perfect. It wasn’t easy getting Mel away from him, but we managed it.  Of course, there was still a risk on the actual night that it could all go wrong but we kind of had to chance it.  I persuaded that parish councillor to give me a spare set of keys for the hall. Took a lot of inner strength not to kick two rounds of crap out of him once I realised that he was another of Sebastian’s clients, but it was worth it.”

      “So, when you were back stage, operating the winch that lifted the cabinet up, you were also operating the mirror and the picture?”

      “They were both on a pulley system so that it could just be flipped over at the right moment,” Benjamin told him. “The first flash of smoke is supposed to make it all just look more dramatic, because that’s the kind of cheesy performer Sebastian is, but it gave me the chance to pull the rope to flip the mirror over.”

      “I’m inside the cabinet, doing the trick as it’s meant to be done,” Amelia continued. “The front doors open, the audience sees its empty, and Sebastian gets his round of applause. Then, as soon as the front doors were closed, I climbed out the back, hung onto the edges and then jumped down once it was low enough for me to be able to just slip away through the black curtains.”

      “Then she just ran for it, out the fire exit, went to my house and waited,” Benjamin concluded. “The rest was easy. Everybody in the audience, and Sebastian, was too busy thinking she had really disappeared to notice the mirror flipping over again. All I had to do then was come and sort it all out when the coast was clear. I forgot about the shoes though. Ultimately though, I guess it was all done with smoke and mirrors, just ten times better than he could ever have done.”

      Blake smiled. For a few moments, they sat in silence, the only sound coming from the rain hammering down on the windscreen.

      “We’re sorry we’ve caused you all this trouble,” Amelia said. “But I had to get out. We figured, five grand, which I knew he had, we could split it and get far away from here.”

      “You might not have got the money,” Blake said. “Let me assure you though, that it’s all over now. Sebastian Klein is never going to be able to get to either of you ever again, and neither are any of his friends.”

      “How much trouble are we actually in then?” Benjamin asked.

      Blake glanced at Amelia through his rear-view mirror as he started the car and they began driving back to Harmschapel. She had leant back in her seat, watching the countryside fly by the window. For her, the nightmare was over and she had Benjamin to thank for it.

      “Did you kill anybody?” Blake asked quietly.

      “No,” replied Benjamin.

      “Did you attack anybody?”

      “No.”

      “Did you actually kidnap anybody?”

      “No.”

      “And did you actually manage to get any money out of anybody?”

      “No, unfortunately.”

      Blake nodded. As Harmschapel came into view, he looked at the pair of them once more through his rear-view mirror. They were smiling, Blake suspected, for the first time, properly, since this hell had begun.

      “Then maybe some of the potential charges you might have could disappear.”

      Amelia frowned at him. “How?”

      Blake just shrugged. “Magic.”
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      Harrison looked up at Blake as he climbed back into the car.

      “Thanks for waiting,” Blake said as he put his seatbelt on.

      “Like I wouldn’t,” Harrison replied. “How did it go today?”

      Blake shrugged. “Not bad. Linda reckons I’m making progress. She’s convinced that I need a break from work, which, let’s be honest, I do. She thinks all these dreams have been triggered by the traumatic events I keep facing at work. I might not have had to deal with any murders recently, but a creepy magician running his own sex ring basically comes under the category of stress.”

      Harrison nodded as they began driving back towards Harmschapel.

      “Yeah, I’d say it probably does. But listen, it’s your last day tomorrow, then you get two weeks off.”

      Blake exhaled in relief. “Yeah. I cannot wait to see Sally. Her birthday can not come quick enough. You’ve seen the amount of gin she puts away. You think that’s going to be any different just because she’s hitting thirty? I don’t think so.”

      “Good,” Harrison replied. “I just wish I could come with you.”

      Blake put his hand on Harrison’s thigh and squeezed it. “I know. Linda thinks that the break will do us both good though. You won’t have to be worrying about me all the time, you’ll probably sleep better without me tossing and turning next to you. I’ll be around my old stomping ground for a couple of weeks, I’ll come back a new man. That’s the plan anyway.”

      Harrison nodded, holding back the comment he was going to make that he did not mind Blake keeping him awake if it meant that they were communicating more. He knew that Blake was fully aware. Deep down, Harrison was confident that no matter what Blake was dreaming about, together they could get through it.

      As they arrived back in Harmschapel, Harrison pointed at the bus stop near the entrance to the village.

      “Isn’t that Matti?”

      Blake sighed. “Yeah. What the hell is he doing at the bus stop at this time of night?”

      “Judging by the number of bags he’s got with him, I’d say he’s off somewhere himself,” Harrison said. “Do you think Mini has chucked him out?”

      “Yeah,” replied Blake flatly. “I would guess that she has. Nothing that he doesn’t deserve.”

      “Come on, Blake,” Harrison replied. “He’s a friend. And he’s one of your officers. He needs help.”

      Blake rolled his eyes and shook his head, then with a resigned tut and turned the steering wheel towards Mattison.

      He was sitting in the bus stop looking utterly miserable and did not seem to notice them until Blake had stopped the car right by him and wound the window down.

      “Going somewhere?” Blake asked him wryly.

      Mattison shrugged. “I guess. Mini told me to go. I can’t say I blame her.”

      “No,” replied Blake. “Neither can I.”

      Harrison tapped Blake on the wrist and gave him an imploring look.

      “You know, Matti, I don’t think it’s the best idea for you to be hanging around here. You know what this village can be like when there’s a bit of scandal.”

      “I don’t think it’s the best idea for me to be anywhere at the minute,” Mattison said sullenly.

      “Oh, shut up you berk. Get in.”

      Mattison looked up in surprise. “Huh?”

      “You heard. Stick your bags in the boot. You can come stay at ours with Harrison while I’m away. Give the goat somebody new to pick on.”

      “With you?” Mattison asked, looking incredibly touched. “I couldn’t ask you to do that, Sir.”

      “Well, what’s your alternative?” Harrison called.

      Mattison looked at the floor again. “Not a lot.”

      “Well, then stop feeling sorry for yourself and get in the back of this car before I change my mind,” Blake replied curtly. “If you think I’m having an officer of mine sleeping in a shop doorway, you’re very much mistaken.”

      Mattison gave them a small smile, which Harrison took to be an attempt at humbleness and then began loading his bags into the back of the car.

      Harrison linked his arm with Blake’s.

      “Thank you. You’re a good guy.”

      Blake shrugged. “I’m off to Manchester, you’re the one who’s dealing with him. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Harrison said. “Two weeks to sort Matti and Mini out? Child’s play.”

      Blake grinned back at him as Mattison clambered into the back of the car and shut the door.

      “Thank you,” he said in a quiet voice.

      Harrison turned in his seat to face him. “You can drop the poor me act for a start, Matti. You know why you’re here.”

      “I know.”

      “What the hell possessed you, you stupid man?” Blake asked him as they began driving along the road towards Juniper cottage. “You and Mini are great together.”

      Mattison shrugged. “I just got flattered, that’s all. I’m not saying it was Lisa’s fault for a second, she knew it was wrong just as much as I did. And it only happened the once.”

      “The night you were caught in that photograph?” Harrison asked him.

      Mattison nodded.

      “Think that’s what they call karma, my friend,” Blake told him.

      “I’m going to get her back, Sir,” Mattison said firmly. “I don’t care how long it takes me, what I have to do. I love Mini.”

      Blake shrugged as they arrived outside the cottage and stopped the car. Then, he turned in his seat and glared at Mattison intently.

      “I don’t like people that cheat in relationships, Matti. I don’t give a toss what Fox’s involvement is, as far as I’m concerned, this is all on you. You’ve wrecked Mini’s trust, broken her heart and if you really mean it when you say you want to fix things, then you have got one hell of a job on your hands.”

      “I do mean it,” Mattison said, his eyes wide. “I really do. I’ve been an absolute idiot.”

      Harrison nodded. “You said it. You’re more than welcome to come stay with me and Betty while Blake’s away, because you’re a mate. But so is Mini. So don’t think you’ll be getting any sympathy for what you’ve done.”

      Mattison nodded again, looking suitably chastised.

      Blake passed Mattison the keys from the ignition.

      “Front door keys are on there. Get your stuff in the house and we’ll sort out the sofa bed for you.”

      Mattison took the keys from him.

      “Thanks,” he mumbled, then got out of the car and opened the boot.

      “Get you,” Blake said, grinning at Harrison. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      “I learnt from the best,” Harrison replied.

      They kissed and then got out of the car, Blake immediately grabbing the remainder of Mattison’s bags and taking them inside the cottage.

      Harrison was just about to follow when he saw Tom walking down the street towards his own cottage across the road. Harrison glanced over his shoulder to make sure that Blake was staying indoors, then took a deep breath and strolled towards Tom.

      Tom raised an eyebrow when he spotted Harrison walking towards him.

      “Evening,” he said. “Come to have another go?”

      “Not at all,” Harrison replied. “I just thought I’d let you know that it didn’t work.”

      “What didn’t work?”

      “Your little plan to call the papers to try and get Blake more stressed. Actually, from what I’ve heard, that ultimately helped to put the whole thing to bed. If anything, you made Blake’s life a lot easier.”

      Tom rolled his eyes, looking irritated. “I’m so glad. Are we done?”

      “How’s ‘F’?” Harrison asked innocently. “Still ringing you every day?”

      Immediately, Tom’s mouth tightened. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Harrison. Just remember, I don’t have a problem with you, quite the opposite. Which is why I’ll give you a friendly warning. Back off asking me questions about that. It won’t play out well for you.”

      “Oh, is that a threat?”

      Tom gave him a dark smile. “No. It’s really not.”

      Harrison hoped that he did not appear as unnerved as he felt.

      “You might find out. One day,” Tom said with a shrug. “Until then, try and keep your nose out.” As he had done before, Tom straightened Harrison’s collar.

      Harrison pulled away. “Just leave Blake alone. I don’t know what your problem is with him and I don’t care. He’s bigger and scarier than you’ll ever be, Tom. Whatever weird little thoughts are going on in that head of yours, they won’t do you any good.”

      Tom merely smirked again. “We’ll see. Night night.”

      He crossed the road and walked into his cottage without another word. As he slammed the door behind him, Harrison was left alone, shivering. He was unsure if it was down purely to the cold.
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* * *

      It was three AM.  The whole of Harmschapel was always silent this time of night, only the sound of whatever weather was passing over at the time and the occasional screech from an owl from one of the trees ever disturbed the peace.

      Tonight, however, a door creaked open and then closed with a snap. Then, the sound of footsteps echoed up the street.

      Tom was walking away from his cottage and strolling down the road, his mobile tight to his ear. He did not want his mother to hear any part of this conversation.

      “He’s going away,” Tom said to his caller. “Back to Manchester apparently.”

      “Excellent,” said a cold voice in his ear. “That couldn’t be more opportune. I take it nobody knows who you are? Everything is still being kept quiet?”

      “No, of course not,” Tom replied as he put his other hand in his pocket. “Nobody has a clue.”

      “Good,” said the voice. “It needs to stay that way. Blake Harte must never know about our connection.”

      “He won’t,” Tom said.

      Then, he quickly turned his head and looked back down the street. For a moment, he could have sworn he heard footsteps coming up behind him. After a moment, he was satisfied he could see nothing and returned to his call.

      “I’m proud of you,” the voice continued. “You’ve done well. I am pleased to call you my son.”

      “Thank you,” Tom said with a smile. “I’m doing everything I can. Every move, anything he does, just as you asked for. You need to be careful with ringing me so much though. His boyfriend, Harrison, he’s getting suspicious.”

      “In what way?”

      “He saw your call screen. Don’t worry, it only says ‘F,’ so he doesn’t have a clue. Maybe we should arrange times to speak though. Surely, you’ve got to be careful too. Prison can’t be an easy place to hide a mobile phone constantly.”

      “I have my methods, don’t worry about that,” replied Tom’s father. “Is he still having his dreams?”

      “Yeah. I reckon you’re probably haunting him, without even doing anything,” Tom said, with a chuckle.

      “I’d hope so.”

      “I’d love to see you soon.” Tom said, hoping for even a grain of affection.

      “Patience. First Harte, then we can do the father, son thing.”

      “I know,” Tom replied. “Listen, I better go.”

      “And I. I would suggest you change my display, if that partner of is getting suspicious. What does it even stand for anyway? F for Father or F for Thomas Frost?”

      “Either. I’ll change it though. Love you, Dad.”

      The phone went dead as Thomas Frost hung up.

      Tom sighed and put the mobile back in his pocket. One day, he thought, one day, he’d say it back.

      He turned to walk back to the house, but he had barely begun to move when a large heavy object came flying down at his head.

      The loud thud echoed dully around the otherwise silent street as Tom was struck and immediately sank to the ground. With his head throbbing in pain, he tried to look up and see who his attacker was, but they were already running down the street.

      As Tom’s eyes closed, he felt the blood from the wound on the otherwise dry ground. Then, everything went black. He remained still on the ground, illuminated only by the moon that was shining bright above him.
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