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PROLOGUE

Somewhere a dog was barking, fretfully, without hope. In the distance, a siren sounded, the mournful rise and fall signalling misery for someone.

On the Jubilee Park estate in Bristol, the hard edges of the flat roofs were black against a night sky streaked with scudding clouds. Few of the windows along the balconied walkways were lit. At twelve fifteen a.m. in this neighbourhood, most people chose to stay inside, their doors double-locked and barred, and makeshift grilles on many of the windows.

On the third-floor walkway nothing moved except the windblown detritus of estate life: a couple of empty cigarette boxes, a condom wrapper and several empty crisp packets. Against one graffiti-covered door the pages of a newspaper fanned open and flopped shut unread, over and over, as if turned in boredom by some unseen hand. The disembodied head of a cheap doll lay close to the spent carcase of a red plastic lighter, and a few feet away, a curl of charred tinfoil skittered over the filthy concrete against the wall of number 231.

Moments later, the door opened, light spilling through the aperture to frame the tall figure of the man who stepped out. It seemed as though he would have walked away without pausing, but a slim, brown hand caught at the sleeve of his leather coat.

‘When will I see you?’ The thin face with its large, heavily made-up blue eyes was pathetically eager. Bottle-blonde and petite, the woman was wrapped in a red satin housecoat, its crossover front revealing a deeply tanned cleavage and a neck that had seen better days.

‘In a day or two, maybe.’ The reply was casual, his accent Eastern European. Strong, olive-skinned fingers unhooked the woman’s clutching hand, the light catching the pale, puckered skin of an old scar. His dark eyes flickered dispassionately over her upturned face. ‘I have to go.’

‘But what about the smack? Did you bring it? You said you would . . .’

The man shook his head and clicked his tongue. ‘Shelley, Shelley, you know it’s bad for you,’ he said, mocking.

‘Just one more fix. You promised, Anghel! Please. I won’t ask again.’ Her eyes pleaded with him.

‘And how are you going to pay for it? You don’t work any more. Why should Yousef support your habit?’

‘But I could work if he’d let me! I don’t understand why I have to be here. What am I going to do? There’s no one to talk to. I miss the girls. I miss Molly.’ Tears filled her eyes and she clutched at the doorpost as if she needed its support. ‘Please, Anghel – I just want to see my little girl.’

‘You’ll see her soon. You just be a good girl and everything will be taken care of. OK?’ He put a finger under her chin and turned her face towards him. ‘OK?’

Reluctantly Shelley nodded. She pulled the housecoat closer about her and shivered.

After a moment, Anghel took something from an inside pocket and dropped it in her palm. ‘Here. Don’t tell Yousef.’

Shelley’s eyes lit up. Her fingers clamped shut on the sachet of greyish powder he’d given her, and she took a swift step backwards into the bedsit as if fearing he’d change his mind.

The door clicked shut, and with a shake of his head, the man turned up his collar against the chill wind and walked away, his footsteps echoing grittily and his broad shoulders throwing a moon-shadow on the wall. He descended to ground level, passing a group of drunken teenagers in the stairwell, his nose wrinkling as it was assailed by the stench of stale urine around the overflowing bins.

Leaving the building behind, he took a mobile phone from his pocket and flipped it open. Seconds later, he had a connection.

‘Yes, it’s me. It’s all taken care of . . . No, no problems. See you later.’

Shelley leaned back against the black vinyl cushions of the sofa, her indrawn breath hissing through her teeth as the rush hit her. She hated that first shocking sensation, but yearned for the comforting glow that would follow. Soon everything would be all right; even the desperate longing for her daughter would fade into the golden haze. Anghel would look after her. Hadn’t he promised he would? Anghel had always been kind to her – well, as kind as anyone . . .

She sighed deeply as her body and mind began to float, euphoria lifting her out of the squalid bedsit to a halcyon world where depression couldn’t follow.

Briefly her eyes flickered open in alarm as her muscles were gripped by a powerful spasm; then it passed and her head lolled back, pupils narrowing to pinpoints as her heartbeat slowed and her breathing became shallow. Darkness crowded in.

As the first grey light of the winter dawn seeped along the concrete walkways of the estate, the city began to stir. Lights came on, cars started to fill the streets, and the pavements swarmed with jostling, chattering kids on their way to school.

At number 231 Jubilee Park, the only sound was the TV; the efforts of the cheerful breakfast presenters went unheard by the woman in the red satin housecoat, their images reflecting in her half-open eyes.

She lay sprawled across the faux-leather sofa surrounded by the tools of her addiction, one sleeve pushed back, the arm bruised and speckled with a lifetime of needle scars.

Only one man knew she was there and he wouldn’t be telling. It could be weeks before her body was found.


ONE

‘Trucker’s Dog Saves Toddler,’ the headline halfway down the front page of the Western Post declared.

The paper was nearly a week old, saved for Daniel by the owner of the roadside burger van where he’d bought his breakfast. He was parked not 20 yards from it now, in a lorry park on the side of the A386 between Tavistock and Okehampton. It was a designated picnic spot, but at this hour of the morning, there were more trucks than cars.

Pulling a wry face and shaking his head, Daniel Whelan took a sip of his latte-to-go and read on, his booted feet propped up on the dashboard of the lorry.


When farmer Peter Daley (58) and his wife, Sally (56), discovered that granddaughter Emily had been missing on their 135-acre farm near Launceston for over an hour last Saturday morning, they feared the worst. Peter and Sally aren’t normally overanxious grandparents, but in this case they could be forgiven, because four-year-old Emily, who was staying with them for the weekend, is profoundly deaf.

‘I thought she was with Peter and he thought she was with me,’ Sally explained. ‘We were especially worried because there were tractors working in the fields and the men might not have noticed such a small child. We were at our wits’ end, not knowing where to look first, and of course it was no good shouting, because she couldn’t hear us.’

Things might have looked very black indeed for little Emily if fate hadn’t intervened in the shape of delivery driver Daniel Whelan and his ex-police dog, Taz.

When truck driver Daniel (28), who was delivering animal feed to the farm, heard what had happened, he offered the services of his German shepherd dog to locate the little girl. Taz had served 18 months with Bristol Police Dog Unit before being injured in the line of duty and retired last year. As a police dog, tracking was part of his work, although in those days it would have been runaway criminals that he trailed rather than lost children.

Shown a cardigan belonging to little Emily to give him the scent, Taz soon demonstrated that he had forgotten none of his skills, finding the lost child within ten minutes, playing in a hay barn just feet away from a herd of cows.

‘Thank goodness the dog found her when it did,’ Sally Daley said, still clearly shaken by the memory. ‘Cows are generally placid, but they can be unpredictable – I dread to think what might have happened if she had wandered in among them.’

Daniel, who works as a driver for Tavistock Farm Supplies, preferred not to be interviewed, saying that all the credit belonged to three-year-old Taz, who travels everywhere with him in the lorry.

All’s well that ends well on the Daleys’ farm. Thanks to Taz, Emily is none the worse for her adventure – in fact, she has gained a new friend, 42-kilo Taz, proving that while he might have been tough on criminals, he is just a gentle giant at heart with a soft spot for little girls.



Daniel had to smile at the last line. The article was illustrated by a picture of Taz sitting dutifully with the child’s arms wrapped round the thick fur of his neck, but to Daniel, who knew him better than anyone, the expression on the dog’s face was one of slightly pained resignation rather than pleasure.

He held up the paper, turning to where Taz sat at the other end of the bench seat.

‘Look, Taz, you’re famous.’

The German shepherd thumped his tail on the seat a time or two and edged nearer, but his attention was firmly fixed on the dashboard, where a paper bag sat, containing a bacon and egg roll.

‘If you’re gonna start drooling, you can sit outside!’ Daniel warned severely, but the dog wasn’t fooled. He moved even closer, his gaze never wavering, knowing from experience that the last bite of bread and bacon would be his.

Moments later, the butty was forgotten as Taz threw himself at the passenger window of the cab, barking furiously. A sharp word from Daniel calmed him a little, but he remained on edge, growling ominously and hackles up, while he watched a small black Staffordshire bull terrier trot jauntily in front of the lorry and away at the heels of his cab driver owner.

‘What? That scutty little thing?’ Daniel teased. ‘You’d make mincemeat of him. Here, have a bit of bacon.’

The German shepherd accepted the morsel, licked his lips and grumbled some more. He’d had a bad experience with a Staffie when he was just a pup and it would require more than a tasty bribe to take his mind off this one.

It was a cold, wet day and it was with a sigh of relief that Daniel climbed back into his cab after the last delivery that afternoon and prepared to head for home. He had finished early and with any luck would miss the worst of the Friday traffic.

Not that thoughts of home were particularly enticing just at that moment in his life: with a limited budget and the necessity of finding somewhere that he could park the lorry from time to time, the only accommodation he’d been able to find had been a one-bedroom flat above an empty shop in a lane off the Tavistock to Launceston road. The unoccupied downstairs space had most recently been a lawnmower showroom and still had the oil stains and stink of petrol to prove it. However, the property had scored on three important points: the rent was cheap; it had a good-sized car park at the back; and it was sufficiently removed from the nearest village to avoid upsetting anyone when he started the lorry’s V12 engine at the crack of dawn.

The light was poor under an overcast sky, and the windscreen wipers swished monotonously to and fro, barely clearing the fine drizzle before it obscured the glass once again, making the headlights of oncoming vehicles star and spread.

All in all it was a dreary afternoon and there was nothing to stop Daniel’s mind dwelling on the depressing turn his life had taken. Just three short months ago, he had had what he thought was a stable home life with a wife and eight-year-old son, a career in the police force and a circle of friends. Now, entirely as a result of his own actions, he had none of these and the realization was still raw every time it hit him.

The fact that it could be regarded as questionable whether friends and colleagues who had shown themselves to be so fickle were worth mourning gave him no comfort at all. There had been many times lately when he’d wondered if, given that period of his life over again, he would make the same choices, and he found he just didn’t know.

Daniel rubbed his eyes tiredly. Such reflections were pointless. The decisions had been made and he had to live with the consequences. End of story. He switched on the radio, reaching across to ruffle Taz’s soft coat. Lately the dog had become the only constant in his life.

Taz rewarded his caress with a flattening of his ears. Daniel suspected that he, at least, was very content with their altered circumstances. Amanda hadn’t allowed the dog in the house, complaining that his constantly shedding coat made work for her, so for the first part of his life Taz had mostly lived in a kennel and run in the back garden. It wasn’t so bad when the dog was working, but after he’d been forced to retire, Daniel had hated leaving him shut in while he was on shift. Now, the dog had his company twenty-four hours a day and a daily walk on the moor.

A sudden burst of the James Bond theme tune interrupted his thoughts, bringing with it a sharp pang of regret: his son, Drew, had downloaded the ringtone to his mobile one day without him knowing, and now he couldn’t bring himself to change it. The display showed that the caller was Fred Bowden, his boss at TFS. Hoping it wasn’t extra work for the evening, Daniel thumbed the ‘call answer’ button.

‘Hi, Fred. I’ll ring you back in five – I’m driving.’ In his policing days, Daniel had had to deal with the horrific consequences of distracted drivers too often to take a chance, even if it hadn’t been illegal. Finding a place to pull in, he killed the engine and keyed in the number.

‘Hi. What’s up?’

‘Daniel, I’ve had a call from some bloke who wants to talk to you. Apparently, his daughters went for a walk on the moor and haven’t come back, and he wants to know if you and Taz will help look for them. Saw the bit in the paper, obviously . . .’

‘But surely he should call Search and Rescue.’

‘Well, that’s what I said. Anyway, will you talk to him? Can I give him your number?’

‘Er . . . yeah, OK, I guess so,’ Daniel said reluctantly. Even though he’d been rueing the prospect of the evening ahead, the idea of being sent out of his way to pander to a hysterical parent whose kids would in all probability turn up without his help wasn’t one he particularly relished either.

He disconnected, and a minute or two later, his phone sounded again.

‘Is that Mr Whelan?’

‘That’s right,’ Daniel agreed. ‘Who am I speaking to?’

‘John. John Reynolds.’ The man sounded a little out of breath, as if he were walking.

‘How can I help you, Mr Reynolds?’

‘It’s my daughters – they went walking on the moor and they haven’t come back. I’ve looked for them, but it’s hopeless. I’ve no idea which way they went. I read about your dog in the paper the other day – please, you must help me!’ Reynolds spoke English very precisely, but as he became more agitated, Daniel could hear just the hint of a foreign lilt.

‘Look, obviously I’d be very willing to help you, but I really think you should contact the police. They’ll get on to Dartmoor Search and Rescue – it’s their job, after all.’

‘Yes, I tried them, but they say it’s too soon and we should wait and see if they come back. But I’m really worried, Mr Whelan. It’ll be getting dark soon, and it’s cold and wet, and Elena’s not very strong . . .’

‘How long have they been gone?’ Daniel was surprised at the attitude of the police. He’d not lived in the area for long but was already well aware of the respect the locals rightly accorded the moor, especially in winter.

‘About forty minutes. But we’re here on holiday, so they don’t know the area at all, and they’re not dressed for the weather. Look . . .’ Reynolds hesitated ‘. . . the truth is, Mr Whelan, we had a bit of a row. Katya, the older one, is a moody girl – you know, typical teenager – and I’m afraid she might have run away to teach me a lesson. Her sister would follow her anywhere.’

Now they were indeed getting to the truth of it, Daniel thought.

‘How old are they?’

‘Katya’s fifteen and her sister’s twelve. Please, Mr Whelan, you’ve got to help me. They’re all I’ve got.’

They’re all I’ve got. The words stabbed through the defensive layers he’d so carefully gathered around him, bringing the past back with a jolt that made him physically wince. Please. She’s all I’ve got . . . A plea uttered by a woman at breaking point. Daniel could still clearly see the sad shake of the doctor’s head as he murmured, ‘I’m sorry – there was nothing we could do.’

‘Mr Whelan? Are you there?’

Daniel dragged his thoughts back to the present.

‘Yes, I’m here.’

‘Do you have any children?’

‘Yes, a son.’ He looked out of the window at the blowing mist of rain and imagined Drew wandering on the moor, lost and afraid. He sighed, reluctantly coming to a decision. ‘OK, Mr Reynolds. Tell me exactly where you are and I’ll get there as soon as I can. I’ll need something belonging to the girls for the dog to scent.’

‘Yes, yes, of course. I have a glove of Elena’s. Thank you so much.’

‘Well, I can’t make any promises. What the dog can do depends on a lot of things – including the conditions, and if this rain gets any heavier, they are going to be far from ideal. I strongly advise you to try the police again.’

‘I will, I will. But you will come, yes? It’s a car park on the Princetown road.’ Reynolds gave Daniel detailed directions and thanked him again profusely.

It was nearly twenty minutes later when Daniel drove into the moorland car park of Stack Bridge, and the visibility had deteriorated further. The parking area was situated in a hollow with high rocky sides, a stunted hawthorn the only tree in sight. The delivery truck took up nearly a third of the available space.

‘Mr Reynolds? Any luck with Search and Rescue?’ Daniel asked as he jumped down from the cab and was met by a slim, dark-haired man in jeans and a tailored black leather coat. Another, taller man stood by a massive black 4x4 that was parked a few feet away.

‘I think they’ve got another emergency, over Bovey way.’ Reynolds’s accent was more pronounced in person and Daniel placed it somewhere in Eastern Europe. He was talking about Bovey Tracey, on the other side of the moor, and pronounced the word ‘Buvvy’, as the locals did. ‘They say they’ll come when they’ve finished, if we haven’t found her, but who knows when that will be?’

‘But . . . surely there’s more than one team?’

Reynolds shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I’m just telling you what they said.’

‘OK. Well, we’ll give it a go with the dog.’

Daniel reached back into the cab for his coat and a fluorescent tabard. After the warmth of the lorry, the drizzle-laden wind felt bitter and he wasn’t dressed for hiking. Any added protection would be welcome. Pity the youngsters out on the moor with no waterproofs.

From a compartment under the dashboard he took a small LED torch and a large-scale walker’s map of the area, both of which he stuffed in an inside pocket. He would have liked a couple of blankets, a flask of hot tea and a backpack to stow them in, but it couldn’t be helped.

‘Come on, Taz. Work, boy,’ he told the German shepherd, who responded by jumping out of the cab with a whining bark of pure delight.

Reynolds took a step backwards, eyeing the dog a little warily. Daniel took no notice – Taz was a particularly big shepherd and he was used to that kind of reaction.

‘It said in the paper that he’s an ex-police dog.’

‘Yeah, a friend of mine’s a copper,’ Daniel replied. ‘The dog was injured and had to retire. I took him on.’ Both statements were true, even if the whole was a little misleading. His years with the police had left him habitually close with information, and his reasons for leaving the service were something he certainly had no intention of sharing with a total stranger.

‘Your wife isn’t here?’ he asked in his turn as he took a long tracking lead and a padded black webbing harness from a holdall behind the seat. The harness was trimmed with fluorescent strips, which shone brightly in the light of the cab. Since the episode with the deaf child, Daniel had taken to carrying it with him, just in case.

‘No. The girls’ mother and I have separated, but my brother is here.’ Reynolds waved a hand to indicate the other man and continued, ‘I’m afraid he won’t come any closer. He was badly bitten by an Alsatian once.’

‘Fair enough.’ Daniel gave the man a brief nod before turning back to Reynolds. ‘So, whereabouts are you from?’

‘Bristol.’

‘Do the girls normally live with you?’

‘No. With their mother.’

Reynolds’s reply was terse and Daniel reined in his curiosity; after all, he was no longer a policeman and it was no business of his.

Eager to work, Taz pushed his head through the harness when Daniel held it out, and it only took a moment to clip it on.

As he straightened up, he glanced around. ‘It’s quite a remote spot. What brought you out here?’ He directed his question at the second man, but it was Reynolds who answered.

‘We came for a walk and a picnic. There was a bit of a disagreement, something quite trivial – you know what kids are – but Katya stormed off, taking Elena with her. I thought they’d be back when they’d cooled down, but when they didn’t come, I started to get worried . . .’

‘What about a mobile phone?’

Reynolds shook his head. ‘They haven’t got one.’

Daniel was surprised. A teenager without a phone was a rarity these days, especially as the 4x4 signified that money probably wasn’t an issue.

‘Oh well, it can’t be helped. Mobile coverage on the moor can be a bit hit and miss, anyway. In a steep-sided gully or on the wrong side of a tor, there’s no signal at all. Look, could they possibly have found their way home – to where you’re staying, I mean? Where is that?’

‘A caravan park. Er . . . The Pines.’ Reynolds waved his hand vaguely. ‘No, it’s miles away, and anyway, they set off in the wrong direction.’

‘You said on the phone that one of them isn’t strong? In what way? Is she ill?’

‘Elena has asthma.’

‘And you told the police that?’ Daniel probed, still more mystified about their apparent indifference.

‘No . . . Yes, I think so . . . I can’t exactly remember. I got rather angry,’ Reynolds admitted.

Daniel zipped his leather jacket up to the neck and fastened the Velcro tabs of the high-visibility waistcoat. ‘Well, we’ll make a start, but I suggest you get back on the phone and explain your daughter’s condition. I’d be very surprised if it didn’t make a difference. Besides, it must be over an hour now. OK, where’s the glove you said you had?’

‘My brother has it.’ Reynolds turned and beckoned to the other man, who came forward cautiously, holding out a red mitten. He didn’t take his eyes off Taz for a moment. Perhaps responding to his fear, the dog growled deep in his throat, but quieted when Daniel put a hand on his head.

‘Thanks.’ Daniel took the woollen mitten and paused, looking the two men up and down. They were dark-haired, olive-skinned and looked to be in their late thirties. Both wore jeans and designer trainers, but where Reynolds had a jumper and leather coat, his taller companion sported a red hooded sweatshirt and some sort of canvas baseball jacket.

They were both woefully unprepared for a trek into the wilderness of Dartmoor, and Daniel viewed the whole rescue mission with growing misgivings.

‘OK,’ he said briskly. ‘When we get started, I need you to stay directly behind me. Keep as quiet as you can, and whatever you do, don’t crowd me or the dog. Now, show me where you last saw the girls.’

‘This way.’ Beckoning, Reynolds left the car park and walked 20 or 30 feet back down the road. Crossing the narrow stone bridge that gave the beauty spot its name, he stopped at the point where a narrow sheep path wound uphill through the heather on to the moor.

‘I assumed they’d started from the car park,’ Daniel commented, catching up.

‘No, they came this way until they saw me coming after them, and then they took off up there,’ Reynolds said.

Daniel regarded the steep, wet slope without joy. At the top of the rise, it almost looked as though the rain-laden clouds were touching the dark-brown tips of the heather. With an inner sigh he switched his mind to the matter in hand and, taking Taz to the edge of the narrow road, told him to sit. Then, straddling the dog, he bent down and held the red mitten over his long, black muzzle.

He gave no command. The dog knew exactly what he had to do and immediately began drawing in deep breaths through the fabric, familiarizing himself with the girl’s unique smell. After four or five breaths, he started to fidget and Daniel waited just a few more seconds before slipping the glove into his pocket and telling the dog, ‘Go seek!’

Instantly Taz’s head went down and within moments he had the scent and was away, Daniel hurrying in his wake, paying out the line so as not to hinder him.

What ensued was a gruelling test of fitness for the three men following the dog. In the rapidly failing light the uneven ground was treacherous and Daniel thought grimly that it would be a miracle if one of them didn’t suffer an ankle sprain or worse before they got anywhere near their quarry.

By the time they gained the top of the first rise, Daniel was breathing deeply and could hear the other two men labouring behind him. His trouser legs were saturated with water from the 18 inches or so of dank vegetation that crowded the path, and his face and hair were wet with the fine, misty drizzle. Of all of them, the dog alone was enjoying himself, powering forward at the end of the canvas line, unaffected by either anxiety or the unpleasant conditions.

Alternating between a jog and a fast walk, the three men made good progress for ten minutes or so before the path forked and the dog paused to cast around. The moor stretched away on all sides, a wilderness of rocks, grass, heather and the occasional stunted tree. Presumably the two girls had been unsure which way to go. Daniel waited, giving the shepherd plenty of line while he worked, and finally, after a false start up one trail, Taz set off with renewed confidence on the other.

The original track had been twisting and turning, gaining height almost imperceptibly, but this new, narrower track immediately began to climb quite sharply, heading deeper into the moor and, it seemed to Daniel, towards a rocky outcrop on the far horizon.

Did they hope to find shelter? he wondered. What manner of family argument sent two young girls into such desperate flight? He could only imagine that they had never meant to come this far but had lost all sense of direction in the bleak moorland landscape. They certainly wouldn’t be the first to do so.

The searchers had covered less than half a mile on the new track when conditions changed for the worse. It was Reynolds who noticed it first. Daniel was busy watching the dog work, while trying to keep his footing on the loose stones of the path, when he felt a hand tap his shoulder. Slowing his pace only fractionally, he turned his head.

‘What is it?’

Reynolds nodded significantly to their right. ‘Look!’ he said urgently.

Daniel followed his gaze and had to blink and refocus. The world was shrinking. Somewhere between them and where the horizon had been just a few minutes ago, the brown carpet of wet heather now disappeared under a soft wall of greyish-white. Even as Daniel watched, the wall appeared to roll closer, swallowing up even more of the view.

‘Shit!’ He wasn’t worried about the mist interfering with the dog. With a sense of smell forty times sharper than a human, Taz had no need of good visibility to find the lost girls, and the trail seemed to be a good one. His concern was that the dense fog would make the already difficult terrain downright treacherous, not only for his group but also for the youngsters ahead.

‘We will keep going, yes?’ Reynolds looked anxious. He held out a small handheld device. ‘We won’t get lost – I have GPS.’

‘Well, we might need that before this is over, but I’d be happier if it could tell us where the bogs are.’

A flicker of alarm crossed Reynolds’s face. The chance of blundering into one of Dartmoor’s infamous bogs clearly hadn’t occurred to him.

‘We should be all right as long as we’re on the path, but you’d better tell your brother to stay close. We don’t want to get separated when that lot hits us.’

Daniel picked up the pace once more, scrambling up the steep rocky path after the eager dog.

It seemed the girls had had the good sense to stay on the path, for Taz followed it unerringly, over the next rise, down a steep incline to a stream of bright tumbling water and up an equally steep slope to the base of the rocky outcrop. The water in the stream was icy, a fact to which Daniel could unhappily testify, as the only rocks that stood above the surface proved too slippery to use as stepping stones, depositing him knee-deep in the February torrent.

Daniel cursed as his boots filled with water and he attacked the slope with legs that were beginning to burn with fatigue. From the colourful language behind, he guessed his companions had fared no better.

Halfway up the hill, the fog caught them, enfolding them in a smothering white cloud, like some huge damp duvet, deadening sound. All at once visibility was a 3-foot circle round their feet and Daniel’s contact with Taz became restricted to the tug of the lead as he leaned into his harness some 10 feet ahead.

Rocks and low clumps of gorse took on sinister shapes, looming out of the gloom and just as quickly disappearing once more.

After ten minutes or so, the dog paused, and feeling his way cautiously forward, Daniel found that they were at the foot of the rocky cliff they had seen from the other side of the valley. Taz cast around the base of the rock, apparently unsure, allowing his human followers a grateful moment or two to catch their breath.

Daniel looked at his watch. They had been on the moor for almost an hour, keeping up a steady pace. Surely the two girls couldn’t be very far ahead.

As if reading Daniel’s thoughts, Reynolds suddenly said from close behind, ‘When we find them, you must move back with the dog, straight away. Elena will be terrified if it gets too close.’

‘I’ll do my best, but the dog will naturally reach them first.’ Reynolds’s dictatorial tone grated on Daniel, but he didn’t let his annoyance show. The man was under severe emotional strain. ‘When he does, he’ll bark, but he won’t touch them.’

Reynolds looked less than happy, but before he could reply, Taz picked up a strong scent to the left of the rock and surged forward.

‘Steady, Taz. I can’t see a bloody thing!’ Daniel told him, slipping and stumbling over the smaller rocks at the base of the outcrop, but the shepherd was excited now, his enthusiasm transmitting clearly down the tracking line to Daniel’s hand. All at once the line went slack and a short, sharp bark carried back on the swirling misty air.

‘Good lad. Stay there!’ Daniel began to gather up the looping canvas and feel his way towards the dog. ‘He’s found them,’ he said over his shoulder.

As Taz uttered another bark and then another, Reynolds barged roughly in front of Daniel and plunged ahead into the fog.

‘No, wait!’ Daniel’s command went unheeded, and swearing under his breath, he hurried after him, gathering in the line as he went.

After a moment, he saw Taz through the milky whiteness and, beyond him, a taller shape that was almost certainly Reynolds. Daniel heard a scream, cutting off abruptly, and then Reynolds shouted, ‘It’s Elena. Take that dog away!’

When Daniel reached Taz, he was growling in a low, grumbling fashion, no doubt unsettled by Reynolds’s interference – as he saw it – in the execution of his duty. Daniel calmed the dog’s ruffled feelings with a word and told him what a clever boy he was, pulling a tug toy from his pocket as a reward.

As he played with the dog, the second man passed him and went to where Reynolds, just feet away, was cradling the slight figure of a child. The girl’s jumper now showed as a splash of orange through the fog and Daniel caught a glimpse of a thin, white face with enormous eyes and dark, straggly hair before her father hugged her closer and snapped crossly, ‘Take that fucking dog away!’

Your daughter would still be lost if it wasn’t for the ‘fucking dog’, Daniel thought, keeping a lid on his temper with an effort. Police work had taught him to accept that stress can adversely affect the behaviour of the most genial of people, and he doubted that Reynolds was ever particularly genial, even on a good day. He retreated a few paces.

‘Is she all right? Are they both there?’

‘No. Katya’s gone on alone. We have to find her.’

‘We can try, but it won’t be easy,’ Daniel warned. ‘The dog’s been working for an hour or more. He’ll be tired, and as far as he’s concerned, the job’s done.’

‘But he can do it, right?’ Reynolds materialized out of the mist, empty-handed. He made a quick gesture behind. ‘Elena’s OK. Just a bit cold and frightened. My brother will stay with her. I’m sorry I shouted. We must go on.’

‘Does Elena know which way her sister went?’

‘She’s not sure.’

Daniel sighed. ‘I wish they’d stayed together. It’s so important.’

Leading the dog on a little further, away from the confusing scent of his first quarry, he gave him the command to ‘seek on’.

At first, Taz was unenthusiastic, casting about in a half-hearted way before coming back to Daniel with his ears flattened and his tail held low. He was clearly unsure of what was expected and Daniel repeated the command. Obediently the shepherd dropped his nose once more and began to quarter the area. In spite of the unpleasant conditions and the desperate urgency of the search, Daniel felt a warm glow of pride for his dog. He was fairly young and relatively inexperienced, but he was trying hard.

Just when it seemed that all his efforts were going to be in vain, Daniel saw Taz’s tail come up and begin to wave, and with a renewed sense of purpose he set off once more, pulling into his harness as he moved away along a ridge.

‘Good lad!’ Daniel exclaimed low-voiced, paying out the lead and starting to jog.

For perhaps ten minutes Daniel could tell by the pull on the tracking line that the scent was strong. In the ever-thickening fog he and Reynolds hurried in the dog’s wake, slipping and sliding down a patch of scree, across an open space of knee-high heather and dead bracken that threatened to trip them at every stride, and down to a rocky stream. Here, the dog faltered and the line went slack.

‘Why have we stopped?’ Reynolds wanted to know, catching up, breathing hard.

‘He’s lost the scent,’ Daniel said quietly, watching Taz come and go in the whiteness as he tried, without luck, to recover the trail. ‘It happens. It seemed quite strong, but she obviously didn’t come straight out on the other side of the stream. We’ll try following the bank.’

They walked upstream for some minutes without success, and when the dog drew a blank downstream as well, Daniel was forced to concede defeat.

‘But we can’t stop now,’ Reynolds stated. ‘We have to go on. Get the dog to try again.’

Daniel shook his head. ‘I’m sorry – it’s pointless. We don’t know whether she’s gone upstream or down. We could walk for hours in the wrong direction. We’d do better to shout for her. She may not be far ahead.’

They shouted as loudly as they could for several minutes, pausing every few moments to listen, but the all-encompassing fog seemed to swallow their voices and no answering call was heard.

Shaking his head sadly, Daniel put a hand on the other man’s shoulder. ‘We’d better go back. Elena needs to get into the warm. Call Search and Rescue again. At least you’ve got coordinates on the GPS. They can start from here.’

Reynolds protested, but Daniel was adamant and they turned to retrace their steps. As they rejoined the others and began the weary trek to Stack Ridge, Reynolds’s phone picked up a signal and he dropped back to make the call for help.

Reynolds’s brother carried Elena, who clung to him under cover of his baseball jacket, her dark eyes just visible through her fringe. She looked cold, miserable and frightened, and Daniel’s heart went out to her, but when she realized he was watching her, she quickly hid her face against the big man’s shoulder.

Daniel noticed that the hand that supported the girl was heavily scarred, and remembering the dog attack Reynolds had spoken of, he kept Taz at a distance.

Back at the car park, Daniel checked that Reynolds still had his mobile number and asked to be informed when the older girl was found. Then, with nothing more he or the dog could do to help, he elected to get the lorry back on the road before the rescue vehicles blocked it in.

Just under half an hour later, Daniel let himself into his flat, dried the German shepherd’s thick coat as best he could, fed him and ran a bath for himself.

Sinking wearily into the steaming water and feeling the circulation come tingling back into his toes, Daniel closed his eyes and prepared to enjoy a relaxing soak, but after a few moments, he knew it wasn’t to be. Although his body was ready to call it a day, his mind was still buzzing and he found he couldn’t banish the image of the child’s pitiful face from his consciousness.

Sure, she’d been through the mill that afternoon, and she was almost certainly worried about her missing sister, but Daniel didn’t feel that that completely accounted for the haunted expression in her eyes.

In the course of his career he had seen countless teenagers caught up in events beyond their control and he knew the face he had seen – that he was still seeing, in his mind’s eye – was that of a child who had reached the end of her tether. Her expression had been compounded of fear, desperation and hopelessness, and to Daniel it begged the question just what had the girls been running from?


TWO

Daniel wasn’t good with unsolved mysteries. He’d been the kind of copper who would think nothing of putting in hours of unpaid overtime just to follow up a lead or see an investigation through to its conclusion. At such times he’d been far more popular with his superiors than with his wife, but it was this same drive that saw him out of the bath after only a few minutes and reaching for his mobile phone.

A quick search through his call log brought up Reynolds’s number, and a few seconds later, a man answered curtly.

‘Patrescu.’

‘Er, can I speak to John Reynolds?’

There was a pause and then the voice said, ‘Who is calling?’

‘Daniel Whelan.’

After another short interval, Reynolds spoke. ‘Mr Whelan. I was going to ring you . . .’

He left the statement hanging, and after waiting a moment or two for him to elaborate, Daniel said, ‘So, any news? Have you found her?’

‘Yes, indeed. Katya is safe and well. She found her own way off the moor and reached us just after you left. She was cold and tired and very sorry for the trouble she’d caused, but we’ve put it all behind us now and we’re just glad to have them both back.’

‘That’s excellent news!’

‘Yes, well, I’m sorry I hadn’t got round to ringing you. We just wanted to get the girls home and into a hot bath.’

‘That’s all right. Just as long as they’re both OK.’

‘They’re fine. No harm done. Thank you for your help, Mr Whelan. And give your dog a big bone from me, will you?’

Daniel said he would and rang off, wondering why he didn’t feel more joy. By the time he’d sorted himself out some supper, he’d decided it was because the instinctive antipathy he’d felt towards Reynolds at the outset just wouldn’t go away, and neither would the memory of Elena’s desperate face. Reynolds had said all that was proper, but somehow his words lacked the ring of sincerity.

And who was Patrescu? The brother? Another relative? How many men were sharing this holiday with the girls? Daniel didn’t like the direction his thoughts were taking.

Waiting for the microwave, he found himself dwelling on certain inconsistencies in the day’s events and decided that, if only for his own peace of mind, he needed to clear them up.

The Internet connection at Daniel’s flat ran at a snail’s pace – due, he supposed, to its rather remote location. These days, he generally only used it to exchange emails with Drew and very infrequently with Amanda, so it didn’t bother him unduly, but on the odd occasion that he wanted to surf the net, it invariably reduced him to swearing at the machine in sheer frustration.

This was one of those occasions.

Hair curling damply from his bath, Daniel sat at the table that did duty as a desk, with a bowl of yesterday’s bolognese in his lap, and tapped his fingers impatiently as the screen morphed, bit by painfully slow bit, from one webpage to the next. He was dressed in jeans and a thick sweatshirt to make up for the inadequacy of the two-bar electric fire that was the room’s only heat source at present. The boiler was on the blink, and although his landlord had promised to get it seen to, as yet no technician had materialized.

From the table beside the laptop he picked up a photograph of Drew, taken last year on his eighth birthday. Daniel had taken him to Longleat Safari Park for the day. A day to remember, one of the last really happy ones before Daniel’s life began to disintegrate.

In the picture, Drew was smiling broadly, high on the excitement of seeing lions and wolves in the flesh. Opinion was pretty evenly divided on whether the boy took more after his mother or father. He had inherited Daniel’s wideish mouth, hazel-brown eyes and wavy brown hair, but there were definite echoes of his mother’s smaller, sharper features about him too. Luckily, he’d shown no signs, so far, of having inherited Amanda’s nasty temper, Daniel thought, replacing the photo.

The dog was asleep, lying flat on the rug close to Daniel’s chair, blissfully untroubled by the doubts that were disturbing his master. As far as he was concerned, he’d done his job, received his due praise and was content.

Feeling the cold air on the back of his neck, Daniel pulled up the hood of his sweatshirt, recalling a handful of times when he’d worn it that way as a disguise, on duty on the streets of Bristol.

Young enough, when he’d joined the police, to get away with mingling with gangs of teenagers, he’d quickly got a name for himself as one who could keep his cool in sticky situations, a reputation that had made his subsequent career interesting and varied.

Memories of his previous life brought depression pushing like a dark cloud at the edges of his mind. He didn’t dislike his job with TFS. With no references or work skills that were relevant outside the force, he’d expected to have to take manual work of some kind and indeed, after watching everything he’d lived and worked for swirling down the pan, he’d been grateful to find anything that would get him away, and the further the better.

In Devon, no one knew him; no one had heard the rumours or asked awkward questions. Tavistock Farm Supplies was a small company; Bowden asked few questions about his police career; and everyone else seemed to accept without curiosity his vague claim of having been a civil servant.

Fred Bowden had proved to be a very fair boss, content to leave his drivers to their own devices, as long as they got the job done, and Daniel had met some friendly and decent people at the farms and stables he delivered to. It wasn’t all bad.

Google finished its search and the monitor flickered and triumphantly produced a list of results for the given keywords, ‘Dartmoor’ and ‘Search and Rescue’.

Daniel scanned the list, his eyes narrowing. There were no less than four subgroups in the area, all part of Dartmoor Search and Rescue. Considering Reynolds’s location at Stack Bridge, it seemed to Daniel highly unlikely that either of the two nearest groups would have been called out to a search near Bovey Tracey, as he had claimed. According to the website, it was usual for two groups to attend an emergency, with two remaining on standby in case they were needed, but Bovey was on the other side of the moor and it seemed logical that the Ashburton and Okehampton branches would have dealt with any such call, leaving Plymouth and Tavistock free to attend to the call to find Reynolds’s missing daughters.

It was interesting that Reynolds had used the local pronunciation of the name Bovey. In Daniel’s experience, that was fairly unusual for a visitor, but then maybe he’d visited the moor before.

Taking a twisted forkful of the cooling pasta, Daniel tapped in the name of the caravan park where Reynolds had claimed to be staying. Once again the computer began the peculiar ticking noise that meant it was cogitating and once again Daniel could do nothing but tap his fingers and wait. He supposed it would be less stressful to visit a library with Internet access after work the next day, but patience had never been one of his strengths when he was engaged on any kind of investigation. Unlike Taz, he was unable to rest content in the knowledge of a job well done and the more he went back over what had happened, the more he found to disturb him.

Reynolds’s insistence that Daniel should stay well back with the dog when the girls were found was not in itself suspicious – many people felt a little threatened by a dog of Taz’s size – but the forceful manner in which he had made his wishes known had bordered on threatening. At the time, Daniel had put it down to the natural stress of a worried father, but with hindsight he wasn’t so sure. Was it the dog he didn’t want close to the child or Daniel himself? Had Reynolds been afraid of what she might say?

The cry he had heard when Reynolds had found Elena had been bitten off short – perhaps by a hand being clamped over the child’s mouth to ensure her silence. What if it had been a cry of fear?

The computer coughed up its results for his latest search and Daniel turned his attention to these, pushing aside his empty bowl. Listings for ‘The Pines, Devon, caravan’ were numerous, but after half an hour or more trawling through them, Daniel still hadn’t found a caravan park of that name anywhere, let alone within a reasonable distance of Stack Bridge.

A search of the online phone directories didn’t produce anything more helpful and Daniel gave up, deciding to ask at the local post offices the next day. He wished he’d thought to get the 4x4’s number plate.

Sitting staring at the screen, his mind drifted again. Had the older girl really not heard their shouting when the dog had lost her scent, or had she been hiding somewhere, watching fearfully as they hunted for her? And why had Taz lost what had seemed to be such a strong trail? Katya might have waded up or down the stream with the intention of confusing the dog, but if that was the case, why had she then returned to her father of her own volition shortly after?

It brought him back to the original question: what was it that the girls feared? Had it really been a case of a family row that had gone too far, or was it something more sinister? Was their father abusive? Was he even their father? Daniel fervently wished that he’d asked more questions when he’d had the chance.

Reynolds had said that the authorities seemed uninterested, but Daniel was beginning to doubt that he’d ever called them. He turned cold as he realized that in helping the two men, it was just possible that he’d unwittingly delivered a young girl back into the hands of her abusers.

He toyed with the idea of calling the police himself, but several minutes passed and he made no move towards the phone. After all, what could he tell them? That two girls had been lost on the moor but had now been found? Case open, case closed, as far as they would be concerned. They were unlikely to be interested in a handful of unproven suspicions.

Quite apart from this, he had his own reasons for avoiding any contact with the police, being well aware that it would set off a chain of questions, starting with ‘May I ask who’s calling?’ and quite possibly culminating in them running a search and turning up his record, and that was something he could well do without.

With a sigh he turned off the computer, picked up the day’s paper and transferred to the sagging leather sofa, where the dog presently joined him.

That night, for the first time in several weeks, the nightmares returned.

With a busy schedule of deliveries the following morning, it was nearly two o’clock when Daniel slammed the door on the empty lorry for the last time and was able to concentrate fully on what had been in the back of his mind all morning. He wasn’t going to know any peace of mind until he’d settled one thing: had Reynolds contacted the emergency services the day before or not?

If he had, then – like him or not – Daniel had no real reason to suspect the man of any wrongdoing. If he hadn’t, then he’d blatantly lied, and if he’d lied about that, what else might he have lied about?

Just what he could do about it if he found out that Reynolds’s story was made up, Daniel didn’t know. His first problem was how to discover the truth without exposing himself to the curiosity of the local police.

‘How did it go yesterday? Did you find those girls all right?’ Fred Bowden came towards Daniel as he washed the lorry down with the pressure hose in the concreted-over farmyard that was the TFS head office and depot. At 5 feet 8, ex-army sergeant Bowden was 4 inches shorter than Daniel but probably a stone heavier, built like a nightclub bouncer. He looked tough, and was, with his receding grey hair cut razor-short and a small earring in his left ear, but the crow’s feet around his eyes spoke of a ready humour.

Daniel turned off the water and wiped his hands on the front of his boiler suit. His employer had been at a farm sale that morning and it was the first time they’d spoken.

‘Yeah, they both turned up, eventually,’ he said, and explained what had happened.

‘But you’re still not happy about it,’ Bowden observed, absentmindedly rubbing at a patch of paintwork that had escaped Daniel’s cleaning.

‘I just don’t trust the man. I’m not convinced he ever called the rescue people. I’d like to check, but I don’t know whether the police will tell me.’

‘No need for that,’ Bowden said. ‘Figgy’s a Search and Rescue volunteer. He’d know if anything was called in last night, for sure.’

‘Figgy? I didn’t realize. Is he still here?’

Andy ‘Figgy’ Figgis was one of Daniel’s fellow drivers at TFS, but such was the nature of the job that in the three months or so that he’d worked there, Daniel had exchanged no more than early-morning platitudes with him, or any of the others, come to that.

‘No, he’s gone on, but I can give you his mobile number. I’m sure he won’t mind. He’s a good lad is Figgy. Come over to the office when you’ve finished here.’

Ten minutes later, stripped of his overalls and with the lorry safely parked in its bay, Daniel rapped on the half-open door of Bowden’s office.

‘Come in, come in.’

Daniel did so, stepping a foot or two inside and waiting.

‘Come right in and shut the door. It’s brass monkeys out there! Where’s Taz?’

‘Outside.’

‘Well, call him in, man. Have a seat. Coffee?’

‘I’m fine, thanks,’ Daniel said, but Bowden poured him one anyway, standing the slightly chipped mug on the corner of his desk.

Taz came eagerly in response to a low whistle, slinking in to sit at Daniel’s feet as he sank reluctantly into the chair opposite his boss.

‘He works well for you, considering,’ Bowden commented, apparently absorbed in leafing through an address book.

‘Considering . . . ?’

‘Well, Alsatians are pretty much one-man dogs, aren’t they? I know some of the army dogs would do anything for their handlers but might just as well’ve been deaf for all the notice they took of anyone else. Lucky for you he’s adapted so well.’ He looked up, fixing Daniel with a sharp eye, and Daniel suspected Bowden wasn’t fooled by his story of having got the dog from a friend.

‘Well, he’s only young, and besides, one whiff of a bacon butty and he’d work for anyone,’ he joked, electing to continue the bluff.

His interview for the job with TFS had been a casual affair. At the time, it had seemed that as long as Daniel had a current HGV licence, Bowden was happy and not too bothered about his employment history. Now Daniel was uneasy. If he probed, Bowden would find that while Daniel had told no lies, he had been economical – if not to say miserly – with the truth.

Bowden shook his head. ‘No, I’ve seen the way he looks at me. He’s happy to leave me alone as long as I behave myself, but if I put a foot wrong . . .’

‘It’s nothing personal.’

‘Oh, I know that.’ Bowden tossed a TFS business card across the desk to Daniel. ‘There you are. Figgy’s number. Use my phone. What’ll you do if Reynolds was lying?’

Daniel shrugged. ‘I don’t know, really. If I can’t track him down, there’s not much I can do. Let’s hope he wasn’t.’

‘Then you’ll be happy?’

‘Well, maybe happy is pitching it a bit strong, but happier, definitely.’

Figgis answered his phone promptly and seemed incurious as to why Daniel wanted the information.

‘Last night? Nah. Quiet night, last night. Been a quiet few days. No call-outs, just training.’

‘What about over Bovey way?’

‘Not that I know of. I’ll likely see Brian in the pub later. He’d know, but I haven’t heard anything, and usually I do. All right, mate?’

‘Yeah. Thanks for that.’ Daniel replaced the receiver and sighed.

‘Reynolds was lying,’ Bowden said, watching his face.

‘Yes, he was. Damn him.’

‘So he has got something to hide.’

‘Looks that way, doesn’t it?’

‘So what now?’

‘Well, right now I’m going to take Taz for a walk. As for Reynolds – or whatever his name really is – I’ll have to give it some thought.’ He finished his coffee, put the mug back on the desk and got up to go. Taz stood instantly, waving his bushy tail in anticipation. Walk was one word he thoroughly approved of.

‘You should come to supper one night,’ Bowden suggested. ‘Meet my wife. She’s gagging to see Taz. She loves dogs.’

‘Thank you.’ Daniel responded automatically but without any intention of taking Bowden up on the offer. It was a shame. He liked the man, but in his experience social occasions nearly always led to awkward questions sooner or later. It was only natural.

Over the next few days, with nothing he could usefully do about it, Daniel tried to relegate the Reynolds affair to the back of his mind. Further attempts to track down The Pines had proven unsuccessful and led him to conclude that there was no such place.

He had toyed with the idea of contacting one of his ex-colleagues to see if anything could be gleaned from Reynolds’s mobile number, but he shied away from actually doing it, unsure of his welcome. His departure from the force had been attended by much unpleasantness, and he had no doubt that in the intervening months his reputation would have been further blackened by those he had crossed.

If those last days and weeks had taught him anything, it was that when push comes to shove, most people ultimately look after number one. Even, it seemed, those who professed to be friends.

He might still have chanced it if he’d been a bit more certain as to what he could do with any information he might obtain. Even if he had an address for Reynolds, he could hardly ring the doorbell and demand to see the girls: he had no authority or grounds to do so.

Reluctantly he let the idea go and life settled back into its unexciting routine, until the Friday a week after the search, when Daniel was making an early delivery to Quarry Farm Racing Stables, southeast of Tavistock, a regular drop on his round.

It was a smallish yard, nestling in a steep-sided valley, where owner Tamzin Ellis trained around a dozen point-to-point and National Hunt horses. The stables were old but serviceable, and beyond them, a number of paddocks sloped up on either side of a small stream.

As he parked the lorry close to the feed store, Tamzin herself appeared.

‘So, where were you last week?’

Large, expressive grey eyes, long fair hair caught up in a loose knot and a pencil-slim figure made her a sight to gladden the heart of any red-blooded male, and Daniel was no exception.

He made a rueful face. ‘Figgy did this area instead. Luck of the draw.’

‘I missed you,’ Tamzin said. ‘Figgy’s OK, but he doesn’t do this . . .’ She leaned forward to give him a lingering kiss in the privacy of the open cab door.

‘Oh, I don’t know . . .’ Daniel responded straight-faced. ‘I’m sure he would have done. Did you ask him?’

Tamzin dug him in the ribs with a stiff forefinger. ‘Cheeky bugger! You’d better get on with your work or I’ll report you to Fred!’

She moved away, laughing, and after an appreciative look at her departing rear, Daniel went round to the back of the lorry. The attraction between them had been instantaneous, and although he’d fought it at first, he had eventually given in to loneliness and her blatant encouragement and asked her out.

To begin with, it had all been very casual and Tamzin seemed to accept his reluctance to talk about himself, but of late she’d started to tease him about his ‘secrets’. Because of this, the relationship had begun to be a stress Daniel could well do without and he’d almost subconsciously started to back away from it.

He sighed, wondering if he would ever feel able to trust anyone with the mess of his past.

With the tailgate lowered, he began the laborious job of unloading. In the past, he had used the gym when he felt in need of a workout, but he had no such need these days. Some of the bigger farms had their own forklift trucks, but the smaller clients outnumbered those by far, and shifting heavy bags and bales of fodder and bedding all day long was keeping Daniel leaner and fitter than he’d been for a long time.

As he worked, he watched the lads and lasses leading their charges out preparatory to mounting, the thoroughbreds’ thin skins protected from the cold wind by striped blankets over their loins. Daniel loved the horses. He’d grown up in the countryside, and he and his brothers and sisters had cadged rides on friends’ ponies from an early age. Since moving to Bristol and joining the police at the age of eighteen, he’d barely given riding a thought, until his transfer to the Dog Unit had brought him into contact with the mounted division at HQ and he had once more felt the pull of equine contact.

Minutes later, the Quarry Farm string was mounted and filing out of the yard on to the road that led to the gallops, their many hooves beating a tattoo on the concrete and tarmac.

Tamzin stood by the gate, scrutinizing her charges as they went past, occasionally speaking to one of the riders.

‘Watch Shiner when you go past Tyler’s Farm, Maggie. He’ll throw a hissy fit if that bloody dog runs out – I don’t want him slipping and coming down on the road. Steve, take Romany quietly today – I don’t want a repeat of yesterday’s fiasco!’

Daniel glanced up, wondering what form ‘yesterday’s fiasco’ had taken, and saw a rather sullen youngster slouched in the saddle of a lean grey horse. He knew the turnover of staff in the yard was very high – in common with many racing stables – and guessed that the unhappy Steve would soon join the ranks of ex-employees: he didn’t look the persevering sort. Turning back to his work, Daniel’s eye was caught by the rider of a chestnut mare, immediately behind the grey.

With cropped dark hair and a boyishly slim figure, Daniel’s first impression was that it was a boy, but the size of the eyes and the fine bones of the face suggested a girl. It was something about that heart-shaped face that had arrested his gaze. Why did she look familiar?

He left the lorry and walked across to join Tamzin.

‘Who’s the girl on the chestnut?’ Daniel asked quietly.

‘Which chestnut?’

There were three chestnuts in the string of eight horses.

‘The one that’s just gone out.’

‘That’s Kat. She’s new.’

‘How new?’ Kat – Katya. Could it be?

Tamzin turned towards him as the last horse filed away up the lane.

‘Very. Just a couple of days. Why?’

‘Do you know where she comes from? What’s her surname?’

‘I have to say I can’t remember. She just wandered in while we were doing evening stables and asked if there were any jobs.’

‘And you don’t even know her surname? That’s a bit casual, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, I know. She may have said – I’m not sure. I was just so bloody glad to see her. We lost two last week – went home for the weekend and didn’t come back – so we were a bit short-staffed. I can’t tell you more than that because I haven’t done any paperwork yet. To be honest, I don’t bother until I’m sure they’re going to stay more than a week or two. Otherwise I spend all my time filling out forms and then they bugger off! She’s a very competent little rider, though. The horses go well for her.’

‘And Kat is short for?’

‘How would I know? Kathryn, Kathleen, Katrina . . . ? She didn’t say. Your guess is as good as mine. Why the interest?’

‘It’s a long story.’ Daniel was still watching the last of the horses’ rumps disappearing up the lane, his mind racing. ‘Does she live in?’ Several of the stable hands that weren’t local lived in a couple of purpose-built log cabins adjacent to the yard.

‘Yes, she does. Look, I’ve got to go now, if I’m going to get to the gallops before they do, but why don’t you come over tomorrow night – say sevenish. I’ll rustle up a stir-fry and we can crack open a bottle of wine and you can tell me this long story of yours. Unless, of course, it’s another of your secrets?’

‘No. That sounds good. And maybe I could have a word with Kat too.’

Tamzin shrugged. ‘I don’t see why not. Now I must go.’ She leaned towards him and they kissed lightly. ‘Until tomorrow.’

Daniel returned thoughtfully to his unloading as the Land Rover left the yard. It seemed incredible, but was it just possible that Tamzin’s new stable lass was Elena’s sister?

Reynolds had claimed she’d turned up safe and well, but had she? Daniel only had his word for it, and that had so far proven to be worth very little. He thought back over his telephone conversation with the man, remembering the pause when Reynolds had waited for him to state his business. ‘I was going to ring you . . .’ he’d said, but instead of immediately sharing the good news about Katya’s return, he’d waited for Daniel to ask.

Was that because he thought Daniel might himself have some news of the girl and therefore catch him out in his lie?

Daniel turned up at Quarry Farm with a bottle of wine in hand, just after half past seven the next evening.

Taking the path behind the stables and down the stone steps that led to the cottage, he was met at the door by Tamzin, who leaned forward for a kiss before standing back to let him into the low-ceilinged interior.

‘Sorry I’m late. I took Taz for a walk and went further than I intended.’

‘So where is he now?’

‘In the car. He’s a bit wet,’ Daniel said, handing her the bottle and bending down to greet her menagerie of dogs. ‘Besides, I didn’t want to scare Kat. He can be a bit daunting at first.’

‘Ah. About Kat . . .’ Tamzin shut the front door and followed him into the kitchen, her Labrador, spaniel and Yorkshire terrier bustling through the doorway with her. ‘There’s a bit of a problem.’

‘Oh?’

‘Well, I asked her to come down here at about a quarter to seven – get some of her details sorted out and stuff – but she didn’t turn up. So I went over to the cabins and they said she’d gone.’

‘Gone? Where?’

‘Gone gone. Taken all her things and cleared out – not that she had much. I must say, I was surprised. She seemed to be settling in quite well, but there you go.’

‘Did you, by any chance, tell her that I was coming?’

Tamzin frowned. ‘Yes. Wasn’t I meant to? I’m sorry. You didn’t say.’

‘I didn’t think of it. It’s not your fault.’

‘So what did you want her for? Do you know her?’

‘I know of her – if she’s who I think she is, and that’s beginning to look increasingly likely. You say she didn’t come with much gear?’

Tamzin shook her head. ‘Hardly any. Just the clothes she was wearing – jeans, jumper and a jacket – and she had a tiny rucksack bag, you know, like the kids carry to school. I had to lend her some jodhs – she didn’t even have those. To be honest, I wondered if she was a runaway, but she swore she was sixteen.’ She took two wine glasses from the kitchen cupboard and, from a drawer, a corkscrew, which she handed to Daniel. ‘Here, make yourself useful. So, was she a runaway?’

‘In a way, yes.’

Tamzin paused in the act of taking stir-fry ingredients from the fridge and turned to face him. ‘Are you going to tell me any more, or do I have to prise it out of you? Because – I don’t mind telling you – I’m getting just the teensiest bit fed up with all these bloody guessing games!’

‘I’m sorry.’ Daniel couldn’t blame her for losing patience with him. He handed her a large glass of ruby-coloured wine and, settling his rump against the edge of the granite worktop, proceeded to tell her the tale, including his subsequent doubts.

‘And you think Kat is the missing girl?’

‘I think it’s possible, don’t you?’

‘But you don’t know for sure she’s still missing. I mean, why would this Reynolds guy lie about finding her?’

‘Because he quite plainly doesn’t want the police involved and I think he guessed that if he admitted she was still missing, I’d call them myself.’

Tamzin put a pepper on her chopping board and began to slice it. ‘So why all the secrecy? What’s he trying to hide?’

‘I think he’s scared of what they might say – I mean, he made damn sure I didn’t get close enough to Elena to speak to her.’

‘Oh my God! You don’t think they’re being abused?’ Tamzin turned round with a pepper in one hand and a knife in the other, her face twisted with disgust.

‘I don’t know. It’s one possibility, but there are others. Tell me, would you have said that Kat was English?’

‘No, she wasn’t, but that’s the norm for this industry. Almost all the lads who come through the yard are Eastern European or Irish. I’m becoming multilingual. I can say, “Get a move on with that stable!” and, “Stop mucking around!” in six different languages. Kat speaks pretty good English, but Rafa – that’s Rafail – says she’s Romanian. I asked him.’

‘I thought she might be. I’m pretty sure Reynolds and his so-called brother are too. I’m wondering if the authorities know they’re here. That might explain the nervousness about getting involved with the police.’ There were other possible explanations too, but he decided to keep them to himself for now.

‘Will you go to the police now you’ve seen her?’

‘And tell them what, exactly?’

‘Well . . .’ Tamzin hesitated. ‘Yeah, I see what you mean. So what now?’

Daniel shrugged. ‘Think again, I suppose.’

‘I wish I hadn’t told Kat you were coming. I’m sorry. It was stupid.’

‘Don’t be daft – you weren’t to know. I expect she was afraid Reynolds had sent me after her. She might even have seen me with him on the moor the other day.’

‘I wonder where she’ll go, poor kid. She won’t know anyone.’

‘You say she seemed competent with the horses?’

‘Oh, yes. She’s been around them before, without a doubt.’

‘Well, she might get out of the area altogether, but if Elena is her sister and she’s close by, I have a hunch she’ll stick around. I might try leaving word at all the local stables. If it’s what she knows, it’s just possible she’ll try again. After all, she’s got to eat.’

‘I can have a word with the one in the village,’ Tamzin offered. ‘And also the trekking centre over at Goats Tor. I know Hilary quite well, and she’s usually looking for staff with Easter coming up.’

‘Thanks, that’d be great.’

Tamzin turned back to her chopping board but made no attempt to continue with her preparation.

‘Why are you doing this?’ she asked after a moment.

‘Doing what?’

She swung back to face him. ‘Going to all this trouble to find the girl? I mean, most people would have given up and forgotten about it after this Reynolds guy said she was back home. Why not you?’

Daniel shrugged. ‘I told you. It just didn’t feel right. The more I thought about it, the less I liked it. I couldn’t just do nothing.’

‘Some people would.’

‘Yeah, well . . .’ Daniel didn’t know what to say.

‘OK. You don’t have to answer this, but what did you really do before you started working for Fred? You said you were a civil servant. Policemen are civil servants, right? Were you a policeman?’

Slowly Daniel nodded. ‘For ten years.’

‘So why all the secrecy? You’re not undercover, are you?’

‘No, nothing like that. I’m not in the force any more.’

‘Am I allowed to ask why? I mean, I thought it was normally a lifelong career thing – a calling.’

‘It is.’ The horror, tragedy and humiliation of his last weeks on the force flashed uninvited into Daniel’s mind, and with an effort he closed the memories down, saying tersely, ‘I left. Stress basically.’

Again a half-truth. He was getting too good at those.

‘Well, that’s nothing to be ashamed of. It must be a terribly stressful job,’ Tamzin said with a note of relief. ‘I know I couldn’t do it. But I wish you’d told me sooner. I was imagining all sorts of things! I mean, I even wondered if you’d been in prison or something.’

Her easy acceptance of his white lie made Daniel feel uncomfortable, but if the alternative were unpalatable to him, how much more so would it be to her?

When Tamzin and Daniel had finished their meal, they retired to what Tamzin called the snug, but which was in fact the cottage’s only sitting room. There they sat on a blanket-covered leather sofa, wedged between two of Tamzin’s three dogs, drinking wine in front of the small wood-burning stove that heated the whole building. Taz had been brought in from the car and now lay in the doorway, one eye sleepily fixed on his master.

Daniel sighed with rare contentment, and Tamzin slanted a look at him.

‘I think that’s the first time I’ve known you be really relaxed,’ she commented. ‘When we’re out anywhere, you’re constantly on the watch. You probably don’t know you’re doing it, but your eyes are everywhere. If someone moves, you see it. If someone new comes in, you watch them. It puts me on edge too.’

‘God, I didn’t realize I was such bad company,’ Daniel said. ‘Sorry. Old habits, I guess.’

‘It’s OK now I know. But all the same, it’s good to see you kicking back.’

There was silence for a moment, punctuated by the sound of a log collapsing in the burner.

‘What’ll you do if you find Kat?’ Tamzin said then, pulling her feet up on to the sofa and leaning against him.

‘I don’t know. I’ll have to play it by ear, I guess. If she does turn up, we must be careful not to scare her off again. Best tell people to say nothing and just ring me.’

‘OK. But before you give your phone number to half the females in Devon, how about putting another log on the fire and then giving me a cuddle?’

‘We-ell.’ Daniel made a show of looking at his watch, pursing his lips and shaking his head – ‘I should really be going . . .’

‘You ain’t going anywhere with half a bottle of wine inside you, mister!’ Tamzin told him. ‘You’re gonna have to stay right here, like it or not!’

‘Well, I suppose I could be a gentleman and pretend to like it,’ he said generously.
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