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    The Adventures begin Autumn 2019 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Joshua tapped on the door to the small cottage on the outskirts of the small rural village of Bamtree but didn’t wait for it to be answered. He quietly crept inside and nodded briskly to Peregrine Malvern, a colleague who was already in the hallway. Even before he stepped across the threshold, Joshua could hear a woman weeping. Beyond that, absolute silence hung over the small, humble abode. The heavy atmosphere cast a shadow that left everyone on edge and deeply concerned not only for the fate of the property’s owner, but also for what the latest turn of events meant for themselves, the Leicestershire branch of the Star Elite.  
 
    “There is not much here worth taking,” Joshua grunted, throwing Peregrine a dour look.   
 
    Peregrine nodded. “It is senseless because the bounty doesn’t seem to be worth the trouble. Even pawned, what can be found in a house like this seems small compared to what can be stolen from some of the bigger houses.” 
 
    “Yet the burglar keeps targeting the poorest in the village.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    The latest news to reach the Star Elite from the local magistrate that morning was that yet another burglary had taken place. Again, the crime had taken place at a house that belonged to someone who could only be described as impoverished. The lady who lived in the tiny cottage on the outskirts of the village had barely a farthing to her name, but what she did own had been stolen by the fiend who tended to burgle some of the more rural homes. Because of the isolated nature of some of the properties, no trace of the culprit had ever been found, and the locals were demanding answers. They were, unfortunately, answers the magistrate couldn’t provide, which was why the Star Elite had been called in to help. 
 
    “We are glad you could join us,” Peregrine breathed to Joshua. “It’s good of you to get here so quickly.” 
 
    “Sir Hugo said it was urgent.” 
 
    “Have you read the brief?” Peregrine asked of the tall, incredibly good-looking Joshua Holton.  
 
    At four and thirty, Joshua had joined the Star Elite several years ago and had swiftly earnt himself a sterling reputation for being one of the best trackers it was possible to be. His unerring capacity of finding people who were otherwise untraceable, whether it be missing people or hidden criminals, meant Joshua had become one of the Star Elite’s best investigators. The local team in Leicestershire were hoping that Joshua’s incredible skills could provide them with a lead, which might take them to the culprit they were otherwise struggling to catch. 
 
    “I read it on the way here.”  
 
    “We have put patrols on the street but the thief is like a bloody ghoul. We can’t watch everyone’s houses in a place like this, so he is making sure he chooses houses we aren’t near. We need help. We need your help.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can, but it depends on what tracks he has left for me.” 
 
    “We have tracks. We just need you to follow them and tell us where this blackguard is going.” Peregrine grinned when Joshua puffed out his cheeks. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Joshua whispered with a nod to the closed sitting room door.  
 
    He listened half-heartedly to the detailed description the latest victim was giving to the Star Elite’s local manager, Roger, about how she locked up and went to bed last night only to wake up this morning to find a precious vase missing together with a small pouch of coins. 
 
    “It is the loss of the vase that’s upsetting,” the old woman, Mrs Asquith, explained. “If it was worth much, I would have sold it myself to be able to eat. It has more sentimental value to me than anything else, you see. It was given to me by my husband when we first got married. I have had that vase for nigh on forty years. It is all I have – had.” 
 
    The woman began to weep once more, clearly heartbroken at the loss of her most prized possession.  
 
    “We will do what we can to get it back for you,” Roger promised.  
 
    Joshua winced because he knew the odds were that the item had probably vanished forever. He turned to warn Peregrine. “As you know, I am more adept at tracking people through London’s backstreets than around rural locations like this.”  
 
    “You can find him, though, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Joshua shrugged. “But don’t pin all your hopes on tracking him leading you to his front door. It might take a while for us to find a trail that will take us to his house.” 
 
    “We just need to know if he is a resident of Bamtree, or travels from Minserly.” 
 
    “The town about five miles away?” 
 
    Peregrine nodded. “Right now, we have no idea where the burglar is coming from, or where he goes with his ill-gotten gains.” 
 
    “There are no witnesses.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Peregrine’s face was grim. “It is unsurprising the cretin would pick on Mrs Asquith. This place is so remote nobody is around to witness anything.” 
 
    “From what the brief said, the culprit has worked their way around all of the houses on the outskirts of the village. He is going to have to venture deeper into the village if he wants to keep stealing. If he isn’t prepared to take the risk he will have to stop and move on to somewhere else equally as rural.” 
 
    “We have to catch him before that happens. Having the residents of Bamtree angry is bad enough. The last thing we want is for this to become a county-wide epidemic of burglaries,” Peregrine growled. “If we cannot resolve this, and quickly, we are going to have this area flooded with every crook, thief, and ne’er do well in a fifty-mile radius all doing what they want because they think they aren’t likely to get caught.” 
 
    Joshua moved to stand in the doorway and looked out over the property’s back garden. From his position, he could see footprints beneath the cottage’s now broken window; the route the thief had taken to get into and out of the house. The footprints led to the woods bordering the garden, behind a large vegetable patch. To Joshua’s well-trained eye, the footprints were easy to follow, but to someone who was looking for an obvious footprint to follow it was hopeless because the obvious footprints vanished about half-way down the lawn when the soil had obviously been wiped off the thief’s boots by the moist grass. 
 
    “He isn’t doing much to hide his trail, is he?” Joshua nodded to the footprints beneath the window. 
 
    “We have followed what we can see, but they stop in the garden. There is no trace of where he has gone beyond that vegetable patch. We have checked but there are wide open fields beyond the woods, and hoof prints everywhere on account of a local farmer’s horses being kept in the field. It’s impossible to find anything fresh,” Peregrine warned. 
 
    “No, it isn’t. You just don’t know what you are looking for,” Joshua corrected. “It’s why I am here.”  
 
    Peregrine opened his mouth to reply only to be interrupted by the arrival of a solemn looking Daniel, who was in such a rush he dismounted before his horse stopped.  
 
    “There has been another one,” Daniel informed them without preamble.  
 
    “Another burglary?” Peregrine’s brows shot up.  
 
    “It’s worse than just a burglary,” Daniel announced flatly. “The homeowner has been murdered. He was found this morning, and it’s worse than we could ever imagine.” 
 
    Within seconds, Roger appeared in the doorway with a heavy scowl on his face.  
 
    “What’s that?” He looked over his shoulder at the elderly woman who was trying hard to listen to what was being said. After calling ‘goodbye’ to her for a second time, he waved everyone out of the house and closed the door.  
 
    Daniel told his boss what had been reported to the patrol.  
 
    “Are you sure it is not just another burglary?” Peregrine asked.  
 
    “A window has been forced open at the back of the house. There are clear signs that one or two items have been taken. This time, though, there has been a struggle and the homeowner has been knifed in the back. It’s murder.” 
 
    Joshua lifted his brows when it became obvious that Daniel hadn’t finished.  
 
    “Who is the victim?” 
 
    “The Church Warden.” 
 
    “Did you say there were clear signs of a struggle?” Roger was already on his way to fetch his horse. 
 
    “The house is a mess. It doesn’t look like it has been ransacked because the drawers are in place, but chairs have been knocked over, and a plant, and the contents of the desk have been swept onto the floor. The room is in chaos.” 
 
    “Who found him?” Roger demanded. 
 
    “The housekeeper when she arrived to clean his house this morning. Luke and Dean are with her now and are making sure nobody touches anything. Moreover, that the housekeeper doesn’t go telling everyone. I am not sure if you want word of this getting out right now. The villagers are on edge enough already.” 
 
    “Go back. Keep her quiet. Has Margate been informed yet?” Roger swung into his saddle. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Margate has been called to London. Sir Hugo isn’t impressed that we have had to be called in to help and has asked the magistrate to attend a meeting to discuss it.” Joshua turned his horse around and nudged it into a steady walk.  
 
    “Margate handed everything in his file to us and left this morning,” Daniel confirmed. 
 
    “It appears we are on our own for now then, gentlemen,” Roger announced. “So, let’s get to it.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Joshua added with a nod to the footprints in the grass behind them. 
 
    “Do you think there is a trail you can follow?” Roger squinted sceptically at the grass.  
 
    “Yes, but it is going to take a while to follow them. Do you need me at the Warden’s house?” Joshua hoped not because he relished the challenge of being able to track through the woods. It had been a long time since he had done it since there had never been any need for it in London.  
 
    “Yes. Given the severity of the crime, and the fact that we are now looking for a murderer, you need to come with us to see what you can find at the Warden’s house. If you find a trail, see where it takes you. When you have done, come back here and follow the trail into those woods,” Roger ordered. 
 
    With a curse, Roger stopped his horse, dismounted, and then promptly disappeared back into the house. Moments later, he was back.  
 
    “Mrs Asquith has assured me that she will stay out of her garden,” he informed them. “She is busy packing to go and stay with relatives for a while, so the garden should remain untouched until you get back, Joshua.”  
 
    Minutes later, the men arrived at the Warden’s house, a rather non-descript two storey dwelling was hidden by a thick wall of almost impenetrable hedgerow that was nestled discretely beside an old Norman church. At first glance, it was difficult to see that there was a house tucked away behind the dense shrubbery. Only a small gate indicated that someone lived behind the privet. 
 
    “What do we know about the house’s history?” Joshua asked as he followed his colleagues up a narrow path which led around the side of the property. 
 
    “The previous owner, the old Warden, was a Mr. Derek Harlow. He moved away to look after his brother who had taken ill with a wasting disease. With no intention of ever returning, the vicar engaged another Warden, a Mr Julian. Robert Julian. I presume Mr Julian is the killer’s victim.” Roger looked askance at Daniel, who nodded.  
 
    “Wait!”  
 
    Everyone froze.  
 
    Joshua edged closer to the window and studied the ground. “Avoid this area, please. We need to go in through the front door. I need these tracks undisturbed.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him for a moment, but Joshua was too distracted by the fresh soil marks visible beneath the now broken window to notice.  
 
    “Just like last time,” he breathed. “These footprints are the same size as the ones found at the Asquith house.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” Peregrine asked.  
 
    Joshua pointed to an almost perfect indentation on the ground. “See here? That is where the sole of the boot has a crack in it. If you look closely at that left footprint, it is unmarked. The right boot has a crack in the sole at the ball of the foot. It’s quite distinctive, and something to remember when you are looking for the fiend. The killer might lie about his guilt if he is caught, but his boots won’t.” 
 
    “How? How do you do that?” Daniel cried, astonished at Joshua’s skill. To him, they were footprints in soil but on studying them a little closer, it was evident that there was a mark on the right boot that wasn’t on the left boot.  
 
    Joshua grinned and edged away. “We need to avoid the back garden.”  
 
    Roger waved at Daniel, who immediately removed his pocketbook and began to make notes. “It’s going to come in handy when we are providing evidence to convict our criminal.” 
 
    They all knew it was the kind of evidence that would get the killer cornered because facts didn’t lie, especially something unique like damage to a boot.  
 
    “Footprints can be like fingerprints; distinctive to the wearer.” Joshua studied the footprints in the soil, which led across the neatly tended lawn, around the vegetable patch, and on to the thick row of aged oak trees lining the far end of the garden.  
 
    “Does every property in this county have trees around it?” he grunted in disgust. “Don’t people realise that having trees around a property gives a thief the perfect place to hide while they watch people in their homes?” 
 
    “This is the countryside. Trees are practically everywhere,” Luke reasoned with a shrug.  
 
    “Let’s go and see what the damage inside is,” Roger muttered.  
 
    Inside, the men met with Hamish, who was one of the men guarding the property. He yanked the door open before the men even reached it and greeted them with a grim look.  
 
    “It’s a bad one,” he warned, stepping back to allow his colleagues to enter. 
 
    The men were solemn as they entered the property. First impressions were that everything was calm and undisturbed – until they entered the study. Their gazes fell upon the man lying prone on the floor, his arms and legs akimbo. He had a large black handle protruding from his back and was lying amidst a room that could only be described as chaotic. 
 
    “Now why would a burglar kill the Warden?” Roger whispered.  
 
    Papers were strewed haphazardly across the floor. A large chair had been tipped on its side and a plant that had been sitting in a large pot beside the fire had been smashed to smithereens. Large spots of blood were evident on the otherwise white walls, hinting that the victim hadn’t died a swift, merciless death. He had probably fought with his attacker before he had succumbed to the injuries inflicted by the knife.  
 
    “It is a relief that none of the other victim’s caught the thief red-handed,” Joshua growled.  
 
    “One thing is for certain, whoever the burglar is, he left this house covered in blood,” Roger warned. “I want him found, gentlemen, before he murders anybody else.” 
 
    “How in the hell do we catch him? Right now, we are playing catch up. He knows he is one step ahead of us. I have had a look at the back of the house from the garden. Even the house next door is too far away for any of the neighbours to see into this garden. Look how secluded this house is. We are almost in the middle of the village but it is just as isolated as the more rural properties. Again, there are no witnesses.” Hamish’s voice was rife with frustration. 
 
    “That might be why the thief targeted it. The garden is secluded and there is a clear route in and out without being seen.” Luke stepped over the remnants of the plant pot and turned to study the room.  
 
    “We need to speak to the vicar. I want to know if the church collection was kept here, and if it was stolen. I also want to know if any of the neighbours have seen anything unusual. We cannot just assume that nobody has seen anything,” Roger snapped.  
 
    “Do you think it is wise to alert anybody to what’s happened? If we start asking if the neighbours have seen anything we will just alert everyone to the fact that the Warden has been burgled. When the locals realise the Warden is no longer around, even if the housekeeper doesn’t gossip about it, the locals will know something has gone wrong. If we don’t ask around we at least have a day or so before people panic. The villagers are on edge enough as it is.” As he talked, Dean wandered around to the back of the desk, but the chair was still neatly pushed beneath it. 
 
    “He must have walked in on the thief while he was in here.” Roger scratched his head as he studied some of the papers on the floor. 
 
    “Most homeowners would investigate if they heard a noise,” Joshua added. 
 
    Roger nodded. “Especially if the church collection was in danger of being stolen.”  
 
    “Given the amount of blood on the desk, it might be possible that the men continued to struggle once Mr Julian had been stabbed, and before he succumbed to his injuries and died.” Joshua edged around the corpse and ambled over to the window. It was still half-open, so he was able to poke his head outside and study the fresh footprints in the soil directly beneath the window. 
 
    “Follow them, Joshua. See how far you can get with them. I want to know how long our target has been watching this house. There must be tracks in those woods if someone has been standing around in there for several hours. I also want to know which way the killer went when he left here. I want to know if he is local,” Roger ordered.  
 
    “What are we going to do to catch him if we find him?” Luke asked. “Regardless of where he comes from, we must have some way of ensuring he is caught, preferably without confronting him in the middle of a burglary. We cannot have innocent homeowners caught up in the man’s arrest, especially if he is armed and prepared to kill.” 
 
    “We have to set a trap,” Joshua warned. “I think the only way we can resolve this situation is to create ourselves an affluent fop who is not averse to flashing his wealth around. If we put someone in the village with money it might be enough of a lure that our burglar won’t be able to help himself. We could pretend that one of us is the relation of the now deceased Warden or someone else in the village who happens to need to go away for a while.” 
 
    “We will have to pick the property of someone who doesn’t have a tendency to talk about what we are up to,” Roger warned.  
 
    “I know someone who fits the bill, but I am not sure if he is going to be happy to leave his house for a while,” Hamish offered with a thoughtful frown.  
 
    “Go and talk to him,” Roger ordered. “I don’t care if we have to put him into a hotel, get him to move out of his home for a few weeks. He is helping the War Office. Pay him well, and make sure he tells nobody what is going on.” 
 
    “Mr Richardson is a little, er, reclusive. You would have to club him to get him to agree to stay in a hotel,” Hamish warned. “From what I gather, Mr Richardson has no relations, has never had any visitors in all the time he has lived in the village, and he never goes out. The only people he speaks to are two ladies who live next door to him. They are also inclined to keep themselves to themselves, and don’t bother him much. Mr Richardson’s house is in the perfect location because it is close enough to the main street to overlook most of the properties but is far enough away that we will be able to come and go without drawing suspicion from the already wary locals.” 
 
    Dean grinned and slid a look at Joshua. “Mr Richardson’s house also has a line of trees out back that we can use for cover.” 
 
    Joshua rolled his eyes and groaned.  
 
    “Hamish, go and see what you can do. I hear that there is a nice property for sale over in Mickleton. Go and buy it and install Mr Richardson in there if you must. I don’t care what you do. Get that man to move out so we can move in. Joshua, you are now a wealthy fop. First, though, see what you can do to find our fiend.” Roger grinned when Joshua looked about to object to being given a disguise.  
 
    “First I am a tracker, then I am a fop. I need to get out of here,” Joshua growled.  
 
    “At least you are not going to have to be the new Warden and sit in church on Sundays,” Hamish offered.  
 
    “I suppose I should be pleased for small mercies, eh?” Joshua drawled ruefully.  
 
    “Peregrine, go and help him,” Roger ordered.  
 
    “Me? I don’t have any idea what I am doing.” Regardless, Peregrine followed Joshua out of the room.  
 
    Outside, Joshua turned his attention to the trail the murderer had left him to follow. 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” Peregrine lifted his brows and waited. 
 
    “Watch my back. I need to concentrate, but I don’t want anybody to creep up on me,” Joshua replied.  
 
    “We are assuming that the killer uses a horse to get near to his target. He then approaches the house on foot,” Peregrine murmured when Joshua began to follow the trail. 
 
    “It is a fool who leaves a horse unattended in a village like this. Not only might it get stolen but it might wander off and end up in someone’s garden. A riderless horse would draw attention,” Joshua murmured. “Let’s see what we can find, shall we?” 
 
    Before Joshua could move, a young lad raced around the corner of the house, his small face ashen, his thin chest sawing in and out as he struggled for breath. Peregrine and Joshua shared a wary look before they turned to the latest bearer of bad tidings.  
 
    “Now what?” Peregrine breathed. 
 
    “Sir. Sir. You have to come quick,” the boy panted. “Something terrible has happened.” 
 
    “How did you know we are here, lad?” Peregrine asked.  
 
    “The woman down the street, Mrs Danvers, told me.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” Joshua lifted his brows at the boy. 
 
    “Another burglary. There has been another burglary.” 
 
    “There goes our secrecy,” Peregrine growled but only so Joshua could hear. He turned to the young boy who was jumping from foot to foot, clearly eager to lead them to the victim’s house. “Do the villagers know about Mr Julian’s burglary?” 
 
    “I should say so, sir,” the boy snorted. “It’s all over the village. Mrs Colton told everyone on this street when she found him this morning. She screamed as if she was summoning the dead, she did. Gave everyone a right start.” 
 
    “What about the latest victim? Who is it?” 
 
    “It’s Mrs Dilleray. There’s a right commotion, sir. Doris said you had best come quick.” 
 
    Peregrine opened his mouth to ask who Doris was only to watch a grim-faced Roger step out of the house followed by the rest of his colleagues from the Star Elite. Roger pointed a finger at Joshua.  
 
    “You stay here.” A wealth of hidden meaning was in the pointed look Roger levelled on him. “Do what we agreed.” 
 
    Joshua’s nodded solemnly and waited until he was alone in the garden with Peregrine before returning to the task at hand: following the killer. They had barely reached the end of the garden before Roger poked his head around the end of the property and whistled at them.  
 
    Peregrine and Joshua paused and looked at him.  
 
    “Meet us at the Smithy.” 
 
    Peregrine cursed but nodded.  
 
    “The Smithy?” Joshua whispered.  
 
    “The second – third victim’s house,” Peregrine warned.  “Unless I am much mistaken, it isn’t all that far away from here.” 
 
    With a disgusted sigh and renewed determination, Joshua set to work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO  
 
      
 
    The men made their way into the woods and turned to the left. They walked past the end of the gardens of three houses before coming to a stop at the back of a small outbuilding.  
 
    “Let me guess, Mrs Dilleray’s house,” Joshua muttered in disgust. 
 
    Peregrine nodded. “He left Mr Julian’s house and came straight here then.” 
 
    “Seems like it.” 
 
    Together, the men made their way to the house. Throwing a cautious look at Peregrine, Joshua stepped into a narrow hallway off which ran a small, rickety staircase on either side of which was a door. To the right was a small sitting room which was furnished with nothing more than a chair positioned before the fireplace, a dresser on opposite side of the room, and an old rocking chair in the corner beside the window. All the furniture was old, careworn, and of little value to anybody other than the owner. To the left of the stairs was a room which ran the length of the property and comprised of a sitting area and dining table directly beneath the window. This second room was equally as sparsely furnished but did contain the property’s occupant; a somewhat elderly woman who appeared as angry as she was upset. 
 
    “I don’t have much,” the elderly woman cried. “Whoever would do this to me?” 
 
    Nobody answered her as she continued her lament. 
 
    “Did you see or hear anything?” Roger interrupted. 
 
    “No. No. I woke up, came downstairs, and found the window had been forced open. My coins have gone. I kept everything I owned in a tin on the mantle. Only I knew what that tin contained. To anybody else, it was just a battered old tin. To me, it was everything I owned,” Mrs Dilleray moaned.  
 
    Joshua listened but remained next to the door and didn’t speak. He hoped the woman was too pre-occupied with her wailing and weeping to notice he was there because he didn’t want her to remember him, not seeing as he had a part to play.  
 
    “How much was taken?” Roger asked the woman quietly.  
 
    She sniffled a little more before she sucked in a breath and pointed to an empty spot on the mantle. “About three pounds, four shillings and six pence.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a tap on the door.  
 
    Joshua slid out of the room and yanked the door open.  
 
    “There is another one,” Luke bit out. 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “Across the village. A gentleman by the name of Mr Smitherson. He has been murdered."  
 
    Joshua looked over his shoulder and met Roger’s gaze. He slid one finger slowly across his neck and nodded toward the door before disappearing after Luke. He knew Roger would reassure the lady before following. By the time he reached the path, Joshua found Peregrine right behind him as well.  
 
    “This one has also been stabbed in the back,” Luke informed them both. 
 
    “How many has he managed to get around in one night?” Peregrine growled.  
 
    “This one may have been done first. The body is stiff. I think the killer may have gone to Mrs Asquith’s house, then called in on Mr Smitherson, stabbed him in the back, then went on to Mr Julian’s and stabbed him in the back before stealing another pouch of coins from Mrs Dilleray.” 
 
    “And nobody has seen or heard a thing at any of the houses,” Joshua snorted. “How? How is that possible?” 
 
    “Well, it is because nobody has seen anything,” Peregrine replied. 
 
    “Who found him?” 
 
    “The neighbour called in on him. Mrs Browning does his cleaning and found him dead on the floor.” 
 
    “He had a vase on there but it has gone,” Mrs Browning reported when they arrived to question her. She pointed a gnarled finger at an empty spot on the mantle. 
 
    “Have you looked for it? Might he have just relocated it?” Joshua asked as he studied the otherwise untouched room.  
 
    Mrs Browning shook her head. “I can’t see why Mr Smitherson would want to move it now, dearie. That vase hasn’t moved in all the years I have been coming here. His wife put it there when she lived here. She died nigh on twenty years ago now and he hasn’t moved it since. Why, I can’t believe anybody would ever be so cruel as to do such a thing as steal it, really I can’t, but it isn’t there now.” 
 
    Joshua closed his eyes and dug deep for his patience. He made his way over to the body and studied the handle of the weapon sticking out from the victim’s back.  
 
    “It is different to the other knife,” Peregrine whispered. “I wonder if he is using ones already at the houses he burgles rather than carrying his own? The kitchen knife used on Julian was in the study. I doubt the burglar would rush to the kitchen, fetch a knife, and stab the homeowner if he was disturbed.” 
 
    “Do you think the burglar made no attempt to keep quiet, and when the homeowner did appear, murdered his victims using their own knives?” Luke scowled at the callous planning behind such an event.  
 
    “It seems likely because the kitchen is at the back of the house.” Joshua pointed to the room they could all see that contained a dresser and a kitchen table. 
 
    “If he is planning to kill his victims, and using knives at the property, what link would the victims have to the killer? Why these people? Yes, they are all in the same area, except for Mrs Asquith.” 
 
    “The killer has focused on three houses within walking distance of each other,” Luke whispered in deference to Mrs Browning. “We just don’t know why he chose to target these three houses.” 
 
    “Two men and two women,” Joshua murmured. He shook his head because there didn’t seem to be any logic to why the killer would steal from two seemingly impoverished and elderly women while killing two seemingly innocuous gentlemen all in one night.  
 
    Joshua looked at Mrs Browning. “Do you know if Mr Richardson kept a pouch of coins in the house?” 
 
    “I don’t rightly know. I only came to cook for him occasionally and clean through. You know, beat the rugs and the like. It was more of a trade, if you don’t mind me saying so, sir. I used to do bits and bobs for him, and he used to give me vegetables on account of there being plenty in his garden that he couldn’t eat all by himself, sir. It was an arrangement that suited us fine.” 
 
    “Do you know if Mr Smitherson had any connection with Mrs Asquith, Mrs Dilleray, and Mr Julian?” 
 
    “Apart from the fact that they all come from the same village sir, no I don’t.” 
 
    “Did they all go to church? Were they familiar with the Warden?” 
 
    “Why, no, sir. Not many people are going to church now on account of all these burglaries. People don’t know who to trust, and don’t want to go out anymore on account of them not knowing what they will find when they get back.” Mrs Browning began to look fretful.  
 
    Joshua sighed but decided not to press for more details just yet. The woman was watching them like a hawk and doing her best to listen to their conversation, undoubtedly so she could gossip about what they had said once they had gone.  
 
    “I’ll see you home,” Luke offered.  
 
    “What about locking up here and tidying and the like. Someone has to do something about Mr Smitherson now, don’t they?” 
 
    “Leave that to us. We will make sure that the house is secured, and Mr Smitherson’s body is moved. We will also inform the family and notify the magistrate. For now, you need to go home and get some rest.” Luke guided the woman out of the house and closed the door firmly behind them before the woman could find any more excuses to stay.  
 
    Once she had gone, Joshua and Peregrine covered the corpse, searched the kitchen for more of the same type of knife, and scoured the property for valuables. When they had done, they secured the window before locking the door.  
 
    “I’ll get the team to move him,” Peregrine muttered.  
 
    “We need to see where the trail goes,” Joshua replied. “Let’s go and find out, shall we?” 
 
    It wasn’t really a question. Joshua was already heading toward the trees at the end of the garden. It was a relief to get out of the dire atmosphere in the house, not least because he needed some fresh air and peace to think.  
 
    “Do you think you might be able to follow the blackguard?”  
 
    “Let’s see, shall we?”  
 
    Joshua suspected he knew already what the thief had done. It was what he had done every time he had raided innocent people’s houses. He had ridden into the area, left his horse hidden in the trees, walked to his victim’s property on foot, helped himself to the contents of the property by climbing in through a window, always a window, before retracing his steps. He always chose houses which were largely occupied by people who lived alone. Moreover, the thief made no attempt to remove his footprints as he left, but always managed to disappear as soon as he returned to his horse.  
 
    Peregrine watched Joshua work and shook his head in disbelief at his colleague’s skills.  
 
    Joshua was one of the calmest, most matter-of-fact men Peregrine had ever met. He was always thinking, and only spoke when he had something to say. Otherwise, he listened and watched other people’s conversations with a lazy curiosity that was unnerving not least because Peregrine knew Joshua not only sized up whoever he was listening to but learnt a lot about them by not just what they said, but how they said it.  
 
    “Off you go then,” Peregrine teased. “Go and find him.” 
 
    Joshua smirked. “Well someone has to find him seeing as you don’t seem able to find your own backside in the dark.” 
 
    Peregrine snorted.  
 
    Joshua turned his attention to the footprints and began to follow the trail across the garden. To anybody else, all that could be seen was grass with the occasional smudge of dirt. But Joshua was able to see faint indentations in the grass which stood out at intervals and were identical in shape to the boot prints beneath the windows.  
 
    “How do you do it?” Peregrine turned to look at the lawn behind Mrs Asquith’s house in astonishment.  
 
    Joshua sighed. “Practice. Look, I will show you.” 
 
    Peregrine stepped closer.  
 
    “At first glance these trees look to be undisturbed.” 
 
    “Well, yes. It is most probable that nobody ever comes in here.” 
 
    “Look closer.” 
 
    Peregrine studied the area a little closer. 
 
    “A little closer.” 
 
    Peregrine studied the ground at their feet. 
 
    “You aren’t going to see anything on this ground. Like you have said, it is likely that nobody has ventured in here for years.” 
 
    “It’s a damned fool that ventures in here now,” Peregrine snorted. 
 
    “Yes, but not for the reasons you suspect. The idiot thinks it is to his advantage that he can hide in places that people don’t venture into. Unfortunately, he will leave markers that point to where he has been, but only to people who know where to look. Don’t be in such a rush. Watch.” Joshua stepped toward the trees and pointed out a new wound on the one closest tree trunks where a small twig had been torn off.  
 
    “Look around at the others. Not one of them has damage like this. All of them are moss covered or intact. This is damaged. Look at the ground. We know from the trail that he came into the woods past this exact spot.” 
 
    Peregrine lifted his brows and turned to study the other trees. About three feet away there was another tree where the branches had been broken. Fresh leaves now sat on the otherwise decaying forest floor. He looked askance at Joshua and stepped toward it. 
 
    “Now look at the twigs on the floor over there. They could only have been broken by a heavy weight. The rest of the twigs in that area are untouched. Any forest animal, a fox, a hedgehog, or a badger, wouldn’t be heavy enough to break them.” 
 
    The men followed the trail; a meandering path through the less dense undergrowth which eventually led out to a small clearing on the other side of the woods. Joshua then pointed out a patch of grass that looked to have been cut recently.  
 
    “Only animals will cut the grass down so uniformly short. I think it is safe to assume that a horse has been standing here munching while waiting for his owner to return. Look at these hoof prints.”  
 
    Peregrine cursed. “Can you follow them?” 
 
    “Thankfully, it didn’t rain last night so yes, we are going to,” Joshua smiled. “Just don’t go charging ahead. There are probably all sorts of hoof prints in this field which don’t belong to the horse we need to follow, but it shouldn’t matter too much. We need to make sure we follow the ones we need, not the ones that are easiest to see.” 
 
    “What are you?” Peregrine growled.  
 
    “Better than you at following trails. It is what I did in the army, don’t forget. You must be trained by people who know what they are doing. It is difficult, but is a skill you never really lose.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to stay and become part of our team? What the hell are you doing in London with tracking skills like yours? The local team need you.” 
 
    “I am able to track through countryside. I never said I wanted to live here,” Joshua muttered. 
 
    “Do you like it in London?”  
 
    While the men had worked together on many occasions in the past, they had not had much time to truly get to know each other. Still, Peregrine understood the bosses all thought very highly of Joshua who had proven himself to be a skilled marksman, an excellent tracker, and someone who everyone trusted with their lives.  
 
    “It brings its challenges,” was all Joshua said. “I don’t like it and I don’t dislike it to be honest with you. Since I have joined the Star Elite, I have been far too busy chasing up and down this damned country to think about life in general much. There isn’t really anywhere a man is able to call home with jobs like ours.” 
 
    “I had heard that you were the son of a Viscount something or other,” Peregrine murmured as he squinted off into the distance and tried to remember where he had heard that. 
 
    Joshua shifted uncomfortably for a moment.  
 
    Their eyes met.  
 
    “I am a Viscount,” Joshua admitted eventually. “Just one who refuses to adhere to my family’s stringent dictates. When they decided who I should marry, I decided enough was enough and joined the army. It was the best thing I could do. It ended a life of privilege but gave me far more.” 
 
    “You don’t regret it?” 
 
    “While rank and title might mean something to some, and sounds wonderful to people who don’t have anything, it comes with certain obligations and expectations that can suck the life out a person. It is difficult to gain one’s own identity because you are always living up to tradition; standards set by other people. You are raised to face a life of obligation where you have all this money; so much money that you can do what you want whenever you want, and most people don’t ever question you over it. However, the choices in your life are rarely your own. You are told which house you must spend your life running and living in by your forefathers and family heritage. You are told what to spend your money on by how good a job your forefathers have done keeping up with the maintenance of said vast estates they chose not you. Moreover, in order to keep the family name going you are even told what children to have. Boys are good, girls are to be frowned upon and largely kept in the nursery out of sight, once you are told which family yours should be connected to, of course. Not even my damned wife would have been my own choice. Marriages are for the betterment of the family name, the best connections, and nothing to do with personal interest. It’s no more than a sodding business contract with the heir a prize stud.” Joshua looked quite frankly at Peregrine and lifted his brows. “Could you live like that?” 
 
    “I think I would rather go off to war and die on the battlefields. That is no life,” Peregrine snorted.  
 
    “Then you will understand why when I returned from the army I refused to answer my father’s summons to return home so he could tell me who I was going to marry. I joined the Star Elite instead. Since then I have worked in London and have lived my life the way I see fit. It is not the kind of life that suits most, but it works for me. I like it.” 
 
    “Nobody blames you,” Peregrine murmured softly sensing Joshua’s disgust. “In fact, the men don’t know about your title. Even if they did, they wouldn’t care. I think one thing that is unique about the Star Elite is that the men all have their own histories, problems, and joined for their own personal reasons, but mostly for a different way of life. None of us are the kind of men who are prepared to follow the stringent dictates of society, much less our families. I know some of the others have titles as well, but they don’t use them and wouldn’t ever dutifully follow their family’s orders and marry just to continue the family name.” 
 
    “Marriage isn’t for me. I cannot think of anything worse than being shackled.” 
 
    “There is nothing to say that you have to be. I am not married, and I have to say that I have no interest in ever being married. I like my life, and don’t see why I should change it for anybody. I haven’t for my own family. I certainly won’t for some addle-brained chit who needs looking after.” 
 
    The men grinned at each other.  
 
    Peregrine nodded to the ground at their feet. “Do you think you can follow them?” 
 
    “Let’s give it a go, shall we?”  
 
    With that, they began to follow the fresh hoof prints in the soil.  
 
    For miles and miles, Peregrine and Joshua walked with their heads down, slowly but steadily moving from one field into another. They didn’t stop until a small village came into view.  
 
    “Where is that?” Peregrine asked with a squint. “Is that Bamtree?” 
 
    “Yes,” Joshua murmured, not taking his eyes off the direction of the hoof prints. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Miles later they arrived on the outskirts of a small cluster of houses. The hoof prints they had followed ended at a five-bar gaze alongside which ran the only road that led into Bamtree. Even before the men stepped onto the road, they saw the muddy trail the horse had left behind having walked for several miles through mud.  
 
    “How many break-ins have there been?” Joshua asked as the men followed the trail down the road toward the lower half of village. 
 
    “Four before last night. All four houses were burgled, we think because they were remote. But the people who occupy them don’t have much wealth. What they did have of any value was stolen, though. It is mostly money that has been taken. But other things have been stolen too, like Mrs Asquith’s vase. That was very old, and while it wouldn’t raise a fortune, it could be sold at a pawn shop and make the thief a coin or two.” 
 
    “It doesn’t strike me that the burglar is someone who wants to make money from his ill-gotten gains.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If you aren’t going to get something financially from committing crime, why do it? What do you hope to achieve? The victims haven’t been offered the protective services of a local thug or something, have they?” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe so. It would be difficult to protect the occupants out here because they all live so rurally. Besides, the thugs who are likely to do that kind of thing all live in the towns where the shops are more affluent, and the shop keepers can pay them more. They wouldn’t venture all the way out here to steal vases,” Peregrine reasoned. 
 
    “Which is why the burglar has to be someone who knows the area well. Now they may be paupers, in which case we have somewhere to start to look for the culprit. We should ask around if any of the poorest villagers have suddenly started to find their circumstances improve a lot. However, the thief may be burgling houses for the thrill of it. They may be foolish enough to think they can challenge us. In which case, we are going to have to look for someone who is arrogant and scornful of the Star Elite.” 
 
    “Why start to kill, though?” Peregrine mused.  
 
    “It doesn’t make sense that a burglar would take to murdering his victims. However, maybe Julian did disturb the burglar, and had to be murdered. Maybe the burglar was interrupted by Mr Smitherson who also struggled with him. Having killed once, the burglar wouldn’t hesitate to kill a second person,” Joshua said.  
 
    “Why would the knives be in rooms where the struggles took place, though?” Peregrine sighed.  
 
    “Because the killer may have kept one with him in case he was accosted,” Joshua argued.  
 
    “Whatever is going on, we have to catch this blackguard sooner rather than later. People are becoming scornful of the Star Elite. They know we work in the area yet are unable to catch whoever is doing it.” 
 
    Joshua nodded. “Which is why the thug keeps doing it. Whatever made him start to kill people, he knows he is making us look foolish and incapable of stopping what is happening. Of course, there is nothing to say that the killer is the same person who is burgling houses.” 
 
    Peregrine froze. “What?” 
 
    “The killer and the burglar might be two separate people.” Joshua shrugged. “Nothing can be discounted right now. Let’s face it, the people we usually deal with are hardened criminals; serial killers, kidnappers, gangs of pickpockets, fraudsters, and people who blackmail the innocent to pay them for protective services they really shouldn’t need. None of them are children, or foolish. They are arrogant and will look for any opportunity to commit their crimes. It isn’t impossible that the killer is making the most of the burglaries to claim his victims knowing that the burglar is going to take the blame when he is caught.” 
 
    “But who could it be?” 
 
    “That’s for us to find out,” Joshua sighed. “We will. It just takes time.” 
 
    “Are you seeing more than one trail?”  
 
    “There are plenty of footprints, plenty of hoof prints, but no proof that there is an accomplice to this burglar, no,” Joshua countered.  
 
    “This doesn’t feel like the work of someone who is out for something they can get hold of for nothing,” Peregrine whispered. “It feels like the work of someone who is burgling houses for the thrill of being able to make fools of us.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Can we not persuade you to stay in Leicestershire?” Peregrine asked a short while later. 
 
    Joshua grinned. “I have only just arrived, and you want to make my secondment a permanent arrangement.” 
 
    Peregrine waved a hand to the road behind them and the open fields beyond. “We have managed to achieve more in one day that the entire team have managed in a month. It isn’t that we cannot do our job it is just that we cannot patrol seventy miles of open countryside and keep watch over several hundred houses at night. Now I know why the boss demanded you come and help. With your tracking skills we could have the blackguard under arrest by the end of the week.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you are right. But, I think we need to create this ruse and try to lure our burglar out before he kills again. He knows this area well because the trail we have followed doesn’t meander. It is direct, sure, and in a straight(ish) line. Whoever made this trail knows exactly where he is going.” 
 
    They both turned to face the cluster of houses before them once more. From where they stood the small village of Bamtree looked just like any other quintessentially English country village. Thatched houses of all shapes and sizes sat amongst an array of various other buildings, the requisite shops, a tavern, and a church. Peregrine and Joshua knew that in the centre of the village was a village green in the middle of which was a duck pond. It was all very quiet, very peaceful, and very isolated.  
 
    “Now who in the hell would want to live here?” Joshua hissed before shaking his head in disgust.  
 
    “People do,” Peregrine grinned, although could fully understand the man’s sentiments. He lived in town, and even that wasn’t busy enough sometimes. “It is different to London’s hustle and bustle, isn’t it?” 
 
    Joshua shook his head. “It is difficult to believe that two such vastly different places could belong in the same country. London’s streets, all filled with grime and dirt-covered people, seem a million miles away from this, this-” 
 
    “Tranquillity?” Peregrine grinned at him. 
 
    “If you want to call it that. It is just difficult to go from one to the other and not be a little shocked by the change in lifestyles,” Joshua sighed.  
 
    “Well, for now, all we need to focus on is who does live in a place like this, and what in the heck they get up to at night because from the look of these tracks one thing is certain; the thief or killer, maybe both, lives in Bamtree.” 
 
    Joshua turned around and began to retrace his steps. 
 
    “Where are you going?”  
 
    “I cannot be seen, remember?” Joshua called back without slowing his stride. “I have another job to do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Joshua muttered a curse and dropped the shirts he carried into the top drawer of the dresser in his new, albeit temporary home. He listened to the almost constant knocking on the front door with only half an ear but made no attempt to answer it. He suspected that his unexpected guest was one of the villagers who had decided to come and try to find out everything they could about him so they could pass the gossip on to others. But Joshua wasn’t prepared to indulge them just yet, not least because he wasn’t feeling particularly sociable.  
 
    Having spent the last couple of days following the trail of the killer and burglar, the Star Elite had concluded that they were looking for one person. A thief who had taken to killing his victims. However, they had been unable to find any link between those victims, or reasons as to why the burglar had started to murder.  
 
    “I am really starting to resent having been called to Leicestershire. It was good for a while, but now I am fed up of fields, bloody trees, and too many curious villagers. At least in London you can go where you like and nobody pays you any attention. Here, every time you step outside you are watched by people who are better at surveillance than the Star Elite,” Joshua hissed.  
 
    He couldn’t help but miss his old way of life. This new rather quiet, countrified life was most definitely not for him. It was too quiet, too isolated, with nothing much happening, even with the latest investigation. He was used to noise, hustle and bustle, people everywhere and smog, plenty of thick, cloying smog. He wasn’t used to crisp mornings, empty streets and absolute silence. 
 
    “It’s so damned quiet I can hear myself breathing,” he grumbled.  
 
    “Muttering to yourself again, eh?” Hamish grinned from the doorway.  
 
    “The last thing I need is bloody gossipy locals to go with it,” Joshua grunted before slamming the dresser drawer closed with a resounding bang. 
 
    “You are going to have to answer your door sometime,” Hamish warned around his unrelenting smile. “They aren’t going to go away and you cannot hide in here forever.” 
 
    “I don’t want to take tea with the sodding locals. I am here to put on a show of wealth. The boss never said I had to be sociable,” Joshua growled.  
 
    “There is a pretty lady on the doorstep,” Hamish teased. “She is local, and highly sought after. She lives next door as a matter of fact. Her name is Miss Annalisa Carrington, and she is here with her aunt, Yvette. From what I hear, she is a prize catch. Annalisa that is, not her aunt.”  
 
    “Well, the local lotharios can have her. I am not interested. Just as soon as this investigation is over, I am heading straight back to London. You won’t catch me living here that’s for certain, pretty ladies or not,” Joshua growled.  
 
    “So, why be afraid of answering your own front door then?” Hamish lifted his brows when Joshua threw him a dour look. “They are two women. You can’t be afraid of them, surely to goodness? What kind of investigator for the Star Elite are you to fear two innocent women?” 
 
    “I am not scared, all right? I just don’t want to have to answer their bloody questions,” Joshua grunted. “Women are nosy, gossipy, and probing.”  
 
    “Well, look at it this way, they are also messengers. If you tell those two anything, it is going to be around the village by nightfall. That is what we want, don’t forget. Talking to the neighbours is going to save you the job of parading around the village flashing your gold watch and cufflinks like a dandy and being forced to socialise with people you really don’t want to stop and pass the time of day with. I mean, you don’t want to be social, do you?” Hamish ducked out of the room and laughed when he heard the resounding bang of a boot slamming into the door.  
 
    “Damned nosy women,” Joshua grunted, but knew Hamish was right. 
 
    The women would indeed do his job for him by spreading the news of his wealth to the locals. The more people who found out about his wealth and status, the faster the thief would hear of it and ultimately get caught trying to break into Joshua’s new home – hopefully before he callously murdered any more innocent victims.  
 
    “Fine. Fine, I am coming,” Joshua growled with a huff of disgust. 
 
    He raced down the stairs and threw a filthy glare in Hamish’s direction. Once at the door, he waited long enough for his colleague to disappear before yanking it open. Joshua pasted a forced smile on his face, which vanished the second he laid eyes on his visitors.  
 
    “Good afternoon, ladies,” he called only to stare in disbelief when he took a truly good look at Miss Annalisa Carrington. Joshua realised instantly that Hamish hadn’t done her any justice when he had described her. 
 
    Beautiful isn’t the right word. She is captivating, gorgeous, stunning, a delight to behold. Woah, Joshua, what in the world has happened to you? 
 
    Whatever it was, Joshua didn’t like it. He didn’t like the way his world swirled on its axis and threw everything into confusion. He didn’t like the way he suddenly found it difficult to think of something intellectual to say. He didn’t like the way his heart began to pound as the blood rushed in his ears. Moreover, he didn’t like the way he seemed to be staring at an equally stunned Annalisa, who was looking back at him with equal dismay.  
 
    Don’t. Don’t find things in common with her. You are complete opposites. Remember that and you might be able to thwart whatever it is that has just overtaken your senses. 
 
    Of course, Joshua had no idea what had overtaken his senses because all he could focus on was Annalisa, and just how stunning she looked in her pretty pale lemon dress. Standing bathed in early morning sunlight, she had an etheric hue of porcelain perfection that was achingly beautiful.  
 
    “Come on in,” he croaked. He stepped back and stared at the floor while he tried to remember who he was and what he was supposed to be doing.  
 
    When neither woman moved, Joshua looked up but his gaze landed on Annalisa, who was now looking at him as if she had never seen anything like him before in her life.  
 
    “Is Mr Richardson not at home?” Yvette began nervously. She looked around the otherwise still and silent hallway as if expecting the man in question to step out of a room.  
 
    “No. He, er, isn’t at home at the moment,” Joshua replied.  
 
    “I am sorry. I don’t believe we have ever met,” Yvette continued a little disjointedly.   
 
    “No, we haven’t,” Joshua replied with a bow. “Mr Joshua Holton, at your service.” 
 
    “Mr Holton? I don’t believe Mr Richardson has ever mentioned you.” 
 
    “Maybe he hasn’t,” Joshua murmured obliquely.  
 
    Annalisa forced herself not to squirm when she realised she was the sole focus of Mr Holton’s unwavering attention. In that one careful look she suspected that Mr Holton had looked into her soul and had seen her deepest, darkest secrets. It left her feeling acutely vulnerable, and without any doubt that he had seen far too much for her to ever be completely at ease around him. She wanted to turn around and run for home, but her feet wouldn’t move.  
 
    It isn’t just the way he is looking at you that is so unnerving. 
 
    Annalisa knew that the wild thrill of attraction that had just slammed into her had something to do with why her mind wouldn’t work properly. She never usually struggled to know what to say in such situations, but now she didn’t seem able to string a sentence together. Nothing seemed to make any sense. Her heart was pounding. Her stomach had dipped to her toes and started to flutter. Her hands had begun to shake although she had no idea why. She wasn’t scared. She was unnerved. It was different.  
 
    I have never felt like this before. Not with a stranger, and never with someone like him. 
 
    Joshua was indeed someone she had hardly ever seen in a village like Bamtree. He was urbane, well dressed, obviously wealthy and, worryingly, incredibly handsome. At well over six feet in height, his broad shoulders seemed to make the large entrance hall shrink in size. His towering presence wasn’t overwhelming, though. It was mesmerising because there was a hidden power, a magnetism about him that was strangely appealing, if a little worrying because it didn’t seem at all at home in a house like Mr Richardson’s.  
 
    When she looked up, their eyes clashed. They didn’t meet. This was no calm, matter-of-fact greeting or mere curious attempt at friendship. Their gazes slammed together, locked, sought and challenged before edging away – or trying to. After that one glance, neither of them seemed able to move; to break the silent connection which burst to life immediately and began to build with each passing second.  
 
    It was so strong that Annalisa wondered briefly if she might be able to reach out and touch it. For her, the world around them, the house they were in, ceased to exist. It faded into insignificance in the wake of the intense emotions which left her questioning everything. She shook from head to foot as a slow avalanche of sensation swept through her. Fear, delight, worry, anxiety, self-doubt, excitement, all swirled in a kaleidoscope of confusion that left her staring at the stranger with growing unease.  
 
    He is handsome, charming, roguish even, but no more so than any other gentleman I have ever met, so why should this man affect me so? 
 
    Unfortunately, none of the other men Annalisa had met had a certain presence about them, a powerful hint of command, that was as entrancing as the one Joshua had about him. There was an element of danger about this man that was thinly veiled, of that there could be no doubt. From the way he stood, with his spine straight and shoulders squared, he looked prepared to face any challenge life would throw at him. Annalisa had no doubt that Mr Joshua Holton was not a man to cross. She suspected that only the most foolish of fools would challenge this man to any kind of skirmish, mostly because she doubted this stranger rarely lost any battle he was involved in. It should have been reassuring given everything that had been happening of late in the area. It wasn’t. It was downright disturbing, but on a more feminine level because Annalisa suspected this man had the ability to break hearts.  
 
    Well, he isn’t going to break my heart. 
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    Annalisa jerked when she heard her aunt’s rather pointed cough. Her gaze flew to her relation and her eyes widened when she realised she had just been rudely staring at the handsome stranger in Mr Richardson’s property. 
 
    “We have just come around to check on Mr Richardson,” Yvette explained, peering around the handsome stranger to look through the partially open study door. She lifted the bowl in her hands. “We brought him some apples from our orchard. Is he not around?” 
 
    “Ah, no.” Joshua rubbed the back of his neck such was his discomfort while he tried to remember what story he should be telling them.  
 
    When he looked up, he found his gaze compellingly drawn to Annalisa again. Whoever the woman was, she was what could only be described as statuesque but also incredibly beautiful, with luscious ringlets which cupped her face each time she moved, and wonderful azure eyes which seemed to score his soul. He was enchanted and immediately wanted to gaze at her some more while at the same time everything within him was screaming at him that everything was wrong about her. She was the wrong woman in the wrong house in the wrong area.  
 
    She is most definitely the wrong woman for me.  
 
    She would have been the right woman, had she lived in London. But she didn’t. She lived in a backwater called Bamtree, which was swiftly turning into the bane of his life.   
 
    “When is he due back?” Yvette asked, trying her hardest to keep her tone conversational and light.  
 
    “He isn’t,” Joshua replied. “For a while at least. He has, ah, gone away. Indefinitely. In fact, he might not be coming back.” 
 
    “Oh? Mr Richardson has gone away? Where to?” Yvette pierced him with a steady frown that left Joshua in no doubt she didn’t believe him for a second. 
 
    Damned meddling female.  
 
    Joshua mentally cursed. The urge to puff out his cheeks was strong but he resisted it because it made him look as if he was struggling, which he was, he just couldn’t let her know it.  
 
    Hamish, you should be doing this job not me. You know the locals better than I do.  
 
    But then he had to remind himself that the locals also knew Hamish better than himself and would rumble his disguise within a heartbeat.  
 
    “He didn’t mention to us that he was going away,” Yvette continued with an askance look at Annalisa who shook her head causing her ringlets to bob and dance about her face.  
 
    Joshua looked so lost in thought that for a moment, Annalisa didn’t think he was going to reply.  
 
    “I didn’t realise he needed to,” Joshua replied dryly.  
 
    Yvette studied him, as if trying to understand what he was, who he really was, and whether she should just leave and go to the magistrate.  
 
    In the end, she decided to try again. “When will he be back?”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “I am sorry, I don’t wish to be impertinent and rude, but it is highly unusual of Mr Richardson to go away. Why, in all the years we have known him he has never even ventured into town to stay overnight has he, dear?” Yvette lifted her brows at her niece. 
 
    “He has gone to stay with his sister,” Joshua offered. 
 
    “Sister?” Annalisa frowned.  
 
    She smelt a rat and stared at the handsome stranger a little sternly when he challengingly met her gaze. Forcing herself to ignore the wild flurry of attraction she felt when he looked at her, Annalisa contemplated why Joshua was lying.  
 
    Joshua mentally winced because doubt was written clearly on her face.  
 
    “I didn’t realise he had a sister,” Yvette mused suspiciously.  
 
    “Well, he did,” Joshua declared flatly. 
 
    Yvette looked alarmed. “Did?” 
 
    “She has died,” Joshua corrected. “Recently. Which is why he has gone. Away. For a bit. He won’t be long, though. I am sure he will be missing home, you know, as you do when you go away for – a bit.” 
 
    It was the first time in his life that Joshua had ever resorted to babbling. With a disgusted huff, he forced himself to stop talking and glared at them. In the study behind him, he could have sworn he heard Hamish snigger, and mentally threw a vile curse in his colleague’s direction. Meanwhile, out in the hallway, Joshua tried not to squirm beneath the penetrating stares of his now suspicious guests. Although he tried to assure himself it was a part of his job, Joshua felt guilty for having lied to them, and Annalisa in particular. It felt as if he had done something heinously wrong in lying to the beautiful neighbour. A part of him wanted to grovel at her feet and beg her forgiveness for being so duplicitous, which was so uncharacteristic of him that he had to contemplate why she made him feel like it. 
 
    She makes me feel things I shouldn’t be feeling, damn it. The first nubile young woman who crosses my path in an age is so out of reach she may as well be in a nunnery. She is so damned appealing I cannot concentrate on anything, not even my job. 
 
    Joshua sighed because he knew that Miss Annalisa Carrington might be safer if she was in a nunnery. He knew that if he reached out he could touch those bobbing ringlets and see for himself if they really were as soft as they looked.  
 
    What in the hell is wrong with me? 
 
    Mentally wincing, Joshua squared his shoulders and lifted a condescending brow at his unwanted visitors.  
 
    “I would invite you to stay and take tea with me but I have only just arrived and haven’t come prepared to socialise. My uncle, Mr Richardson, has given me permission to stay while he is visiting his sister because I needed somewhere to do my – research.”  
 
    “Research? Oh? Into what?” Yvette asked with open curiosity. 
 
    “Flora and fauna,” Joshua bit out. 
 
    Annalisa huffed a laugh and tried, poorly, to disguise it with a cough. She really wanted to laugh aloud not least because she knew the man had absolutely no idea how visible his mental squirming was. It was quite reassuring to witness it really because after her first impression of him, this somewhat vulnerable side of her handsome neighbour warned her that he was just like everyone else – fallible. Mr no-nonsense, get the job done, was squirming. 
 
    He is also a liar who is making it up as he goes along. 
 
    She squinted suspiciously at him, almost relishing him having to come up with more lies. To her amusement, he glared at her, as if already sensing what she was going to do.  
 
    Good, I hope he is just as shaken by our first meeting as I am. 
 
    It was nice to see that he was just as shaken, albeit for entirely different reasons.  
 
    Beggars can’t be choosers. He is squirming. That will do for me. 
 
    Annalisa lifted her brows at him. “I am sorry, where did you say Mr Richardson’s brother lives – lived?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Joshua snapped. “I said he had gone to visit his sister.” 
 
    “Who has recently died.” Annalisa nodded in a thoughtful way that implied disbelief. “That should be a conversation worth hearing.” 
 
    Their gazes met. This time, Annalisa could see humour twinkling in his eyes. He knew she had rumbled him, but still refused to relinquish his story and tell the truth. She, in turn, fought a smile of supreme delight at having caught this man off-guard. 
 
    Joshua almost snorted with laughter and pursed his lips.  
 
    “I am only here for a few days,” he assured her, as if to reassure her that she wouldn’t have to worry about his credibility for long.  
 
    Annalisa and Yvette slid a knowing look between them, leaving Joshua in no doubt that a wealth of conversation had just passed between the women he was not privy to. He almost wanted to ask what they were saying, because he didn’t like the cautious looks they were giving each other. It warned him that they were concocting something and it was connected to him and the story he had just given them. 
 
    They are probably deciding if they should interrogate me some more. With their skills they should work with the Star Elite. 
 
    He was starting to sweat and was already mentally running through what he had just told them, checking for flaws or holes in his story which would trip him up later. He made a point of withdrawing his very expensive pocket watch only to look up and mentally swear when he saw that neither of the women were looking. They were, however, trying to peer into the study to their left, and the sitting room to their right. He mentally winced because he knew the polite and gentlemanly thing to do would be to at least invite them into the sitting room, but that would mean making them welcome and they weren’t.  
 
    “Would you give us Mr Richardson’s direction? I should like to write to him and send my condolences, and offer assistance should he need any,” Yvette asked.  
 
    “Oh, he will be back before it reaches him, I am sure,” Joshua assured her.  
 
    “But an address shouldn’t inconvenience you much, surely? Unless you don’t have it?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Joshua growled.  
 
    “I am sorry, but I thought you said that Mr Richardson had gone to visit his newly deceased sister,” Annalisa asked.  
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Joshua bit out.  
 
    He forced himself to ignore the wild surge of attraction that slammed into him every time he looked at her. All he had to do was take one look at that clear complexion, those sparkling eyes of hers, and he struggled to remember what day it was. Had they been alone, he would have taken the very bold step of slamming a kiss onto those luscious lips of hers and watching her run all the way home. But he couldn’t. Not only was her aunt present but he had a job to do and his work had to come first. 
 
    I will have to content myself with gazing at her like a love-struck adolescent. 
 
    “And Mr Richardson is your uncle,” Annalisa continued.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Isn’t his sister your mother or aunt? Or does Mr Richardson have more siblings he didn’t tell us about?” Annalisa murmured.  
 
    Joshua mentally sighed. He stared blankly at her while he mentally cursed and tried to remember how he could have missed such a huge gaping hole and fallen straight into it himself, without any help from her.  
 
    God, she has the most mesmerising eyes. 
 
    With a sigh, he threw her a rueful look, as if to silently assure her he was impressed with her logic. Even so, he couldn’t take her into his confidence and the women the truth.  
 
    “He is my uncle. My father is his brother,” Joshua corrected.  
 
    “So Mr Richardson had a sister and a brother?” Yvette lifted her brows askance at him. “Should you not be at your aunt’s funeral as well?” 
 
    “I have just been.” 
 
    “But Mr Richardson was only here the day before yesterday,” Yvette countered flatly. 
 
    Joshua sighed and knew he was just digging himself deeper and deeper with each passing minute. He suspected he might have done better if he had just started to hit his head against the wall beside him and kept banging it. He would end up with far less of a headache than the one he faced now.  
 
    Now they are completely suspicious of me, and I am going to have every local watching me, but not because they are interested in my wealth and deciding if I am worth robbing. No. They are going to be looking at me, watching me, firmly believing that I am the bloody thief. Great. Wonderful. Roger is going to kill me. 
 
    “I am sorry. Did you say you had some apples for him? I will see that he gets them just as soon as he returns,” Joshua murmured smoothly while relieving the woman of her bowl.  
 
    Yvette reluctantly handed it over and then stepped back to look at the handsome stranger. It was quite striking just how much he kept staring at Annalisa. While she should be quietly thrilled that Annalisa had an admirer, she was inwardly horrified because there was something odd about this handsome stranger, and it wasn’t in a good way. He wasn’t reclusive, shy, and just seeking a quiet life like Mr Richardson had been. This man was completely the opposite. Unless she was very mistaken, Mr Joshua Holton was incredibly dangerous. There was a sharpness to his look that gave her no doubt there wasn’t much in life he hadn’t witnessed or dealt with. He also had a hardness about him that warned her he could be ruthless when crossed.  
 
    “Well, it is a pleasure to meet you,” she began stiffly. “I have lived here all my life and only seen about a dozen or so new arrivals in the village. Not many people leave once they have settled in. Where did you come from again?” 
 
    “London,” Joshua replied without thinking.  
 
    Yvette nodded, and then truly began to look worried.  
 
    Annalisa suspected that was the truth, not least because the cut of his clothing was urbane. He was handsome, clearly wealthy given how expensive his suit was. Together with his pocket watch, and gold cufflinks, the man obviously didn’t need to work for a living.  
 
    If he did he wouldn’t be staying here. I just wish I knew what he had done with Mr Richardson. 
 
    “Well, we will be on our way then. It is a pleasure to meet you. Oh, by the way, I think you should know that it might be best you keep your doors and windows locked for the time being. I don’t know if your uncle told you but we are currently experiencing a spate of burglaries in the area,” Yvette said as she began to move to the front door.  
 
    “Oh? I hope there hasn’t been much taken,” Joshua murmured.  
 
    “This isn’t an affluent area,” Annalisa replied. “People don’t have much worth taking. It is what makes the crimes more heinous than most. The fool isn’t stealing from people who are wealthy. He is striking people who work hard for a living, and really need what is stolen.” 
 
    “It’s made the locals very angry,” Yvette informed him.  
 
    Joshua nodded not least because he suspected that the women were giving him a warning. If he was the perpetrator he would get no sympathy or understanding from them. They were watching and would report any unusual behaviour to the magistrate. Joshua could only be very grateful that the magistrate had been called to London and wouldn’t be around to report anything to but the women didn’t need to know that. 
 
    Making a mental note to be a little more circumspect when going about his business, Joshua took his leave of the women and escorted them to the door. He held it open while the women stepped outside.  
 
    As she passed him, Annalisa glanced up at him. Once again, their eyes met, and a fission of awareness increased the tension in the air. It hovered over them but cast a pall over her day. It brought forth a whole host of worries she now had to deal with, the worst of which was her suspicion that this handsome stranger was the burglar. 
 
    Her aunt seemed to think so too. They remained quiet as they returned home, but the second they entered the house they shared and closed the door behind them, Yvette turned to look at her niece.  
 
    “We have to report him to the magistrate.” 
 
    “Whatever for? We can hardly report him for staying in his uncle’s house, can we?” 
 
    “We have no proof Mr Richardson had any nieces or nephews.” 
 
    “No, but we have no proof that Joshua is lying.” 
 
    “Joshua?” 
 
    Annalisa sighed. “Mr Holton.” 
 
    “I know you like him,” Yvette began.  
 
    “I do not,” Annalisa blustered. 
 
    “Annalisa, dear.” 
 
    “You cannot go to the magistrate and tell him that you think the man is a thief and a liar just because he has told us something which might turn out to be the truth. Mr Richardson was a recluse. He barely spoke to us, and we are his direct neighbours.” 
 
    “He never went anywhere. He never went to visit these relations.” 
 
    “No, I will agree that he didn’t, but that doesn’t mean Mr Holton is a liar.” 
 
    “He never had any visitors,” Yvette argued. “No relatives ever came to see him.” 
 
    “No, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t have any family. Maybe he was estranged from them or retreated because of family problems or something. You don’t know.” 
 
    “He never told us he had a family,” Yvette countered flatly.  
 
    “Why would he? We are neighbours and even we weren’t close acquaintances. The man isn’t obliged to tell us anything. We asked. He told us he had no family. Maybe he felt at the time that he hadn’t got a family who cared?” 
 
    “Annalisa, the man told me several years back that he was an orphan,” Yvette snapped.  
 
    “Well, maybe something happened that changed everything. Don’t you think that if something had happened to Mr Richardson we might have noticed? I mean, it is difficult to remove a body from a house like that without someone seeing it, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Who said anything about removing a body?” Yvette’s eyes widened with horror. “Do you think he is dead?” 
 
    Annalisa sighed and wished now that she hadn’t said anything. “No. That’s just what I am saying. If there was a body, that man would have had to remove it, wouldn’t he? We would have seen something. We haven’t. Mr Richardson has to be all right.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” Yvette still looked doubtful.  
 
    “Well, I am not going over there to look for him, I can tell you that much,” Annalisa snorted.  
 
    “I am not for one second suggesting that you should.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t.” Annalisa knew that look in her aunt’s eyes, and it was decidedly worrying. 
 
    “I still think we should tell the magistrate,” Yvette murmured several hours later. 
 
    Annalisa sighed. She had spent the better part of her day trying to assure herself that she truly wasn’t watching the house next door, secretly hoping to catch sight of her handsome new neighbour. With a huff, she dropped her sewing into her lap and gave up.  
 
    “What? What should we tell him? We cannot just go around the village accusing any stranger of being a thief, Aunt Yvette. Do you have any idea how foolish that would make us look? Besides, it isn’t fair on Mr Holton. He might just be an innocent person who is doing exactly as he says he is, and it is Mr Richardson who has lied to us. Until we can speak with Mr Richardson ourselves, we aren’t in any position to call anybody a liar. We have to let the man, Mr Holton, go about his business.” 
 
    “Are you going to be able to live with your conscience if he turns out to be a thief?” 
 
    “I don’t have anything on my conscience and won’t need to have unless I cause that man unnecessary aggravation with the magistrate just because I don’t like him being new,” Annalisa growled.  
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “I am not saying that I don’t like him, or that I object to him being new to the area. I am suspicious, not least because Mr Richardson didn’t tell us he had any family. In fact, he did say that he was an orphan, but we don’t know if he lied to us. He wasn’t exactly the most sociable of neighbours. Now that is something he and Mr Holton have in common. They are both surly and about as unsociable as it is possible to get. Why, I am surprised that man didn’t throw us out on our ear the second he opened the door to us this morning. As it was, he barely tolerated us, but no more than Mr Richardson did whenever we called upon him.” 
 
    “Maybe it is something to do with men,” Yvette murmured suspiciously. 
 
    “Well, until Mr Holton does something suspicious, we really have nothing to report to the magistrate, do we? We can hardly take the magistrate a load of scurrilous gossip and suspicion. What do you expect the man to do, arrest Mr Holton because he doesn’t want to take tea with us?” 
 
    Yvette scowled deeply at her, but Annalisa refused to back down. She knew it was wrong to go to the magistrate with their suspicions, not least because a part of her abjectly refused to accept that Joshua Holton was up to no good. He was – up to no good that is. She just didn’t know what it was yet – but she had every intention of finding out. 
 
    Somehow. 
 
    She just didn’t know how yet. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Annalisa dropped the newspaper onto the breakfast table and stared in horror at her aunt, who sat flushed and excited at the other end of the table, completely oblivious to the worry she had just caused. 
 
    “You have done what?” Annalisa asked quietly.  
 
    “I have been to see the magistrate about our new neighbour,” Yvette declared proudly. She then scowled. “But he has gone away.” 
 
    Annalisa’s stomach dropped to her toes. She immediately wanted to get up to and go to the window to see if she could see him, but stubbornly refused to get out of her chair.  
 
    “Whatever for? I thought we agreed that there was nothing to report,” Annalisa cried. “Are you trying to ruin us?” 
 
    “Ruin us? How?” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how it is going to look if you go running around like a busybody, reporting anybody who happens to either be new or do something you don’t agree with?” Annalisa demanded. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t get to report anything to the magistrate because he wasn’t there. I did see Mrs Hall, his housekeeper, though. She said that Mr Margate had been called to London and wouldn’t be back for a week at least. She said that he – Mr Margate – had been grumbling about what poor timing it was, and that he needed to be here because that Star Elite were in the area. Word has it that they are investigating these burglaries now.” Yvette tapped the side of her nose secretively while giving her niece a broad wink.  
 
    Annalisa mentally groaned but her thoughts immediately turned to Joshua. Was he one of the Star Elite? She blinked, shook her head, and watched Yvette slowly nod.  
 
    “He is?”  
 
    “I think we have to stop asking questions about where Mr Richardson has gone, don’t you? I mean, Mrs Hall said that there are a lot of the them and that they are dangerous.” 
 
    “Burglars?” 
 
    “Star Elite men. They are in the area now and going to stay here until they catch whoever is burgling people’s houses.” 
 
    “You think they are staying in Mr Richardson’s house?” A part of Annalisa was quietly thrilled while also deeply horrified that danger was so close.  
 
    “No wonder he is so dangerous,” Yvette breathed.  
 
    “Mr Richardson?” Annalisa looked askance at her aunt.  
 
    “No, you goose. That handsome Mr Joshua Holton next door.” 
 
    “I thought you said he might be the thief and you had to report him?” Annalisa mused. 
 
    “Well, now that we know who he really is, we don’t have to report anything, do we?”  
 
    Yvette busied herself settling a napkin on her lap and helping herself to a piece of toast which she proceeded to slather with butter and jam. While she munched, Annalisa stared blankly out of the window. Her mind ran in all directions searching for answers, but of course she couldn’t find any because she needed information.  
 
    “Of course, I said to Mrs Hall that our new neighbour was a dangerous man. She said that she was downright terrified having them in the house when they called upon Mr Margate. He was a little stymied by them as well. Apparently, they appeared out of the darkness, walked straight into his house without knocking, and just appeared in his study like ghouls. Scared the living daylights out of him, they did. He ordered Mrs Hall to bolt all the doors from then on, just to stop it happening again. Then, of course, Mr Margate got called to London, so the Star Elite haven’t had a need to go back, which she is incredibly grateful for I can tell you.” 
 
    “Good Lord.” 
 
    “What is it, dear?” 
 
    Annalisa, having lost all interest in her breakfast, left the table and ambled over to the window seat. From the outside, Mr Richardson’s house looked still and quiet. In fact, it looked uninhabited. However, Annalisa knew from her long and very sleepless night, that Joshua Holton was up at all hours of the night. While no candles had been lit within the property, she had seen movement both upstairs and down. Shifting shapes and shadows had moved about all over the place, which warned her that he either had ghosts, or a serious sleep problem, or was indeed up to no good.  
 
    Annalisa doubted he had spent the night thinking about her like she had him. It was annoying because she didn’t want to spend her waking hours, or sleepless nights, thinking about the handsome stranger. Annalisa just wanted to sleep and go quietly about her business just like she always had. Of course, now, it was impossible because at some point over the long and very tiring night, she had started to wonder about all sorts of things about her new neighbour. What Mr Holton was doing in a small village like Bamtree was something that had bothered her. Joshua Holton was, by far, the most interesting person to stumble into her rather mundane life, well, ever. However, he seemed so out of place that she couldn’t help but wonder what had compelled him to come to the village if it wasn’t the burglaries.  
 
    What she was going to do when he left had worried Annalisa even more. She liked her life, her routine, the familiarity of it. However, she was intrigued by the shiver of excitement that had slammed into her when she had been with him yesterday. It had been thrilling and had left her anticipating the next time she could meet him. The need to speak with him again was something that she hadn’t experienced before, and was so strong it made her contemplate various ways she could bring about a chance meeting. It was difficult to know what it was that made Joshua so different to anybody else she had ever met, because she had never felt anything like it with anybody else.  
 
    “I need to see him again, just to see if these feelings vanish,” she whispered.  
 
    Maybe it is the danger he presents that I find so trilling? Maybe he is exciting because he is an enigma? 
 
    “I want something more out of life. Maybe Joshua Holton is it?” 
 
    When she stopped to contemplate her future, and what she might do with it, all Annalisa could see were endless days of taking tea with her aunt, visiting friends and acquaintances, and shopping while filling in endless hours with reading and sewing.  
 
    “I am living like a ghost; existing but not quite living,” she whispered.  
 
    “What was that, dear?”  
 
    Annalisa shook her head, but when she looked at her aunt was struck by the difference in their ages. Her aunt was in her late sixties and was indeed happy to live out the rest of her years as she was. Quiet in her solitude, enjoying an active social life whenever she saw fit, enjoying what was left of her days. However, Annalisa wanted something – more. She wasn’t prepared to wile away her time, waiting for God to take her. She wanted a life.  
 
    But that means marriage and there isn’t anybody in the area I find even remotely interesting.  
 
    Her gaze turned instinctively out of the window. “Except him.” 
 
    “You know, you really must stop mumbling dear, I cannot hear a word you are saying,” Yvette muttered.   
 
    “I am just thinking, that’s all,” Annalisa sighed.  
 
    “I was thinking as well, dear,” Yvette replied.  
 
    Annalisa mentally groaned. This time, her aunt did hear her.  
 
    “Now there is no need to be like that, dear,” Yvette chided. “I just think it might be a good idea if you went to see your neighbour. You know, you could ask him if he is settling in or something, and if we can help-” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Annalisa.” 
 
    “I said, no. I am not going around there. Firstly, how desperate would I look to call upon a single man by myself? Why on earth would I wish to ruin my own reputation let alone put that poor man in such a difficult situation like that? Do you have any idea how utterly inappropriate that is? No. If you want to go around then do but leave me out of it.” Annalisa was so vehement in her denial that Yvette blinked at her and stopped pushing.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Yvette murmured, a little hurt by Annalisa’s ferocity. 
 
    “Just stop your machinations. You don’t know that man is one of the Star Elite. If he is, he isn’t the kind of man who is going to take to settling down to a life of matrimony, is he? If he is the kind of man who works for them, they fight the most dangerous of society, don’t they? His job is dangerous, and he is going to be gone for long periods of time, even if he does seem inclined to want to marry, which I don’t think he does. I mean, how old did he seem to you? Did he really look like he is likely to have a wife and half a dozen children at home waiting for him?” 
 
    Annalisa was struck by just how much that possibility left her dismayed. She had no idea why because the man shouldn’t mean anything to her. The seconds the words were out of her mouth, though, she felt awful, jealous, and wanted to find out if he was married.  
 
    Anybody lucky enough to marry a man like him would be a fool to let him ride off into the night. 
 
    Annalisa sighed. “Look, I am sorry for snapping at you. I just don’t think that we have any right to interfere in the man’s life whether he is one of the Star Elite or not. He might be an innocent, ordinary person just going about his business, as he has every right to do. Stop making assumptions about him. If he is Star Elite then he is too dangerous for you to even try to domesticate him. He is used to fighting criminals every day, not sucking on pipes and wearing smoking jackets.” 
 
    In fact, Joshua Holton didn’t look to be the kind of man who even owned a smoking jacket. A gun, yes, but anything domesticated was most definitely out of the question.  
 
    “Are you not curious about him?” 
 
    “Yes, I am, not least because he lives right next door. But if there was one thing our visit yesterday taught me it was that he is barely sociable. He didn’t want us there and while I do believe he told us a load of lies, he is under no obligation to tell us the truth about anything. We were prying. He wasn’t. We turned up unannounced and uninvited. Neighbours or not, that is completely the wrong thing to do. He has every right to be put out with us. You wouldn’t appreciate having your home invaded like we did invaded his.” 
 
    “You sound so defensive of him,” Yvette murmured with a scowl. She was unsure if she as happy with that or not.  
 
    “I am just saying that if he is Star Elite we have to leave him alone to do his job. If he isn’t one of them, we must leave him alone. His life - his business. I, for one, don’t intend to waste my day watching him going about his business, or paying him any more unwelcome visits.” 
 
    Yvette contemplated that but given the dismissive tone of Annalisa’s voice decided it was best not to push just now. “What do you intend to do today then?” 
 
    “I am going to town with Cecily. We are going to do some shopping. It will be good to get out of the house for a while.”  
 
    Minutes later, Annalisa left the room and made her way upstairs to fetch her shawl and bonnet. She hoped she would feel better being away from the house and hoped that if she achieved nothing more today she would at least be able to get Mr Joshua Holton out of her head for a few hours.  
 
      
 
    Joshua leaned back in his seat and found his attention was immediately captured by movement at the house next door. He turned his head to look and watched Annalisa step outside. Even from a distance, she was striking. The pale hue of her pink dress only accentuated the darkened locks and pretty features. She was a sight to behold. So much so, Joshua forgot he should have been listening to Roger.  
 
    “You will have to forgive him,” Hamish teased. “He has a severe case of adoration.” 
 
    Joshua blinked when and only realised Hamish was talking about him when he found his new colleagues grinning at him.  
 
    “She is pretty, I will grant you that,” Hamish mused.  
 
    “Striking,” Luke confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “Talk about snared by a pretty face,” Dean snorted. “It hasn’t taken her all that long either.” 
 
    “I am not infatuated with her, for God’s sake. I am here to keep an eye on the area, remember? I cannot help it if she is leaving her house,” Joshua growled.  
 
    “You do know that there are windows on the other side of the house, don’t you? That woman who lives next door keeps trying to catch your eye as well,” Hamish murmured.  
 
    Joshua immediately looked in Annalisa’s direction, only to realise what he was doing and jerk away. He glared at Hamish who sniggered.  
 
    “I don’t care what she is doing,” he growled. But he did. He truly did. 
 
    “The old woman on the other side? The other neighbour?” Hamish prompted. “Have you even seen her?”  
 
    “I don’t care what she is doing either,” Joshua growled.  
 
    “That’s all right then seeing as it is an elderly man.” Hamish laughed and settled back in his chair. He suspected that if he kept teasing Joshua as he was the man would pack his belongings and head straight back to London the first chance he got, orders or no orders. He had a somewhat hunted look about him which hadn’t been there the day he had arrived in the village. Now, he looked as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders but his preoccupation lay with the pretty lady next door. 
 
    The boss seemed to agree and squinted at him. “Are you missing London?” 
 
    Joshua contemplated that. “Not as much as I thought I would.” 
 
    “Rural life has a tendency to creep up on you,” Dean warned.  
 
    “Yes, like gout,” Joshua snorted.  
 
    “All that fresh air and open countryside is a bonus, though, don’t you think? Would you really want to swap it for the dirty streets of London?” Dean asked.  
 
    Joshua sighed. “It’s been my life for a long time now.” 
 
    “But there is nothing cast in stone. There is no reason why you couldn’t, say, join a local team and see how you like a different way of life. I thought you were a man who likes a challenge?” Roger leaned back in his seat and lifted his brows. 
 
    “I do. There is no greater challenge than living in London,” Joshua replied.  
 
    However, deep inside even he was starting to question the wisdom of returning to London, but Joshua couldn’t admit that to his colleagues. He knew what they were doing. They were trying to persuade him to request a permanent move to the local team, which was something someone only ever did when they intended to marry and wanted to live closer to home. If the team began to suspect he was contemplating moving, Joshua knew he would never hear the last of it. 
 
    “I have no intention of ever marrying. Life here is for married men.” 
 
    “I am not married,” Hamish snorted. “I don’t ever intend to get married either, but this is my home.” 
 
    “Marriage is not for me either,” Dean added.  
 
    “Are any of you married?” Joshua asked the team curiously.  
 
    Everyone shook their heads, leaving Joshua a little perplexed.  
 
    “So, there is no requirement to marry to join us. One or two of the team are married and live locally but they are out and bout and not working on this investigation,” Daniel reported. “You know Angus, and Jasper, and of course Oliver has moved his wife into the area.” 
 
    “Just think about it,” Roger urged. “This investigation is just one of many we are conducting. People commit crimes in rural areas because they know there aren’t as many witnesses around who are likely to report them.” 
 
    “I always thought local teams dealt with poachers and that kind of thing,” Joshua admitted.  
 
    “Gang crime happens everywhere, even in places like this,” Roger warned. “There are the fools who think that local people are simple and therefore more vulnerable than city dwellers. A gang of sheep rustlers are operating on the border with Nottinghamshire and striking farms, stealing hundreds of sheep which then disappear. Finding out who the rustlers are and what they do with the stolen animals is one investigation we are involved in. Then there is the gang of pickpockets who operate in town and disappear into the back streets faster than sewer rats.” 
 
    “There is a lot more going on than you realise,” Hamish warned. “Even when it is quiet in this county, the men in Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire are invariably facing investigations they need help with. Then your team from London want us to help with their investigation into the kidnaps that have been going on. We are still trying to locate those missing women. It takes time and manpower, and we don’t have much of either, so the pressure is on to get this investigation over with so we can go back to finding those missing women, preferably before they are murdered as well.” 
 
    Joshua was aware of how much manpower the Star Elite had poured into investigating the kidnappers. However, the bodies of the women had started to turn up both in Leicestershire and London.  
 
    “Don’t get complacent thinking that working here is going to be easy, or boring. Given how much work we have to do, being able to take time out in homes like this and simply enjoy a few minutes of peace and quiet really helps,” Roger warned. “For now, let’s focus on what we know about the burglaries.” 
 
    While Roger began to clean a space on the desk so he could unroll a map of the county, Joshua turned to watch Annalisa walk out of his life. He had to wonder where she was going, and how long she would be. What struck him was how much he really wanted to go after her, just to make sure she was all right. He had to remind himself that up until yesterday he hadn’t even met her. There was no need to worry about her today. Nothing had essentially changed, so she couldn’t be in any more danger. 
 
    “But I am worried,” he whispered.  
 
    Joshua knew then that his feelings for the delightful neighbour were going to be considerably harder to resolve than the investigation, not least because they had already started to make him consider making changes to his life he wasn’t at all sure he wanted.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Later that day, Joshua stepped out of a local pawn shop in town and studied he small vase in his hand. To him it was worth nothing at all. It was something he might casually hand to someone he felt might quite like it. To Mrs Asquith, though, the item’s sentimental value made it priceless. He curled his fingers around it and contemplated the small price he had to pay to return it to her. From the pawn shop owner’s records, Joshua now know the thief had made next to nothing for it. Why, then, was he going to the time and trouble of stealing it in the first place? 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I would think the burglar is doing it for the challenge,” he whispered, aware that Hamish was at his shoulder. 
 
    “It is either that or the thief is so impoverished that every penny counts,” Hamish replied.  
 
    “How many villagers in Bamtree are poor?” 
 
    “A lot. It is a remote community.” Hamish shook his head. There were too many to count. He knew that it was best not to discount anybody as the culprit not least because everybody was capable of being so heinous.  
 
    In that moment, Joshua looked up and was immediately drawn to a familiar vision on the opposite side of the small market square.  
 
    Annalisa. 
 
    She had another young woman of similar age with her, a friend he presumed. They were so deep in conversation as they ambled slowly down the street that they weren’t aware of the young man who was stalking them step for step. He was not interested in their conversation, though. He was focused on Annalisa’s bag, or rather, the contents of it.  
 
    Joshua nudged Hamish.  
 
    “I see him.” Without a word, Hamish disappeared in the opposite direction.  
 
    Joshua knew his colleague was going to circle around the market square and come up behind the would-be pickpocket. Joshua slowly followed Annalisa and the pickpocket but kept well away from the group so he didn’t alert to thief to the fact that he was being watched.  
 
    It didn’t take long before the thief made his move. Without making his presence known to the women, the young man edged closer but only until he was an arm’s length away. He stealthily slid his hand toward Annalisa’s bag. Within the blink of an eye, he flicked a knife out of his pocket, sliced the strap, and snatched the bag off her shoulder before tucking it into his arm and running away with his prize. 
 
    Annalisa cried out when she felt it being jerked off her shoulder. By the time she had turned to see what had happened, the young man was already several feet away.  
 
    “Come back here!” she shouted. 
 
    Annalisa stepped off the kerb only to stop when Joshua appeared out of nowhere. He was running as fast as he could after the thief. From the opposite direction, another man, a stranger, also began to pelt after the thief, but didn’t manage to reach him before Joshua slammed bodily into him. Joshua shoved at the thief’s shoulders, slamming him roughly into the ground. He then snatched the stolen goods out of the thief’s hands before dropping it onto the floor and yanking the pickpocket’s hands up behind him. Seconds later, Hamish had the thug’s hands tied behind his back and held in a cruel position to prevent him from moving.  
 
    “I’ll get him off to gaol,” Hamish offered with a nod at Annalisa. “You check on her.” 
 
    Annalisa was already standing behind Joshua, a little stunned by the speed in which everything had happened. It was over so swiftly that she struggled to comprehend how quickly the thief had been caught. All she could focus on was the startling realisation that Joshua was indeed one of the Star Elite. She should have been overjoyed, not least because she could now rest assured that whoever was burgling houses was living on borrowed time. However, she was more than a little concerned because the man before her was a warrior. It was evident in the hardened glint in his eye, and the ferocious look on his face. Even when he bent down to haul the young man into an upright position, the young man tried to cower out of the way in fear because he too seemed to recognise that sinister side of the man Joshua had turned into. The thief seemed to know that Joshua was stronger, fiercer, and far more of a danger to him than anything ever could be. Consequently, the young man didn’t protest at all when Joshua held the bag up to the end of his nose.  
 
    “You are going to gaol for this,” Joshua snarled. “What do you say to the young lady, lad? Eh? Out with it?” 
 
    “Eh?” The young man blinked at him as if he was speaking a different language.  
 
    “What do you say by way of apology to the young lady here?” Joshua growled.  
 
    “I am sorry, miss,” the young man stammered.  
 
    He blinked owlishly at Joshua and squeaked in alarm when Joshua and Hamish hauled him roughly to his feet, but he didn’t protest. Instead, the young man gulped and began to look truly afraid.  
 
    “He is off to gaol seeing as the magistrate isn’t here to oversee his arrest,” Joshua assured Annalisa.  
 
    “I think you should escort the young lady home,” Hamish warned.  
 
    Joshua opened his mouth to object only for Hamish’s pointed stare to warn him that something else was wrong. Joshua’s gaze was immediately drawn to a tall, darkly garbed gentleman leaning negligently against the side of a shop. He was only partially hidden in a narrow alleyway. In contrast to his casual stance, his gaze was intent as he studied what was happening.  
 
    “Do you know him?” Joshua asked of Annalisa.  
 
    Annalisa jerked when she realised Joshua had pinned her with a stare that demanded answers. It took her a moment to realise who she meant and shook her head as she looked at the thief.  
 
    “Not him.” Joshua pointed toward the alley only to find it was now empty.  
 
    “That was Billy,” Cecily whispered to Annalisa.  
 
    “Billy?” Joshua looked from Annalisa to her friend and saw the look they exchanged.  
 
    It was clear neither of them was sure what to tell him. It was only when their gaze slid awkwardly to the thief that Joshua realised they didn’t want to say too much in front of Billy’s friend.   
 
    “Let’s go,” Hamish growled.  
 
    “You need help,” Annalisa told Hamish. “You cannot take him on your own.” 
 
    There was such a worried look on her face that Joshua knew there was more to this Billy than a mere observer.  
 
    “What is he?” 
 
    “Trouble,” Cecily murmured, with another worried look at the young man.  
 
    “You don’t want to mess with Billy. He will cut your heart out where you stand,” the young man boasted, a little bold now he knew his friend was nearby.  
 
    “I should like to see him try,” Joshua scoffed.  
 
    “Wait here,” Hamish ordered before promptly vanishing.  
 
    Joshua had no choice but to stand and watch over the young thug, who looked thoroughly sullen with each passing moment he realised Billy wasn’t going to rescue him. 
 
    “If you two ladies stay with me,” Joshua began when he suspected the ladies were going to make their excuses and leave. “We will escort you home. It isn’t safe for you to go home by yourselves now.” 
 
    “Cecily has to be back at home, though. Her family are expecting her,” Annalisa informed him. 
 
    “Where is your aunt?”  
 
    “She has gone to visit a friend.” Annalisa clamped her mouth closed because she shouldn’t really have to explain herself to him, a total stranger.  
 
    “You cannot be walking around by yourself either. Even in a place like this, you should know it isn’t safe,” Joshua warned.  
 
    The more Joshua spoke, the more Annalisa became certain he was one of the Star Elite. The swift efficiency of his movements, the ease in which he had stopped the fleeing thief, the way he instantly declared he was going to take the blackguard to gaol, all pointed to it.  
 
    Now what? 
 
    Annalisa wasn’t at all sure. What she did know was that the feelings she had experienced when she had met him yesterday were still there but had alarmingly grown stronger. The more Annalisa looked at him and listened to him talk, the more time she wanted to spend with Joshua and hear what he had to say. He was so calm, so certain, so dangerously handsome, that it was thrilling to be near him.  
 
    Get a hold of yourself, Annalisa. You are too old for girlish flights of fancy. 
 
    Even so, when she looked at him again and their gazes met, Annalisa was struck by a wild thrill of excitement that was shocking. All sorts of thoughts flitted through the back of her mind. All Annalisa could hope was that none of them were written on her face.  
 
    Minutes later, Hamish returned and brought with him another stranger who looked just as ruthless as his colleagues. Together, they hauled the man off to gaol, leaving Joshua to silently urge the women to leave. He then followed them all the way to Cecily’s house whereupon Annalisa bid her worried friend goodbye. 
 
    “Are you sure you are going to be all right? You are welcome to stay here, you know.”  
 
    “I am fine. He only lives next door to me,” Annalisa whispered. 
 
    Cecily’s gaze flew to the tall, handsome man standing at her front gate. She blushed with pleasure when he offered her a half-hearted smile. Annalisa rolled her eyes because she knew her friend was just as attracted to Joshua as she was. Inwardly, it was difficult to ignore the jealousy that surged through her at the thought of Joshua smiling at Cecily as he had her.  
 
    “I will be all right. I will meet you again next week, yes?” Annalisa asked, secretly wondering who she was reassuring. 
 
    Cecily had to force herself to tear her gaze away from Joshua. “Mm? Yes. Oh yes. Next week will be fine.” 
 
    Annalisa rolled her eyes and left her friend gazing adoringly at Joshua.  
 
    “Is she all right?” Joshua asked when he glanced back only to find Cecily still standing on her doorstep staring blankly into space.  
 
    “Yes, she is just a little stunned by what happened, that’s all. She will snap out of it soon enough,” Annalisa announced matter-of-factly. 
 
    They didn’t go too much further before Annalisa broached the subject she knew he wouldn’t want to discuss.  
 
    “You are one of the Star Elite, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you mean,” Joshua replied flatly.  
 
    “I think you do. I also think you should know that we have lived next door to Mr Richardson for a while now and he has told us on several occasions that he is an orphan. He has never had any visitors, and never used to socialise with anybody. He had no family visit him, and never went out anywhere. It is highly unusual for him to go out, as you claim. In short, Mr Holton, we know you lied to us. Care to tell me where Mr Richardson really is?” 
 
    “Who is Billy?” 
 
    “Answer my question, please,” Annalisa persisted in a no-nonsense voice.  
 
    Joshua sighed because that stubborn tilt of her chin warned him she wasn’t going to be distracted.  
 
    “What would you do if I told you that I am nothing to do with this Star Elite?”  
 
    “I would ask why you feel able to cart any thief off to gaol like your friends are doing with that bag snatcher,” Annalisa countered.  
 
    “How do you know they haven’t just taken him out of sight to let him go?” 
 
    Annalisa went cold. “Have they?” 
 
    “You won’t ever find out unless you are foolish enough to go out without a chaperone again.” 
 
    “I was not without a chaperone. I came to town with my aunt. She came with me to Cecily’s house and then went on to her friend’s for tea. I am supposed to meet her at the dress shop in half an hour.” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t going to be there,” Joshua announced. “I really don’t think it is wise of you to go standing around on street corners given this Billy is around, do you?” 
 
    Annalisa sighed. She didn’t answer because she had to concede he had a point. She just wasn’t prepared to let Joshua know that.  
 
    “Billy?” 
 
    “He comes from a gypsy camp on the outskirts of town,” Annalisa whispered.  
 
    From the pained look on her face, Billy was a pain in the proverbial. Joshua lifted his brows when she slid a look at him.  
 
    “They arrived about two months ago now. Not long after they arrived, the head of the family took ill and hasn’t been well enough travel. The entire group have set up a semi-permanent camp. Since then all sorts of crime has been happening in the village.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Pickpocketing mostly. But there are rumours,” Annalisa muttered evasively.  
 
    “People think Billy is the burglar.” 
 
    “There are rumours that the group are getting ready to move on and need money before they go. Everyone is hoping that they just up and leave and everything stops.” 
 
    “You don’t think it will.” Joshua wondered if Roger knew about the gypsy camp.  
 
    “No. I don’t think Billy will leave. He has said on several occasions that this is his patch now. I don’t think he would want to leave it for long because it would mean he would lose his standing with the other thieves in the area. If there is trouble to be had, fights in the tavern and that sort of thing, you can be sure that Billy is always around if not directly involved. He has a group of younger children who thieve for him. They steal clothing off washing lines, or apples and fruit off the market traders, that sort of thing. Others steal vegetables out of people’s gardens, or tools out of garden sheds. They don’t go out and purchase what they need like everyone else, they steal it from others. Unfortunately, the people around here do work for what they have and don’t have much worth stealing.” 
 
    “It isn’t a very big jump for Billy to go breaking into houses,” Joshua mused.  
 
    “Not really, but I don’t want to cast aspersions on anybody.” 
 
    “Does the magistrate know about this Billy?” 
 
    “Yes, but you have to understand that Billy has people who help him. They help him steal things and are happy to lie for each other. I have no doubt that whenever the magistrate has asked them if they were involved he has always heard a very credible story that the suspect is somewhere else, with plenty of witnesses who can attest to it. Their guilt is impossible to prove.” 
 
    “Nothing is impossible,” he assured her when he heard the helpless tone of her voice. He knew she doubted Billy would ever be put behind bars. “Look at the petty thief just now. I assume he was one of Billy’s friends.” 
 
    Annalisa nodded. “They have never targeted me before but they have others.” 
 
    As he walked beside her, Joshua had the distinct impression that they were being followed. When he glanced over his shoulder, all he could see was a young boy who was playing with two stones, but he knew instantly that the young lad would run if he tried to talk to him. The lad was there to watch and try to hear what was being said and had been sent by Billy.  
 
    “I think we had better continue this conversation when we get you home, don’t you?” 
 
    “What about Aunt Yvette? She is going to be worried about me if I am not at the shop to meet her.” 
 
    “Leave your aunt to me. I shall make sure she gets home safety,” Joshua assured her.  
 
    Annalisa lapsed into fraught silence. She should have been reassured that Joshua was beside her. She did, for the first time in forever, feel completely safe despite what had happened, but she couldn’t rest not least because she suspected Billy was still around.  
 
    “There is more, isn’t there?” Joshua pressed after several moments of thoughtful silence. 
 
    “Who are you?” Annalisa whispered. 
 
    “You know who I am.” As they walked, Joshua scoured the street for more of Billy’s group. 
 
    “I know what you have told me,” Annalisa countered. “But is it the truth?” 
 
    “Do you still doubt me?” 
 
    “How could I not? You are brave. After what has happened, that could not be in any doubt. However, you are not honest because I do believe you have lied about being Mr Richardson’s relation. You appear out of the blue, tell us stories that just don’t ring true, happen to be around when I am, for the first time in my life mugged, and then have a curious interest in the vagrant, highly troublesome family in the area.” 
 
    Joshua mentally winced and had to concede she had a point. “Has this Billy ever threatened you?” 
 
    Annalisa hesitated.  
 
    Joshua went still and stopped walking when Annalisa didn’t immediately answer. When she tried to continue walking, he stopped her by placing a gentle hand on her arm.  
 
    “Not threaten, no. He has made it clear that he wouldn’t be averse to joining my family, shall we say,” Annalisa muttered politely, aware that her cheeks were now aflame. 
 
    “He has made his dishonourable intentions clear to you, has he?” 
 
    Joshua was raging, and wanted to warn this Billy away, not least because he felt ferociously possessive over her. It was all he could do not to hustle Annalisa home and bolt her inside where she was safe.  
 
    Instead, Joshua slid a look at the young boy who had also stopped and was edging closer so he could listen to their conversation. Determined to give the young boy something to tell Billy about, Joshua stepped closer to Annalisa and lifted her hand in his.  
 
    Slowly, while he looked deeply into her eyes, Joshua pressed a lingering kiss to the back of it. His steady gaze spoke volumes. He wanted her and made no attempt to hide it.  
 
    Annalisa wanted to snatch her hand away but was too entranced by the feel of his lips against her skin. Her heart skipped a beat before increasing in pace until it began to pound heavily. The world around them faded. All worries vanished instantly. In their place was a warmth that cascaded all about them and entwined them in a joy that was enchanting. Neither of them expected it. Neither of them could step away from it. Annalisa and Joshua stared into each other’s eyes while they tried to decide if they should indulge it further. 
 
    When pressing a kiss to her hand wasn’t enough, Joshua stepped closer. A part of him expected Annalisa to object to his proximity. They were, after all, out on the street for the world to see. But this part of the street had no houses on it. In fact, the boy was the only likely observer and he was someone Joshua wanted to witness what he did next. Rather than step away and offer Annalisa his elbow as any courteous gentleman should do, Joshua stepped closer, slid an arm around her waist, and tugged her gently toward him. The air between them began to crackle. Joshua felt every nerve stretch taught. He waited. 
 
    Annalisa instinctively lifted her hands to his chest but not to push him away. When her gaze fell to his lips, Joshua sighed. His height meant that as he tugged her closer, he hauled her up onto tiptoe. She had no choice but to lean against him. Annalisa felt certain that if she released her hold on his shirt she would topple backward, or that was what she tried to tell herself to excuse the hold she had on him.  
 
    Before she could ask him what he thought he was doing, Annalisa watched Joshua’s head lower toward hers. The second his lips touched hers, a fission of delight slithered down her spine. It elicited a shiver of awareness that made every fibre of her being snap to attention and clamour for more. A tendril of thrilling excitement followed it, which compelled her to dance with danger and savour the moment. While she should have pushed away she stayed where she was and allowed him to settle his lips upon hers. He was so painfully close, she could feel his breath against her cheek, but it was a warm rush of delight that only heightened her enjoyment of the moment.  
 
    The softness of the sweet caress of his lips which slid so slowly over hers was beguiling. Annalisa daren’t breathe for fear of breaking the spell that wove its way around them. When Joshua’s lips pressed harder, searching for more, Annalisa gave herself over to the tenderness and allowed him to probe.  
 
    It was shocking. Wildly thrilling, enticing, and yes the most adventurous thing Annalisa had ever done. She knew she was being scandalous. This man was, after all, almost a total stranger to her. Yes, he lived next door. Yes, he seemed a fine and credible gentleman. He worked with the Star Elite, for goodness sake. Joshua fought to ensure criminals rightly faced justice for the crimes they committed. He was brave. There could be no braver man than Joshua. However, Annalisa couldn’t forget that Joshua frequented a world she was completely unfamiliar with. He had freedom whereas she did not. He undoubtedly did things, went to places, and experienced more than she could ever dream possible. They were worlds apart. Yet in this they were together, as one, a unit. While different, their two halves matched, and made a complete entity that was solid, unshakeable. They made a couple who complimented each other. She was soft against his hardness. She was gentle against his harshness. He was strong and wholly masculine against her femininity. Combined, they were a powerful force driven closer together by mutual desire.  
 
    Within seconds of their lips touching, though, that powerful force of desire met its first challenge. Passion flared to life and threatened to consume them both. Together they faced a deluge of sensations which threatened to sweep away all trace of common sense, logic, and reasoning. Neither of them could deny it. Hands searched and tried to drag the other closer. Mouths mated and challenged and duelled for supremacy as they both demanded more. Hearts thundered as emotions roared to life until they were both helpless against its onslaught. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Joshua growled when he managed to find the will to wrench his head up.  
 
    They stared at each other in consternation.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she breathed.  
 
    It was addictive being in Joshua’s arms. So much so, Annalisa didn’t want him to move, but he did. He seemed to realise where they were, and that they could be caught locked in an intimate embrace at any moment. 
 
    Joshua stared at her as if he had never set eyes on her before in his life. For a moment, he was too stunned to think. There was nothing he could say that would either explain or excuse what had just happened. From the look on Annalisa’s face, she was equally as shaken.  
 
    “I should apologise.” But he wasn’t going to. 
 
    “I won’t ask you to,” Annalisa whispered.  
 
    When Joshua looked around, it was to find the young lad had gone.  
 
    He has probably run back to Billy to tell him what he has witnessed. 
 
    Joshua hoped so in any case because he now really did feel possessive toward Annalisa. He had never felt so compelled to do what he just had with any woman before, but he wasn’t sorry for it. He had never met anybody who had ever made him instantly forget everything, who he was, who she was, where they were, and more importantly, his job, his investigation, his life with the Star Elite. But Annalisa had made him forget all those things, and more. Like why he wanted to return to London when his part in the investigation into the burglaries was over.  
 
    Now that is dangerous territory. 
 
    “I have to return to London when my job is done here,” he warned her, as if she had just asked him a question.  
 
    “I never asked you to do otherwise,” Annalisa protested flatly, more than a little shaken by just how much the thought of his leaving hurt.  
 
    Annalisa knew that the day Joshua rode out of her life would be the day she lost something she would never find anywhere else, with anyone else. While Joshua had, in a few short moments, opened her eyes to a whole new world, he had just slammed the door on her choices as well. Annalisa now knew that nobody, no matter who he was, where he came from, what he had to offer, what he did for a living, would ever come close to being Joshua, her brave warrior who was a little bit less than honest.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Annalisa was still reeling from the kiss several days later when she was supposed to be teaching Thomas to read. The young son of the local tavern owner came to the house twice a week for Annalisa to teach him how to read and write. It was slow progress on account of Thomas’s tendency to fidget, but he was able to read to her quite fluently now. Unfortunately, Annalisa had yet to hear a word he had said. The sole focus of her attention was on the man who lived next door who was, unless she was very much mistaken, watching her.  
 
    The last few days had dragged on indeterminably. Annalisa had done everything possible to carry on as normal but had been unable to forget what had happened with Joshua on the side of that road. Now that she came to think about it, her behaviour had been scandalous. What she had felt with Joshua had swept aside all common sense and had cast everything she had been raised to be completely out of the window. Annalisa had no idea what it all meant. What she did know was that Joshua now plagued her dreams just as much as he demanded her attention throughout her day. She wanted to know where he was and waited impatiently to catch just a brief glimpse of him every day. That wasn’t what bothered her the most, though. Her need to see him again, to talk to him again, and yes for him to kiss her again, was now stronger than ever.   
 
    “That’s very good, Thomas,” she said when she realised Thomas had reached the end of the chapter in the book he was reading. “You are doing very well and are a lot smoother with your speech.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Thomas beamed.  
 
    “Same time on Friday?” Annalisa lifted her brow and smiled at the young boy who slammed his book closed and nodded happily.  
 
    “Mam says I have to wait here for Pa to fetch me,” Thomas reported when Annalisa was sliding the book back onto the bookshelf. 
 
    “Oh? I thought I was to escort you home?”  
 
    That was the usual arrangement. Annalisa usually walked the young man to the end of the street and watched while Thomas skipped to the tavern doorway and disappeared inside.  
 
    “I know but Pa said that it isn’t safe to ask you to walk me anymore on account of what happened to the Warden.” 
 
    “Oh?” Annalisa tried to appear casual but could do nothing about the intent look she levelled on the young boy who was blessedly oblivious to her acute interest.  
 
    “Yes. He was found dead a few days ago. He fell on a knife or something, I don’t know.” 
 
    “You heard this?”  
 
    Thomas looked guilty. “I heard my Mam telling Mrs Darling.” 
 
    Annalisa nodded, but wondered if the young boy might have misheard. Rather than take him to task over it, she chatted amiably to him while she waited for the lad’s father to appear.  
 
    “How are you, Mr Arthur?” Annalisa asked him when he arrived a little while later. 
 
    “Fine, Miss. How is the young rapscallion getting on?” 
 
    “He is doing very well. Thomas has been telling me all about the Warden, on account of him having overheard your wife’s conversation with Mrs Darling,” Annalisa replied with a pointed look at the now embarrassed young boy.  
 
    “Aye, it’s a shame, that is. That poor man.” 
 
    “He fell on a knife?” 
 
    Mr Arthur looked cautiously at Thomas and told him to go and wait by the gate. When Thomas was out of earshot, Mr Arthur sidled closer and threw a worried look at Annalisa  
 
    “He was murdered. Someone stabbed him in the back and took the church collection. It has shaken everyone up, I don’t mind telling you. The locals are in an uproar, and what does that foolish magistrate go and do? He has gone to London so he doesn’t have to deal with the problem. I had heard that the Star Elite are here, but nobody has seen hide nor hare of them. Everyone’s living in fear, I don’t mind telling you. Then there was that Mrs Asquith. She was burgled and had a pouch of coins and a vase stolen. I did hear that the vase has since been returned to her, though. Then there was that Mr Julian with the church takings. Mrs Dilleray was also burgled, then Mr Smitherson was murdered. He was stabbed in the back.” 
 
    Annalisa stared at him in disbelief. “When? Why didn’t we hear of it?” 
 
    “All of them were struck a few nights ago and all overnight. Nobody knows what to think anymore. I mean, if the Church Warden isn’t safe, none of us can sleep soundly in our beds at night. I have got customers who refuse to come out for a drink now for fear of what might happen to them on their way home. Everybody is living in fear of their lives.” 
 
    “We haven’t heard anything about it.” 
 
    “No. You won’t either. Nobody stops to talk anymore on account of them not knowing who they can trust. It’s a shame because people are afraid to even pass the time of day now,” Mr Arthur reported.  
 
    “Let’s hope they catch whoever is responsible soon,” Annalisa murmured.  
 
    “I wouldn’t hold out much hope,” Mr Arthur growled. “The Star Elite are looking useless.” 
 
    Annalisa opened her mouth to argue that the Star Elite knew what they were doing but then closed it again with a snap. She had to wonder the murders were why she hadn’t seen much of Joshua of late. What she had seen happen at his house over the last few days was several men coming and going from the house at all hours of the day and night. It seemed to confirm that they were all the Star Elite, but that set her to wonder what they were doing, and why there needed to be so many of them. Moreover, why so many of them couldn’t catch one murderer. Rather than raise any of her concerns with Mr Arthur, Annalisa chatted to him about the dismay of the locals before Mr Arthur eventually took his leave.  
 
    Annalisa watched him go and tugged absently on her shawl when a chill wind teased the fringes. However, the warmth of the soft material did little to ease the chill that began to permeate her bones. It rather felt like the icy warning of foreboding of dire events to come, but as she looked up and down the street everything looked just as ordinarily peaceful as it always had. Now, though, there was an air of watchful tension about the place that was unmistakeable. 
 
    Maybe it is my imagination because I know what has been going on behind closed doors? 
 
    Annalisa sighed and stepped back into the warmth of the house. She quietly closed the door and turned to rest her shoulders against it only to find her aunt standing at the bottom of the stairs. It was evident she had heard what Mr Arthur had to say.  
 
    “It’s got to be Joshua.” 
 
    Annalisa slowly shook her head. “He is Star Elite.” 
 
    “I know you don’t want to think badly of him but don’t you think it is odd that he turns up at the same time that the burglaries happen, and now the deaths of those poor people?” Yvette shook her head and sighed.  
 
    “It isn’t Joshua,” Annalisa insisted. She was adamant and refused to allow her aunt’s determination to move her. “Joshua wouldn’t do something like that. You should have seen him, aunt. He worked to stop that man who tried to snatch my bag in his tracks so swiftly that it was difficult to believe someone could move that quickly. That was no cold-blooded killer. That was someone who knew how to arrest people. I don’t doubt Joshua had done that before and would do it again if he had to.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you are right. Because if you aren’t, we have trouble on our doorstep and neither of us are safe to sleep in our beds at night.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be so melodramatic,” Annalisa snorted.  
 
    More than a little annoyed with her aunt, Annalisa left the house. She found herself outside, milling around in the garden, ostensibly to cut some flowers for the dinner table. As she studied the fragrant blooms and tried to decide which to pick, she found her gaze straying over the garden fence toward Joshua’s new home.  
 
    “Well, hello there.” 
 
    Annalisa’s stomach dropped to her toes when she heard that sinister voice. She closed her eyes and fought the urge to turn tail and run for the safety of the house. Instead, she squared her shoulders and turned to face the man who had become her nemesis: Billy.  
 
    “What do you want?” she demanded without preamble  
 
    “I hear you have another suitor,” Billy murmured. He stepped away from the shadows but only so she could see him. His sly gaze slid to the house next door, leaving Annalisa in no doubt he had made sure that nobody from the house could see him. Annalisa didn’t doubt that Billy also knew that Joshua now lived next door.  
 
    “What do you know of it?” Annalisa demanded.  
 
    “I know he is not all he appears to be.” 
 
    “Oh?” She sniffed at a bloom. Annalisa hoped it looked like she had dismissed him. Deep inside, though, she was listening intently to everything he was saying.  
 
    “He is a liar.” 
 
    “So are you.” 
 
    “Everyone lies. I bet you do too,” Billy challenged. “Even as stuck up as you are, you are just the same as everyone else.” 
 
    “What do you want, Billy? I am sure you have not ventured this far just to tell me that you think I am stuck up,” Annalisa sighed.  
 
    “Just be careful who you make friends with,” Billy warned. “I have seen his kind around here before. He isn’t to be trusted.” 
 
    “Well, neither are you. Or should we forget that since you have arrived in this village nobody’s possessions are safe? Who is to say that you are not to blame for the burglaries and murders?” 
 
    “Murders?” Billy’s brows rose. “Who says there have been murders?” 
 
    “Mr Julian was murdered. You know, the Church Warden? Mrs Asquith was burgled, and Mrs Dilleray, and then poor Mr Smitherson was also brutally killed in his own home,” Annalisa bit out. She raked Billy with a dour look. “You have a penchant for having the kind of friends who help themselves to other people’s lives and belongings. Don’t try to tell me otherwise. That man who tried to steal my bag is one of your friends. Don’t try to deny it, Billy. I saw you with him.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you mean.” Billy shrugged off-handedly as if he didn’t care what she thought of him, but she knew he did or he wouldn’t have come all this way just to warn her. 
 
    “You and he seem – close.” Billy nodded at Joshua’s house. 
 
    “What does it matter to you?”  
 
    “Well, you will go about making an exhibition of yourself,” Billy challenged. “If you want to behave like a harlot on the street you cannot blame anybody but yourself for giving everyone the impression that you are easy. Why, the man has barely been in the village for a couple of days and you are practically crawling down his throat.” 
 
    “You know nothing about that,” Annalisa sniffed dismissively. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, what?”  
 
    “How long have you known him?”  
 
    “That is nothing to do with you,” Annalisa snapped. “What business is it of yours?” 
 
    “Everything that happens in this village has something to do with me, especially if people are accusing me of crimes I haven’t committed,” Billy bit out.  
 
    For the first time since he had made his presence felt, Billy made no attempt to even try to be amenable. He turned into someone who was cold and callous within a heartbeat and made Annalisa warier because of it.   
 
    “You steal things, Billy. People are going to connect you to other thefts in the area.” 
 
    “I am not a murderer.”  
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “Well, you have no way of proving your innocence, nor does Joshua,” Annalisa countered.  
 
    “It is Joshua, now, is it?” 
 
    “Just what do you want, Billy?” Annalisa sighed and glanced longingly at the house.  
 
    “What of him? Who is he?” 
 
    “You mean you don’t know already?”  
 
    “I am not taking the blame for his crimes.”  
 
    “He is not the kind of person you mess with, Billy. Not even you should be that stupid,” Annalisa warned before turning her attention to cutting a small rosebud off the bush beside her.  
 
    “This is my patch. I don’t take kindly to having fops like him try to take over it,” Billy growled. “Tell your boyfriend to leave well alone.” 
 
    “If you have any warnings for me, I suggest you issue them directly and stop hassling the lady,” Joshua growled suddenly from the exact spot Billy had been hiding.  
 
    They both turned to watch him step into the garden. Joshua’s direct glare was challenging and he watched closely as Billy’s avid gaze fell to his very expensive pocket watch and cufflinks.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Joshua growled. 
 
    Billy suddenly grinned at Annalisa. “So, you have a guard dog, do you?” 
 
    Annalisa sighed but didn’t answer.  
 
    “I was merely on my way home.” Joshua ran an insulting gaze over the shabbily dressed man. “It isn’t usual to see someone like you in these parts. People’s gardens, yes, but that is usually at a time when something goes missing.” 
 
    Billy’s eyes flashed angrily. “What would you know?” 
 
    Joshua ignored the man’s almost feral glare and lifted his brows at Annalisa. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Annalisa, although pale, nodded. She was infinitely grateful Joshua had decided to come and check on her because she doubted she would have been able to get rid of Billy by herself.  
 
    “It appears that the young lady neither wants nor needs your words of warning. Unless you know of some imminent danger that threatens her safety and wellbeing? If you do, speak up now. However, it should be noted that if anything happens we shall know exactly who is responsible,” Joshua drawled.  
 
    As he spoke, Joshua moved to stand beside Annalisa whereupon he slid a proprietary arm around her waist. Annalisa made no attempt to stop him, not least because she was shaking so much she wasn’t at all sure she could stand up much longer by herself. Joshua’s strength was wholly reassuring and gave her the determination she needed to maintain her dignified stance. Billy, when he chose to be, could be threatening and sinister, but strangely still didn’t seem to match the threat Joshua posed.  
 
    Annalisa looked at the men closely as they sized each other up like prize fighters before a boxing match. She knew instantly who would win if they did physically start to fight, but she hoped and prayed it wouldn’t come to that.  
 
    “If you have anything to say to me, I suggest you say it to my face. I only live over there. Stop threatening women, or you are likely to get yourself a reputation for being the kind of weak fool who isn’t strong enough to pick on someone his own size.” Joshua lifted his brows and threw him a dismissive look. “Now get out of here, and if you know what is good for you, don’t come back.” 
 
    With that, Joshua held his arm out to a stunned looking Annalisa, and promptly escorted her back to the house. He knew that while he had been engaging Billy in conversation, Dean had circled around and was waiting to follow the young man back to his camp. From now on, neither Billy nor any of his cohorts would be able to move anywhere without having the Star Elite on their trail.   
 
    “Are you all right?” Joshua asked again once they had reached the back door to the house. 
 
    Annalisa nodded, but when she looked up at him seemed about to cry. Without thinking, Joshua guided her into the house and promptly swept her into his arms for a hug. She looked so scared that he was certain she was going to collapse. It made him so angry with the thug who had hassled her that the urge to follow him to warn him away more physically was strong. It was only the realisation that he was above and beyond that kind of feral attitude that forced Joshua to stay where he was – for a few moments at least.  
 
    “Is that you, Annalisa?” Yvette called.  
 
    “Yes, aunt.” 
 
    “I had better go,” Joshua mouthed.  
 
    “Really?” Annalisa whispered. “Can’t you stay for a while?” 
 
    “Who are you talking to, dear?” Yvette called.  
 
    Annalisa whispered. Before she could answer, there was a rustle of movement in the hallway. Annalisa’s eyes popped wide. She jerked out of Joshua’s arms just seconds before Yvette appeared in the doorway. Her gaze fell immediately upon Joshua, who looked somewhat sheepish at being found inside her kitchen. Yvette threw an accusing look at her niece before smiling broadly at her new visitor.  
 
    “I didn’t realise you were here,” she began with a wave toward the door. “Come on in. Come on in. The vicar is here. I am sure you will want to meet him. Have you already?” 
 
    “Ah, no,” Joshua muttered only to find Yvette had already hurried back into the parlour. He threw a pleading look at Annalisa but there was nothing she could do. With a sigh, Joshua followed the women into the study. 
 
    Minutes later, he found himself furnished with a goblet of brandy and sitting in a high-backed chair beside the fire while listening to the vicar moan about how his parishioners were dropping in numbers. 
 
    “At this rate there is only going to be me in the pulpit,” he moaned.  
 
    Yvette and Annalisa shared a look because they knew he was seeking a promise from them that they would join his congregation on Sunday, and neither of them were prepared to give it. 
 
    “Well, I am sure your regulars will return in their own good time. They are probably a little busy given it is harvesting season, and people are trying to stock up ready for winter. There isn’t much anybody can do,” Yvette reasoned. 
 
    “But my regulars don’t usually stock up for winter because they already live in the village. They always come to church on Sundays whether hail, rain, wind, or shine. It is unheard of that they should avoid the place.” 
 
    “Yes, my dear reverend, but you must remember that word is out now about what happened to your poor Warden. It is most distressing, especially to your regulars who knew him. I am sure that once they have had time to absorb the shock and assimilate the latest news they will return. They have to grieve as well, you know,” Yvette replied.  
 
    She was inwardly somewhat proud of how she had managed to skirt around making the vicar any promises she had no intention of keeping.  
 
    The vicar suddenly turned to Joshua and pierced him with a beady glare. “You must wonder what kind of village you have moved into.”  
 
    “I don’t intend to stay for long,” Joshua replied. “I am only here while my uncle is away. As soon as my business is concluded, I shall be on my way again. 
 
    “Oh? Where do you originate from? I don’t believe I have heard of any Holtons in the area.” 
 
    “London,” Joshua replied. “I usually live in London.” 
 
    “What business are you in?” 
 
    “Production,” Joshua replied.  
 
    He ignored the heavy and expectant silence which followed because he refused to furnish the vicar with any details not least because a defiant part of him refused to be interrogated by the man. Moreover, he had no intention of ever becoming one of the man’s congregation. There as something about the vicar that was a little unnerving, and it wasn’t just his looks. Reverend Mannering was an extremely tall man with a cadaverously thin frame atop of which sat a mop of steel grey hair above penetrating jet-black eyes which had a way of spearing you as if seeking out all your sins. It was unnerving to be pinned beneath that steady stare Joshua suspected didn’t miss much. Because of it, he had no intention of spending any time with the man unless he absolutely had to.  
 
    “I understand the Warden had only been in the village for just over a year,” he began. “It must have been a shock to lose him.” 
 
    “It was a shock to us all,” the vicar replied somewhat sharply.  
 
    “Was much taken?” Joshua asked with a thoughtful frown.  
 
    “The church collection. We help the poor and needy as much as we can. If anybody needed some help all they had to do was ask, there was no need to steal anything. I am sure Robert would have offered them every assistance.” 
 
    “Robert?” 
 
    “The Warden,” Annalisa offered.  
 
    When Joshua nodded, their eyes met. There was something hidden in Annalisa’s eyes that warned Joshua that she was worried. He had no idea if she was worried about what had happened to Malcolm, the other locals, the vicar, going to church on Sunday, or something else. He wished they were alone so he could ask her and reassure her that everything would be all right, but he had to content himself with offering her a gentle smile instead. It was only when he had done so that he realised how it looked to Yvette and the vicar, who were both watching them far too closely for comfort.  
 
    “Yes, well,” Yvette murmured thoughtfully to try to break the awkward silence that fell over everyone.  
 
    “I had best be on my way then,” the vicar began although made no attempt to get to his feet.  
 
    It was only when Annalisa stood up and moved over to join her aunt that the vicar had no choice but to take his leave of them. However, even when he was at the front door he seemed reluctant to say farewell and go.  
 
    “Am I to have the pleasure of seeing you both on Sunday?” he asked pointedly of Yvette.  
 
    Annalisa mentally winced. “We will be there if we can.” 
 
    “Oh? Do you have plans?” The vicar made it clear that he highly disapproved of anybody who made plans on Sunday which over-rode the need to go to church. As far as he was concerned, nothing was more important than joining his congregation.  
 
    “Yes, we have an aged relation who is ill. We had arranged to go to her on the Saturday. If we return in time we will be in church,” Annalisa offered.  
 
    The vicar nodded and looked thoughtful but didn’t press for details. He slid a look over Joshua that was assessing. Thankfully, he didn’t consider there was a need to press him to join the congregation. After a few moments more, the vicar finally stepped out of the door. Yvette watched the man make his way down the path to the front gate before quietly closing the door. She turned to look at her niece chidingly.  
 
    “Do you know something? I should not advocate you lying to the vicar like that,” she warned.  
 
    “Well, do you want to go to church on Sunday?” 
 
    “No, but that isn’t the point,” Yvette sighed. “We just seem to be surrounded in lies at the moment, don’t we?” 
 
    Joshua mentally winced. He had to wonder if Yvette’s statement was meant for his benefit. When they re-joined him in the sitting room moments later, he realised that Yvette’s comments hadn’t been directed at him at all, Yvette appeared to be talking about something else because there was a distracted air about her, as if her mind was miles away, with the dishonest individual. 
 
    Now, who else could be lying around here? 
 
    “I apologise for the highly unusual circumstances, Mr Holton. The vicar rarely calls by to see us, you see. It is a little curious that he has. I am afraid that everybody is worried about the burglaries and now there have been those murders nobody knows what to do. This used to be such a quiet little place. Now, everything is at sixes and sevens. It is so difficult to just carry on and pretend that everything is all right.”  
 
    “Billy has been around.” Annalisa told her shaken aunt what had happened in the garden. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance,” Yvette said to Joshua.  
 
    “Do you think Billy might be involved in the burglaries?” Joshua asked.  
 
    He sensed that while neither lady liked Billy or his associates, they would give a fair and honest opinion based on facts about the man rather than offer their personal beliefs. Joshua hoped so in any case because it was all he had to go on. That, and a growing tide of doubt about Billy’s honest that he didn’t seem able to quell.  
 
    “Yes, I do,” Yvette announced firmly. “He is a thief. We all know that. Why, you ask any of the villagers and they will all say the same about Billy and his gang. They are a bad sort, and I don’t mind admitting that aloud. No matter which villager you ask, there will invariably be someone who has had something stolen by one of Billy’s lot. If they haven’t directly been a victim of his, they know someone who has. The thefts only started just a day or so after Billy’s entourage arrived. Ever since then it hasn’t been safe to leave your back door open, and that is rare around these parts. Everyone is on edge and suspicious and that was before these burglaries started. Now, people are being murdered in their beds at night. It is difficult to believe that there are two groups of criminals committing the same kind of crime in the same area.” 
 
    “It’s understandable to be suspicious,” Joshua assured her.  
 
    Secretly, he knew she was right. It was highly unusual that Billy would allow any other criminal to work on his ‘patch’. That made Billy’s interest in Annalisa far more sinister, and far more of a worry. Tucking those thoughts away to contemplate later, Joshua refocused on the conversation Annalisa was having with her aunt.  
 
    “Well, it isn’t quite like that. I don’t think the murder victims were stabbed in their backs in their beds,” Annalisa corrected. 
 
    “Does it really matter if those people were in their beds when they died? They died at the hands of someone who broke into their house. Is that not enough?” Yvette snapped. She sucked in a breath and forced herself to calm down before Annalisa could chastise her for getting so het up over it.  
 
    “I am sure the magistrate will catch whoever is responsible soon,” Joshua murmured. 
 
    “How can he? He isn’t even here,” Yvette retorted.  
 
    “Look, the burglar will make a mistake, the killer will be caught. Crime rarely pays, and criminals face justice. If you ever doubt that, go to the gaol and see how many criminals are behind bars. They didn’t get there through choice. The law will always take them off the streets, so they cannot target innocent people. Whoever is doing this, whether it is Billy or someone else, they are not immune from facing justice. They will face the appropriate sentence commensurate to their level of crime. There will be no stone unturned when it comes to getting these people off the streets, purely because people aren’t safe to sleep in their beds at night.” This time, it was Joshua who had to force himself to take a breath and calm down.  
 
    He was aware that he had said far too much when he noticed the stunned look on both Yvette and Annalisa’s faces. Neither of them said a word for a few moments.  
 
    “Let’s hope that justice will prevail soon then, preferably before someone else has to lose their life,” Yvette murmured eventually.  
 
    “I am sure it will,” Annalisa added.  
 
    Joshua nodded his thanks at her quiet support before quietly taking his leave of them both.  
 
    Annalisa watched him cross the lawn and disappear into his house. She felt certain he had been greeted by someone because he had started to talk the second he opened the door and saw someone inside. 
 
    “You two looked awfully close in that kitchen just now,” Yvette murmured.  
 
    Annalisa sucked in a breath and turned to face her aunt. “We were talking about Billy and trying not to disturb you.” 
 
    “Do you think he can be trusted?”  
 
    “Billy?”  
 
    Yvette sighed. “Joshua, of course.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Annalisa announced flatly. “You heard his speech about people facing justice. Nobody would sound that determined about justice prevailing if they had committed murder.” 
 
    Annalisa turned to study the house.  
 
    “He has lied about who he is, and what he is doing in Mr Richardson’s house. He isn’t honest,” Yvette murmured. “Just don’t allow yourself to become too close to him, that’s all I ask. He is still new to the area, and a bit of an enigma. Until you get to know him, don’t put too much faith in him.” 
 
    “I know he is brave. You should have seen him with that purse snatcher,” Annalisa argued. “He is one of the Star Elite.” 
 
    “If that is the case then he is a very busy man and, right now, not someone we can expect to stay once this is all over.”  
 
    With that Yvette left her niece to think about the wisdom of allowing a man like Joshua Holton to get too close. Yvette suspected Joshua was the kind of man who would break a woman’s heart, whether he worked for the Star Elite or not. She could only hope and pray that he didn’t break Annalisa’s heart before this was all over.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Annalisa failed miserably to put Joshua out of her mind. For several days, she did everything possible to distract herself from thinking about him, or looking at the house he lived in, but to no avail. The more she tried to forget about him, the more she found herself glancing out of the window, desperately trying to catch sight of him. The more she tried to ignore her curiosity, the more she wondered where he was, what he was doing, and how he was going about investigating the murders. 
 
    “They live like ghosts, don’t they?” Yvette murmured over her shoulder when she caught Annalisa studying the house for the fifth time that morning.  
 
    “I don’t understand it.”  
 
    “You really don’t trust him, do you?” Yvette looked a little stymied by that.  
 
    “Have you seen any of them enter or leave the house?”  
 
    “I am sad to say that I haven’t, no.” 
 
    “What do you think they do all day?” 
 
    “You could ask that of Mr Richardson. He never used to go out anywhere either,” Yvette reminded her.  
 
    “I know, but it is different with Joshua.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, he is younger for one thing.”  
 
    “So are you. He isn’t all that much older than you.” 
 
    “I know that, but he is a man of the world; an urbane gentleman. Don’t you think it a little odd that he has decided to come here, one of the most rural places in Leicestershire?” 
 
    “It is not for us to comment, dear. Just because his circumstances are a little unusual doesn’t mean he is up to something sinister,” Yvette warned. “It is best that you don’t let him catch you snooping, or he is going to think that you are a little odd.” 
 
    Annalisa threw her aunt a rueful look and turned away from the house. She almost succeeded in putting Joshua and his idiosyncrasies out of her mind for an hour or two, until she visited the grocery later that afternoon.  
 
    “What was that?” Yvette whispered in horror as they listened to Mr Birtington. 
 
    “There has been another burglary. Old Mrs Kempton across the village had her window forced open and several pounds taken. The blackguard also stole some jewellery. He even ventured upstairs and went into her bed chamber while she was sleeping. Why, I doubt she will ever be able to sleep in that house again,” Mr Birtington warned.  
 
    “At least she is still alive,” Annalisa whispered in horror. She felt a little sick. “What time did it happen?” 
 
    “Well, Mrs Kempton said she went to sleep around eight last night but only to doze in the chair, you know, as you do. She then got up and locked the house up tightly and closed the shutters and then went off to bed, she said about half past ten, but you know how poor her eyesight is. She was woken up just before dawn by how cold it was in the house, even though she had lit the fire. When she got out of bed, she said she thought it was a little odd because she felt sure she could remember closing her bed chamber door, but it stood wide open. Anyhow, she went downstairs only to find the kitchen window was open, and the lock on the shutters had been snapped. The thief had taken some money out of her desk in the study. She hurried upstairs to dress, and it was then that she noticed her jewellery box was missing. It hadn’t just been emptied. The whole thing had gone. She has looked for it, but it isn’t to be found anywhere. The blackguard has taken the whole lot and left her devastated. She has decided to go and stay with her sister for a while, but I think this is going to force her to sell up. I doubt she will be back.” Mr Birtington completed the transaction of the woman before them before lifting his brows at Annalisa. “Now, what can I get you?” 
 
    Annalisa stared blankly at him for a moment. She couldn’t get her mind to work properly. It whirled around and tried valiantly to absorb the latest shocking news, but all Annalisa could focus on was that she knew Joshua had gone out late last night, not long after Yvette had gone to bed. Annalisa, unable to sleep, had sat in the rocking chair next to the window in her bed chamber. It gave her a perfect view of the house next door. She told herself that she wasn’t spying on Joshua, but she was. What she had seen was Joshua leave the house just after eleven and return three hours later with a man; another stranger.  
 
    “Annalisa, dear? Are you all right? You look quite pale, you know. Maybe we should go home,” Yvette murmured gently. 
 
    Annalisa jerked when she realised her aunt was talking to her.  
 
    “Yes, I think I need to go home,” she murmured weakly.  
 
    As she spoke her gaze was drawn to a tall gentleman who was standing in the back of the shop. He was watching her. Annalisa knew immediately that he had something to do with Joshua. While the clothing was different, it was still cut of the same fine material, expensive yet urbane. It left her in no doubt he too was one of the Star Elite, or in the same gang as Joshua. He had the same broad shoulders, and arrogant stance that left anybody who saw him in no doubt he was able to deal with any problems that life threw at him.  
 
    Their eyes met.  
 
    Unlike as happened with Joshua, Annalisa didn’t feel any tell-tale fission of excitement when they looked at each other. Instead, Annalisa became cold, and slowly but surely grew increasingly uncomfortable. Very, very, uncomfortable. She wanted to ask him where Joshua was, if he was all right, but couldn’t.  
 
    He might just be another random stranger. 
 
    But that thought wasn’t reassuring either. 
 
    “Let’s go home.” Annalisa waited impatiently while her aunt paid for their purchases and followed her quietly out of the shop.  
 
    “Poor Mrs Kempton,” Yvette whispered.  
 
    “I don’t like this,” Annalisa whispered. “I don’t like this at all.” 
 
    “Me neither, but there is nothing we can do except make sure our shutters are locked safely at night, dear,” Yvette murmured.  
 
    Annalisa wasn’t talking about the burglary, or their safety, though. She was thinking about whether Billy or Joshua were responsible for the burglaries because, after what she had seen last night, Joshua looked just as guilty as the gypsy.  
 
      
 
    Oblivious to her growing suspicions, Joshua settled his shoulders against the coarse bark of an old oak tree and settled back to wait. From his position nestled within the leaves several feet off the ground he had a good view of the gypsy camp on the outskirts of town. So far this morning, it was all peaceful and serene. Nobody appeared to even be up and about.  
 
    Probably because they had a busy night. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Star Elite were no closer to concluding their investigation. While they had succeeded in following Billy, they had lost several of his colleagues because there were only four operatives following eight people. Billy and his gang had been easy to follow while they had been together. When they had split up, the operatives had been forced to choose which youth to follow. Consequently, their night of gathering facts and information had been varied.  
 
    “Well, there isn’t much happening here, is there?” Hamish whispered.  
 
    Joshua shook his head. He didn’t answer because he was relishing the absolute peace of the forest he was in. The only sound he could hear were the rustling of leaves on the branches as they were teased by the gentle breeze. Below, nuzzling around on the forest floor, he watched a hare bob this way and that as it rummaged through dried leaves and twigs. A squirrel scurried up a tree several feet away and disappeared through a tiny hole at the top of the trunk. It was delightful. So much so, Joshua found himself relaxing and enjoying his job for once. 
 
    “Bored?” Hamish grinned from his perch high in the tree beside Joshua’s. 
 
    Joshua shook his head. “London feels like a different lifetime now.” 
 
    “You must be eager to get back.” 
 
    Strangely, Joshua wasn’t. When he contemplated the lodging house he had left behind, and the work he did, Joshua realised he didn’t miss it as much as he knew he ought to. It was his life – but it wasn’t now. The more Joshua contemplated going back to the dark and gloomy, crowded streets, the more irritable he became. 
 
    “I have to wonder if life in London is actually considered living or surviving. London’s crime ridden, with grime everywhere, and smog. If you aren’t battling to breathe and find your way around through the cloying air, you are fighting pickpockets, other people jostling to get where they want to go faster, and market traders all eager to make a penny or two. If that isn’t bad enough and you do manage to find shelter somewhere, you are forced to be something you are not by the strict social dictates of others. It’s madness.” 
 
    “Here is natural, Joshua,” Hamish whispered lazily. “There is no pretence here. People are surviving, but also face Nature’s elements. The animals don’t jostle, they scarper. The elements you face here are natural but no less dangerous. The snow out here can often leave you isolated for weeks at a time. The winters can be harsh, the summers too hot and full of bugs, but the people here are friendly and all face the same challenges. This latest challenge has everyone up in arms because this community supports itself. The villagers rely on each other. Crime rarely happens because people have so much to do to survive, but they know they can go to their neighbour or any of the locals if they need help. They all chat to each other, and oftentimes have grown up together. Many families have been here for generations. People rarely move out. If they do it is often the younger generation who move to find work, but even they come back and settle with their own families when they can. But going anywhere around these country lanes takes people twice as long as it does in London. Getting food can often mean an entire afternoon is taken out of your week because you must walk to town five miles away. Life here isn’t as easy as you might think.” 
 
    “I know. Life anywhere is difficult.” 
 
    “Staying?” Hamish lifted his brows and waited. 
 
    “London doesn’t seem to have the same appeal as it once had.”  
 
    As if to prove his point, Joshua tipped his head back and looked up at the sky overhead. It was azure and spotted with fluffy white clouds Joshua knew he would never have stopped and paid any attention to had he been in London. In London, one rarely looked up. Weather was only important when it brought smog with it. Now, he found it almost a challenge to try to predict what the weather was going to do.  
 
    “The boss won’t mind you asking for a permanent transfer. In fact, he will be overjoyed by it,” Hamish added, as if sensing Joshua’s thoughts.  
 
    “I will think about it,” Joshua admitted ruefully, carefully ignoring Hamish’s widening grin.  
 
    “You’ll stay,” Hamish added knowingly.  
 
    “I only said I will think about it,” Joshua countered.  
 
    Slowly and carefully, Joshua jumped to the ground and brushed leaves off his sleeves. He had to go back to the Star Elite’s temporary safe house to take over the watch but managed to cover no more than six feet of distance before Billy appeared before him like a ghoul. 
 
    “My, my, you have to do something about your sense of direction,” Billy murmured.  
 
    “I know exactly where I am, thank you very much,” Joshua growled.  
 
    He eyed the men who appeared out of the trees like a silent army behind their leader. There were at least eight men, two of whom Joshua suspected were professional fighters. Well, professional in as much as they fought for their living. Joshua doubted either of the men had real jobs. They fought in back rooms of pubs, or any place where bets could be placed, and no holds barred fights could be as brutal as they liked as opponents fought until one of them dropped.  
 
    “What do you want?” Joshua murmured idly while he waited for the men to strike. This open display of force came with a warning, he didn’t doubt. Joshua just had to wait to see if that warning was going to be verbal or physical.  
 
    “What is your connection with Annalisa?” Billy asked. He propped a shoulder against an old cedar tree and looked at his nails. 
 
    “What were you doing last night at Mrs Kempton’s house?” 
 
    Billy grinned and looked at each of his cohorts. “What makes you think that was us?” 
 
    “Do you really expect me to believe that it wasn’t? Look at you. I bet all of you have felt the magistrate’s cuffs at some point in your life,” Joshua snorted. “Am I wrong?” 
 
    Billy didn’t answer but his gaze turned hard and direct. “Stay away from her. She is nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “Nor you,” Joshua replied smoothly. “I don’t take warnings from strangers, especially of your kind. Stay away from her if you know what is good for you or you are likely to feel the magistrate’s cuffs again sooner than you realise.” 
 
    Billy began to laugh but it was forced. “Oh, so the smart man thinks he can threaten us, gentlemen. I think we have ourselves a fop who thinks he is better than us.” 
 
    “I know I am better than you,” Joshua growled. “But it has nothing to do with where we come from.” 
 
    Joshua ran an insulting look down the shabbily dressed man before promptly turning his back. He didn’t get far before Billy’s men circled around him, effectively trapping him. Hamish left his perch in the tree and dropped down beside Joshua, making it clear that Joshua was not facing them alone.  
 
    “Having fun?” Hamish growled.  
 
    “Quite. They seem to think that I need a warning for living next door to the Carringtons,” Joshua snorted. “Although why gypsies would want to warn a neighbour away from a certain property is questionable, don’t you think? I mean, it makes one wonder if they intend to target that house next. Do we need to look any further than them for the culprits?”  
 
    “I think not,” Hamish mused. 
 
    Joshua lifted an arrogant brow at Billy and waited. 
 
    “That isn’t us,” Billy replied, this time considerably more forcefully. 
 
    “Really. So why are you trying to isolate those women?” 
 
    “I am not. I told you to stay away from Annalisa,” Billy snapped.  
 
    “But I live next door.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. Mr Richardson lives next door.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” Joshua folded his arms. “Mr Richardson has gone away. To visit relatives. Did he not tell you?” 
 
    “Probably not seeing as he wants a house to return to. Given how houses around here have been burgled since this lot arrived, he probably kept it quiet to make sure the family silver was where he left it when he returned.” Hamish eyed a beefy man who edged closer while he had been talking. He knew the man was used to brawling and suspected he was going to be a worthy opponent for any man. Unfortunately for this brute, he had no idea how much of an opponent he had with Hamish.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he growled at Joshua. “We have things to do and people to see. We don’t have time to stand around chatting with this lot all day. Seeing as you live next door to the woman, they can stick their warnings. Whether you are friendly with the Carringtons or not is none of their business. Now they have issued a warning, though, we know exactly who to find should anything happen to them.” 
 
    “Get them.” 
 
    The words were no sooner out of Billy’s mouth than the men surged forward. They came at Joshua and Hamish from all sides until they were surrounded. Once isolated from the rest of the word, there in the woods, the men from the gypsy camp tried to give the Star Elite their first and only warning.  
 
    Not much was said. The only sounds that could be heard for several long moments were of flesh hitting flesh, grunts and groans of men being struck, and the occasion squawk of angry birds as they flew away. Joshua was oblivious to it all. Each fist he landed on an opponent was driven by his fear for Annalisa’s safety. Each kick he landed in an opponent’s stomach was forced there by the need to make sure the men were aware the Star Elite were not to be messed with. Joshua didn’t fight for himself. He fought for the safety of the locals, the work of his colleagues, and the protection of Annalisa, who was starting to matter to him far too much for his own peace of mind.  
 
    Eventually, Joshua found himself facing Billy. The gypsy grinned at him, clearly eager to take on the challenge. Joshua, already winded from fighting three other men, didn’t waver when Billy shoved his sleeves up and bent over in preparation to charge him. Instead, Joshua braced himself, aware that the friends of Billy’s who were still upright had lost all interest in Hamish. They all turned to watch Joshua and Billy instead.  
 
    “I don’t like you encroaching on my turf,” Billy informed him.  
 
    “It isn’t your turf,” Joshua countered. “You are a gypsy. Part of your life is that you move on. You and I both know that you will move on eventually. Your kind always does. Annalisa won’t. She isn’t the travelling kind. Leave her alone.” 
 
    “I have known her a long time,” Billy growled.  
 
    “And? You cannot expect her to stay single all her life.” 
 
    Billy scoffed. “Do you really think she will marry the likes of you?” 
 
    “I am more suited to her than you are. I can give her a stable life, not one in your little trap over there.” 
 
    “It’s a gypsy caravan,” Billy snapped without giving the brilliantly lit conveyance a second look.  
 
    “It still moves around a lot. We know all about your kind. When you move into a town or village like this, trouble follows you. Things disappear. You help yourself and when the magistrate gets too close to arresting you, you disappear taking your stolen goods with you. Why, though, did you see fit to kill?” 
 
    “That wasn’t us,” Billy snorted. “We might be a little light-fingered but we aren’t murderers. None of us are killers.” 
 
    “Really.” Joshua’s tone as disbelieving. 
 
    “You need to look somewhere else for the culprit for that church fund going missing. I wish I had thought of it, though. We just have business – elsewhere.” 
 
    “Yes, warning people away from Annalisa Carrington. She isn’t anything to do with you, no matter how long you have known her. I do believe she had told you to leave her alone. Even she knows you cannot give her the lifestyle to which she has become accustomed.” 
 
    “And you can?”  
 
    “Yes. I am in Mr Richardson’s house, aren’t I?” 
 
    Billy’s eyes narrowed almost ferally. Without saying anything else, he tackled Joshua. Rather than try to drag him to the floor as expected, Billy slammed Joshua into a tree behind him. His breath escaped Joshua in a whoosh which left him gasping and unable to move for a moment. Billy’s fists were swift and hard but nothing Joshua couldn’t withstand. Billy, however, was obviously too used to picking on men who weren’t used to fighting back with the strength and agility Joshua had. Several punches later and Billy was lying on the ground peering warily up at him, although without any hint of malice. There was a rather wary respect in his eye instead, and less of an inclination to fight.  
 
    “Just how did you learn to fight like that?” he demanded, clearly impressed.  
 
    He brushed himself off when his friends had helped him stand.  
 
    “Here and there. Like I said, I come from London. We fight rough down there. You should go there sometime. I can thoroughly recommend the East End if you want a good dock fight,” Joshua drawled.  
 
    Billy snorted with laughter. “Do you really think your precious Miss Annalisa Carrington is going to want anything to do with a dock fighter?” 
 
    Joshua shrugged unconcernedly. “She isn’t going to want anything to do with a gypsy either.” 
 
    “Will you two stop bickering?” Hamish growled. “This isn’t some bloody cock fight, you know. For the love of God, we have things to do somewhere else.” 
 
    Joshua grinned but then winced when his newly split lip protested. Swiping at it with his thumb he brushed the thin smear of blood away and then looked at Billy.  
 
    “Do you have any idea who is responsible for the burglaries? It might be a wise move to keep your eyes and ears open so this blackguard can get caught. Right now, you are being blamed because you are the gypsies who are known to pickpocket. Unless you want to be mistakenly arrested for murder, it might be best if you tell us what you know.” 
 
    “Who are you? Don’t tell me that you are just an urban gentleman from London. Nobody fights like that if they are born into a smoking jacket,” Billy scoffed.  
 
    “We used to be in the army but never really ceased employment with the War Office,” Hamish replied. “What you should know is that we are based here permanently now. Unless you want to feel the strong arm of the law, I suggest you lot stop your thieving in this village. It has enough problems right now.” 
 
    “Like the burglar.” 
 
    “Like a murderer. So far, Mr Smitherson, and the Church Warden, Bob Julian, have been murdered and several properties burgled. If you know something about any of it, you need to say so now.” 
 
    Billy squinted at Joshua and Hamish for a moment. He turned to look at his men.  
 
    “Wait here a moment.”  
 
    Joshua and Hamish shared a cautious look as they waited for Billy to have a quick conversation with his friends. When Billy returned, it was with squared shoulders and renewed purpose. 
 
    “Nobody has seen anything,” Billy reported. “But we will keep our ear to the ground. We know where to find you if we unearth anything.” 
 
    “Stay out of the village because one of the villagers is a killer,” Hamish warned.  
 
    Billy nodded his thanks and, with renewed respect, held his hand out to Joshua, who took it and shook it briskly before stepping back. One by one, Billy and his friends called a truce with the Star Elite. While they would never truly be comrades, or really see eye-to-eye, they were at least respectful opponents who would make sure that they each protected their own.  
 
    Nothing more was said before Joshua and Hamish took their leave and left. Billy’s men parted and allowed them through without further hindrance, much to Hamish’s relief. He lifted his brows at Joshua when they were out of earshot and shook his head in disbelief.  
 
    “It isn’t the gypsies then,” Hamish whispered.  
 
    “I never thought it was,” Joshua replied. 
 
    Together, the men stopped and looked at the houses closest to them. “We have to be looking for someone who has access to people’s houses and knows what is inside. Not only that, but what is valuable and worth stealing. Moreover, where those valuables are kept.” 
 
    “Are we looking for a local housekeeper, a servant of some kind. The grocer maybe?” 
 
    “I am not sure but one thing I think we must contemplate is that this burglar isn’t working alone.” With that, Joshua left the sheltered protection of the trees and made his way to Mr Richardson’s house.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “I am going to be perfectly fine,” Annalisa insisted when her aunt still hovered beside the front door.  
 
    Yvette was reluctant to leave her niece alone, even for an hour or two while she went to visit her friend down the street.  
 
    “It won’t be for long. I am going to keep myself occupied with some sewing.” 
 
    She pasted a bland expression on her face to try to make sure Yvette didn’t notice her frustration, but she did. 
 
    “I know you think I am being overly protective but given everything that has been happening of late, I really don’t want to leave you alone,” Yvette argued. 
 
    “I just don’t feel up to visiting today,” Annalisa insisted. “I am sorry. I know you have arranged to go and have been looking forward to it. I just don’t feel up to visiting right now. There is no reason why you shouldn’t go by yourself. Maureen isn’t expecting me, is she? She will understand, I am sure. There is nothing to worry about. The burglar has not broken into any homes during the day, has he? There is no reason why he should start today. Besides, if there is a problem, Joshua is next door. I am sure he won’t mind if I called upon him if there was an emergency.” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Yvette replied dryly.  
 
    Annalisa lifted her brows but didn’t smile. “I am sorry you consider me so untrustworthy.” 
 
    “It isn’t that, my dear.” 
 
    “But I think it is,” Annalisa murmured quietly. She knew her aunt didn’t want to go because she had commented once or twice about how much Annalisa appeared to be interested in their neighbour.  
 
    “He is handsome, but you must remember that he is a stranger around these parts. He is going to leave again at some point,” Yvette said quietly.  
 
    “I know,” Annalisa replied. “He is our neighbour, aunt. I cannot help but be suspicious about his arrival, and the sudden and unexpected disappearance of Mr Richardson. Believe me, there will be nobody more pleased than me to see the day that Mr Richardson returns home and everything returns to normal. For now, the best we can do is carry as we usually do and at least try to pretend that everything is fine. I will make sure the house is locked up tightly once you have gone and won’t answer the door no matter who calls upon me. You shouldn’t really go out alone unchaperoned either, but seeing as Maureen only lives down the street, what harm can there be in just a short journey? I am sure everything will be fine.” 
 
    Annalisa turned her attention to the book in her lap and was aware that Yvette studied her some more. Eventually, though, whatever she had been mulling over was settled and Yvette quietly let herself out of the house. When she had gone, Annalisa waited for a moment or two before she hurried to the front door and slid the bolt across. She was cold, tired, and intended to take a nap. Until she got upstairs.  
 
    As usual, she was drawn to sit beside the window instead, which happened to overlook the house next door. Her gaze was immediately captured by Joshua, who was in the upstairs window watching her.  
 
    “How dare he?” she gasped in outrage.  
 
    She lifted a hand to slide the shutter closed only to stop because she knew that doing it would warn him that she had been watching him. 
 
    “How dreadful,” she muttered wryly.  
 
    Nap forgotten, Annalisa forced herself to do something else and began to wander aimlessly around the house in search of something. She poked at her sewing, picked up a book only to toss it disinterestedly back down again, and then began to tidy the desk only to find herself staring blankly out of the window at Joshua’s house some more.  
 
    “I know, I shall go and pick some blackberries,” she whispered.  
 
    Minutes later, assurances to her aunt aside, Annalisa let herself out of the house. At the blackberry bush, she put the basket onto the ground at her feet and began to pick the succulent purple fruit. One by one she dropped them into the basket until she had a small mound. Stopping long enough beside the plum tree, she picked the ripest and dropped those into the basket as well.  
 
    “Well, well, well, fancy meeting you here again.” 
 
    “I thought I told you to stay away from here, Billy,” Annalisa bit out. 
 
    “Your boyfriend isn’t doing a very good job at keeping you inside,” Billy countered.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Your man next door.” 
 
    “He isn’t my man next door.” 
 
    “He lives next door.” 
 
    “He isn’t my man,” Annalisa sniffed.  
 
    “Really, so why was he fighting for your virtue?” 
 
    “What?” Annalisa whirled to glare at him. Her brows lifted when she saw the bruises on Billy’s face. “Joshua did that?” 
 
    “Joshua now, is it? And you say he isn’t your boyfriend.” 
 
    “He isn’t.” 
 
    “Well, it is mighty familiar for a neighbour, I must say,” Billy sneered.  
 
    “What would you know about neighbours. You move practically every other week. That said, why are you still here? Shouldn’t you have moved on by now?” 
 
    “Pa isn’t all that well still,” Billy replied without thinking.  
 
    “Still?” 
 
    Billy almost looked sad, but only temporarily. He seemed to restore his flagging spirits by sucking in a deep, fortifying breath. With those restored spirits came a resurgence of his ego, which seemed to make him puff out his chest and gain a different level of importance than he had previously.  
 
    “Your boyfriend is from London, did you now that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you also know that he has learnt to fight?” 
 
    Yes, it is what the Star Elite do. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What else has he told you about himself?” 
 
    “That’s nothing to do with you,” Annalisa snapped. 
 
    “Well, I just thought you should know that for someone who is just visiting, your new neighbour seems to have no intention of moving on either.” 
 
    Annalisa’s heart skipped a beat. “Really? He told you that?” 
 
    “You like him, don’t you?” 
 
    Annalisa fought hard to keep her face impassive. “I like a lot of people in this village.” 
 
    Except you. You, I wouldn’t trust if you told me you were the vicar’s brother.  
 
    “Well, I think you should ask your boyfriend a few more questions, preferably before you ruin your reputation with him.” 
 
    “I haven’t ruined my reputation being with him,” Annalisa replied.  
 
    “People are talking,” Billy assured her with a swiftness that left Annalisa in no doubt it was the truth. “They are saying that he is a lot like you and a good match. Unless you want them to assume you are with him, I would suggest you stay away.” 
 
    “What would you know about it?” Annalisa demanded only to find herself alone in the garden again. She sighed and watched Billy’s back disappear into the trees. The urge to call him back was strong. Instead, she cautiously picked up her basket and turned to the house only to let out a loud squeal when she realised that someone was standing behind her.  
 
    “Joshua!” She gasped. “How long have you been standing there?” 
 
    She glanced down at the upturned basket at her feet and sighed in dismay. She froze when Joshua neither moved nor spoke. Instead, he was staring at the spot Billy had disappeared.  
 
    “Is he bothering you again?” 
 
    “He is always bothering me,” Annalisa bit out in frustration. “But I ignore him. He will move on eventually, I don’t doubt.” 
 
    Annalisa knelt in the soft grass and began to gather her fruit. Joshua knelt and helped her. When he handed her a plum, rather than release it, he waited until Annalisa took hold of it before tugging on it, drawing her attention to him.  
 
    “What?” she whispered, trying hard to keep her gaze away from his lips.  
 
    “What else did he say?” 
 
    “He told me you were from London and that people are talking about you.” 
 
    Joshua knew that was only partly true because he had heard all of Annalisa’s conversation with the gypsy.  
 
    “Do you think he might be the burglar?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Joshua replied smoothly. “I also think you shouldn’t be out here alone. Where is your aunt?” 
 
    “She has gone to see a friend,” Annalisa replied without thinking.  
 
    Ignoring her worried look, Joshua picked up her basket and escorted her to the house. Once on the doorstep, he placed the basket just inside the door and turned to level a hard glare on her.  
 
    “Stay inside.” 
 
    “Why? What’s happened?”  
 
    “Have you been into the village lately?” 
 
    Annalisa shook her head.  
 
    With a sigh, Joshua told her about Mr Murphy, the latest victim. 
 
    “He is alive but had a pouch of coins taken as well. He was woken by a noise downstairs and arrived just as the thief was leaving. If he had accosted the man, I have no doubt Mr Murphy would be dead right now,” Joshua informed her.   
 
    “Oh, dear God. How many more will there be before this brigand is caught?” 
 
    “Not too many, hopefully. For now, don’t venture out because Billy is just one of the problems around here.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be considered a problem.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant.” 
 
    “I don’t steal things,” Joshua assured her flatly.  
 
    “Where do you go at night?” 
 
    “That is none of your concern. Why are you watching me?” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “I saw you just now.” 
 
    “I was looking out of my window. I cannot help it if my window overlooks yours,” Annalisa protested.  
 
    “But you were there last night. Late last night. My comings and goings are nothing to do with you,” Joshua growled.  
 
    He had to do something because forgetting all about her was becoming downright impossible. Each time he looked out of the window his gaze was drawn to what appeared to be her favourite chair; the only chair positioned beside the window overlooking her garden and, unfortunately, his house – or rather Mr Richardson’s house. While his colleagues had barely noticed, he had become far too distracted by her presence.  
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “Well, I have seen you leaving around the time that Mrs Kempton was burgled.” Annalisa lifted a challenging glare at her neighbour and waited. When he didn’t give her any explanation as to what he had been doing at that time of night, Annalisa folded her arms. “I then saw you come back before dawn. It’s an odd time of night to go out visiting.” 
 
    Joshua folded his arms and smirked. “It depends on who I go and visit.” He slid an insolent, highly sexual look down the entire length of her and watched her cheeks bloom. “All sorts of men and women are awake at that time of night, you know. Albeit not in this village, or they shouldn’t be unless they are up to no good.” 
 
    His askance look warned Annalisa that he knew she had been up to no good.  
 
    “I struggle to sleep at night,” Annalisa murmured but immediately castigated herself for explaining anything she did in the privacy of her own home to him. “If you don’t want to make yourself look guilty, might I suggest that you are a little more cautious about what you do? I mean, how is going to look to any of the villagers if they see you wandering around in the middle of the night when most decent people are in their beds? Moreover, how it is going to look if you, a relative stranger in this area who arrived at the time the burglaries started, is seen wandering around on the night of a burglary?”  
 
    Joshua leaned closer and watched her lean backward. “You had better hope I am neither a burglar or a murderer, or you would be in an incredibly vulnerable position right now.” 
 
    Annalisa ignore the wild flurry of attraction that swept through her as she looked him in the eyes only to find her gaze drawn to just how long his eyelashes were.  
 
    It’s unfair for any man to have lashes that long.  
 
    When bracketing those deep whisky coloured eyes of his they were almost hypnotic. Annalisa certainly struggled to tear her gaze away, even when Joshua narrowed the distance between them. She remained frozen as she waited for that brief touch of his lips. When nothing happened, her heart began to pound. Doubts flooded her. She waited for a little while longer. Just when she felt certain their lips were going to touch, Joshua sucked in a breath and leaned away. He sighed heavily and nodded to the house.  
 
    “Are you going to go back inside then or what?” 
 
    “Or what?” Annalisa bit out, more than a little shaken at how disappointed she was that he hadn’t felt as compelled to kiss her as she had been to receive his kiss. It was a little humiliating to be fair and was a circumstance she resolved to ensure never happened again.  
 
    More than a little annoyed with him, Annalisa issued him with a baleful glare and didn’t even say goodbye to him before she entered her house, closed the door, and slammed the bolt across for good measure. She forced herself not to even look out of the kitchen window as she unpacked the contents of her basket onto the kitchen table before putting the basket away.  
 
    It was only when she entered the study several moments later that she realised something was amiss.  
 
    The burglar had struck again.  
 
    Annalisa stared in horror at the open window. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Her gaze slid to the open drawers on the desk, half of which had been emptied. Papers littered every surface. It was clear that someone had searched the room in a hurry and hadn’t cared what damage they had caused to either the desk, or the contents of the rest of the room.  
 
    Annalisa glared at the room while she tried to decide what to do. Her first thoughts were that it wasn’t Joshua. He had been with her. But Billy hadn’t. Was his why he had come to ‘warn her’ again? Had he kept her talking outside while his gang had raided her house? She felt sick at the thought that someone had been into her home. An acute sense of vulnerability unlike any other swept over her. It left her feeling dizzy and slightly sick, unable to comprehend that she was no longer safe anywhere.  
 
    Before she could even backstep toward the door, Annalisa realised that her nightmare wasn’t over yet. A flurry of movement made her turn around, a cry of horror on her lips, but she didn’t get to utter a single whimper before something slammed painfully into the back of her head and she slumped to the floor.  
 
      
 
    Joshua stared at the now closed door and felt awful for having caused the disappointment he had seen in her eyes. While her face hadn’t changed, he knew she had been hurt by his refusal to kiss her. He hated having her at odds with him. She mattered to him, more than he cared to admit.  
 
    “What in the hell?” With a sigh, Joshua turned around to leave only for something to make him hesitate. He thought he had just heard a dull thud coming from inside the house.  
 
    “Annalisa?” Joshua knocked sharply on the door. “Annalisa?” 
 
    He moved around to the parlour window and peered inside but couldn’t see her. Curiously, he stepped back and looked up at her bed chamber window, but she wasn’t there either. His gut started to warn him that something was wrong. Cautiously, Joshua removed a knife from his boot and made his way around the house to the study. The second he laid eyes on the open window he knew exactly what had happened. He stared in horror and began to pray as he bolted toward the window and shoved his head into the room.  
 
    The sight that greeted him was one that he knew he would never forget. While he couldn’t see all of her, he knew Annalisa’s dress was pale lilac in colour, and that those booted feet he could see pointing to the ceiling were hers.  
 
    “Annalisa?” Before he entered the house, Joshua raced around to the safe house and bellowed for his colleagues. Retracing his steps seemed to take a lifetime, but by the time he had returned to the open window, Hamish and Dean were with him.  
 
    “Go on,” Dean urged Joshua when he hesitated at the window.  
 
    “She is hurt. Go and fetch a doctor,” Joshua growled before entering the house.  
 
    He almost dreaded looking at her because of what he might find. He had no idea what he was going to do if she had been murdered like Mr Smitherson. Thankfully, there was no knife sticking out of her back, but her unconsciousness was hardly reassuring. Even when he rolled her over, she didn’t twitch. 
 
    “She is still breathing,” Hamish growled. “Let’s get her into the parlour.” 
 
    Joshua barely heard him. All he could do was gather her into his arms and hold her as close to his heart as he could. He pressed his mouth against her temple and stared blankly at the wall while making a silent vow that he would catch whoever was responsible. 
 
    “Joshua.” 
 
    The impatience in Hamish’s voice was enough to jerk Joshua out of his reverie. He blinked at his colleague who waved an airy hand toward the hallway. 
 
    “Move her. Now.” 
 
    The order in Hamish’s voice was enough to force Joshua to look down at her in his arms. It was then that he noticed the small smear of darkness on the floor. He reached out to touch it but already knew what it was: blood. 
 
    “She is hurt,” he whispered, more to confirm the fact to himself than inform Hamish.  
 
    “Get her somewhere more comfortable. I need to check the house.” Hamish disappeared leaving Joshua to carry Annalisa into the parlour.  
 
    Once there, though, the chaise didn’t look all that inviting. In fact, it looked hard and uncomfortable.  
 
    “Let’s get you somewhere more comfortable,” he murmured, retracing his steps to the hallway. 
 
    Joshua lowered Annalisa onto a large bed in the bed chamber he had seen her sitting in. From his position he could see straight into the spare room in Mr Richardson’s house, but Joshua already knew that. Settling her onto the bed, he covered her over with a large blanket draped over the end of the bed before he turned his attention to checking her wounds.  
 
    “How is she?” Hamish asked moments later.  
 
    Joshua barely looked at him. He paused for a moment and clenched a fist to try to stop the shaking.  
 
    “She has been hit on the back of the head. There is a small gash that might need stitches. Who in the hell would do this to her?” 
 
    “She must have disturbed the thief.” 
 
    Joshua bit out a curse. 
 
    “At least he didn’t stab her like he did Mr Smitherson,” Hamish offered, but knew this was no comfort. 
 
    Joshua looked fiercely angry. So much so, Hamish was almost glad the thief was long gone. He didn’t relish being present when Joshua got his hands on whoever had attacked Annalisa, the woman whom he now knew Joshua cared about. 
 
    “It has to be Billy,” Joshua whispered.  
 
    “Until she wakes up we don’t know what she has witnessed.” 
 
    “I just left her. How could he have done this to her and gotten out of the house without me seeing him?” 
 
    “You were at the back of the house, weren’t you? Look at how the intruder got in. He must have seen you and knew you would go to Mr Richardson’s house via the back when you went home. You wouldn’t see him if he went in through the study window.” 
 
    “The thief knows the layout of the house.” It wasn’t a question but Hamish nodded.  
 
    “Who, though?” 
 
    “Billy wasn’t responsible because he is in the trees being followed by Dean. However, there is nothing to say that one of Billy’s gang wouldn’t break in,” Hamish warned.  
 
    Joshua tried to contemplate that but couldn’t get his mind to work past the thought that he had been the one to practically force Annalisa into the house; the very last place she was safe. 
 
    “I should have come inside with her,” he whispered.  
 
    “You would have risked ruining her reputation,” Hamish warned. “What would her aunt think if she had caught you here alone with her niece?” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn what her aunt thinks. Look at her, Hamish. I told her to get inside where I thought she was safe.” 
 
    “Unless you did a perimeter search of the house, there was no way you could have known it wasn’t safe. I may be mistaken, but this is the first time the thief has struck in the daytime.” 
 
    “Really? How do you know?” 
 
    “We don’t really know. What we do know is that Annalisa must have interrupted the thief and got knocked unconscious so she couldn’t alert you to the fact that there was a problem. What we don’t know is if the thief got away with anything.” 
 
    Joshua puffed out his cheeks. In that moment, Roger appeared.  
 
    “Well, we know we have made our presence known to the culprit. It looks like our thief was deliberately avoiding us,” he murmured once he had seen the thief’s route into the house. “It’s the same cretin alright.”  
 
    “We have to keep watch on the whole house now,” Hamish growled. 
 
    “Well, he won’t come back now, will he?” Joshua snorted. 
 
    “We can’t be sure of that. He may want to come and finish what he started, especially if he suspects that Annalisa has seen him and can identify him,” Hamish warned.   
 
    Roger nodded at Annalisa. “What are her injuries?”  
 
    Joshua told him.  
 
    “It appears that our thief has thrown down the gauntlet, gentlemen. Are you up for the fight?” Roger asked his men, who had all gathered in the bed chamber.  
 
    “Of course we are. It is what we are here for, isn’t it?” Joshua snapped.  
 
    “I think it is time we set ourselves a little trap. It seems that Miss Carrington and her aunt are no longer safe in this house. Rather than have our thief silence her like he did Mr Julian, I think we need to move her and her aunt to the safe house for the time being. Joshua, you are to guard her. Hamish, you guard the aunt. But, make sure that nobody knows anything is amiss. I want a patrol in those woods making sure that nobody is watching the house. Anybody who tries is to be arrested immediately and taken to gaol, do you understand?”  
 
    Everyone nodded, their faces grim.  
 
    “I think we should accept the killer’s challenge and throw him one or two of our own. Now, where is that aunt of Annalisa’s?” 
 
    Joshua told him.  
 
    “Hamish, you wait here for Yvette to return and then get her to pack up and move next door. Joshua, take Annalisa next door and call off the doctor. Yvette can pack what Annalisa might need. Before either woman is moved, I want men in those woods. Make sure nobody is around to see us moving the women. Joshua, once Annalisa is settled, go into the village and flash the money around,” Roger ordered.  
 
    Joshua hesitated.  
 
    “All right. Hamish, you do it once Yvette is moved,” Roger corrected when he saw the objection on Joshua’s face together with the possessive hold he had on the young woman on the bed.  
 
    Inwardly, he was delighted that Joshua had found Annalisa because it increased the odds that Joshua would want to stay in the area when the investigation was over. That made Annalisa considerably valuable, but it had nothing to do with the Star Elite’s investigation.  
 
    This was personal because Annalisa was now effectively one of the Star Elite and had to be protected at all costs.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Annalisa fought a heavy ache in her head and forced herself to open her eyes. She gasped when she realised she was in a masculine room that was horribly unfamiliar. Panic overwhelmed her. It rose out of nowhere, like a seething dragon waiting to breathe fire and turn her to ash. It stole all her logic and propelled her to try to sit upright regardless of how she felt.  
 
    “Thank goodness you are awake,” Joshua murmured with heartfelt relief.  
 
    Annalisa jerked and immediately winced when she was met with a shaft of pain which snapped down her spine and made her flop back down again.  
 
    “What happened?” she whispered.  
 
    Joshua looked so incredibly handsome sitting beside the bed that all Annalisa could do was stare at him. The first thing that struck her was that he looked exhausted. He was paler than she could remember with dark circles beneath his eyes and a faint trace of stubble on his chin. In addition, he looked incredibly angry. So much so, a muscle ticked steadily in his jaw, which she suspected was clamped shut to stop him saying what he really wanted to say. 
 
    “Where am I?”  
 
    “In Mr Richardson’s house.” Joshua sat on the side of the bed slowly so he didn’t jostle her. “How is your head?”  
 
    “Sore, otherwise I am fine. Why am I here? I thought-” She tried to grab a faint memory of something important but it hovered just out of reach, teasing her with shadows and dancing shapes none of which made any sense.  
 
    “Can you remember what happened?” 
 
    “I can remember talking to Billy in the garden and then you on the doorstep.”  
 
    “Nothing after that.” It wasn’t a question.  
 
    Annalisa shook her head. “Why? What happened? What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    When Annalisa tried to push her fingers into the hair at the base of her neck, Joshua stopped her.  
 
    “Where is my aunt?” 
 
    “She is on her way. Hamish has gone to fetch her. She must stay here with you for the time being. I am afraid that neither of you can go home.”  
 
    “What’s going on, Joshua?” 
 
    Joshua picked her hand up and cradled it between his while he tried to find the words that would tell her but not scare the living daylights out of her. Word by word, he felt her tense until all he could see when he did look her in the eye was fear. A bone deep, icy, horrifying fear. 
 
    “I am sorry, Annalisa. All I can say is that you came far too close to having your life ended for us to take the risk of leaving you at your house. You are under armed guard here. Nobody will be able to get to you now. You have no choice but to stay here. Your aunt will have to stay as well, although there is no reason to suspect the thief would be interested in trying to attack the house again seeing as he didn’t find anything of much value. However, we cannot just assume anything. People like this thief generally don’t live by the same rules as everyone else, or else he wouldn’t be committing crimes and thinking he can escape justice.” 
 
    “Joshua, why us? The thief hasn’t ever struck two houses next door to each other before,” Annalisa whispered.  
 
    “We think the burglars might be Billy and his gang. They are the only group around here we know of who work together. It seems that Billy made sure you were distracted long enough for his friends to get into your house. Unfortunately, you returned home in time to catch one of the gang in the study and he knocked you out.” 
 
    “That’s right, I remember now,” Annalisa breathed. “I heard movement behind me but barely turned around when I got knocked out.” 
 
    “You were lucky you weren’t stabbed,” Joshua muttered.  
 
    He was so shaken by just how close Annalisa had been to becoming another murder victim that Joshua just had to gather her into his arms. It was wholly reassuring that Annalisa immediately slid an arm around his waist and settled against his side as if she was meant to be there. Together, they sat in silence and exchanged the comfort only being together could bring.  
 
    “Roger is trying to arrange for more men to help arrest Billy and his gang. Once they are behind bars, we will interrogate them and find out who is responsible for what happened to you.” 
 
    “What if it isn’t them?” Annalisa whispered. “What if it is one of the villagers?” 
 
    “Did you see who it was?” Joshua forced himself to remain relaxed while he waited for Annalisa to answer.  
 
    Annalisa contemplated what she could remember. She forced her mind to clear and remember as much as possible of what happened. It was there, she was sure of it, the hazy memory of who it had been standing behind the door. Slowly but surely, she coaxed it forward until she began to piece together what happened.  
 
    “He was behind the door,” she whispered.  
 
    “It was a man.” Joshua forced himself to keep his voice low. He didn’t want to disturb her and stop her forgetting something important.  
 
    “Yes. He was behind the door in the study. I went into the room and stood before the desk. I knew what had happened when I saw the window. There were papers everywhere, but nothing of any value is kept in that desk, so I know nothing was stolen.” 
 
    “What about money?” Joshua asked.  
 
    “It’s always kept in a small safe my aunt has in the back of the pantry. We never keep money in the drawers. Whoever broke in got nothing. I won’t know for definite without checking the rest of the house, or the safe, though.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Joshua assured her. “I have wandered around the house but there is nothing obviously missing. Your aunt should be able to confirm it for us. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “He cannot have been in there long enough to steal much, Joshua. I only went to the garden for about ten minutes while I picked enough blackberries for a pie. I stopped long enough to pick some plums as well but was talking to Billy for about a minute until you arrived. You know the rest. The thief didn’t have the time to wander through the property because before I went into the garden my aunt and I had been in the house all morning.” 
 
    “Well, we have to consider this a distraction burglary. You were deliberately kept talking by Billy while his cohorts broke into your house. That, I am afraid, seals Billy’s fate.” 
 
    “I am not sorry. If he knows whoever hit me and asked the man to do it then Billy deserves everything he gets,” Annalisa replied fervently.  
 
    “How is your head now?” 
 
    “A little fuzzy but I am sure it will heal in all good time.” Annalisa was deeply touched by his tender concern.  
 
    “I want you to know that you are perfectly safe here. I am trustworthy and really an honest man. Yes, I lied about Mr Richardson being my relation. He is living in a house purchased by the Star Elite, and loving it, apparently. He likes being closer to people and has even started to go out a little. We keep tabs on him, just to make sure he doesn’t appear on the doorstep here and demand his house back. From what Roger has said, though, Mr Richardson is making noises about never coming back.” 
 
    “You are Star Elite?” It wasn’t really a question. 
 
    “Yes. We work with the War Office,” Joshua assured her. “I am sure Margate, the Magistrate, will be happy to confirm that fact when he returns from London. He has been called to see our boss, Sir Hugo, to explain why the Star Elite have had to be called in. However, given the nature and location of the crimes, it is impossible for one magistrate to catch the blackguard.” 
 
    “Which is why there are so many of you,” Annalisa murmured with a slow and careful nod.  
 
    Joshua squinted suspiciously at her, but there was a twinkle of rueful humour in his eye. “So, you have been watching us.”  
 
    “Well, you live right next door and do look suspicious coming and going at all hours of the night. What happens now? I mean, we cannot stay here forever. We cannot keep waiting until the killer makes a mistake. People are dying.” 
 
    “I know. For now, you need to stay here and rest. We are going to arrest Billy. Until we speak to him, we won’t know why he has started to burgle houses, or why he chose to kill some of the victims.” 
 
    “I don’t think his gang are going to be very happy,” Annalisa muttered.  
 
    “We are taking all of the gang to gaol as well.”  
 
    “All of them?” Annalisa looked horrified.  
 
    “Extra men have been drafted in to help us.” Joshua gently lifted a stray tendril of hair away from the corner of her mouth.  
 
    Their eyes met.  
 
    “It will all be over soon,” he promised her gently.  
 
    “I hope so.” While Annalisa meant word, a part of her didn’t want it to end.  
 
    Yes, she wanted the murders and the burglaries to end. She didn’t want what she shared with Joshua to end.  
 
    “Leave it to us,” Joshua whispered as if Annalisa had any choice. 
 
    Annalisa made no apology for her need to be held by him. She wanted to reassure herself that everything would be all right. That whatever they faced either individually or as a couple, he wanted her as much as she wanted him. When she reached up to slide an arm around his neck, he willingly lowered himself onto the bed and gathered her into his arms. Rather than try to kiss her, he offered her comfort and security, which she accepted and revelled in.  
 
    “It isn’t the time to talk about life in general, or furthering our acquaintance, but we will one day soon,” Joshua whispered.  
 
    “I know you are busy. Now is not the right time, is it?” Annalisa didn’t really ask. Her words were confirmation that she understood.  
 
    Joshua had to content himself with pressing a loving kiss into her forehead, not least because he knew they were in the wrong place for him to really kiss her the way he wanted to. He didn’t get the chance to anyway before Yvette arrived. 
 
    “I will see you later,” Joshua promised her before easing off the bed. 
 
    “Is she all right?” Yvette asked him tearfully.  
 
    “She will be. She just needs to rest right now.”  
 
    Yvette reached out and squeezed his hand in silent thanks before turning to her niece. Joshua quietly left the room and closed the door behind him before returning to his duties.  
 
    Minutes later, he was on his way to the village to arrest Billy. 
 
    What he found along the way was someone completely unexpected, lying in the gutter like unwanted litter. It was clear from first glancing at the man that he had been badly beaten. He was covered in cuts and deep bruising, and unconscious.  
 
    “Is he dead?” Hamish shook the man’s shoulder.  
 
    “I hope not,” Dean snorted. “How many more deaths does there need to be before we are driven out of town for being bloody useless?”  
 
    Roger knelt beside the man only to sigh and scratch his chin. “I have seen this one in Billy’s gang. I wonder if Billy knows the man is here?” 
 
    “Who would do something like this to him?” Ronan asked.  
 
    “Billy.” Joshua had no idea why he felt that Billy would attack one of his own like this, he just did.  
 
    “Well he came close but didn’t manage to kill him,” Roger informed them. “He is badly bruised but will heal in time. Let’s get him off to gaol. I don’t think it will come as any surprise to him to wake up in a cell, do you? He doesn’t know it yet but he is going to tell us everything that Billy and his gang get up to.” 
 
    While Daniel draped the thug over his saddle and tied his hands and feet in preparation to take him to gaol, the rest of the men from the Star Elite continued their journey to the gypsy camp. When they reached it, they were disturbed to find that everyone was packing up in preparation to move on.  
 
    “Where do you think you are going?” Joshua asked when he found Billy in the middle of saddling one of the horses.  
 
    “Its time to go. We are gypsies. It’s what we do.” Billy shrugged.  
 
    “Even when you have beaten one of your men half to death? Yes, I am sure you do want to scarper. Unfortunately, you are now all under arrest for multiple burglaries and several deaths.” 
 
    “Prove it.”  
 
    Billy barely flicked Roger a look as he recounted the crimes the village had endured over the last several weeks.  
 
    “You don’t have anything on us. You are just blaming us because it is easier for you to tell everyone you have arrested the culprits. What are you going to do when we are behind bars yet the crimes keep happening? They will, because we didn’t do it.” 
 
    “You did beat one of your own half to death,” Joshua said. 
 
    “The man’s a fool and got what he earnt,” Billy snapped. “You don’t know the rules we live by. Make mistakes and you get put in your place. He didn’t do as he was told and messed everything up.” 
 
    “So he had to die?” Hamish stared at the man in disgust. “It is surprising you manage to get anybody to stay in your bloody camp with that attitude.” 
 
    “Nobody can’t leave us. When they join a gang like this, their crimes keep them hostage. Leave, or even try to, and everyone will either kill you and lie to protect each other or make your life miserable until you return. You are soulless, homeless, with no respect, morals, scruples, or principles. It’s a feral lifestyle, helping yourselves to the rewards of other people’s hard work as you go.” Joshua waited for someone to step forward and object to his brief synopsis of what life was like within this travelling gang. 
 
    While everyone in the camp had gone perfectly still, none of them argued. There wasn’t much they could say against the truth. The men from the Star Elite knew that all it would take was one word from Billy and the entire camp would turn into an extremely dangerous place to be. 
 
    “You have nothing on us except your own prejudices,” Billy snorted.  
 
    “Why Annalisa? What has she got that you want?” Joshua demanded.  
 
    “What does any woman have that a man wants?” 
 
    Joshua went cold. “We have already been through this. Annalisa is not your kind and wouldn’t fit into your world. You know that.” 
 
    Billy shrugged again. “You mentioned it.” 
 
    “You were distracting Annalisa while one of your gang broke in, weren’t you?” 
 
    “I was warning her.” Billy dropped the saddle he held onto the ground at his feet and placed his fists on his hips. “We are moving on from here before we get the blame for crimes we didn’t commit. You have more problems on your hands than us. Now that the magistrate’s men are here, we are going to scarper. You have no evidence on us. You cannot condemn a man because of your own prejudices. Try it and you will become the most hunted men in England because there are more of us and they will find you. It isn’t a warning. I am not a man to issue warnings to your kind. I am telling you what is going to happen if you even try to put us behind bars for what’s been going on around here. We might be thieves. We might fight a bit if we are paid the right kind of money. We might teach our own kind harsh lessons about keeping their places in our group, but we aren’t killers. We don’t murder men and women in their beds at night. We don’t attack people in their own homes. Many of the men you see here are fathers. They have families of their own. The last thing any of them ever do is venture into people’s homes. I foolishly sent Barry into the house to try to worry Annalisa about just how vulnerable she is living with that aunt of hers. It was meant to be a final warning to try to make sure she didn’t trust the wrong man. Each time I saw her she was looking for you, and letting you into her house, her garden. She doesn’t know you, but she stupidly trusted you and let you get close. There is nothing to say that you are not the killers.” 
 
    “We aren’t,” Joshua sighed, knowing that Billy was right. 
 
    “Well Barry panicked. He is a bit stupid you see. When she turned around, he hit her when he was told to just warn her that it was incredibly easy to get into her house, into her life, and that she was to be careful and not take stupid risks. That was all he was supposed to do, but the bloody fool smacked her on the head and got carried away. He had to be taught a lesson about keeping his hands to himself and doing as he is told. He will heal, and crawl back to us. His kind always does.” 
 
    Joshua sighed and looked at his boss who looked quietly horrified but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Do you have any idea who the killer is?” 
 
    Billy snorted. “No and it worries us as well. Why do you think we are moving out before we had planned? We have eyes and ears everywhere, and nobody has seen a damned thing, yet this killer has been into a house and murdered someone else. I don’t want the next corpse to turn up to be one of us, our kids, or brothers. We are hauling them off the streets and moving on to somewhere safer.” 
 
    There was something in Billy’s defiant stance that warned Joshua the man was being honest. Even as he spoke, Joshua looked around the camp and was struck by the number of younger children milling around while their mothers, sisters, elderly relations, remained hidden inside the various caravans. There were indeed several generations of the same families all living within several feet of each other. The evidence was there in the similarities in their features that was too striking to be just a coincidence.  
 
    “I know Annalisa is not for me. My family wouldn’t allow her into the camp because of the attention she will draw to us. She doesn’t belong and would be bloody miserable living the kind of life I live. I am the kind of man who prefers to – how shall I put it – worship her from afar. I just wanted to warn her to stay away from you because I find it curious that you turn up at the same time that these random murders begin. All the villagers are whispering about it. You should stop and hear them sometime. It is quite an enlightening experience. We know it isn’t us and that is worrying enough for us to move on because the only other group who are operating in this area is yours.” 
 
    “It isn’t us,” Roger replied. “We work with the magistrate.” 
 
    “Aye, I am sure you would like everyone to believe that you do. But where is that magistrate, eh? He has disappeared with everyone else, hasn’t he?” Billy challenged. “You will know for definite that we haven’t had anything to do with what’s been going on because the crimes will keep happening and we won’t be here. We are off to Appleton. You can find us at the back of the tavern. It’s where we go every year when we have finished here.” 
 
    “We will check,” Joshua promised him.  
 
    “Do what you want, I don’t care,” Billy shrugged. “One thing you have to remember, gentlemen, is that if it isn’t you or us, someone in this village is a killer and they are making you, the magistrate’s men, look bloody fools as well as us look guilty. So, we are taking that out of their hands and getting out of here. You can do what you like. I hope Annalisa has the good sense to stay away from you, but I doubt she will. You are, after all, more of her kind than I shall ever be.” 
 
    “Don’t pretend to give a damn about her. She is injured because of what happened,” Joshua growled.  
 
    Billy truly did look regretful. “I apologise for that but the matter has been dealt with, as I am sure you already know.” 
 
    “He is off to gaol.” Roger lifted his brows and waited for Billy to object. “You really don’t give a damn, do you?” 
 
    “He needs us more than we need him,” Billy snorted. “He knows where to find us when he gets out.” 
 
    “If he gets out,” Roger warned.  
 
    Billy grinned and returned to saddling his horse.  
 
    “We know where to find you, gentlemen,” Roger warned suddenly. “If the burglaries and murders stop once you have gone, we will come after you. You will be put behind bars and you will face justice for all of your crimes.” 
 
    Billy didn’t answer. He didn’t stop saddling his horse, or even throw a dismissive glance in their direction as the men from the Star Elite left the camp. It was clear that Billy was done with the village, its occupants, and its problems, and wanted to get away before he was blamed for crimes he didn’t commit.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Annalisa glared at the man who was knocking on her front door but made no attempt to get out of her seat. 
 
    “I have no intention of going to church on Sunday,” she whispered to her aunt.  
 
    “Why are you whispering, dear? He cannot hear you,” Yvette chided.   
 
    “It doesn’t look like he has heard what happened to you,” Hamish murmured from his position beside the window.  
 
    Annalisa looked at him as he stood with his shoulder propped casually against the window frame. Joshua, she knew, was slowly wandering around the house for what felt like the thousandth time that morning. All was peaceful in the house or would have been had everyone not been tense and on edge.  
 
    “That is because we haven’t been anywhere,” Yvette replied somewhat pointedly.  
 
    “Is there somewhere you need to go?” Hamish asked. 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    Hamish grinned at her. “You could go to church on Sunday.” 
 
    Yvette wrinkled her nose up. “I don’t care what other people choose to do with their time, I really don’t. If people feel the need to go to church and pray that is entirely their prerogative. However, I do not have any intention of ever joining them. It isn’t that I don’t believe in God or anything like that. I just don’t see the need to go to church every Sunday and listen to the vicar preach to me.” 
 
    “It appears that not many other people see the need either seeing as the vicar only ever calls upon us to try to persuade us into going,” Annalisa said.  
 
    She placed her sewing into her lap when she heard Joshua’s booted step outside the door. As he had every time that he had passed the doorway that morning, he smiled at her – a gentle kind of smile that was personal and held a hint of mischief. She had to wonder if he was doing it deliberately, to try to make her smile or something. Seeing as she had a smile on her face right now, his plan it seemed to be working as well. With her cheeks blooming with pleasure, Annalisa turned to watch the vicar. She was painfully aware of Joshua moving to stand at her shoulder so he could see the clergyman too, but she didn’t move.  
 
    “He seems awfully persistent,” he murmured with a frown. 
 
    Hamish shook his head. “In all the places I have been I have never met a vicar so determined to gather his flock. I wonder why?” 
 
    “I shall tell you why,” Yvette countered. “Without any congregation to preach to, the Bishop will close the church down and he will be out of a job. There were rumours a few years back that the Bishop had questioned whether it was worth trying to maintain the church here but the locals wouldn’t hear of it closing. It renewed interest in the place – for a while at least. Over in Sinopton, the vicar there now conducts services in several smaller village churches as well. All of the local vicars have been moved on.” 
 
    “The churches are still there but now one vicar oversees all of them,” Hamish murmured. “That would be enough to make sure the vicar rounded up his stragglers, eh?” 
 
    “You cannot blame him for wanting to stay here,” Joshua mused.  
 
    “Like you do?” Annalisa challenged. “I thought you were adamant you are going to go back to London when your investigation is over?” 
 
    “Annalisa, you must not be so forward,” Yvette chided.  
 
    “Don’t you think that we should dispense with all the formalities. I mean, we are sharing a house with them,” Annalisa countered.  
 
    Yvette threw her a rueful look but didn’t argue. She looked at Joshua, as if repeating Annalisa’s question.  
 
    “Well, things change,” Joshua murmured.   
 
    He ignored the smirk on Hamish’s face and turned to look at the vicar once more. All trace of mirth vanished the instant they both saw the clergyman peering into the front parlour window.  
 
    “Now that’s just plain rude,” Hamish growled.  
 
    “Very intrusive,” Joshua added with a nod to the vicar who was now walking around to the back of the property. “And persistent.” 
 
    “Who is in?”  
 
    “Ronan.”  
 
    “What do we do?” Annalisa whispered.  
 
    “Nothing. We stay here and let him get on with it. He will go away eventually. If he returns, the same thing will happen. He will have to get the message eventually. No means no, and that is the end of it.” 
 
    “For now, let’s focus on the investigation, shall we?” Roger growled.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Joshua asked.  
 
    Without even thinking about what he was doing, Joshua smiled at Annalisa again. This time, Roger noticed, and shook his head in disbelief. When he looked at Annalisa, it was to find her gazing adoringly at the Star Elite operative in a way that left nobody who saw them in any doubt that the emotion was mutual. 
 
    “Right, we need to plan what we are going to do to lure this cretin out,” Roger warned Joshua in a desperate attempt to draw his attention away from his romantic interest.  
 
    Joshua reluctantly took seat opposite his boss and tried to focus on the papers only to find his gaze drawn back to Annalisa again. Roger knew then that he was wasting his time.  
 
    “Vicar?” Roger prompted.  
 
    “Gone.” 
 
    As if to punctuate that statement, the sound of shattering glass broke the silence. Joshua, Hamish and Roger all snapped to attention.  
 
    “It’s not in here,” Hamish bit out.  
 
    “It’s got to be next door,” Roger growled already halfway to the door.  
 
    “Smoke! Look there is smoke coming from the house,” Yvette cried. She threw her sewing onto the floor and raced for the door.   
 
    “Wait!” Joshua called but it was already too late. 
 
    Yvette had slammed the bolt back, pushed the door open, and was racing across the lawn toward her house, which was rapidly filling with a thick cloying bank of black smoke which billowed upwards before disappearing into the sky.  
 
    “Annalisa,” Joshua called only to realise that she had already gone as well.  
 
    Annalisa ran through the house, out of the back door, and across the garden. She reached home at the same time as her aunt. Together, they burst through the door and ran in the direction of the smoke. They arrived in parlour in time to watch Ronan beat the flames that were licking furiously away at the rug in the middle of the sitting room.  
 
    “Annalisa, go get some water,” Yvette gasped. 
 
    “I am going. Get outside,” Annalisa cried already on her way to the kitchen. She returned moments later and upended the contents of the water pail over the flames.  
 
    “More. Get more,” Ronan ordered as he returned to beating the flames.   
 
    With some of the fire extinguished, the room was rapidly filling with even thicker smoke, making breathing impossible.  
 
    “I can’t see a damned thing,” Ronan snarled. 
 
    Annalisa whirled around to fetch more water only to slam bodily into Joshua. He snatched the bucket off her and threw it at Roger, who caught it deftly before racing outside. Together with Luke and Daniel, the men set to work putting out the fire.  
 
    Annalisa and Yvette were left to helplessly watch as the men fought to save their house.  
 
    “Why? Why is he targeting us?” Yvette cried. “We haven’t done anything to anybody.” 
 
    “We don’t have to,” Annalisa soothed her. “The people who have been targeted thus far haven’t done anything to this fiend either but they had to lose their lives anyway.” 
 
    “It isn’t right,” Yvette cried. “Why are they trying to burn us out of our home? What is going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Annalisa soothed while trying desperately not to cry. “It is difficult to make sense of anything that has happened of late. This village was always rather boring. Now, nothing is the same anymore. Do you know something? I don’t think it will ever recover from this. There is too much suspicion. Too much fear. Too much doubt, and too many people getting hurt.”  
 
    “This has to stop,” Yvette persisted.  
 
    “It will.” 
 
    “Did you see who did it?” Roger demanded of Ronan when the fire had been extinguished and the windows had been finally allowed to open.  
 
    Ronan nodded but, before he got the opportunity to answer, several local men appeared at the side of the house, all laden with buckets and ladders.  
 
    “I’ll go and tell them it is all under control,” Joshua muttered. “Stay out of sight.” 
 
    With that, he disappeared outside to thank the locals and send them on their way. The concern on everyone’s faces was striking, but what struck Joshua more than anything was that nobody seemed surprised. Nobody asked any questions. Nobody wanted to know if the homeowners were alive. When they learnt that the fire had been extinguished, they all hurried home as if eager to return to their own loved ones.  
 
    “At least they came out to help,” Roger murmured.  
 
    “They are all terrified,” Joshua sighed. 
 
    They both turned to Ronan.  
 
    “It’s not Billy’s lot,” Ronan informed them briskly. “The man I caught a glimpse of running away was too well dressed to be Billy’s mob.” 
 
    “They have gone already,” Roger murmured.  
 
    “Billy has gone?” Annalisa gasped.  
 
    Joshua turned to squint at her. “Did he not tell you?” 
 
    Annalisa looked a bit shaken for a moment. A wild surge of jealousy slammed into Joshua that suddenly made him incredibly angry, and possessively determined to find out just what her association was with the gypsy. Was it a mutual case of impossible love? Did Annalisa care about Billy in return? From the stunned look in her eye, the news of Billy’s departure was not a welcome bit of news.  
 
    “No, he didn’t,” she whispered.  
 
    “It is earlier than they usually move on.” 
 
    “I expect they have gone because of everything that is happening,” Annalisa continued.  
 
    Joshua wanted answers but knew that now was not the time nor the place to demand Annalisa tell him the truth. Right now, he had to focus on whoever had tried to destroy her house. 
 
    “What is the purpose?” Roger asked as he studied the mess.  
 
    “We can only assume that the arsonist knew Annalisa was at home and decided to try to burn her out,” Ronan offered. He threw an apologetic look at Yvette when she gasped and stumbled backward until her bottom slammed into a chair.  
 
    Joshua contemplated that. “Why would he want to flush Annalisa out?” 
 
    “Maybe he thinks she saw him,” Ronan offered. “Maybe he thought she would go running for help. He kills people. He would have no qualms about snatching a young woman off the street if he thought she could identify him.” 
 
    “What about me?” Yvette asked.  
 
    She fell quiet when the men didn’t answer. She knew then that her fate would have been the same as every other homeowner who had been unfortunate to be in their property when the thief had broken in.  
 
    “They won’t get you,” Joshua growled at Annalisa. “I won’t let him get you.” 
 
    “They. You keep saying ‘they’. You think it is Billy, don’t you?”  
 
    “It cannot be Billy if he has moved on.” 
 
    “Do you want me to go and see if I can find him?” Daniel offered.  
 
    Roger shook his head. “We need everyone here. Besides, the group might be travelling now, but it doesn’t mean everyone is with them. Any one of them could stay in the area long enough to torch a house.” 
 
    “As a parting shot,” Joshua finished for him.  
 
    “But why? Why would he do something like this? He has been coming to this village for years and has never done anything except steal tools from people’s gardens, and bits of food from the shops. He has never been a really hardened criminal before. There have certainly never been any murders when his group have appeared. It doesn’t make sense that he would start now,” Annalisa cried.  
 
    “I hate to admit it but I don’t think it is Billy either,” Yvette murmured. “They are thieves, tinkers, but not murderers.” 
 
    Joshua sighed and told Annalisa about the man who had attacked her. “It was one of Billy’s men. If they are prepared to get one of them to break in, and they are feral enough to attack you in your own home, it is a small step for them to take to murder someone.” 
 
    “I know,” Annalisa whispered. “I just don’t understand why they have chosen to do this now.” 
 
    “Anything could have triggered it. Maybe they did burgle someone’s house and got caught, and in the resultant scuffle the homeowner got stabbed? Maybe they have moved on to protect the group from one bad egg? Maybe they have left the cretin behind? These are people who live by brutality, who think nothing of beating the living daylights out of each other to give ‘lessons’. It stands to reason that they would quite easily sink deeper and begin to take lives.” 
 
    “No. No. Billy wouldn’t do such a thing. Most of his helpers are children. They are far too young. They are thieves, pickpockets, not killers,” Annalisa protested.  
 
    Yvette nodded. “I think we have to look at one of the locals. I am sorry. It is horrible to think that one of them would want to hurt anybody who lives here. We have always been a friendly village. But someone is killing, and it has to be local.” 
 
    While Joshua wanted to believe it was Billy, not least because he wanted to put the man behind bars and in a position where he could never bother Annalisa again, he had to concede that both women had a point. It did indeed look as if the culprit was a villager. But which one? 
 
    No matter who it is, Annalisa is not going to feel safe in this house for a long while once this investigation is over. 
 
    Joshua contemplated what he would do if he had to go to London when this investigation was finished. Could he rest easily knowing what had happened to Annalisa? Could he just sit comfortably in London, going about his investigations, not knowing if she was all right? He certainly couldn’t be sure that another villager wouldn’t turn to a life of crime and target her again. Nobody could.  
 
    What would I do if anything happened to her? Can I just shrug and carry on as normal? 
 
    Joshua knew he had gone far beyond that point. Annalisa had become an integral part of his life now. Her safety and wellbeing were as important as his own. Unfortunately, that meant change was inevitable. Going back to London when this investigation was over was impossible because not even a village like Bamtree was a safe place to live. Anything could happen to her. Like Hamish said, people survive because they battle the elements as well as crime.  
 
    “Joshua?” 
 
    Joshua turned to look at Roger. “The cretin is targeting Annalisa. After today, we cannot doubt that. I think we have to use her to lure this blackguard out of the woodwork.” 
 
    “How?” Roger’s voice was sharp in the silence of the room. “You know this is against what we do. We are to protect people and keep them safe, not deliberately place them in the path of danger. This killer is rather too determined for us to take the risk.” 
 
    “But I have no life while this blackguard is out there,” Annalisa interrupted.  
 
    “Annalisa, think about what you are doing,” Yvette snapped. “Think about what will happen if this blackguard succeeds in catching you. You don’t know if something is going to go wrong. This is a killer we are challenging here. You don’t know if he has any colleagues, associates, whatever you call them. He might not work alone. What then? You cannot be prepared to put your life in danger to catch this blackguard. What if he succeeds in taking it?”  
 
    When Yvette began to turn tearful, Annalisa sighed but still didn’t relent.  
 
    “He won’t. He can’t. If he was watching me then he knows I have been staying next door. I am no safer over there now as I have ever been in here. I cannot just put my life on hold while these men try to catch a killer. I have to do something to help, if only so we can both have our lives back.” 
 
    “I am going to make sure that you have a life worth living,” Joshua promised her gently. “We aren’t going to allow him to keep stealing people’s lives like this. A killer is a killer and must face justice. A burglar is a thief who steals people’s property and he has to face justice. There is no intelligence in crime, just extreme arrogance, and a callous contempt for life. It is just the criminal who thinks they are the exception to the rule. The rule is that nobody is the exception, end of. Any criminal who commits a crime for whatever reason must face justice for it. It can never be one rule for one person and another rule for someone else. If you steal a person’s life, property, possessions, you must face justice no matter who you think you are. Nobody should feel in a position where they are above the law, and able to do what they want whenever they want to whomever they please just because they feel like it. We must flush this cretin out of the woodwork and make sure that he cannot disappear on the way to gaol. The crimes he has already committed are going to make sure he stays behind bars for a really, really, long time.” 
 
    “Good. I hope so,” Annalisa whispered fervently. “He has to go to gaol and stay there for the rest of his life.” 
 
    There was a cold certainty in her voice that warned Joshua she meant every word and would indeed put her life on the line to get the criminal put behind bars where he belonged, together with whoever was helping him.  
 
    “Good. Make sure you do what you are told when you are told. We have enough armed men around to keep you alive and out of the man’s clutches. We must assume that he does indeed know you are living in Mr Richardson’s house. What is also likely is that he has no knowledge of your assault by one of Billy’s men.” 
 
    “But why attack us?” Yvette cried. “What have we done?” 
 
    “He may be trying to get you out of the house so he can rob it rather than having to kill you to get his hands on your valuables. If the house is empty he can come and go whenever he wants, and nobody is around to notice,” Joshua warned.  
 
    Roger sighed. “Well, we have a man in here now. We have to carry on as we are and hope that the would-be thief doesn’t leave it too long before he tries to steal whatever it is he is after.” 
 
    “But what could it be? I mean, we don’t have all that much,” Yvette cried.  
 
    “Do you have a pouch of coins?”  
 
    “Well, yes, but there isn’t much in there,” Yvette countered.  
 
    “I suggest that you go and gather up everything that is of any value, and we will take it next door. I don’t care what it is, pictures, vases, money. Make sure it comes next door with you. It can go into your bed chambers with you. We are going to make sure that if the thief does get in here, he doesn’t find what he is after whether that is people or goods.” 
 
    While the ladies hurried off to fetch the family jewels, Joshua turned to Roger.  
 
    “I want to talk to you just as soon as it is safe,” Joshua muttered.  
 
    Roger nodded. “Let’s get this house secured and we will talk later.” 
 
    With that, the men set to work while the ladies gathered their belongings and prepared for a more permanent move to the hero’s house next door.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    By the time Joshua caught up with his boss later that night he knew for certain that what he was about to do was the right thing. The house was quiet. The only people up and about were the men who were on patrol. For now, there was just him and Roger, and it was a perfect time to talk.  
 
    “All right?” Roger asked when Joshua sat at the table he was working at.  
 
    “I think so.”  
 
    “Think?” 
 
    Joshua looked at him.  
 
    Roger lay his quill down on the desk. “Have you thought any more about my suggestion that you move here permanently?” 
 
    “Yes. As a matter of fact, I have,” Joshua replied.  
 
    “And?” Roger prompted when Joshua appeared to have gotten lost in his thoughts.  
 
    “And I think it might be a good idea.” Joshua looked a little sheepish. “This place tends to grow on a person. I suspected that if I did leave, I would be unable to scrape it off.” 
 
    Roger grinned. “One thing you have to remember is that no matter where you work, life with the Star Elite will always be unpredictable. The criminals out here are no different to the ones in the city. It is just harder to find them because out here there are more places to hide, and less witnesses. It isn’t any easier, so don’t misunderstand that life in the country is going to be simpler for you. Any woman who enters your life will have to accept a somewhat unconventional husband, but at least you will be able to go home more often than most of the London crew. You will be able to make sure that any future wife is well looked after yourself.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you ever married?” Joshua asked curiously. “I mean, if matrimony is a lot easier in the countryside, why are only two of the team married?” 
 
    “Because most of the team have only just started working in Leicestershire. Daniel and Hamish have been with the larger group in Nottinghamshire but have moved here to be closer to their families. No, before you ask, neither of them have ever married, but for their own reasons. It is up to them to tell you what those are. Each man to their own and all that,” Roger replied.  
 
    Joshua nodded because he could fully appreciate Roger’s sentiments. It was one that echoed around each of the men. They all had their own life stories, and different influences that had drawn them to join the Star Elite.  
 
    “Nothing is conventional,” Joshua whispered.  
 
    “But the woman is?” Roger sighed. “Convention can be a little mundane.” 
 
    “But it is what women expect.” 
 
    “Is it? It strikes me that neither Yvette nor Annalisa were hysterical because of what happened. Annalisa seemed to handle the unexpected with relative ease. They still are. They are scared but are still doing their best to get on with their lives. That can only be a good thing, can’t it? It is good to be calm in a crisis, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “You don’t expect Annalisa to get involved in the investigation, do you?” 
 
    “Most definitely not,” Joshua snorted.  
 
    “There is no reason why your marriage should be that unconventional then, is there? What you do with the Star Elite is, but even that isn’t unconventional when you come to think about it. We put criminals behind bars. Someone must do it. It is necessary to ensure that we thwart criminals. You should know from having witnessed your colleagues’ situations in London that happy marriages are possible, as long as the wives don’t expect a husband that is going to be home at a certain time every day.” 
 
    “At least life will never be boring,” Joshua murmured.  
 
    “Annalisa won’t be on her own, if she is the one you want to share your life with. The other wives will help her if she needs help and you are not around for whatever reason.” 
 
    “What other wives? None of you are married, remember?” Joshua snorted.  
 
    “I am talking about the other wives in Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire. We might all work in different teams, but we are still close enough to spend time and work together as a group. We are all still part of the Star Elite. Our work just doesn’t take us to London very often, that’s all.” 
 
    Roger gave Joshua a few moments to contemplate that not least because he wasn’t at all sure that Joshua was certain he was doing the right thing. There was a hint of doubt in the man’s thoughtful gaze that warned Roger that Joshua was still mulling over making Annalisa his wife. Still, marriage was a huge step in any man’s life and was not to be taken lightly. He couldn’t blame the man for considering it from every angle before he took on that kind of commitment.  
 
    “You are more than welcome to join our team. We would be delighted to have you. With your skills we can only be a stronger, better team. For now, just focus on catching this burglar before he takes any more lives. It is going to take a couple of days yet before we are in any position to catch him. Use those days to settle your own mind to what you want to do about Annalisa. What I would caution you about, though, is that you must remember that you may be able to move on, but Annalisa can’t. Her reputation matters around these parts. Try to remember that overt displays of affection, even in a village where most of the people stay indoors, will draw attention. People will talk and speculate. She will be left dealing with the repercussions from any wrong ideas the locals might have about your association with her. While we know that your intentions might be honourable, the villagers won’t.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t approach her if I didn’t have honourable intentions,” Joshua confessed.  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I mean it.” 
 
    Roger grinned at him. “I know.” 
 
    Joshua squinted at him because he knew exactly what Roger was getting at. “I have to use this time to find a way to persuade her that I am worthy of her time.” 
 
    “That you do,” Roger murmured with a firm nod.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    Roger snorted with laughter. “If I was any good at any of that malarkey, I would be married myself right now. As it is, I am the last person you should be seeking romantic advice from. Now Hamish is the lothario of the group. He has ladies falling at his feet wherever he goes. He might be the one to give you a few tips.” 
 
    “Struggling to know what to do, are you?” Hamish smirked from the doorway.  
 
    Joshua grinned and shook his head. “I am wandering around in a thick fog hoping that I don’t fall over my own blasted feet.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t seem to be doing too badly seeing as our fair lady keeps making calf eyes at you. I heard her aunt mention that you were the proverbial hero next door.” 
 
    “It isn’t the aunt I want to impress,” Joshua growled, and ran a weary hand down his face when his new colleagues chortled.  
 
    “You have a few days yet. It is going to take time but then everything does. Be patient, and make sure you are confident about what you want before you make any moves, my boy. That’s my advice. For now, we have a killer to catch and I think I have come up with a perfect plan to catch him red-handed, before he takes any more lives,” Roger announced.  
 
    Joshua and Hamish shared a curious look before they helped themselves to large doses of brandy and settled down to listen. But Roger barely stared before they were interrupted by a knock on the door.  
 
    Dean poked his head into the room. One look at his face warned everyone that the news was dire.  
 
    “Daniel has just gone after someone he caught climbing out of a window on Orchard Street,” Dean told them before promptly disappearing. 
 
    Seconds later, he left the house again but this time with Roger right behind him.  
 
    “I’ll stay,” Peregrine offered from the doorway. “I have seen a particular shadow that I suspect is one of Billy’s mob out back and want to keep an eye on it.” 
 
    Joshua was torn. He wanted to stay just in case it was one of Billy’s mob out back but then he needed to go because that was his job. He had to catch a killer, not just help to protect the women he now hoped to one day make his wife.  
 
    When did that happen? When did I start to contemplate marrying her?  
 
    Joshua had no idea when it had all crept up on him. It was disturbing because a small voice of reason warned him that he barely knew her. It was far too soon to consider making her a permanent part of his life. While Joshua didn’t even stop to contemplate the wisdom of moving to join the Leicestershire team permanently because he knew that it was the right thing to do for himself, he did have to question whether marriage was a reasonable step right now.  
 
    “Not right now. It is far too much too soon,” he admitted. 
 
    “What’s that?” Peregrine asked.  
 
    “I am going to join the chase.” 
 
    At Peregrine’s nod, Joshua hurried after his boss and forced all thoughts of Annalisa and matrimony out of his mind to contemplate later. Or tried to. It wasn’t until he was walking down the quiet streets that Joshua realised his thoughts were occupied by one thing and one thing only: making Annalisa his wife. He didn’t stop thinking about her until he reached the house of the latest victim.  
 
    “What was taken, do we know?” he asked the men who were already gathered in the house’s study.  
 
    “We aren’t likely to find out very easily now seeing as the owner is dead,” Roger growled.  
 
    Joshua froze.  
 
    “Upstairs.” 
 
    Taking the steps two at a time, Joshua raced up to meet with Hamish, who stood grimly in the doorway.  
 
    “It’s not even safe for the locals to sleep in their own damned beds at night now,” Hamish snapped in disgust.  
 
    Joshua entered the blood-soaked room and tried to focus on what he was there to do. It was clear that the woman had struggled but had died on the bed in which she had slept, from a large knife wound to her throat.  
 
    “Is it me, or are these murders getting more brutal?” Hamish puffed out his cheeks as he studied the room.  
 
    “I think the killer is either relishing being able to murder people or is panicking because we are here and there isn’t a damned thing that he can do about it,” Joshua warned.  
 
    “That’s just it, we are here but always one step behind him.” Roger entered the room.  
 
    Joshua looked at his boss. “I thought Daniel had gone after him this time?” 
 
    “He has but we have yet to hear back from him. I don’t know which way he has gone so there is no point going after him before you suggest it.”  
 
    “I can track.” 
 
    “In the dark?” Roger lifted his brows at him.  
 
    Joshua shook his head and amended his statement. “I can track at first light.” 
 
    “If Daniel isn’t back by then we are going to need you to,” Roger assured him. “For now, we have to see if money is still in the house, or if our murderer has started to pick off the locals for enjoyment.” 
 
    While the men set to work searching the house, Joshua tried to keep his mind focused on the job. What he really wanted to do was race back across the village to make sure that Annalisa was all right. It was shockingly disturbing to note that the latest victim had a similar hair colour to Annalisa.  
 
    Was it just a coincidence, or was something more going on?  
 
    “The killer hasn’t confused the two women before you even start to think that,” Roger growled when he saw Joshua staring at the victim’s hair.  
 
    “How? How did you know what I was thinking?” Joshua demanded.  
 
    “I know you are thinking about her. You get that far away look in your eye and it is there practically all the time now. Yes, this woman has a similar build and hair colour, but we have just left Annalisa under armed guard. She is fine. This woman isn’t. We have to find whoever killed her before the trail goes cold, Joshua.” 
 
    Joshua knew from a quick search of the house that the blood stains on the floor made by the killer’s boots faded half-way down the stairs. By the time they reached the bottom step they had vanished completely.  
 
    “There is no point even trying to track him,” Joshua warned when Roger joined him. “He picked a window that was next to the street which will hinder tracking.” 
 
    “Which points to the fact that he knew you had tracked him through the woods the other day,” Roger said.  
 
    “It looks that way, yes. Now that he is out on the street there are going to be no tracks to follow. The blood is already off the boots and he has already been hidden by the night. Unless Daniel was able to stay close enough to make sure he couldn’t hide again, we are no further forward but have another victim,” Joshua confirmed. 
 
    “Let’s get her out of here,” Roger muttered. “Hopefully, we can get this place cleaned up, that window replaced, and all trace of the murder removed before the villagers wake up. People will just have to speculate about where she might have gone.” 
 
    “I will ask Annalisa who this victim is and what her history is. Maybe she knows something about the killer?”  
 
    “Annalisa?” 
 
    Joshua threw Roger a filthy glare. “I hope not. This woman, the victim. Maybe she knew her killer?” 
 
    “Let’s get to work. Hopefully Daniel will be back soon, and he will have some good news for us.” 
 
    He was, and he didn’t. Daniel was dirty, grumpy, and more than a little annoyed that the killer had disappeared around the back of a long line of houses and had simply vanished. Without the manpower to search every garden and keep watch on the rest of the street, it had been impossible Daniel find the blackguard again.  
 
    “It’s like fighting a ghost,” Joshua snorted. “Did he run across the gardens?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head.  
 
    “Did he seem to you to be deliberately avoiding doing so?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “All I know is that he knew where he was going and didn’t falter as he took one road after another. It wasn’t random. There was no doubling back. He knew he was being chased and chose the one street which was lined with terraced houses all of which had outbuildings. He vanished into one of the yards, but with several doors that all look the same it was bloody impossible to find him. Only a local would know to use somewhere like that to avoid capture.” 
 
    “We are most probably looking for a known criminal, someone who is used to being on the run from the law.” Roger pursed his lips.  
 
    “We will have to search the magistrate’s records to find out if any of the villagers have criminal records that involve violence,” Joshua murmured.  
 
    “Get onto it. We will clear up here.” 
 
    Joshua left the house with Hamish with every intention of heading over to the magistrate’s office. With the man himself in London, they knew they were going to have to be a little inventive about getting into office, but neither man hesitated. Minutes later, they were rifling through the magistrate’s files.  
 
    “Of course, there is nothing to say that the villagers are all using their real names,” Hamish offered when a thorough search had revealed absolutely nothing. 
 
    “The only man I have found of any interest was put behind bars for stealing a sheep.” 
 
    “And?”  
 
    “He is still behind bars.” Joshua sighed and slammed the file closed.  
 
    “He is not likely to be our culprit then, eh?”  
 
    “Do you think that the culprit might be using an alias?” 
 
    “It’s possible. Let’s go and tell the boss.” 
 
    Together, the men left the magistrate’s office. Once at the end of the street, Hamish motioned to his friend that he was going to join the night patrol and disappeared into the darkness. Joshua continued his journey back to Mr Richardson’s house.  
 
    For a while at least.  
 
    By the time he reached the centre of the village, Joshua knew he was no longer alone, only whoever was following him was not a member of the Star Elite. While he was careful to keep to the shadows, his follower was far too flat-footed to be able to creep anywhere and made no attempt to hide his footsteps. Without looking over his shoulder, Joshua was able to judge the man was edging closer but moving from shadow to shadow before darting forward whenever he thought Joshua wouldn’t notice.  
 
    When he reached the end of the road, Joshua darted out of sight and found the darkness in a narrow alley at the back of the tavern. He waited for the hooded figure to step into the entrance of the alley. Joshua barely had the chance to look up before a large fist headed for his face. He ducked and slammed a kick into the stomach of the killer and was rewarded by a loud ‘oomph’ followed by a grunt of pain. Joshua immediately slammed a fist at his opponent followed by several more in rapid succession. The killer stepped back again and again until they were in the middle of the road. Joshua kicked the side of his opponent’s knee. The man stumbled and cursed. Rather than charge at him again, the man paused as if he couldn’t quite make his mind up whether to keep fighting.  
 
    “You are going to gaol,” Joshua promised him.  
 
    Before the man could turn tail and run, Joshua tackled him to the ground. They wrestled and jostled for supremacy, rolling over and over while they tried to be the one to gain the upper hand. Fists pounded flesh. Neither man gave an inch. They fought with a ferocity that was brutal. Joshua managed to roll the man onto his back and tried to wrestle the cloak off his face only to realise far too late that he had made a critical error. Fierce pain lanced his thigh following which Joshua felt a steady flow of blood trickle down to settle into a pool of warmth on his leg. When he looked down, he cursed to find a knife protruding from his flesh. He immediately felt sick but refused to allow the man beneath him to get up. 
 
    With a curse, Joshua yanked the knife out and threw it across the road. He then slammed a fist into his attacker’s face that made something crack loudly, but Joshua wasn’t done yet. Shoving roughly to his feet, he yanked his stunned opponent into a sitting position before he slammed another fist into the killer’s face. The man lifted his hands to defend himself, defeating Joshua’s purpose, but Joshua refused to be thwarted. He stepped back and kicked at the man still on the ground, anywhere he could manage to reach his boot struck him again and again. The man cursed as he tried to roll over only to realise just how vulnerable he was. Eventually, the killer managed to stumble to his feet only to look up in time to watch Joshua’s booted foot slam into his face. The killer groaned and slumped to the ground only for Joshua to yank his head back up.  
 
    It was raining, cold, and so damned dark Joshua struggled to see much at all. What he did see in the face that stared blankly back at him when he yanked the hood away was something Joshua doubted he would ever forget. He knew those hauntingly familiar features of the last man he expected to see and knew that he had found the killer.  
 
    Stunned, Joshua instantly released him and stumbled back only for his injured thigh to remind him of how damaged it was. When the street and the killer began to swirl alarmingly, Joshua knew it was time to leave. But he couldn’t go without taking the killer with him. Unfortunately, the kick he needed to use to render the killer unconscious was now impossible because of his injured leg. Joshua knew that pounding the man some more would do nothing except delay his ability to get medical help for his thigh. With few options, Joshua forced himself to lock his injured leg and hope for the best.  
 
    Unfortunately, the killer took advantage of Joshua’s momentary hesitation. Rather than attack again, the killer stumbled to his feet and made his escape. Joshua tried to hobble after him, but the burning pain in his thigh stopped him.  
 
    “I know where you live, and I know you won’t be able to get too far.” With one last filthy glare after him, Joshua turned around and went in search of his colleagues.  
 
    All hell broke loose when he found them, and they saw the state of him. Joshua wasted no time telling them what had happened and had barely finished before they all barrelled out of the house and ran after the killer. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get you back to the safe house,” Hamish offered. He slung Joshua’s arm over his shoulders and helped Joshua hobble to the door. 
 
    “Damn, this hurts.” 
 
    “Do you think you can make it?”  
 
    “Well, I am not staying here,” Joshua bit out. 
 
    With Hamish’s help, Joshua managed to get to the safe house where he slumped onto the chaise with a low moan of pain. What was left of his energy and determination vanished like a puff of smoke and left him reeling. 
 
    “I have been stabbed before, but never this deeply,” Joshua moaned. 
 
    Daniel, who had returned from gaol, dropped a handful of cloths onto the table together with a bowl. He was dipping the first piece of cloth into the water when Annalisa appeared in the doorway.  
 
    “What happened?” she cried when she saw Joshua was covered in blood.  
 
    Joshua knew that this was their first test. He couldn’t hide the harsh realities of his job. If Annalisa wouldn’t accept the dangers he faced, Joshua would know it would be futile asking for a permanent transfer to Leicestershire. He would need to be many miles away, like in London, to try to forget her.  
 
    “I got stabbed,” he informed her succinctly as if she couldn’t already see that for herself.  
 
    “Who by?” 
 
    “The killer has struck again,” Hamish growled.  
 
    “He was following us,” Joshua added. “As soon as I was on my own, he stepped out of the shadows and thought he could accost me. He got a rude awakening, and several more bruises, and I am sure I broke his nose so he has injuries he isn’t going to be able to hide anymore.” 
 
    “We will see to him. Joshua has to take his breeches off so we can see his injury,” Daniel informed her pointedly, obviously waiting for Annalisa to leave so he could get on with cleaning his friend’s wound.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you send for the doctor?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Joshua offered. “It is just a flesh wound. It is nothing we cannot deal with ourselves.” 
 
    Annalisa still looked doubtful. She temporarily forgot about the other men in the room who were trying to pretend they weren’t there. She crept cautiously closer and battled tears at the pain on his face that Joshua couldn’t quite hide.   
 
    “Did you see who the killer was?”  
 
    Everyone froze at Hamish’s question, especially when Joshua nodded.  
 
    Joshua reached up and held Annalisa’s hand. Had he not been lying prone on the chaise, Joshua would have urged Annalisa to sit down. As it was, until the wound had been stitched and bandaged, Joshua had to stay where he was. Before he could speak, Roger and Dean surged into the room.  
 
    “Well? I hope he is worse,” Roger snapped when he saw the state of Joshua.  
 
    “He has injuries, yes,” Joshua replied. “And I saw who our killer is.” 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    The tension in the room thickened as everyone waited. Joshua puffed out his cheeks and pushed himself upright. He was aware of Yvette coming to stand in the doorway having been lured out of bed by the commotion. 
 
    Now that everyone was present, Joshua levelled a look on each of them before his gaze fell to Annalisa.  
 
    “It’s the vicar.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE  
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Where did he go?” 
 
    “The vicar?” 
 
    “Did you see him?” 
 
    Everyone demanded answers together. Joshua waited until everyone had gotten over their initial shock and then lifted his hands in a placating gesture to calm everyone down.  
 
    While she listened to the chorus of exclamations, Annalisa studied the wound on Joshua’s thigh.  
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked quietly as she knelt beside him.  
 
    “My thigh will be fine,” Joshua replied, capturing her hand in his so he could kiss it.  
 
    “Are you sure it was him?” Annalisa looked into Joshua’s eyes but saw absolute certainty in his steady stare.  
 
    “I got a good look at his face,” Joshua told them all. “He was wearing a cloak, but I managed to get the hood off. It was definitely the vicar.”  
 
    Annalisa’s stunned gaze slid to her aunt who shook her head in disgust. 
 
    “Well, he does have access to people’s houses. Nobody would willingly ignore the vicar if he happened to call upon them. If he used the same excuse of needing to call his congregation to his services then he has a reason to visit everyone he intends to target. Nobody is going to think anything odd about him calling at people’s homes.” 
 
    “Nobody would contemplate that the vicar couldn’t be trusted,” Roger added.  
 
    Hamish scowled. “Wait. Are you saying that the vicar killed the warden? Why? Whatever for?”  
 
    “That is something we have yet to find out. It is fair to say that everybody who has died unexpectedly in this village since the vicar has arrived has been murdered by him. Now we need to know who this vicar really is, where he came from, and where he intends to go next.” Roger lifted his brows at his men. 
 
    “He cannot stay at the vicarage any longer, not now he knows he has been found out,” Daniel added. “He is going to have to find somewhere to lie low.” 
 
    “Maybe he will try to hide out in one of his victim’s houses?” Roger suggested. “He knows they are empty.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t he know that would be the first place we would look for him, though?”  
 
    “He is armed and dangerous. I think he was trying to stab me in the chest, but I hit him and so he stabbed me in the thigh instead,” Joshua warned them. “From now on, everyone has to stay armed.” 
 
    “We had better check the vicarage anyway, just in case he has stashed his hoard there and gone back to fetch it before he leaves.” Roger looked at Joshua. “Are you sure you are going to be all right?” 
 
    “I am coming too,” Joshua growled. “I am not going to sit here and wait for you all to come back.” 
 
    “But you are hurt,” Annalisa protested. “You at least need to get your wound cleaned.” 
 
    “She is right.” Hamish nodded.  
 
    “Let’s go and we can at least keep an eye on the rectory in case he does return. Join us when you can, Joshua, but try not to be too long.”  
 
    With that Roger and the men left the house leaving Hamish to see to Joshua’s leg.  
 
    Annalisa reluctantly stepped out of the room. Once out in the hallway, she turned to look at her aunt. 
 
    “I have never felt so helpless in my life,” she moaned.  
 
    “They know what they are doing, dear,” Yvette assured her. “This is what they do.” 
 
    “I know. People have talked about them for a long while now, but I have never once stopped to think about what they actually do. I mean, what one of their investigations involves. Now, I am not sure that knowing is all that good. I think it would be better to live in ignorance.” Annalisa tried hard not to cry.  
 
    “Because you are always going to worry about him, you mean?” 
 
    Annalisa nodded. She couldn’t lie about it. She cared about Joshua and knew her aunt was already aware of it. 
 
    “It is what life with him is going to be like. Moreover, you are not going to know where he is, when he will be called away, or how long he will be gone. Do you really think you can live life like that?” Yvette asked her gently. 
 
    “I think I am going to have to because I cannot bear the thought of the alternative. It is far too late to walk away.” Annalisa already knew that she would do whatever was necessary to have a life with Joshua.  
 
    Joshua chose that moment to appear in the doorway. It was disturbing to see him covered in blood and so pale and shaken, but he was at least upright.  
 
    “I will go and warm some water,” Yvette offered before disappearing into the sitting room leaving Joshua and Annalisa alone in the hallway.  
 
    Annalisa stared worriedly at Joshua. “Are you really going back out there? What if the vicar is still armed and attacks you again?”  
 
    “Then we have plenty of men who can disarm him,” Joshua assured her. “Try not to worry.” 
 
    “But I will worry,” she replied fiercely. 
 
    “There is no reason to suspect that he is going to come anywhere near you.” 
 
    Annalisa stared deeply into his eyes. “It isn’t the vicar or me that I am worried about.” 
 
    “You are safe here.” 
 
    “But you are not safe out there,” Annalisa cried.  
 
    “I have to do this Annalisa. This is my job.”  
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that? I do. Truly, I do. But it won’t stop me from worrying about you. You are going out there to challenge criminals, killers, the vilest people there are. How can you expect me not to worry?” 
 
    Joshua was touched, not least because this was the first time anybody had truly worried about his safety before. Well, someone outside of the Star Elite in any case.  
 
    “I promise that I will return just as soon as I can.” Joshua lifted a tendril of hair away from her face and smiled into her eyes. “I promise.” 
 
    “Just promise me that you are going to do everything possible to stay safe,” Annalisa demanded. She knew she really wasn’t in any position to make any kind of demand on him, but the words were out before she could stop them.  
 
    “I promise,” he whispered.  
 
    Joshua leaned forward and captured her lips with his to seal his promise. While they couldn’t discuss they needed to discuss right now, they would just as soon as the killer was behind bars. Joshua was painfully aware of the need to be on his way, not least because Hamish was waiting for him, but he still lingered long enough to gather Annalisa into his arms for a reassuring hug.  
 
    “We will talk later.”  
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise,” he grinned.  
 
    “You had better not be lying to me.” Annalisa squinted suspiciously at him. 
 
    “I am an honest man. I won’t lie to you,” he assured her.  
 
    Annalisa nodded but didn’t speak. She was too busy savouring the ability to listen to the steady beat of his heart for a few moments so she could reassure herself that he truly was going to be all right. Eventually, the need to kiss him took hold of her. It was a bold move. So bold that Annalisa wasn’t at all sure that she had the confidence to do it but eventually, she leaned back to look deeply into his eyes. 
 
    Joshua sensed her hesitation and waited for her to speak. He was surprised yet delighted when Annalisa stood on tiptoe and placed her lips against his in much the same way he had with her moments earlier.  
 
    “Later,” she whispered.  
 
    Joshua nodded and immediately felt a connection to her that he knew was unshakeable. They were together, as one, a unit, as bound in each other’s lives and futures as fate. He could only hope that fate would smile kindly on them and allow them to have a lifetime together. For now, Joshua knew he had to set it all to one side so he could put the killer who had targeted her behind bars.  
 
    After another lingering kiss, Joshua forced himself to release her. With a wink, he followed Hamish out of the door. This time, as he stepped out into the night air, Joshua felt a renewed purpose, an added determination that he had never felt or expected to feel toward his job. His mission was to cleanse the streets so Annalisa and women like her, children, the elderly, even youngsters like the youths who worked for Billy, were able to go about their business without meeting the sharp end of a murderer’s knife. 
 
    “Staying?” Hamish asked quietly as they made their way through the village.  
 
    “Staying.” 
 
    “For her.” 
 
    “For me. For the life I can have with Annalisa that I haven’t been able to get anywhere else. I am ready for a new challenge. While I didn’t think I would ever find it in a place like Bamtree, I have and now cannot just turn my back on it to return to what I know. I am not a coward and am not going to allow the fear of the unknown to thwart me.” 
 
    “Marriage is like an investigation really, isn’t it?” Hamish mused.  
 
    Joshua snorted with laughter. “Really? Do you really think that? Why? Because you will probably want to murder your wife the longer you are married to her?” 
 
    “No, because you start out looking for something, but you aren’t sure what it is. The more you discover about the other person, whether good or bad, the more intrigued you are. The more you can accept or dismiss the importance of whatever you find, whatever bothers you. The deeper the go, the more facts you gather, the closer you get to finding the reward. With our work, our reward is putting our target behind bars where he or she belongs. With our home lives, it is being able to go home to someone who understand us. A partner who has accepted us warts and all, understands the difficulties we face, and is prepared to support our need to do what we do without question.” 
 
    Joshua tipped his head and considered that but knew that Hamish had a very valid point. 
 
    “Is that what you are looking for in a wife?”  
 
    Hamish looked at him. “Aren’t we all? It is just that understanding women are sadly lacking in numbers. Annalisa is someone who has witnessed what you do for a living. She isn’t repulsed by it. She understands, and that is going to ensure you have a happy home to return to when your job is done, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Joshua breathed, and truly meant every word.  
 
    He couldn’t think of anything nicer than being able to go a house of his own, to a wife who was waiting for him, so he could kick off his boots and truly be himself. 
 
    “Let’s get that vicar behind bars where he belongs, eh? Then you can sort out your home, and life with the woman you want to share it with.” Hamish clapped him companionably on the back and together the men made their way to the vicarage.  
 
      
 
    All was still and quiet. The large, rambling abode positioned directly beside the graveyard was as eerie as the headstones sitting beside it. There was an abandoned air of decay about the house, the dark grey stones of which looked almost black in the night. The large unblinking eyes of the windows bracketed the large open maw of the black front door. It wasn’t open, of course. None of the house was.  
 
    “My gut is telling me that he isn’t inside,” Joshua whispered.  
 
    “Let’s not take any chances, eh? Not being in there means he is out here. There are plenty of stones to hide behind.”  
 
    They joined the rest of the men already watching the house. Roger motioned to Joshua to follow him, and together the men approached the house. Seconds later, the window was slid noiselessly up and both men stepped inside the property.  
 
    “It’s unsurprising,” Joshua muttered when a thorough search had proven the house was empty.  
 
    “Let’s check the church,” Roger sighed, aware that it would be a foolish criminal indeed who returned to any place they frequented on a regular basis once their crimes had been revealed.  
 
    “Let’s get back to Mr Richardson’s house,” Joshua suggested, not least because he was decidedly on edge now that he knew the vicar was still at large.  
 
    “He is still around here, I can feel it,” Hamish hissed.  
 
    “I am trying to assure myself that it is just a figment of my imagination, but I get the strangest feeling that we are being watched, and I don’t think it is by Billy,” Joshua added. “There are just too many damned trees around here that would give our vicar a perfect place to hide.” 
 
    “We are not going in those woods right now. That is what he wants, for us to venture in there. He could jump out at any one of us. What we need to do is go back to the safe house and wait. Our wayward vicar will have to come to us,” Dean muttered.  
 
    “He will take another life just to try to lure us out if we are not careful. We cannot just sit at Mr Richardson’s house and wait for it to happen,” Joshua argued.  
 
    “With you injured, we are not going after him,” Roger informed his men in a tone that warned them that no argument would be accepted. “Let’s go and search that church, then we are going to turn our attention to any hiding places in that house. I don’t care if we have to tear both places apart, I want to know where our thief is stashing his money.” 
 
    The men entered the silence of the church and studied the rows of empty pews. In deference to its religious significance, everybody remained quiet, but it left everyone facing an uncomfortable silence which put everyone on edge. They quickly set about searching the main body of the church together with a small side room. Eventually, they converged on a small set of stone stairs. 
 
    “These must go down to the crypt.” Roger lifted his brows at his men. “Any takers?” 
 
    Everyone sighed.  
 
    “Dean, you keep watch on the main door. The rest of you come with me.” With his gun drawn, Roger carefully descended the stairs.  
 
    “There is something wrong,” Joshua hissed when Roger broke the lock on the door at the base of the stairs and pushed it open.  
 
    The heady stench of rotting flesh slammed into them. They all knew what it meant and dug around for neckerchiefs, or shirt ends to cover their faces. 
 
    “I’ll find some lanterns,” Hamish offered before racing back up the stairs. 
 
    By the time he returned, the worst of the smell had faded but what did linger permeated every inch of the large, dank space beneath the church. It was eerily black, but only half covered in cobwebs. 
 
    “I suppose we don’t have to guess which part of this he has been using,” Joshua muttered as he studied small square plaques lining the walls.  
 
    In the far corner of the room, one or two of the plaques had been removed leaving large gaping holes behind which lay more than skeletons. Joshua almost dreaded lifting his lantern to look at what rested there, but he did.  
 
    “Well, I think we have found his ill-gotten gains,” he sighed in disgust. “We have also found ourselves another victim.” 
 
    “What?” Roger hurried over to have a look. “Who is that then?” 
 
    “Looking at this clothing? The original vicar,” Joshua replied.  
 
    Everyone fell silent and edged closer to get a better look. 
 
    “That’s a vicar’s collar all right,” Hamish whispered. “But the body is too decomposed for us to see how he died.” 
 
    “We will have to get it out and take a closer look. Was he the vicar who was supposed to have left, or was he the one who was supposed to replace the old vicar?”  
 
    “It’s a bold move to kill the original vicar and attempt to replace him, isn’t it? I mean, wouldn’t the Bishop notice that the current incumbent wasn’t the one he placed here?” Joshua scratched his head and scowled. 
 
    “Unless the vicar gets called to see the Bishop, there is no way the Bishop would ever find out something was wrong,” Roger suggested. “They could correspond for months, and the Bishop might not suspect a thing.” 
 
    “We will know more once we have spoken to the Bishop. For now, let’s get him out of here and see if we can establish a cause of death. Now we have found the hoard, we need to remove it and make sure our thief never benefits from it,” Hamish said. 
 
    “Do we leave a man to watch this place?” Joshua asked.  
 
    “I don’t see the point. There is nothing here worth stealing if we take the thief’s stolen goods with us. The worst the man can do is break in and steal a bible,” Roger growled. “We will keep the valuables under armed guard. If our thief wants them he is going to have to steal them from us.” 
 
    Together, the men worked to remove the murdered vicar from the crypt, and the stolen goods. Once they were placed carefully in the middle of the room, the reverend was covered over with an altar cloth. The men gathered around respectfully for a moment before they collected the hoard and turned to leave. They would return to ensure the vicar received a proper burial, but for now it was important that the killer was thwarted in every way.  
 
    “Tomorrow morning, we need to go to the Bishop. I want to know who this fraudster is, where he came from, and where his relations are. Moreover, I want to know how long he has been a clergyman, and I want to know who that warden was and if he had any connection to the fraudster vicar before they arrived in this village. I want to know why that warden had to die, gentleman. For now, Hamish, you keep watch over the vicarage with me. Dean, Daniel, patrol the streets. I want everyone who is out and about stopped, searched, and questioned about why they are not tucked up in their beds safely at night. Escort whoever you come across to their houses and order them to stay there and not open their doors to anybody. Ronan, you keep watch at the Richardson house. Joshua, you go to the Bishop and start asking a few questions then meet us back here by, say, eleven. Everybody is to remain armed and ready to shoot at will. Cut him down if you have to, although I would prefer him to be put behind bars, but if you must kill him then do. Don’t hesitate, gentlemen.”  
 
    With that, everyone set to work. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    The Bishop peered at him and lifted his brows. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Could you describe the vicar at Bamtree for me, please?” Joshua repeated with more patience than he felt.  
 
    “Well, that is Reverend Clive Mannering. It has been a while since I met him.” 
 
    “Did you send him to Bamtree?” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course. Bamtree is in the region I oversee,” the Bishop relied cautiously.  
 
    “Can you remember what Reverend Mannering looks like?” 
 
    “Well, from what I can remember, he was about five feet five, with sandy hair. He was a quite spoken gentleman with a calm, matter-of-fact manner about him. I can remember being quite assured that he would be most suitable for the position.” 
 
    “When was the last time you spoke to him?” 
 
    “He was supposed to come to the last annual meeting of the clergymen but sent his apologies. He had numerous parish duties to attend to. From what I can gather most of his congregation are rather elderly,” the Bishop replied. “Might I ask what this is all about?” 
 
    “Do you know of a gentleman who is about six feet in height with steel grey hair and dark brown eyes?” 
 
    “Why, no. I don’t believe I have met him.” 
 
    “Where does Reverend Mannering come from?” 
 
    “Well, he undertook his training in Canterbury, and spent many years there before he made a request for a position in a quieter parish. He suffers with his joints you see and felt the fresh air and slower pace of life would help him,” the Bishop replied. “But I only met him the once when he came for an interview. He came most recommended, so it was more of a meeting than anything formal, but I can remember being quite impressed with the fellow. Why? Is there a problem?”  
 
    The Bishop was starting to look alarmed.  
 
    “I am afraid that he has died,” Joshua replied carefully.  
 
    “Oh, dear. Oh, dear me. How? When?” 
 
    Joshua hesitated. “I am afraid that it seems likely that Reverend Mannering was murdered, at least twelve months ago.” 
 
    “Twelve months?” The Bishop whispered. He stared at Joshua in stunned disbelief. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Joshua nodded. “We found a body in the crypt of the church last night. I am afraid that it appears the original Reverend Mannering was murdered.” 
 
    “The original Reverend Mannering?”  
 
    “If you do not know of a clergyman who was about six feet in height with steel grey hair and equally dark eyes then the man who has been living in the Rectory in Bamtree, undertaking the duties of the vicar was an imposter.” 
 
    “Was?” The Bishop gulped. 
 
    “He has been stealing from the congregation. Of late, he has also murdered several of the villagers, and is now on the run.” 
 
    “Oh, dear no.” The Bishop looked ashen. 
 
    “What do you know about Mr Julian? A Robert Julian, the Church Warden?” 
 
    “Mr Julian?” The Bishop gulped and began to shake his head.  
 
    “You knew nothing about Mr Julian being the Warden?” 
 
    “Well, I leave the matter of whoever fills the position of Church Warden to the vicar who oversees the parish. He is the one who has to work with whoever he gives the position to, and has to oversee their work,” the Bishop explained.  
 
    There was a somewhat defensive air about his tone that warned Joshua the man was starting to worry about his position. If word did indeed get out about how long the fraud had taken place, people would be inclined to ask what the Bishop for the area had been doing.  
 
    He hasn’t been helping his clergymen do their job properly, that is for sure.  
 
    “You never had any contact with the man.” It wasn’t really a question. The blank look in the Bishop’s eyes said it all. 
 
    “No, I am afraid not.” 
 
    “Well, we have been left with no alternative but to close the church for the time being. We will put up notices to inform the parishioners that there will be no services for the foreseeable future. This is an ongoing criminal investigation, so the church is not to be used or accessed by any of your staff. Because of recent incidents in the village relating to the vicar, the congregation are going to need time to regain their trust and faith in the church so when you are handed the property back you are going to have to take steps to put someone in charge who is reliable, and someone you can oversee directly.” 
 
    The Bishop nodded his understanding but now faced bigger problems than who was going to be conducting the services in Bamtree on Sundays.  
 
    “We will be in touch,” Joshua promised several moments later. With that, he took his leave and headed straight over to the magistrate’s office.  
 
    Thankfully, the magistrate had returned from London and was more than happy to meet with Joshua. 
 
    “Yes, I know that man,” the magistrate replied when Joshua described the villain.  
 
    Steven Margate was a middle-aged man who had a brisk efficiency about him that was wholly reassuring. After the Bishop’s somewhat bumbling character, it was good to talk to someone who was willing to get straight to the point. 
 
    “If he has a small scar to the right side of his temple, the man you are looking for is a criminal called Edward Lightfoot. He is a known fraudster who had lodgings around Appleby way and has defrauded many locals there,” the magistrate reported.  
 
    “Does he have a record of theft and burglary?”  
 
    Margate moved to a cabinet. After some rummaging, he retrieved a file of papers which he dropped onto his desk.  
 
    “Yes, I know you came to have a look.” 
 
    Joshua lifted his brows and waited. 
 
    “I know how I left them you see. My housekeeper never touches them on account of the fact they contain confidential information. However, unless you know who you are looking for the files would prove useless to you, don’t you think?” 
 
    Joshua had to concede Margate had a point, but neither admitted nor denied he had been there. Instead, he nodded to the file. “What can you tell me about our dear Lightfoot?” 
 
    “He has been arrested for several incidents of theft and has served time in gaol with hard labour for stealing sheep, purses, entering someone’s house and stealing a pouch of coins, and fraud. He pretended to be an aged lady’s distant relation to get some money off her but was caught out when the real relative paid their aged relation a visit and found Lightfoot in her sitting room. There was a considerable sum of money missing but Lightfoot denied everything. Apparently, the woman was too confused about where the money had gone to be a credible witness, so Lightfoot only served time for fraud.” 
 
    “He is a known imposter,” Joshua murmured. “Where does he originate from?” 
 
    “Derby. However, the lodgings he used to call home there have since been destroyed in a fire – nothing to do with Lightfoot. His last known address was in Appleby. That was eighteen months ago. We don’t know his current whereabouts.” 
 
    “You do now,” Joshua replied and then told the magistrate what the man had been doing. 
 
    “It all sounds like something he would do, although he has never murdered before,” Margate reported.  
 
    “As far as you know,” Joshua corrected.  
 
    The magistrate pursed his lips and nodded. “If you can get him to me, I will ensure that his sentence is commensurate with the severity of his crime regardless of whether there are witnesses. By the time he is released, Lightfoot will be too old and decrepit to do anybody any harm.” 
 
    “Good, but it is not going to be easy to catch him seeing as he has disappeared,” Joshua sighed. “Do you have any records of any accomplices?” 
 
    Margate rifled through his papers. “There is one known associate, a man called Barry Garmead. He was caught with Lightfoot in someone’s home, which they were burgling. Garmead is a known burglar. His skill is lock picking, although when he was with Lightfoot they were known for getting in through windows,” Margate said.  
 
    “Where were Garmead’s last known whereabouts?” 
 
    Margate studied his papers once more. “As far as these records show he walked out of gaol and simply vanished. That was over twelve months ago.” 
 
    “Did he have any visitors while in gaol?”  
 
    “The prison records might tell you that. Is it really relevant?” 
 
    “We know that Garmead and Lightfoot went to Bamtree. It appears that Lightfoot murdered the incumbent vicar there and took over his position and pretended to be someone new.” 
 
    “Wait. How is that possible? The parishioners would know that the man wasn’t the original vicar, surely to goodness?” 
 
    “I am afraid not. We have found out so far that the original Church Warden told the villagers that he had to go away to look after his brother, who had suddenly taken ill. He then sent word that he wouldn’t be back. The villagers are adamant that the man is still alive and well. His belongings were sent to him at his brother’s house, apparently. Anyway, he has never been back to Bamtree. The church continued without a Warden for a while. The vicar then mysteriously vanished, and Lightfoot appeared. He told everyone that the old vicar had gone to answer his calling in London, and that he, Lightfoot, had been sent by the Bishop to take over his position. He had been in post for about three weeks when Garmead appeared and became the Church Warden. Garmead took over the Warden’s house, which is a grace and favour house next to the rectory and became a Mr. Bob Julian. Lightfoot took over the rectory as the vicar. The Bishop has assumed that his vicar, a man called Clive Mannering, was still in position. However, each time Lightfoot was called to a clerical meeting, Lightfoot sent his apologies citing one excuse after another, but never actually went.” 
 
    “Because he wasn’t the real vicar,” Margate nodded.  
 
    “Exactly. The ruse has continued for nearly a year. How long Lightfoot intended to carry it on for is anybody’s guess. Anyway, something must have gone wrong, because Lightfoot had a reason to murder Garmead. We found Garmead’s body about a fortnight ago. He had been stabbed in a back, only Lightfoot made it look as if the house had been burgled.” 
 
    “As he would know how to do given the crimes he had committed in the past,” Margate added. 
 
    “Maybe Garmead got greedy, or made a mistake, or wanted to stop and Lightfoot didn’t. Whatever happened, we think, and it is only a possible scenario you understand, but we think that Garmead may have taken to burgling local properties on his own. Several have been broken into and have had a lot of things stolen, which have since appeared in various pawn shops in town. However, the description of the man who has pawned the stolen goods matches Garmead not Lightfoot, and there has only been one set of footprints found at the burgled properties.” 
 
    “Garmead is a known burglar. Lightfoot would be angry at being cut out of the proceeds Garmead made from his stolen goods. That doesn’t explain why Garmead had to die,” Margate muttered.  
 
    “Maybe Garmead wanted out, or Lightfoot killed one of the victims. We think that during one of the burglaries the homeowner interrupted them. There were signs of a struggle, and the homeowner lost his life. Not long after that, Garmead was murdered.” 
 
    “Lightfoot probably took to murder, or Garmead accidentally killed the homeowner and Lightfoot got revenge. Whatever the case, Lightfoot is the killer.” 
 
    “He has to be because Garmead is dead and homeowners have since been murdered,” Joshua reasoned. “Lightfoot is getting more daring. He has targeted two women who live next door to our safe house. Lightfoot, pretending to be the vicar, called at the ladies’ house to try to persuade them to go to church on Sunday. Not long afterwards, someone tried to break into the house only tried to set fire to it by throwing a bottle of lamp oil through the window.” 
 
    “He is getting dangerous, as most criminals of his kind do. You must understand that there are two types of criminal. You have the petty crooks who generally stick to what they know but make a career out of fleecing people one way or another. However, they never change; they don’t stop but they don’t get worse. Then you have the career criminals who do change – for the worse. Their crimes are like an addiction. The more they do and gain from, the more they want to do. They break down social barriers and strictures to commit their crimes and become immune to what they are doing. Once that happens, they become immune from the damage they cause; the criminality of what they do. Then petty theft becomes serious crime, which becomes assault, which becomes murder. It is a downward spiral that the hardened criminal is incapable of stopping by themselves. The only thing that stops them is a very, very, long spell behind bars. Even then, some are still incapable of stopping. They get out of gaol and go straight back to the life they once enjoyed and return to crime. They are generally then in and out of gaol until the gaol master throws away the key and keeps them locked up for good. Lightfoot is one of those types of criminals. Given the multiple murders, he has to be locked up and never allowed out again. He cannot walk amongst decent society any longer.” 
 
    Joshua wholeheartedly agreed. “Whether it is panic, or greed, or insanity, that has driven him to commit murder, the man is taking lives and stealing from people. He has to be put behind bars and considered incredibly dangerous.” 
 
    “Get him to me and I will make sure he finds a cell to stay in for good.”  
 
    In that soft tone was a hint of steel that left Joshua in no doubt that Margate would have no qualms about condemning Lightfoot to a life sentence with hard labour. It didn’t involve working for money. Hard labour often meant that the prisoner spent several hours per day walking off their energies on a treadmill; a giant circle which the prisoner stood in and had to keep moving. It didn’t get him anywhere but he was forced to keep the wheel working. It would break a man’s spirit at the futility of it, but he wouldn’t be allowed to stop. Sometimes, a prisoner would be forced to turn a handle on a box containing two grinding stones through which sand was poured. The wheel was incredibly difficult to move but had to be turned several times a minute to keep the sand grinding, or the harshest of punishments would be issued. It was all deemed as correctional and put into place to teach a prisoner that no crime was worth the sentence; the monotony and futility of hard labour.   
 
    “Give us a day or two and you can lock him up forever,” Joshua promised. 
 
    Later that day, Joshua returned to Bamtree. He was eager to see Annalisa, not least because he wanted to be able to tell her what he had discovered about Lightfoot. Moreover, he wanted to speak to her about their future. Now that he had made his mind up to move permanently to Bamtree, it was important that they took the next step in their relationship.  
 
    I don’t know if what we have is a relationship seeing as we haven’t had a proper courtship, but we are together and that is that. 
 
    Now that he came to think about it, Joshua wasn’t at all sure what a proper courtship should contain. How did one go about romancing a woman?  
 
    “I haven’t got a bloody clue,” he growled.  
 
    “Talking to yourself again?” Daniel teased as he fell into step beside him.  
 
    Joshua frowned at him. “Do you know how to court a woman?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “I am the love them and leave them kind.” 
 
    “Now why doesn’t that surprise me?” Joshua grinned. 
 
    Daniel smirked unrepentantly at him. “It’s good that you are staying.” 
 
    Joshua agreed.  
 
    “We have work for you to do.” 
 
    “I know. None of you can track criminals worth a damn.” 
 
    “No, we have found prints at the window of the rectory. It appears that our thief tried to return last night and left great muddy footprints across the grass.” 
 
    Joshua’s brows lifted. He realised then that Daniel hadn’t just fallen into step beside him by chance. He had been waiting for him to return so he could take him to the new discovery. Sure enough, when he reached the vicar’s house, Roger was waiting for them. 
 
    “See how far they go, will you? I want that blackguard found sooner rather than later. We have checked the victims’ empty houses, the barns, outbuildings, all over the village. I have also got several armed men from the village out looking for him, but the bastard has vanished into thin air. Unless Billy is hiding him, Lightfoot must be holed up around here somewhere. I doubt he would spend a year of his life collecting a stash of the size we retrieved to just walk away and leave it behind.” 
 
    “Where is it now?” 
 
    “Richardson’s house, under armed guard.” 
 
    “You put it with the women?” Joshua was horrified and made no attempt to hide it. 
 
    “We don’t have the manpower to put several men on guard at their house, the safe house, and here. It is easier for two men to guard everything. There is one of him and two men in that house. He is outnumbered and knows it.” 
 
    “Which is why he strikes at night,” Daniel added.  
 
    Joshua looked at the clear imprint of a boot in the soil and sucked in a deep breath. He forced all thoughts out of his head and set to work. He kept his head down and walked in the footsteps of the murderer all the way through the woods, around fields, through the village but eventually stopped – right outside Annalisa’s house. 
 
    “Now, what would he be after in there, do you think?” Joshua murmured thoughtfully. 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t realise that Annalisa and Yvette have removed anything valuable and that is in the safe house too?” Roger whispered. 
 
    “Do you think he is in there?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “The trail ends at the end of the garden but there isn’t any evidence of it going through the garden to the house. See this broken branch? He has gone through this in the last day. The break is still wet, see?” Joshua held the ends of the twig up for his boss. “That’s been broken recently but is too far up the tree for an animal to have caused the damage. The women are in Mr Richardson’s house. Billy has gone and is probably miles away. Have any patrols come this way?” 
 
    Danial shook his head. “The men have been ordered to stay in the house. We are keeping watch over Annalisa’s, but the property it isn’t a priority seeing as it is empty and there is nothing there worth stealing now.” 
 
    “Our dear Lightfoot created a smoke screen. Literally.” 
 
    Joshua lifted his brows at his boss and waited for Roger to explain.  
 
    “It might be that Lightfoot wanted to cause some damage to the property so the ladies stayed out of certain rooms or, more importantly, out of the house. If he watched the property from these trees, he would know where the women were and when the workmen left. Moreover, he would know we weren’t in there either.” 
 
    “And was free to go inside himself,” Joshua added. 
 
    “But there isn’t anything there for him to steal. Annalisa and her aunt removed it all, remember?” Daniel said.  
 
    “I know, but the man probably doesn’t intend to steal anything. He needs somewhere to stay. He knew we would check the houses of the deceased. He probably expected us to scour the village for him and enlist the help of the villagers. When he torched the room, he created a room that was uninhabitable. It was damaged, ergo not important. Lightfoot would then be able to get into the house, stay inside overnight, and be confident that we wouldn’t go anywhere near it. Lightfoot could enter and leave the property from the other side of the house as soon as he watched the patrol leave and know we couldn’t see him from Mr Richardson’s property. He would have a good view of where we were outside from one of the upstairs windows.” 
 
    “Do we go in and flush him out?” Daniel squinted at the house.  
 
    “I think we are going to have to, don’t you?” Roger murmured before removing his gun and checking it for shot.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Annalisa paced, fretted, worried, and paced some more. She stalked around and around the sitting room, until Yvette lost her patience.  
 
    “Will you please sit down,” she snapped.  
 
    Annalisa sighed and glared at her. “I am bored.” 
 
    “You are worried about him, that’s what you are,” Yvette snorted with a dour look. 
 
    Annalisa didn’t deny it. She was worried about Joshua. Ever since he had left last night, she hadn’t heard or seen anything of him. Moreover, Peregrine hadn’t either. He was also pacing around but was doing so with a catlike silence that was unnerving. Like a ghoul he appeared out of the shadows, wafted across the room, before vanishing out of another door. As he went his gaze flitted around the room before scouring everything outside.  
 
    Around and around, over and over, it was starting to drive Annalisa out of her mind.  
 
    “I need to get out of here,” she whispered.  
 
    “You have to stay here.” 
 
    “But I need to do some more clearing in the parlour. I cannot just sit here all day.” 
 
    “So do some sewing,” Yvette retorted.  
 
    “I can’t concentrate,” Annalisa sighed.  
 
    Yvette huffed a sigh and dropped her sewing into her lap before she pierced her niece with a knowing look.  
 
    “He will be back as soon as he can.” 
 
    “Can I remind you that it is a killer he has gone chasing after?” Annalisa sniffed. 
 
    “I know,” Yvette murmured. “It is why we are here, remember?” 
 
    Annalisa forced herself to calm down. It would do no good to snap at her aunt. It couldn’t be easy for Yvette to have to sit and wait for, well, something to happen either, but Yvette didn’t have a personal interest in the safety of the men.  
 
    “I don’t want anything to happen to him.” 
 
    “I know. But we have to wait for a while before we can have our lives back.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I don’t think I do want my old life back,” Annalisa bit out. It wasn’t until her aunt went still that Annalisa realised she had just said that aloud, and Yvette had heard her.  
 
    “He has made you want something more.” It wasn’t a question.  
 
    Annalisa felt guilty because it almost made her aunt seem as if she was incapable of providing her with a happy life. 
 
    “I am perfectly content here. I just hate being cooped up all day. Waiting. I mean, what am I supposed to be waiting for?” 
 
    “A suitor who can provide you with a happy home? Security? Warmth? Protection? Love? Children?” 
 
    “But I have all that right now, except for the children of course,” Annalisa replied.  
 
    “It sounds incredibly boring.” Yvette began to smile.  
 
    Annalisa threw her a guilty look. “I sound terribly ungrateful, don’t I?” 
 
    “No. You sound as if you are ready for a new challenge in life, that’s all. I should be surprised if you were content with living half a life. Joshua will make you want to experience a little more in life. His life is packed full of adventures; challenges. He is always going to live life to the best of his ability, and tackle challenges most men would run away from. It is the kind of man he is. It is the kind of men all the Star Elite are. I can understand now why they have garnered the reputation they have. They will get the job done and vanquish any enemy who is foolish enough to cross their paths. However, on a personal front, they aren’t going to accept meek and feeble women in their lives. Any woman who wants to be a part of any of their lives must be strong, capable, and accept that her mate will never completely be tamed.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “No. If you think carefully about it, convention is boring. It is expected, normal, what everyone else does. Being unconventional makes life exciting, a little dangerous because you never know what is going to happen next. It is why people who marry when they are young tend to wander off as they get older. They change, yearn for something more when life becomes mundane. What they have at home has become dull and monotonous, like everyday life, so they create change by meeting other people and often have affairs. I am sorry, but mundane should never creep into a marriage. Take it from me, you would be a fool to turn down a future with a man like Joshua.” 
 
    “I know,” Annalisa sighed. She just had no idea if Joshua wanted a life with her.  
 
    “Do you think you could settle to an unconventional life with Joshua?” Yvette asked.  
 
    “I do believe I have to, because the alternative makes me want to crawl out of my own skin with the despair of it all,” Annalisa sighed.  
 
    “You care about him,” Yvette informed her. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Yes, I care about him,” Annalisa admitted wryly.  
 
    “Is it love?”  
 
    “I think so,” Annalisa replied, desperately trying to ignore how fiercely her cheeks were burning. 
 
    “Do you want to spend your life with him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you find him attractive?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “See yourself spending the rest of your life with him?” 
 
    “Yes.” Annalisa sighed. 
 
    “Worry he is all right while he is away?”  
 
    “Yes, you know all of this.” 
 
    “It’s love,” Yvette murmured with a nod. “Just remember that Joshua is a man of action, but sometimes even adventurous men can be incredibly dense when it comes to the emotional aspects of life and relationships. A little pointer in the right direction wouldn’t go amiss, especially if he hasn’t made his intentions clear.” 
 
    “I cannot ask him if he cares about me.” Annalisa looked at her aunt in horror. The thought of being so bold was enough to make her feel slightly queasy. “I couldn’t be that bold.” 
 
    “Well, has he kissed you?” Yvette asked boldly. 
 
    “Aunt Yvette,” Annalisa gasped. 
 
    “Phah! Don’t skirt around the issue with me. I know that starry look in your eye. I might have looked like that once or twice in my own youth, you know. Just because I am old doesn’t mean I don’t understand. If he hasn’t kissed you by now he isn’t interested, so try to put aside what you feel as infatuation. You have, after all, been thrown together in dangerous circumstances.” Yvette returned to her sewing. “However, if he has kissed you and made you want more then you a need to start to push him a little, preferably before he has to leave.” 
 
    Yvette gave her niece a pointed look before she returned to her sewing. Annalisa stared at her in stunned disbelief. She couldn’t believe her aunt was prepared to play matchmaker like this. However, the advice she had given was sound. Maybe it was time to push Joshua for something more than a few passionate kisses?  
 
    If only I can get him to stop disappearing long enough to have a conversation with him, maybe I would. 
 
    Yes, he had kissed her, a few times as a matter of fact, but that didn’t constitute a relationship. He had never really been around long enough for them to have a proper conversation about, well, about anything. What was she to do if they did talk about themselves only to find he had some horrid character flaw she just couldn’t live with?  
 
    I doubt a man like Joshua could have some horrid habit I couldn’t live with. 
 
    In fact, everything about him seemed perfect. He was brave, strong, tough, capable, dependable, respected, and more importantly honest and forthright. She suspected Joshua had never told a lie or even a half-truth in his entire life, or ever would. 
 
    “He is brave,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes, but is he honest about his emotions?” Yvette asked. 
 
    That, Annalisa couldn’t answer. What worried her the most was how she could ask him what he wanted from her; how he saw their future. She wanted to ask him if he could ever see a point in his future where they might be married. 
 
    “I cannot be that forward,” she whispered.  
 
    But she knew she must be if she wanted a future with him. She couldn’t be afraid of what the future had in store for her. It was a challenge, and one that she must rise to if she wanted to be the kind of woman who could make a man like Joshua happy. Even so, she was plagued with doubts about all sorts of things, and it left her fretfully stewing in silence.  
 
    Several hours later, Annalisa was still trying to decide what to say to Joshua when she became aware that something was wrong. It was difficult to know what made the small hairs stand on end on the back of her neck. A shiver of warning slithered down her spine but she couldn’t quite place what caused it. It was more a gut feeling rather than anything definite.  
 
    Determined to shake it off, Annalisa set aside all thoughts of Joshua, and went in search of something to do. While Yvette chatted quietly with Hamish, Annalisa wandered aimlessly through the house. Eventually, she realised that what she really wanted to do was get some fresh air. Of course, the men wouldn’t allow her to go outside and sneaking out by herself wasn’t possible. The amount of aggravation she would get from Joshua when he found out wasn’t worth it. Besides, she didn’t want to put herself in any danger. She wasn’t that brave or foolhardy. 
 
    “I need to get some changes of clothing,” Annalisa told Peregrine when she found him in the kitchen. 
 
    He squinted at her but knew that Dean was patrolling the grounds. The house next door was as safe as the house they were in because the men had searched it earlier and found nothing. Wherever Lightfoot was, he wasn’t nearby. 
 
    “All right. Let me summon Dean. He can escort you to the back door and will wait for you.” 
 
    Annalisa opened her mouth to tell him that she could manage the short walk on her own only to close it again with a snap. She suspected that Peregrine would just ignore any objection she made because safety came first. Sure enough, Peregrine yanked open the door and emitted a strange whistle. A couple of minutes later, Dean appeared as if by magic.  
 
    “Thank you,” Annalisa murmured to both men as she stepped out of the house and sucked in a deep breath of the afternoon air.  
 
    It was disturbing to see the heavy gun strapped to Dean’s waist but also reassuring in an odd kind of way. A part of her felt incredibly saddened that life in the village of Bamtree had come to this, but she knew the weaponry was necessary to protect everyone while the Star Elite set about catching Bamtree’s murderer. 
 
    “Have you any idea where he is yet?” she asked of Dean. Annalisa really wanted to ask if he knew where Joshua was but didn’t want to embarrass Joshua in front of his friends.  
 
    Dean shook his head. “He can’t have gone far. That’s where Joshua is now. He is an expert tracker. If anybody can find him, Joshua can. It is going to be arduous going, though, but we will get him.” 
 
    With a smile, Annalisa left Dean at the kitchen doorway and quietly made her way upstairs to her bed chamber. It was odd being inside the quite house all by herself, even with Dean waiting downstairs. Annalisa was hit with the strange feeling that she didn’t belong there anymore.  
 
    While she had been living next door no more than a few days, it felt like a lifetime because so much had happened, and so many changes had taken place, not just environmentally but emotionally. Annalisa knew she was no longer the same person she had been when she had lived in the house with her aunt and that was partly because she had experienced a wealth of emotions toward Joshua she had never felt before in her life. It had given her a completely different view of her future, and a yearning for change.  
 
    As she walked up the stairs, Annalisa was hit with a sense of isolation that was unnerving. She was alone in a property she should have felt safe in, but she didn’t feel safe at all. Instead, Annalisa felt incredibly vulnerable. So much so, about half-way up the stairs she paused while she tried to calm her growing nerves. She was shaking so much she wondered if she would be better leaving it until Joshua or her aunt could be with her.  
 
    “Don’t be such a goose. I am just fetching some clothing, that’s all. There is nothing to be afraid of.” But that quiet feeling that she was not alone continued to grow the higher Annalisa climbed to the top of the stairs.  
 
    Once at the landing, she paused and looked at each closed door which lined the landing. Not a sound could be heard except for her own thundering heartbeat. The upper floor was exactly as the had left it, but Annalisa knew something was different. A quick glance at the hallway downstairs assured her that everything remained undisturbed, yet as she was about to turn away, something creaked. It was short, sharp, but loud enough to be heard and was followed by an absolute stillness that was creepy.  
 
    Cautiously, Annalisa edged toward her bed chamber. She almost dismissed that creak of a floorboard as the house settling or something but was about to open her bed chamber door when she heard what sounded like the rustle of movement followed by a quiet click. Another glance around assured her that all the doors remained closed still, but something was going on, she was sure of it. 
 
    “Dean?” she called, but he didn’t answer.  
 
    Shaking her head at her own skittishness, Annalisa sucked in a deep, fortifying breath, and shoved her bed chamber door open. Once inside, she quietly closed it behind her and locked it for good measure before turning her attention to why she was there. Several minutes later, she paused beside the door and took one last look at the room. It felt as if it belonged to someone else now and gave her a moment to pause and reflect on the life she used to live.  
 
    “It belongs to the old me now,” she sighed.  
 
    But rather than look toward the future with excitement, Annalisa almost dreaded the uncertainty of it. She had no idea whether the next few months would bring her everything she could ever wish for or ruin her dreams forever. She had no idea if Joshua intended to stay or go back to London just as soon as the killer was caught. More importantly, she had no idea what she was going to do about changing her life if Joshua make it clear he didn’t want a relationship with her.  
 
    “I will just have to get on with it, won’t I?” she bit out.  
 
    With a sigh, Annalisa unlocked the door and yanked the door open, and went to step through it only to realise that something was blocking her route. Instinctively, she looked up, and gasped when she found herself staring into the cold, callous eyes of the vicar.  
 
    “What are you doing in the house?” she gasped.  
 
    “I have come for you,” he replied smoothly.  
 
    Annalisa blanched when he reached toward her. She stepped back and tried to slam the door closed only for him to lunge toward her. She shoved her weight against the door, but he was already too far into the room to be thwarted. Determined not to be caught in her bed chamber with a killer, Annalisa screamed, as loudly as she could. Over and over, she screamed as she fought to get the killer out of the room, but she was no match for his maniacal strength. She found herself being shoved across the floor until she was left helplessly staring at the open doorway and the man directly blocking her escape.  
 
    “Get away from me. What do you want with me?” 
 
    “You are coming with me,” the vicar replied.  
 
    “I am doing no such thing. You are a killer.” Annalisa snapped. “Dean! Dean!” 
 
    She gasped when pain lanced across her cheek. She clasped her burning flesh and glared angrily at the thug as she waited for her tears to clear her eyes. She stared hatefully at him.  
 
    “You are a fool if you think they aren’t going to hunt you down,” she hissed. “You are going to have to kill me because I shall go nowhere with the likes of you.” 
 
    Before he could reply, Annalisa lunged across the room and snatched the poker out of its bucket. Lightfoot made a grab for her but not quickly enough to stop Annalisa from whirling around and smacking him repeatedly on his back with her new weapon.  
 
    Annalisa used all her strength to hit him over and over with the poker, everywhere she could manage to reach. Lightfoot ducked and tried to find a way around her determined whacks but Annalisa continued to step just out of his reach, and backstepped in a wide circle until he was in the middle of the room, and she was standing in front of the door. Annalisa wasted no time trying to make her escape, and backstepped quickly across the threshold before slamming the door closed on the sight of Lightfoot lunging after her. 
 
    She heard the thump of him hitting the door but didn’t stop to try to hold the door closed. Instead, she spun on her heel and started to run down the stairs. What she didn’t count on was the desperation of her attacker, who shoved her roughly in the middle of the back, propelling her down the stairs at a speed her feet couldn’t maintain.  
 
    In one moment Annalisa was running downstairs, and in the next she was flying but then slammed into the stairs and tumbled downwards until she landed painfully on the floor at the bottom. Annalisa was covered in bruises, winded, and in incredible pain when she regained her senses and realised what had happened. She wanted to scream again but couldn’t get her lungs to work well enough for her to take a breath. Somewhere off in the distance she could hear Dean calling her name while he rattled the back door. His shouts were interspersed with the sound of shattering glass, but she still couldn’t call out to him. All Annalisa could do was stare in dazed disbelief at the ceiling while she battled fierce pain in her ribs. She was positive she had broken one or two, if not more ribs because each time she tried to breathe, pain lanced across her chest and crawled across her back. It was so bad that she had to pant. Stars danced behind her eyes and the hallway started to recede, but Annalisa knew that letting it disappear completely was the last thing she should do. 
 
    I cannot be vulnerable to him any more than I already am. I must fight him. I must fight. 
 
    But it was difficult to do when her captor was already dragging her into an upright position. She looked around for the poker only to find it protruding from a step about halfway up the stairs, too far out of her reach to be of any use.  
 
    Annalisa drew in as much breath as she could and opened her mouth to scream for Dean again only for her attacker to lift his hand back. He tried to slap her, but she lifted her arms to protect her head. Annalisa then screamed as loudly as she could, until Lightfoot grabbed her cruelly by the hair and shoved his face up to hers. 
 
    “Do that one more time and I am going to kill you right here and right now, got it?”  
 
    “Kill me then because I am not going to be willing to do anything you tell me to do. Why me? What do you want with me? Why have you come here? We don’t have any valuables. You do know the Star Elite are outside, don’t you? They aren’t going to let you get away,” Annalisa hissed. 
 
    “But that is why I need you. If they try to stop me they are going to be responsible for your death,” Lightfoot sneered.  
 
    “Reverend.” 
 
    “I am not a vicar,” Lightfoot snarled. “I am done with that pretence. It has earned me a nice, tidy profit but it is time for me to move on now, and you are going to help me do it.” 
 
    “I am going to help you do anything,” Annalisa snorted.  
 
    “You are going to come with me and do as you are told,” Lightfoot warned.  
 
    Annalisa opened her mouth and screamed. She leaned forward and shoved her face into her attacker’s and defiantly screamed as she glared spitefully at him. Everything she was shook physically from head to foot but she refused to back away. She refused to allow him to see how scared she was. 
 
    Joshua heard her screaming even from down the road. He knew the second he heard that plaintive wail that it was Annalisa. His feet were already pounding toward her house before she fell silent again. By the time he reached the property, Joshua saw Peregrine kicking the front door down. Suddenly, it flew open to reveal an awful scene in the hallway that made Joshua run even faster.  
 
    Annalisa was struggling with Lightfoot. If that hadn’t been bad enough, the sight of just how badly bruised and beaten Annalisa was warned Joshua that the struggle had been brutal.  
 
    “Get off her, you bastard!” Joshua bellowed as he pelted down the lane.  
 
    He had to slow as he approached the house, though, because Lightfoot had a gun to Annalisa’s head. Even Peregrine, who was on the doorstep, daren’t take a step inside the house for fear of the trigger being pulled. Neither man had any doubt that Lightfoot would kill her if he was pushed. 
 
    Joshua’s heart began to ache for her pain. It was so strong he could almost feel the hurt she felt. Fury flooded through him at the thought that anybody dared do this to her, his precious Annalisa. Joshua stared spitefully at Lightfoot as he stomped closer to the house.  
 
    “Kill her and I will make you suffer a slow and very painful death,” he snarled.  
 
    Peregrine lifted a hand up to stop Joshua from forcing a path into the house and tackling Lightfoot as he wanted to do. While Peregrine could understand this situation was now personal, he knew this situation was volatile and could result in Annalisa’s death at any moment.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Get away from the door,” Lightfoot ordered Peregrine. 
 
    Peregrine dutifully stepped away from the door, and backstepped until Lightfoot began to drag Annalisa out of the house.  
 
    “Stay strong,” Joshua whispered to her. “Trust me. We will get you out of this.” 
 
    Tears stung Annalisa’s eyes, but there wasn’t much she could say. Words failed her. The pain in her lungs was just too strong for her to do anything more than croak. In the end, she had to resort to mouthing what she wanted to say. 
 
    “I love you,” she mouthed, before tearing her gaze away.  
 
    Lightfoot, oblivious to anything other than his escape, waved his gun at Dean, forcing the Star Elite operative to one side as well. While dragging Annalisa around and around, Lightfoot then crossed the garden and headed straight for the trees.  
 
    “Follow us and she dies,” he snarled, shoving the muzzle of the gun against Annalisa’s temple once more.  
 
    When she saw the trees, Annalisa screamed and did everything she could to break free but Lightfoot’s hold around her neck was just too strong. Eventually, she couldn’t scream anymore because her chest hurt too much. Instead, Annalisa kept her gaze on Joshua, whose gaze remained locked on her as he followed Lightfoot step-for-step.  
 
    Eventually, trees blocked her view of Joshua, leaving Annalisa facing a fear that rendered her helpless. Joshua had been her steadying force in her world of turmoil. Now he was gone, she felt all alone and vulnerable. While she knew the men from the Star Elite were around, they couldn’t do anything to stop Lightfoot from pulling the trigger and ending her life there and then.  
 
    Desperate to stop Lightfoot taking her too far away from her home, Annalisa released her relentless objection to Lightfoot’s tight hold, and made a grab for a tree. Wrapping her arms tightly around it, she then forced herself to ignore her pain and refused to release it. Lightfoot tugged at her, but she refused to let that solid tree go.  
 
    “You aren’t going to do this,” Lightfoot growled, smacking at her arms.  
 
    Each time he succeeded in prising one arm away from the trunk, Annalisa rewound it around the tree again. Lightfoot cursed viciously, but Annalisa ignored him, and continued to resist in the only way she could.  
 
    Suddenly, Lightfoot lifted his gun and pulled the trigger. Annalisa cried out and flinched. Her ears rang at the volume of that loud boom but she only tightened her hold.  
 
    Dean cursed and threw himself onto the ground to prevent himself from being hit and was still scrambling to his feet when Joshua charged past him.  
 
    “Let her go,” Joshua commanded Lightfoot coldly, but Joshua suspected Lightfoot didn’t even hear him. He was too busy cursing and commanding Annalisa release her hold on the tree.  
 
    Suddenly, Lightfoot pressed the gun to her temple once more and pressed his lips to her ear. “You are going to let it go or you are going to die.”  
 
    With that, Lightfoot cocked the gun again. 
 
    Annalisa froze when she felt that cold press of metal against her warm flesh. Terror stole her thoughts. All she could do was lock her panicked gaze on the reassuring sight of Joshua and pray that Lightfoot wouldn’t take her life.  
 
    Joshua tried to take aim at Lightfoot’s head, but his line of sight was blocked by Annalisa, who was still twisting and squirming to try to get away. Further along the treeline, Peregrine was trying to forge a path that would bring him to a point behind Lightfoot so he could creep up on the captor, but Lightfoot had already seen him and knew time was short. He therefore redoubled his efforts to get Annalisa to move again. When she continued to struggle, he slammed a booted foot against the tree, and smacked her harshly on the back of the neck with the handle of his gun. Annalisa’s cry of pain was loud and resulted in her immediately releasing the tree to clutch her wounded neck. Lightfoot immediately yanked her forcibly backwards and got her moving again. Rather than try to drag her, Lightfoot tossed her over his shoulder and charged through the trees to make his escape.  
 
    “Don’t make too many tracks,” Joshua bellowed at Peregrine.  
 
    Joshua cursed bitterly because Lightfoot and Annalisa had been swallowed almost immediately by the dense foliage. While he knew his colleagues were only trying to help, Joshua also knew their desperate attempts to recover Annalisa were covering Lightfoot’s tracks.  
 
    “Track him,” Roger bellowed.  
 
    Everyone froze leaving Joshua to pause and catch his breath. He started at the spot where he had last seen Lightfoot and began to do what came naturally.  
 
    “He is going to follow you,” Annalisa cried. “Joshua can do that better than anyone. He will find us. You can’t hide your tracks.” 
 
    “I don’t need to. They can have you. I don’t want you. You are only here to provide a little distraction so I can escape,” Lightfoot snorted.  
 
    All sorts of questions ran through Annalisa’s mind, but she was too scared to ask them. She knew she wouldn’t like what answers the thug had to give her because the tone of his voice when Lightfoot had said ‘distraction’ had caused icy fingers of fear to slither down her spine. She knew that whatever he had planned meant something dire for her.  
 
    “Joshua!” she screamed.  
 
    “Stay calm,” he shouted back, but was horrifyingly faint. 
 
    Annalisa began to cry. She stared in horror in the direction of Joshua’s voice and wished he would appear. She wished she had the time to say all the things she wanted to say to him, that she needed to say. But it was probably better if she didn’t get to say them if she was going to die today.  
 
    “Why me?” Annalisa cried.  
 
    She wanted to fight her captor, to punch him and make him suffer, but it was difficult to think of something suitable to do that would hinder him when she was several feet off the ground. All she could do was lie like a dead weight across his shoulder and hope he eventually tired of carrying her.  
 
    It took just a few minutes before her captor began to curse viciously.  
 
    “Walk,” he commanded coldly as he slammed her onto her feet. “Don’t think I won’t kill you if you try to fight me again.” 
 
    “I know you have killed all the others. Those poor villagers trusted you. They let you into their homes and gave you their donations and you robbed them blind, then took their lives. Why? Why did you have to go and kill them?” Annalisa cried. 
 
    “They were always sticking their noses into things, asking questions and talking about the old vicar,” Lightfoot growled. “I was sick of them. I am sick of the whole bloody lot of them. They won’t be missed. They were old anyway.” 
 
    “No matter how old they are, nobody’s life should be stolen. Everyone has a life that is valuable. It isn’t for anybody to deem it worthless,” Annalisa hissed. “How could you be so vile?” 
 
    But she knew this man was vile. It was written in the cold stare he levelled on her. What was shocking was that there was a dead look about his expression that was almost blank. It was as if the part of him that was his character had disappeared, and in his place was someone who was cold and unfeeling. He was something that operated rather than existed. She didn’t doubt that the man had no respect for life, and he would indeed take her life to try to save his own.  
 
    “Just let me go and I will delay them,” she pleaded. 
 
    Her captor didn’t even stop to consider that. Lightfoot yanked her with him as he forged a way through the undergrowth toward a destination only he knew about. It was as though he hadn’t heard her. 
 
    “Please. Just let me stay here.” 
 
    When Annalisa stopped walking, Lightfoot yanked her cruelly forward, and shoved her in front of him so she had to walk or keep bumping into him. Suddenly, he jabbed the end of his gun into her back. The pain that lanced around to her ribs stole her breath once more and this time started to make the world around them recede.  
 
    It was then that Annalisa knew that her chances of survival were remote.  
 
    “Joshua!” she screamed, determined to tell him what she wanted him to know before she died. “Joshua!” 
 
    This time, he didn’t reply. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Because of his panic Joshua lost Annalisa’s trail, picked it back up, lost it again, but eventually picked it back up again. What concerned him was that there were clear signs of blood on some of the leaves on the trail, which seemed to be too direct to be a panicked flight.  
 
    “He knows where he is going,” Joshua growled. 
 
    “Do you think he is going to meet someone?” Peregrine asked.  
 
    Joshua nodded but then looked warningly at his colleagues who were spaced out on either side of him.  
 
    “He can’t have too many accomplices. We would have seen them by now. There isn’t any trace of a second person at any of the recent crime scenes. The only person we know Lightfoot has had help from is Garmead. I cannot see that Lightfoot has anybody else he can trust,” Roger reasoned. 
 
    Joshua nodded. “Lightfoot has been living here for over a year now, don’t forget. He has probably had plenty of time to scout the area and look for places he can hide and use to escape should he ever get caught.” 
 
    “What is this way, does anybody know?” 
 
    “More woods and the main road leading to London about five miles beyond it,” Dean informed them.  
 
    “Well, he has to be heading to the main road, then. Do you want me to go and see if I can circle around them?” Peregrine offered.  
 
    “No. We all need to stick together. He is armed and not afraid to shoot. I cannot risk losing any of you,” Roger replied. “Let’s just keep following. If he is having to drag Annalisa, he is going to tire before we do.” 
 
    “Where is Yvette?” Joshua asked as he followed yet another path Lightfoot had taken across a small stream.  
 
    “We don’t know. She had gone up to her bed chamber but was no longer there when I went to check on her,” Hamish warned. 
 
    “So, Lightfoot might have both women?” Roger said. It wasn’t a question.  
 
    “Why would he want them both? One is a bargaining tool, but he won’t manage to drag two women through the bushes. What could he want Yvette for? Moreover, where has he hidden her?” Peregrine demanded. 
 
    “Maybe she has just gone home?” Hamish suggested. 
 
    “Annalisa would have called out for her if they had been together.” Joshua looked at Hamish who shook his head in consternation.  
 
    “Yvette was in her bed chamber, but he didn’t get into the safe house. We would have heard him,” Hamish confirmed.   
 
    “Maybe she followed Annalisa and was knocked out by Lightfoot or something?” Ronan shared a worried look with Luke that Joshua caught. 
 
    “What?” Joshua demanded.  
 
    Luke shook his head.  
 
    “What?” Joshua asked of Ronan who sighed.  
 
    “Annalisa looked badly beaten,” Ronan muttered reluctantly. “Maybe he had already beaten Yvette. She may be at her house somewhere and we just didn’t get the chance to find her.” 
 
    “She has to be at the safe house somewhere. I was on watch. Lightfoot didn’t get inside, and Yvette didn’t leave the building,” Dean snapped. 
 
    “We would have known,” Peregrine growled. “Annalisa asked to go to fetch some clothing. I whistled for Dean, who escorted her across the garden, and sent her inside. The last I saw of Yvette was before she went into her bed chamber for a nap. She didn’t come back out again. The next thing I know, all hell broke loose.” 
 
    “Yvette is of little concern right now. What is more important is getting Annalisa back before Lightfoot gets too far away,” Roger interrupted before turning to Joshua. “Do you think we are getting close to them?” 
 
    Joshua shrugged and tried to bite down on his frustration. “It is too hard to tell because the tracks are still fresh.” 
 
    He didn’t wait to chat with his boss and increased his pace for several more miles until they saw smoke.  
 
    “Maybe it is a camp?” Roger asked hopefully. 
 
    Joshua’s thoughts turned immediately to Billy, but he knew the man was miles away. Someone else had decided to light a fire.  
 
    What the men eventually found was a make-shift camp. It consisted of nothing more than a couple of tree trunks positioned beside a fire, which smouldered because it had been built using wet leaves and fresh twigs.  
 
    “Whoever has made this hasn’t got much of a clue about how to start a campfire,” Joshua snorted in disgust.  
 
    “I don’t suppose there is much need for a campfire in gaol,” Dean mused.  
 
    He bent down and studied a small bag tucked away carefully beneath a small shelter. With two fingers, he slid it out of its hole and lifted the flap back.  
 
    “Well, at least we know where the rest of the money has gone from the goods he pawned,” Peregrine whispered picking up a handful of coins and letting them run through his fingers.  
 
    Joshua studied the camp but wasn’t all that interested in searching it. He continued to look for the trail that would lead him to Annalisa. He didn’t wait for his colleagues to keep up. When he found what he wanted to see, Joshua started to follow it and hoped that Annalisa would be alive when he eventually reached her.  
 
    Annalisa was so cold her teeth were starting to clatter. She was terrified beyond words and felt sick with despair and the hopelessness of it all. A part of her wanted to fight but she knew she might need what was left of her energy for a fight if Lightfoot did try to take her life when they reached wherever they were going. She had to conserve as much energy as she could because she fully intended to try to make an escape the first time that he stopped and loosened his hold. So far, though, he hadn’t done either. His hold was so tight her already painful flesh had gone numb from the discomfort of it. She had given up trying to force him to release her. 
 
    A heavy silence settled between them – until Lightfoot suddenly slammed to a stop and turned to face her. He suddenly released her and planted himself firmly in her path. He studied her with a cold contempt that told Annalisa that her journey was over. She stepped away, her worry growing when he didn’t stop her. She eyed the gun in his hand. Her heart began to thunder in her ears. She knew this was it.  
 
    “Joshua!” she whispered.  
 
    Annalisa wanted to scream it again but couldn’t get her throat to work. Nothing would work, not her thoughts, her emotions, her throat. Even her knees didn’t seem to want to hold her up anymore and threatened to buckle beneath her.  
 
    On the floor is the wrong place for me to be. 
 
    It was the only thought that kept Annalisa on her feet. She was braced, though, to fight for survival, or jump for it.  
 
    He didn’t lift his gun as she expected. Annalisa watched as he lifted a heavy log and seemed to check it for size and weight. Slowly he turned to smirk spitefully at her.  
 
    “Run,” he whispered. 
 
    Annalisa blinked at him and watched a malicious glee overtake his dour features. Without hesitation, she spun around and ran. Panic slammed into her when she felt his heavy footfall behind her. All she could see before her were trees, but she crashed through them running this way and that, desperately trying to put distance between her and her attacker, desperately trying to avoid being murdered.  
 
    “Joshua!” she screamed.  
 
    “Annalisa!”  
 
    Annalisa raced toward his voice but took no more than seven more steps before a heavy weight slammed into the back of her head and the world went black once more.  
 
      
 
    Joshua could smell smoke. Every now and then, as the wind teased the branches of the trees all about him, he saw faint wafts of the thick grey clouds of smoke billow through the woods. He struggled to understand why the man would see fit to light a fire now, especially when he knew the Star Elite were behind him.  
 
    I don’t think he knows just how close we are, Joshua thought with no small measure of satisfaction. 
 
    What he couldn’t see, though, was Annalisa. He couldn’t hear her either.  
 
    “It’s him,” Daniel breathed. 
 
    Joshua barely nodded. He didn’t take his eyes off Lightfoot, who had his back to them as he studied something in the clearing he stood on the edge of.  
 
    Within seconds, the men from the Star Elite converged on the unwary criminal, who was brutally assaulted from all sides without warning. Lightfoot cursed as he was tackled to the ground from behind. Joshua tried to prise the gun out of the criminal’s hand, but once it was pointed away from his body, Lightfoot pulled the trigger. The shot hit the tree directly beside Roger’s leg, so closely that Roger looked down to see if he was hit. Joshua stomped on the man’s gun before Hamish wrenched the heavy metal out of his grip.  
 
    In just a few brief moments, Lightfoot was rendered incapable of threatening anybody else and his life of freedom was over.  
 
    “Hold him.” Joshua waited until Ronan and Daniel had Lightfoot on his knees before him. “What have you done with her?” 
 
    Lightfoot sneered. “It’s too late. She is a little too hot to handle.” 
 
    Joshua stared down at him before he turned to the thin trail of smoke coming through the woods. A curse escaped him. He thundered across the narrow clearing and crashed into the trees opposite. It was only when he was inside the dense woodland that he saw a large wall of flickering flames.  
 
    “Annalisa!” Joshua bellowed, desperately hoping that she would answer him.  
 
    Smoke and heat temporarily held him back. Joshua peered at the flames and tried to think of a way to get through them to the clearing he knew was on the other side. While he couldn’t see her, Joshua knew Annalisa was there, waiting for him on the other side.  
 
    It was a wrench to force himself to walk several feet away, but eventually Joshua was satisfied he could make it. Turning around, he ran as fast as he could toward the wall of flames. The warmth that hit him stole his breath, but he jumped clear of the dense heat with only a few singe marks. What he saw when he landed in the small clearing, though, was horrifying enough to steal his breath.  
 
    Lightfoot had tied Annalisa to a tree. It wasn’t just any tree. This tree protruded from a large pile of branches, twigs, and leaves which had been shoved against the base of the tree before being set alight. All about her, flames licked at the dry wood, creating a thick wall of heat and smoke that was almost impenetrable.  
 
    Yanking off his jacket, Hamish began to beat at the flames while Peregrine began to drag some of the burning branches away from the tree, and Annalisa. One by one, the Star Elite men appeared in the clearing. Everyone was even joined by Daniel, who dragged a resentful Lightfoot through the flames, and forced him to kneel and watch.  
 
    “I think the smoke has got to her,” Hamish shouted because Annalisa appeared to have lost consciousness and didn’t answer to Joshua persistently calling out to her.  
 
    Joshua hurried behind her. Copying Hamish, Joshua grabbed a thick branch and began to drag the burning wood away from the woman he loved. He tugged and hauled over and over but could do nothing about the finer carpet of dried leaves and twigs beneath her feet which were already smouldering and threatening to consume her dress.  
 
    Annalisa felt her chest ache. It was so heavy she struggled to draw in a breath. When she did, she coughed when thick smoke choked her lungs. Her arms were bent at a painful angle and tied tightly at the wrist until every part of her upper body ached. Her head pounded and she felt incredibly sick. All she could hear was the steady hiss and crackle of something and heat. Eventually, her mind cleared enough to register that she was in danger of being burnt alive.  
 
    Blinking the smog away, Annalisa looked up and stared blankly at the flames all about her. At first, disbelief refused to allow her to understand what was happening. Slowly, she had to face the stark reality that she was going to die. She looked down at her feet and could see embers already smouldering on her dress. Dully, she watched a large, hungry flame build that ember into a small flame which began to build even as she stared at it.  
 
    Wildly kicking out her legs, Annalisa wriggled and squirmed to try to put it out before it swept up the material. Thankfully, the thick folds of the outer clothing prevented the flames from touching her skin, but it was only a matter of seconds before she was burnt to death.  
 
    “Joshua!”  
 
    As if by magic, Joshua appeared like a vision before her. He looked so wonderfully strong through the thick wall of flames that all Annalisa could do was stare at him.  
 
    Their eyes met. A wealth of understanding flew between them.  
 
    “Just stay calm,” he growled, his voice made hoarser by the dense smoke. “We will get you out of this.” 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered, immediately calming now she knew that help was there to save her. 
 
    Annalisa didn’t doubt him. Joshua would never lie to her, she knew that now. He was brave and honest. All the men from the Star Elite were, but none of the others held that special place in her heart like Joshua. He was, without doubt, the love of her life. He seemed to understand her even before she spoke. Even though their acquaintance was relatively new, he knew her well enough to know what she was thinking or feeling at any given moment, and she fancied she was able to do the same with him. In this they were together, as one, battling the enemy for the ability to have a future together. This battle was personal. It involved them both, their future happiness, their lives together.  
 
    “I love you too,” he mouthed.   
 
    Watching his lips move, Annalisa didn’t doubt then that Joshua cared for her just as much as she cared about him. There was something in his face, in the steady look he was giving her that was dark and sinister yet not directed at her. He would move Heaven and earth to keep her alive because he meant every word. He loved her, with just as much strength of feeling as she had for him. 
 
    Joshua understood her need to see him and stayed in her line of vision as he stepped steadily toward her. On either side of him, Hamish, Peregrine, Roger, Luke, Dean, and Ronan, beat the flames and tugged and kicked all the danger away. The smoke didn’t abate but Joshua care. Nothing stopped him from reaching her.  
 
    Joshua stooped low to smack away the singed material of her dress but when it wouldn’t tear, he withdrew his flick-knife and sliced the burning material off which he then scrunched into a ball and tossed to one side. He then pressed himself against her before leaning around the tree and cutting the ropes. Because she was pressed tightly between the tree and Joshua, he was able to take her weight when Annalisa would have slumped to the ground.  
 
    “Time to go home,” he murmured gently.  
 
    Annalisa clung to him with a strength that was driven purely by her love for him. Nothing could get her to release him. Instead, she pressed a kiss into his neck and savoured his strength as he carried her away from the makeshift stake.  
 
    Joshua shook with the force of emotion that coursed through him. For a moment he couldn’t bring himself to speak. He couldn’t think of anything to say. There was nothing he wanted to say, but at the same time he needed to say everything he hadn’t had the time or opportunity to share with her. The danger had passed, especially now that the smoke was starting to clear, but Joshua needed to clear the air on a more personal level. Because he didn’t want to waste a moment, he stopped several feet away and slowly lowered Annalisa to the floor. Rather than release her, he simply held her as tightly as he could without hurting her.  
 
    “What happened?” he whispered when he could find the strength to speak. 
 
    Annalisa didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t want to remember the fear or the overwhelming pain, but she had to and so began to recount everything, right up to the point that she was knocked unconscious. As she talked, the men from the Star Elite all gathered around to listen. They all knew that if they had taken one wrong turn, if Joshua had lost the trail, they would be looking at another murder victim only this time the method of death was considerably more gruesome than any they had ever dealt with before.  
 
    “It’s sick,” Peregrine whispered. “Who in the hell would do that to someone?” 
 
    “He is a killer. Anybody who tries to take another person’s life is inhumane and has little respect for life. They don’t care what method they need to use to kill their victims so long as they get the satisfaction of killing. It is the kill that’s important. Lightfoot is not to plead insanity. He is to face justice as someone who knew exactly what he was doing,” Joshua growled. 
 
    He looked at Roger, who nodded. “I am sure that Lightfoot would like to claim that he is insane, but his plan has been far too calculating for that to be feasible. Only someone who is incredibly scheming and used to calculated fraud would spend the time and energy to do as he has and be so bold as to pretend to be a vicar and go about plotting his scheme so carefully. This is no insanity. This is cold, hard greed.” 
 
    “It’s a bold move to move into a vicar’s house and take over the man’s identity while he defrauded an entire village,” Peregrine added. 
 
    “We should have known,” Annalisa whispered, eyeing the killer with more curiosity than caution.  
 
    Now that he was trussed up and face down on the floor, Annalisa felt considerably safer. She knew he was listening but was unable to offer any defence because his head was facing away from everyone. Each time he tried to move, Peregrine slammed a boot onto the man’s shoulders and used his weight to force him to remain still. Lightfoot mumbled something but nobody paid any attention to him or bothered to find out what it was. Nobody was interested.  
 
    “Let’s get you to a doctor,” Joshua offered.  
 
    Annalisa shook her head. “I am fine. I am just a little bruised, that’s all. Once I am away from the smoke, I will be all right. We need to find my aunt. I don’t know what happened to her.” 
 
    “She should be at the safe house but wasn’t in her bed chamber like she should be. Do you think she may have gone to see a friend but not told us?” Joshua asked. “Did she say anything to you before you went home?” 
 
    He made no apology to any of his colleagues for how inappropriately he was holding Annalisa. They could think what they liked. Annalisa was pressed as close to him as it was humanly possible to get but Joshua had absolutely no intention of letting her go. He didn’t think he could force himself to even if he tried. Joshua suspected he was never going to be able to let her go, even for a little while.  
 
    Thankfully, I don’t have to. Not now and never again. 
 
    “Let’s go and find her. Luke, Dean, get Lightfoot to gaol. Make sure you are armed. Shoot him if he tries to escape but keep him hobbled. He is to walk and expend a bit of energy,” Roger bit out.  
 
    Everybody remained mute and watched Luke and Dean haul Lightfoot to his feet. Once standing, the men held him while Dean tied bindings around the killer’s legs giving him enough length to be able to walk so long as he took short steps. Once Lightfoot’s wrists had been tied with yet more rope, Lightfoot was then unceremoniously dragged through the trees and off to gaol.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Roger growled at the remaining men.  
 
    Joshua picked Annalisa up and carried her leaving his colleagues to fall into step behind him.  
 
    “I can walk, you know,” she whispered, but without any force. Nor did she make any attempt to wriggle free.  
 
    “Maybe you can, but you need to rest for a while. I am fine.” 
 
    “We are miles away from the house.” 
 
    Joshua smiled but didn’t slow his stride or make any attempt to set her on her feet. Instead, he held her tighter and followed Roger through the trees until they reached a field within which sat several horses.  
 
    “We are both going to ride,” he announced with a gentle smile.  
 
    It took some manoeuvring but eventually they got Annalisa onto Joshua’s horse without causing her too much discomfort. Joshua then vaulted into the saddle behind her and gently steered the horse through the field.  
 
    For the first time all day, Annalisa settled her head against his shoulder and started to relax. While the horse picked its way over the uneven surface, Annalisa contemplated what had just happened. She wanted to try to put it all behind her but knew that she needed to think about it before she could cast it into the past where it belonged.  
 
    “I just want to say one thing,” she whispered.  
 
    “Let’s find your aunt, first,” Joshua replied calmly.  
 
    Annalisa frowned and looked up at him. She sensed a reticence about him that, for the first time since she had first met him, put a distance between them she couldn’t quite understand. It was difficult to know where it came from and what caused it because a few moments ago he had said that he loved her. Now, his face was closed, as if it was all in the past. She struggled to know what to say, because it didn’t seem appropriate given the somewhat awkward atmosphere that had started to build between them.  
 
    Joshua sighed when he felt her staring at him. He mentally cursed when he saw the frown on her brow and hurt he knew he had caused. 
 
    Lowering his head until his lips touched her ear, he whispered: “We have to talk about us, and where this is going to go, but I don’t want to have that conversation with my colleagues present. Let’s find your aunt, get everyone settled, and then you and I are going to talk. For now, just rest.” 
 
    Annalisa’s breath exploded in a rush. She slumped heavily against him and suddenly felt overwhelmed with the need to cry her eyes out mostly from the relief that flooded her. Without saying a word, she cupped his cheek with a dirt-smudged hand and pressed a loving kiss against it before settling against him for the long journey to the safe house.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    By the time they reached the safe house the men had grown tense once again. In silence they checked their weapons.  
 
    “Let’s hope he worked alone,” Roger muttered but loud enough for everyone to hear.  
 
    Annalisa couldn’t even begin to contemplate what she would do if anything had happened to her aunt. She couldn’t think of it and instead, focused on just how wonderfully protected she felt in Joshua’s arms.  
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked gently. His lips pressed against her forehead and lingered for a moment.  
 
    During the journey, Annalisa had slid her arms around his waist and spent a wonderful few minutes listening to the steady beat of his heart.  
 
    “I am fine,” she assured him. “I will be better once we have found Aunt Yvette.” 
 
    Inwardly, Annalisa was savouring a few precious moments of serenity before she faced the prospect of a world without her Aunt Yvette in it.  
 
    “We are going to send a couple of men in to search the house. We are going to wait out here,” Joshua assured her.  
 
    At Roger’s nod, Joshua tugged his horse to a standstill but positioned it so they could both watch Peregrine, Hamish, and Roger, enter the property.  
 
    “They won’t be long,” Joshua murmured.  
 
    “Where do you think she might be if she isn’t in there?” 
 
    “Home, maybe?” Joshua offered. He didn’t try to offer her false assurances, not after what she had just been through. They were both aware of just how brutal Lightfoot had been with his victims. Yvette could indeed have become another victim of this awful crime.  
 
    “They are taking an age,” Annalisa whispered several moments later.  
 
    “They are checking everywhere. All the cupboards, the wardrobes, under the bed, the attic. Each room will be systematically checked before they call ‘clear’ and move on to the next room.” 
 
    “It’s faint, but was that Roger?” 
 
    Joshua nodded and offered her another gentle smile. “It’s what they do. They won’t come back out until the place has been searched.” 
 
    Annalisa had to content herself with waiting.  
 
    “Do you think you need to see a doctor?” Joshua asked not least because the urge to kiss her was getting stronger.  
 
    Annalisa looked so pale, so shaken, so smudged and bruised, Joshua didn’t want to do anything that might discomfort her in any way. He was aware of a strange, almost expectant silence which made their conversation stilted, but struggled to find a way to thwart it. He knew neither of them could banish it until they had talked about what really mattered – their love for each other. 
 
    “I need to do something,” Annalisa burst out.  
 
    To Joshua’s surprise, she began to wriggle and squirm to get down.  
 
    “Wait. You are going to fall if you keep doing that. I’ll help you down.” Joshua quickly dismounted and urged her to slide into his arms.  
 
    The second her body touched his, Annalisa placed her hands on his shoulders and froze. She looked up into his steady gaze. The world around them receded. With a groan, Joshua gave in to temptation and kissed her with a passion that left Annalisa in no doubt he wanted her just as much as she wanted him. Regardless of who might be watching, Annalisa and Joshua surrendered to the desire neither of them could restrain. Words were impossible. Need overwhelmed them both. It was over quickly. In one minute Joshua was almost devouring her with his lips, and in the next he wrenched his head up and looked down at her with rueful disbelief.  
 
    “I should be shot for doing that while you are not well,” he growled.  
 
    “I am not ill,” Annalisa retorted. “I might smell like a fire and be a little battered and bruised, but I am alive. I am blessedly alive.” 
 
    She had no idea why but she began to smile but it swiftly dimmed and turned solemn because she knew the battle was not over yet. 
 
    Joshua knew he wasn’t going to like what she was going to say next. While he was impressed with how swiftly she had rebounded from what had happened, he knew he should be quietly appalled at her somewhat gung-ho attitude toward the dangers that might still surround them.  
 
    “What?” he demanded when she scowled at the garden they were in.  
 
    “Let’s go and check the house.” 
 
    “The men are in there.” 
 
    “Not that house. My house. Well, my aunt’s house. She might be in there. What harm can there be? We know Lightfoot is off to gaol.” Annalisa shrugged.  
 
    With a determination she struggled to control, Annalisa marched across the garden, stepped awkwardly over the picket-fence into her own garden, and then stomped resolutely toward the back door of the house she used to share with her aunt. Thankfully, when the Star Elite men had raced out of the house none of them had stopped to lock the doors. As a result, Annalisa she was able to walk straight in unhindered.  
 
    “Yvette? Aunt Yvette,” she croaked hoarsely. “Hello? Aunt Yvette?” 
 
    “Annalisa. Will you please just slow down?” Joshua chided but hurried after her with his gun drawn. 
 
    “Whatever for?” Annalisa forced herself to ignore the dizziness that assailed her when she whirled to face him. She held her hands out palm upwards in a beseeching gesture, but carefully ignored the fine tremors in them.  
 
    Joshua sighed because when she looked at him that way there was little he could do to refuse her anything she asked of him. He knew when he was beaten and shook his head ruefully at her.  
 
    With a somewhat impish look, Annalisa captured his head in her hands and planted a kiss on his lips. She was about to deepen it when she heard a dull thud in the hallway.  
 
    Joshua lifted his brows at her. “Stay here,” he murmured lovingly, only to shake his head chidingly again when she turned around and beat him to the door.  
 
    “I told you to stay here.” 
 
    “I am here already,” she protested. “I am not cowering in the kitchen and leaving you to go alone.” 
 
    Joshua threw her a disgruntled look but stopped long enough to plant another kiss on her lips before leading her into the hallway.  
 
    “Hello? Yvette?” 
 
    They were rewarded by another dull thud.  
 
    “It’s upstairs.” Joshua took the stairs two at a time, aware that it was highly unlikely Annalisa was able to run as fast as he could.  
 
    By the time he reached the top, she had only taken half a dozen steps.  
 
    “Hello? Can you bang again?” 
 
    The dull thud that answered was this time louder and led him to a small room at the back of the property.  
 
    “It’s the spare room,” Annalisa called up to him.  
 
    She moved as fast as she could but her beleaguered lungs were struggling against the exertion after inhaling all the smoke. Annalisa was tired, dizzy, and desperately needed to lie down for a while. It was only her aunt’s safety that compelled her to keep going, that and being with Joshua. 
 
    By the time she joined Joshua, he was in the rear bed chamber. “Hello?” 
 
    He bent to look under the bed only for another dull thud to come from the cupboard behind him. Whirling around, he yanked the door open only to stare in disbelief at a tightly bound Yvette lying on her side with her booted feet wedged against the wall. 
 
    “Aunt Yvette,” Annalisa whispered tearfully when she saw her aunt’s awkward position.  
 
    She wanted to cry but was infinitely relieved that Yvette was still alive and well. All she could do was expel a huge sigh of relief.  
 
    Joshua hurriedly loosened the bindings on Yvette’s wrists. “Are you all right? Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “I should say not. Where is he? If I set eyes on that bounder, I shall cook his goose,” Yvette seethed. “How dare he treat people that way?” 
 
    Annalisa shared an amused look with Joshua, who helped Yvette get awkwardly to her feet before releasing the rest of her bindings. When he was done, he moved to stand beside Annalisa, and slid a proprietary arm around her waist with a naturalness that was wonderful. Joshua didn’t stop to think about what he was doing, or the impression his bold display gave Yvette. Yvette was a little pre-occupied with her fury for the fiend who had trussed her up and stuffed her in the cupboard in the back room anyway.  
 
    “He is on his way to gaol,” Annalisa informed her aunt quietly.  
 
    Yvette paused and only then seemed to realise that Annalisa had battled an ordeal of her own. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Yvette demanded. 
 
    Annalisa sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    “I think we are going to have to tell you that when we have returned next door,” Joshua interrupted, not liking how pale Annalisa was getting. “We have to go back to the safe house for now, at least until the rest of the men have returned from taking Lightfoot to gaol. Before life can return to normal, and we can let you return here for good, we have to make sure that Lightfoot worked alone and that Garmead was his only accomplice.” 
 
    “How do you do that?” Annalisa whispered.  
 
    “The magistrate has been making enquiries in town. We are going to speak with him about Lightfoot’s connections. We have the stolen goods, and found the old vicar, I am afraid. For now, we need to secure this house and then will wait for Roger to tell you ladies that it is all right for you to come home,” Joshua informed them quietly.  
 
    Annalisa turned solemn again. “I don’t know if I am ever going to feel safe in this house again.” 
 
    “Well, I am not going to be scared out of my own home by a thug,” Yvette snapped. “I have lived here all my life and I am not going to change now.” 
 
    Annalisa nodded because she knew Yvette was right. It wasn’t fair that she had to move home just to find the security that should have remained untouched in the house she called home. However, defiant thoughts didn’t banish the ghosts that lurked in the middle of the night. It wouldn’t help her when the time came for her to be alone in the house, even for a little while. 
 
    I will just have to face that when it happens, Annalisa promised herself.  
 
    She looked at Joshua when she felt him watching her. There was something almost cautious in his eyes, as if he was trying to, reluctantly at least, tell her something.  
 
    “You are going to be moving on once this investigation is over, aren’t you?” 
 
    Joshua pursed his lips. “I have to go back to London to see my boss. I have requested a transfer to join the Leicestershire team, but don’t know how long it is going to take. Hopefully, I can be back in a matter of weeks, but I don’t know. It all depends on what investigations the men are having to deal with, and if they need all the help they can get or can cope on their own. Only the boss can decide that.” 
 
    Annalisa nodded. “You will come back, though, if only to say ‘hello’?” 
 
    She knew she shouldn’t push but couldn’t help herself. She wanted some sort of reassurance from him that this successful end of the spate of crimes to hit Bamtree didn’t mark the end of her connection with him.  
 
    “I will be back just as soon as I can,” Joshua murmured.  
 
    It was all he could say because he was reluctant to make her any promises he wasn’t at all sure either of them could keep. While he wanted to stay and offer her the world and was more than willing to do everything in his power to move to Leicestershire and be closer to her, Joshua also knew that Annalisa had turned to him in her hour of need. She had been threatened, worried, harassed, scared out of her home, beaten, and had fought for her life. The last thing he wanted was for her to mistake her affection as love when all she really felt was a need for his protection.  
 
    Face it, I want her to love me like I love her. 
 
    Yes, she had told him she loved him in the woods, but there had been a panic in her eye at the time that bothered him. Joshua knew that distance was supposed to make the heart grow fonder. If Annalisa still felt as strongly for him as she believed she did now then he had no qualms about making the move to Leicestershire permanent when he did return. For now, he had to allow everything to settle down and hope that it would all turn out all right in the end.  
 
    “Let’s go, shall we? The men are still looking for you, Yvette. They will be delighted that you are safe and well,” Joshua murmured before ushering the women out of the house and across the gardens to the safe house.  
 
      
 
    Later that night, Annalisa stopped at the back door of the house she called home when it became clear that Joshua wasn’t going to enter the property with her.  
 
    “Try to put everything out of your mind. Lightfoot is in gaol now and can no longer hurt anybody. The men are going to stay and clear up the church and will notify the Bishop that he can have his church back again,” Joshua murmured. 
 
    “Are all of you moving on tonight? Can’t you wait until morning?” 
 
    Joshua smiled gently. “The men have work to do. They will be around so if there is anything go and speak to them. Like Roger said, they will keep an eye on the area and will keep using Mr Richardson’s house for the next day or so. Don’t be surprised if you wake up one morning to find the entire place quiet, and no sign of anybody. It is just the way they are. They arrive quietly, do their job, and leave just as silently, and hopefully leave very little trace of where they have been. You can consider that the official end of the investigation.” 
 
    “Where will you be?” Annalisa asked him not least because Joshua sounded so stiff, so formal that he was almost a veritable stranger to her. She struggled to know how to reach him but knew it was a stark reminder of just how little she knew him. “We haven’t spent much time alone together.” 
 
    “It would only ruin your reputation. Besides, we have been a little busy catching a murderer,” Joshua replied with a rueful quirk of his lips.  
 
    Annalisa nodded. “I don’t know if I can return to my old life. It was all rather terribly boring.” 
 
    “You need time to come to terms with what happened,” he warned her. “You might feel all right, but there will be times when you need to stop and think about what happened and contemplate how you feel about it. You came so close to dying that what happened is going to make you reconsider life, and what you thought you wanted from it.” 
 
    Joshua had to pause when his voice thickened.  
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I have to go to London, like I said earlier. I will be back, but it all depends on what everyone else is doing. The Star Elite has been such a large part of my life for a long time now, I am not sure I can ever contemplate doing anything else. It is who I have become. While I don’t mind making changes for it, I can never give it up completely.” 
 
    “I don’t think anybody should ever ask you to. I know more than most just how important your job is. Why, if you and your friends hadn’t been here, Heaven only knows how many more innocent people would have lost their lives,” Annalisa whispered. “Including me.” 
 
    Rather than bid her ‘goodnight’ and walk away, Joshua stepped closer. He drew her gently into his arms and kissed her a gentle goodnight. Passion immediately flared to life the second his lips touched hers. While everything screamed at him to walk away, he knew he just couldn’t. Instead, he held her tighter.  
 
    “Miss me while I have gone?” he mused when he finally lifted his head.  
 
    “Just a little,” she teased. “Maybe a bit more than that. Will you miss Bamtree?” 
 
    “It’s a village,” he replied wrinkling his nose up. “I will miss you, though.” 
 
    Annalisa felt tears loom but daren’t let them fall. She would cry her heart out, just as soon as she was alone in her bed chamber. She would cry over everything that had turned her world on its head. She would cry for the aching in her heart. She would cry about being separated from Joshua, the man who was the love of her life. But she would dry her tears and get on with each day, which she would count slowly until they could be together again.  
 
    “Don’t go out alone, don’t go out after dark, and don’t trust the vicar,” Joshua ordered.  
 
    Annalisa shook her head chidingly. “I knew there was a good reason why I never went to church.” 
 
    “Never?” Joshua leaned back to look askance at her.  
 
    “Well, not as often as I should,” Annalisa corrected looking sheepish. 
 
    Joshua let it drop. Instead, he pressed a kiss to the back of her hand and stepped away not least because if he stayed any longer he wasn’t going to be able to leave at all. As if to prove that his time was up, Dean trotted up the driveway at the side of the house with Joshua’s horse in tow.  
 
    “I have to go,” Joshua edged.  
 
    “Stay safe,” Annalisa urged in a voice that was more of a plea. 
 
    Joshua grinned at her, placed one last lingering kiss on her lips, and hurried down the step and across the lawn.  
 
    Minutes later, Annalisa watched him ride out of her life. Only then did she allow her tears to fall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Several weeks later. 
 
      
 
    Annalisa sighed and dropped her sewing into her basket. She sighed again and wandered over to the window.  
 
    “You do that a lot now, you know,” Yvette murmured. She paused and looked at her distracted niece. “Have you not heard from him?” 
 
    “He is most probably busy with another investigation,” Annalisa replied. “He said he would be back just as soon as he could be freed from London but it depends on what they are doing there.” 
 
    “Well, Joshua is an honest man. I doubt he has ever let anybody down in his life. At least we know why he can’t come back. Saying he is involved in an investigation seems such an innocuous statement when in truth it is complex, dangerous, dirty work, and involves solving some of the most heinous crimes imaginable.” 
 
    “The villagers are still reeling from everything that has happened,” Annalisa replied quietly.  
 
    “How are you coping with everything?” 
 
    “Oh, I am fine. I cried, as you know, but I am more resolved to just getting on with my lot now. There is no point dwelling over what happened. Of course, it is easier for me to put it aside because we survived and have a home to return to. It has been easy for us to pick up the pieces. It isn’t the same for the relations of those who have lost their lives,” Annalisa murmured.  
 
    “I heard today that the Bishop isn’t putting another vicar in the church. The vicarage is going up for sale, apparently. Old Reverend Inman is going to conduct the services in the village, so there will be some changes. Everyone is reassured, although worried about what he is going to do in the winter. He isn’t getting any younger.” 
 
    “Maybe everyone needs that familiarity, though? Maybe they will trust the church again because they know it is in the hands of someone who has been in this area for years and can be trusted. This place still needs to heal.” 
 
    “Do you think it can?” Yvette asked. “I mean, what has happened will never be forgotten. It is always going to be a blight on Bamtree’s otherwise ordinary history. Nobody will ever forget what has happened because everybody was affected by it in one way or another.” 
 
    “I know. We won’t forget either. Nobody could ever forget those honest and brave men of the Star Elite. Joshua is honest and brave,” Annalisa mused. “He is incredibly handsome, clever, strong.” 
 
    “And I think you have a little bit of hero worship going on there, my dear.” 
 
    “I love him,” Annalisa declared boldly. “So there. I don’t care who hears me say that. It is true. I mean every word. He is my hero next door.” 
 
    When Yvette didn’t answer, Annalisa turned to look at her aunt, half-expecting her to object to her affection for the handsome investigator. Instead, Yvette was studying her hands as if trying to decide what she should say. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “No. What? There is something.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, dear.” 
 
    “Aunt Yvette. I have known you for years, remember? I know there is something you aren’t telling me. What is it?” Annalisa persisted.  
 
    “It is just that I also heard that Mr Richardson has sold the house next door,” Yvette burst out. “I don’t know who to before you say anything, but it was sold last week, apparently.” 
 
    “So, he won’t be back then.” Annalisa sucked in a breath and felt something in her chest start to hurt. She blinked away the sharp sting of tears and tried to reassure herself that it wasn’t really the Star Elite’s house. Mr Richardson’s property was just borrowed to give the men somewhere to stay while they investigated the murders. Even so, to hear of it being sold felt like a betrayal, a final declaration that put an end to all her pipe dreams of a happy ever after with Joshua.  
 
    Annalisa closed her eyes and sucked in a breath while she waited for her world to stop hurting. 
 
    “I am not wrong about him,” she breathed. “Joshua is too honest to tell me that he will be back when he knows he won’t be. He wouldn’t lie to me like that.” 
 
    “Things change, dear. He is a man of the world. Maybe he has been caught up in an investigation?”  
 
    Annalisa knew her aunt was just trying to show her some support and offered her aunt a half-hearted smile but the look in her eyes warned Yvette that she didn’t believe it either.  
 
    “No. Joshua is my hero next door. He is honest and brave and will be back, just like he said he would.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Yvette murmured and returned to trying to thread her needle.  
 
    Annalisa watched her before she was compelled to do something with her time, if only to stave off the worries that started to cloud her thoughts.  
 
    “I am going to cut some flowers for the dinner table,” she burst out as she suddenly launched out of her chair and made for the door.  
 
    As she had done more and more of late, Annalisa sought solace in the garden, around the spot where Joshua had first kissed her. It made her feel closer to him somehow. 
 
    Rather than wallow in my misery, I am going to put it all out of my mind and get on with my day.  
 
    With that decision firmly made, she began to select flowers for pruning.  
 
    At first, she didn’t realise she was no longer alone. It wasn’t until she went to pick up her full basket that she noticed a pair of boots standing several feet away. Her gasp was as loud as her eyes were round when she looked up and saw that the person blocking the sunlight was Joshua. Dropping the basket, all Annalisa could do was blink and stare at him.  
 
    “You are back,” she breathed in stunned belief. 
 
    Unlike the last time they had stood this way, Joshua was smiling at her. He looked healthy, happy, and more than a little uncomfortable but wonderfully handsome. Annalisa could barely contain herself.  
 
    “I said I would be,” he smiled. “Pleased to see me?” 
 
    Annalisa nodded and took a step toward him, then another, then another. Joshua walked toward her until the distance between them was removed completely.  
 
    “Hello,” he whispered gently when they were toe-to-toe.  
 
    “I am so glad to see you,” she murmured tearfully.  
 
    Joshua’s brows lifted. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, you goose. I am delighted to see you.” With that, Annalisa threw her arms around his neck and tightened them as she stepped closer for a hug.  
 
    Joshua buried his face in her neck and returned her embrace. They savoured being together at last.  
 
    “When did you get back?” she demanded.  
 
    “Just now. My boss in London has transferred me so this is my new home.” Joshua wasn’t at all sure she could understand him seeing as his voice was so muffled by her shoulder, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t release her. 
 
    “Here?” Annalisa looked at her aunt’s house in delight. “You are staying here?” 
 
    “Er, no.” Joshua pointed a finger at Mr Richardson’s house. “I am staying there.” 
 
    Annalisa leaned back to blink up at him in stunned disbelief. “Mr Richardson’s house?” 
 
    Her heart soared.  
 
    “I bought it last week,” Joshua admitted a little ruefully.  
 
    “You bought Mr Richardson’s house?” 
 
    “Well, I spent so long there during the investigation that it started to feel like home. Of course, it needs decorating and a few repairs, but I have a few weeks off so have the time to fix it before I re-join the team with their investigations.” 
 
    “You are taking some time off?” Annalisa parroted.  
 
    “Well, yes, you see I have several very important things to sort out. I won’t be able to concentrate on the job even if I did get involved in a new investigation right now. So, I have a month off to sort out my home, and then I have to return to work.” 
 
    “A month?” 
 
    “I thought that might be enough time for us to get to know each other a little better. I mean, we haven’t really had the time to find out all the nitty-gritty details that makes us individuals. Given distance has been a major problem in our lives thus far what with me having to return to London and all, I thought it would be best resolved by purchasing the house next door. We can spend as much time together as we like, with your aunt’s permission of course. I wouldn’t want to ruin your reputation or anything,” Joshua teased.  
 
    Annalisa blushed prettily but her smile widened. “I think that has already been ruined, don’t you?”  
 
    With that, she planted a hand on either side of his face and tugged his head down to hers for a very thorough kiss.  
 
    “I don’t believe I have really ever told you how very much I love and adore you,” she whispered when they finally came up for air.  
 
    Joshua sighed and rested his forehead against hers. “I don’t think I have ever really dared tell you how much I love and adore you. If I had, not even my boss in the War Office would have forced me away from you. I do, though, more than words can ever express.” 
 
    “I told my aunt that you were honest and brave,” Annalisa murmured, her eyes shining with her love for him.  
 
    “I am just a man who is in love with a very beautiful woman,” Joshua breathed. “I had to force myself to leave because I didn’t want you to confuse needing me with love. We faced such dire circumstances. I wanted you to have some time to yourself without the danger, so you could think about how you truly feel about me, and us. I hoped you would miss me but was never sure.” 
 
    “I have missed you so much my life is not complete without you in it,” Annalisa assured him. “I am so pleased you are going to stay this time.” 
 
    “Wild horses wouldn’t drag me away. I love you, Annalisa,” he assured her.  
 
    “I love you to.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Annalisa blinked at him. “Well, what?” 
 
    “What do you think to Mr Richardson’s house?” 
 
    “Well, it is a little bigger than my house, but it is wonderful. You have made a very good choice,” Annalisa smiled. “Of course, it is better that you are just next door. We can spend as much time together as we like.” 
 
    “That isn’t why I bought it,” Joshua said. He sucked in a breath to try to quell his nerves and hoped that Yvette wouldn’t come outside to see what was taking Annalisa so long.  
 
    “Why did you buy it? You are going to live there, aren’t you?” Annalisa’s smile began to dim. 
 
    “Yes, of course I am. It is a fine house and like you have said, right next door to the house you have called home all your life. You know about my work, and that it sometimes takes me away for several weeks at a time. Mr Richardson’s house would be the ideal location for you to live while I am away. With your aunt just next door, if you need anything your aunt will be there for you to talk to. Moreover, you will be living in a village you have been a part of all your life. Can you share it with me? Forever, do you think?” 
 
    “Are you-?” Annalisa gulped. “Are you-?”  
 
    She couldn’t form the words. 
 
    “Asking you to marry me, yes,” Joshua grinned. “If you would do me the greatest honour of being my wife?” 
 
    He winced a little because he had practiced his speech throughout his journey from London, but at the crucial point fudged it so the words he spoke were more of an unintelligible jumble, but he knew she had gotten the point from the stunned look on her face.  
 
    “Will you?” he pressed impatiently. “Because I know for definite that you are the woman for me. I love you and adore you and will do whatever it takes for us to be together.” 
 
    “I would love to,” Annalisa laughed. She squealed with delight when Joshua swung her around in a high circle before returning her carefully to her feet before him.  
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise. I would love to be your wife,” Annalisa breathed.  
 
    “I told you, the Star Elite are the honest and the bravest of men,” Yvette smiled from several feet behind them. “And one is about to be happily married. Let me be the first to congratulate you.” 
 
    With that, Joshua and Annalisa turned to face a brand-new future, as man and wife working together to create their very own happy ever after.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    MISS FLORENTINE’S SCHOOL FOR INVESTIGATORS 
 
      
 
    SNOWDROPS IN SPRINGTIME 
 
    Book One 
 
      
 
    RELEASED OCTOBER 2019 
 
      
 
    After inheriting a fortune to add to her already comfortable lifestyle, Miss Florentine has everything she could want in life. However, her life as a lady of circumstance is boring. Thanks to the benevolence of a distant relation, though, Florentine has an opportunity to change her life for the better and thus, Miss Florentine’s School for Investigators is born - much to Bertrand’s disgust.  
 
    As a lawman with a fine reputation for getting results the last thing Bertrand Hartington-Myers needs is a meddling female, sorry, investigator getting herself involved in his work. Doesn’t she know that crime-fighting is dangerous work? Apparently not seeing as she gets her friends helping her, oh, and a few irritating, nosy, and meddlesome villagers. Together, they seem determined to involve themselves in everything he does, but are no more distracting than the beautiful, wilful Miss Florentine, who seems determined to drive him nuts.  
 
    Miss Florentine is determined - to make Bertrand see her School for Investigators as a credible crime-fighting organisation. What she is less thrilled about is having to battle her attraction toward the handsome lawman who sees her as nothing more than a meddlesome female. Can she persuade him that she considerably more than an addle-brained chit with more money than sense? It is harder than she imagined when a killer in their midst focuses his attentions on one of her investigators and everyone’s lives are thrown into chaos.  
 
    Can Miss Florentine and Bertrand work together to catch the killer, or will their organisations keep them apart forever? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    DUTY OR DISHONOUR 
 
      
 
    RELEASED SEPTEMBER 2019 
 
      
 
    Ryan Carmichael had never heard anything so preposterous in his life as being a guardian to a three and twenty-year-old young woman. Firstly, he knew absolutely nothing about young women except how to get them into bed, and preferably undressed as quickly as possible. Secondly, wasn’t three and twenty too old for a guardian? Finally, he was a single man, alone, supposedly protecting a single young woman while sharing a house with her. It’s a recipe for disaster.  
 
    Ryan argues with the solicitors until he is blue in the face, but nothing works. Nobody listens. He must do his duty by her or face dishonour. He will not just ruin the family name, but his good if somewhat battered reputation will be destroyed as well. Nobody seems interested that he is going to lose his life as he knows it, and all for a woman who is too old for a guardian anyway.  
 
    Lilias Jones has no need for a guardian, but those are the stipulations of her father’s will. She must remain under the guardianship of Lord Rocherham until she is four and twenty – eight long months away. She can survive with a strange old man for that long, can’t she? From the enquiries she has made, Lord Rocherham is an old, seventy-something harridan who is all bluff and bluster. 
 
    Wrong.  
 
    Lord Rocherham is a rogue. Handsome, a little less than charming, and far too smooth for his own good. Thankfully, though, he hates Lilias, and makes it clear to her that she is unwelcome in his home. She is there through sufferance not through choice. Given that, Lilias spends as much time out of the house as she can. It is difficult to keep her distance from him, though, when everywhere she goes, he appears and makes his disapproval of her clear no matter what she tries.  
 
    When a disreputable rogue starts to make his interest in Lilias clear, Ryan faces a whole realm of emotions that don’t sit too well with him, the first and foremost of which is jealousy. However, having already started off on the wrong foot, he finds himself helpless to stop his wayward charge from dabbling with things she would do best to forget. Can Ryan battle his jealousies and allow her to leave when the eight months are over? Or will the disreputable rogue steal her forever?  
 
    Whatever happens, Ryan faces a life-changing battle between duty or dishonour, and it is going to change his life forever.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    MURDER AT HYNDE HOUSE 
 
      
 
    RELEASED - NOVEMBER 2019 
 
      
 
    They are invited to attend the reading of a will of an old acquaintance. The only condition is that they spend the weekend at a house nobody wants to visit. When this eclectic group of people gather on the dockside, awkwardness and suspicion abound.  
 
    Nobody has any idea what lies in store for them.  
 
    Is everybody as innocent as they seem? 
 
    When they are greeted by somewhat questionable servants, and a series of worrying situations that leave everyone shaken, the guests begin to grow uneasy. The rather dour persona of the solicitor, whose silence and odd behaviour leave everyone aghast, make everyone question their connection to the recently departed.  
 
    Disappearances, murder, the shocking contents of a will, sinister threats and strange warnings abound in this dark murder mystery set along the Cornish coastline.  
 
    Does local folklore have a ring of truth to it? Is the island truly cursed?  
 
    It quickly becomes evident that the benefactors of this will reading will be lucky if they survive to see the benefits of their inheritance, especially when events turn sinister and it becomes clear someone wants all of them dead.  
 
    Can they find out who is living seemingly innocently amongst them, yet trying to murder each one in turn? Is the deceased really in the afterlife? Can anybody be trusted?  
 
    More importantly, will any of them ever get off the island? 
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    Tipton Hollow Series – Book Three 
 
      
 
    RELEASED – OCTOBER 2019 
 
      
 
    When Tuppence is arrested for a crime that she most definitely did not commit she knows her life is ruined. Facing trial for murder means she can never return to the life she once knew and loved, not in the small village of Tipton Hollow in any case. All right, so life there was a little boring, and left her yearning for something more in life, a little adventure maybe. But the kind of adventure Tuppence found herself in was something she wouldn’t ever dream possible in her worst nightmares.  
 
    Lost in a world of gaol, false accusations, lies and broken trust, Tuppence is forced to turn to the last man she should ask for help. Her humiliation is complete when Isaac Chester, Lord Aldridge arrives to speak to her in prison before he tries to secure her release. She should be pleased he would help her try to gain her freedom but is embarrassed that this handsome, debonair man should see her in her darkest hour. Little does she know of his ulterior motive, or the personal reasons behind his decision to help her.  
 
    Can they find out who the real murderer is before Tuppence appears in court? While Isaac does find enough evidence that casts doubt on her presence at the scene of the crime and secures her release, keeping her out of gaol is a different matter entirely. The finger of the blame still points at her, and not even he can protect her. Life in Tipton Hollow swiftly becomes impossible for Tuppence, especially when another body turns up and all eyes turn to her once more.  
 
    What Tuppence doesn’t expect is to not only have to fight for her freedom but the burgeoning desire she has for the one man who has given her hope for the future.  
 
    Aware they can never have that future together, Tuppence must make a very brave decision, and it is one that leaves her heartbroken.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tipton Hollow should be a normal, sleepy village hidden in rural England. However, sinister events begin to unfold which changes the lives of several of its residents and takes them on epic adventures of love, murder, lies and mystery. Join Harriett, Beatrice, Constance, Tuppence and Eloisa as they battle murderers, parsimonious gossips, and the men in their lives as they work to solve the mysteries that Fate hands them. Will they ever find the happiness they deserve? 
 
    Five dashing heroes meet five rather daring young ladies: a perfect combination for romance – or disaster.  
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