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To Lisa Shannon




Joe nearly didn’t catch the school bus that Friday, the day that changed everything. He woke to the sound of his parents fighting, not shout-fighting but the dark hiss of whispers. He wanted to stay in bed; if he got up, he’d be part of the fight. Mum would make breakfast, or Dad, whoever wanted him on their side today. Joe was eleven and already knew there were sides, to everything.

‘Joe! Breakfast!’ Dad’s football voice: ‘Quick kick-around, champ. Come on!’ Joe hated football. The only sport he liked was swimming.

‘Joseph Ashe, get down these stairs!’ Mum cutting to the chase.

He dragged himself to the bathroom. His face in the mirror was bony, his grey eyes wary. He thought of Sammi’s brown eyes lit with laughter; that helped. He wished they didn’t have to wear uniform for the trip. Black trousers, green sweatshirt. He looked like a green-and-black soldier fly. If they were lucky, they’d see soldier flies today: broad centurions that bred in rotting vegetation. They were going on a trip to Bamford Edge which had millions of millipedes. Joe and Sammi had a bet on for who’d see one first.

Downstairs, Mum was microwaving porridge. Dad had made toast, ‘Nutella, champ?’ Joe had never eaten Nutella in his life. Mum threw him an eye-roll as she served up the porridge he hated but which he’d eat when there wasn’t a choice. She’d won this round. Too bad Dad was on the school run; Joe had to listen to him criticising Mum’s breakfast choices all the way to the bus stop.

Luckily, Sammi was waiting, which meant Dad was happy to drop him and go. On days when they beat Sammi to the stop, Dad (like Mum) insisted on staying so Joe wasn’t waiting on his own. It’d been embarrassing when he was ten, worse now he was eleven. Seth Morton’s brother Des said it was because of perverts. Seth and everyone else would be on the bus already; only Sammi and Joe got on here, at what his gran called the arse-end of Edenscar. Mum said it was a miracle the bus still ran out here. Dad agreed but when he said Joe should get a bike, Mum said, ‘With the state of the roads?’ Even when they were agreeing they argued. Joe’s gran said it didn’t mean anything, but she didn’t have to live with them, or anyone, since Grandad Ashe died before Joe was born.

Sammi stamped his feet. ‘Too cold for millipedes.’

‘Just means they’ll be slower. Easier to spot.’

‘Dead, you mean.’ Sammi started doing a dance he’d picked up, feet moving in complicated patterns. He was always moving and thinking, figuring stuff out. Some days, Joe was sure he could hear Sammi’s head ticking.

‘Fruit flies were the first living things sent into space.’ Sammi flipped on his heel. ‘Most died but twelve survived to be parachuted back to Earth.’

‘What did they feed the flies, in space?’

‘Fruit. Or dog turds.’ Sammi pulled Joe into the dance. ‘Turds in space!’

Joe tried to keep up but Sammi’s moves were too good, three for every one he managed, so he settled for watching and laughing. By the time the bus came into view, they were out of breath.

‘We need the back seat,’ Sammi said. ‘Don’t look at Seth. Or Devin.’

Joe nodded, sobering at the mention of the two boys. Devin was okay on his own but Seth had a way of making people pay attention; a busload of classmates could be a busload of bullies before they reached Bamford Edge.

On the bus, Seth was bullying Hayley Stratton by pretending to help with her bag. Miss Roache hadn’t noticed because Seth was great at pretending to help with people’s bags. When Hayley’s ended up at his feet, Joe bent to get it. Her sleeve rode up, new bruises on her wrist. She caught him looking – ‘Piss off’ – angrier with Joe for seeing the bruises than she was with Seth for throwing her bag about. Seth kicked at his feet – ‘Yeah, piss off, perve’ – as Joe made his way to the back of the bus where Sammi was waiting: ‘Told you not to look at him.’

‘I didn’t. Just helped Hayley with her bag.’

‘Well don’t. It’s not brave to get stung by a tarantula.’

Ellie Howden was drawing on the window with her finger, a picture of her little brother, Theo. Her best friend, Zoe Cooper, drew a cat at Theo’s side. She saw Joe watching and pressed her lips into a shy smile, drawing whiskers on the cat before Ellie added claws. Zoe was nice. Joe wasn’t friends with her the way he was with Sammi, or with Paige Blackwall who was in the seat in front of theirs, next to Molly and Tyler. Sammi said Zoe’s mum wouldn’t let her hang out with boys, and anyway Paige had the forest behind her house where they could build dens.

Miss Roache came down the aisle, checking everyone was settled for the trip. She had a red streak hidden in her hair like a secret. You only saw it if she tucked her hair behind her ear like now, smiling at Joe and Sammi. ‘Do you two have your packed lunches?’

Joe’s mouth opened but Sammi said, ‘Yes, Miss Roache,’ and she nodded, returning to the front of the bus.

‘I don’t have anything. I forgot.’ Joe felt sick. He’d be hungry all day and it meant a fight between Mum and Dad over who’d forgotten the lunch.

‘Joe …’ Sammi nudged him in the ribs. He opened the neck of his bag, showing two sets of sandwiches, two apples, two bags of Wotsits. ‘Mum thinks I’m on a growth spurt.’

Joe was too grateful to feel awkward. Impossible to feel awkward with Sammi anyway, who never noticed or pretended not to. He was watching from the back window as the road sloped through woods where they built a camp last summer before Des Morton found out and told Seth who told everyone Joe and Sammi were shacked up in Fairy Woods. The memory brought a hot throb to Joe’s throat. Des could piss right away, as Joe’s gran told wasps that found their way inside her house. He reached for Sammi’s hand and held it. Sammi raised one black eyebrow at him, his eyes laughing, lit to honey by the sun.

Seth wasn’t the first to see them holding hands. That was Hayley. She hissed at Seth, ‘Look at that!’ and Joe knew she did it to get Seth’s attention off her for a bit, but of course it all kicked off then. Seth stood up, calling to Mr Edison, ‘Sir, there’s perverts on the bus!’ and Miss Roache turned and the driver did the same and the bend in the road did the rest.

The bus hit the edge and went over, wheels spinning in thin air before finding the trees. Giant cobwebs cracked across the windows as they splintered and smashed. Everyone screamed as a rush of green came through – sharp branches grabbing like hands – but the slope was made of mud, nothing could hold them.

The bus raced towards the reservoir like a rocket.

It hit the water, hard. Went under, fast.

Waves of broken glass rolled from the front of the bus to the back, the force of it jerking Joe’s shoulder so hard it broke. Somehow he kept hold of Sammi’s hand, their fingers twisted into a fist. Sammi’s eyes were wild. He was shouting something Joe couldn’t hear because water like thunder was filling the bus, roll after roll of it, black and angry. Suddenly, unstoppably, they were drowning.

Everyone on the bus – Seth and Devin, Molly and Tyler, Hayley, Ellie, Zoe, Paige, Joe and Sammi, Miss Roache, Mr Edison, the driver – everyone. Drowning.

That whole time Sammi’s hand was in his and all Joe could think was, Don’t let go, don’t ever let go.




1.

Joe stopped running when the rain came, and because his phone was buzzing. Work. It was his day off but it’d been drummed into him that ‘off duty’ was for uniforms. Detective sergeants should be ready for anything.

‘DS Ashe. I’m going to take a wild stab and say you’re leaning into a drystone wall, flexing your hamstrings. How far are you from Edenscar?’

‘Forty minutes out?’ Joe shook rain from his head, exaggerating the estimate to be certain of exceeding expectations, a thing that generally kept his boss in a good mood.

‘Powderhill, number 28. Backs on to the woods. You know it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, in your own good time. Not an emergency.’

DCI Saxton rang off, and Joe pocketed the phone.

Below him, the reservoir seethed before settling into a flat expanse of water, 464 billion litres of it, rippling into a Y-shape fringed by forest.

‘Rain’ll bring out the sting bugs.’ Sammi hadn’t joined him on the run, but he’d been waiting for Joe when he reached the reservoir. ‘Took you long enough. Getting slow in your old age.’

‘I’m twenty-eight.’ Joe checked his watch. ‘Same as you.’

Forty minutes, he’d told Saxton. In reality, it would take him twenty. He could do what he’d come up here to do, spend time with his best friend.

‘How come you never run with me?’

‘Don’t need the exercise.’ Sammi flexed his biceps. ‘In great shape, aren’t I?’

‘For someone who’s been dead for seventeen years? Not bad.’

The water flung back Sammi’s laughter in a hundred pieces, bright and brimming, unchanged after all these years.

Behind him, the Upper Derwent Valley ran in folds and pleats towards Win Hill. The summer was long gone, but it wasn’t yet winter with its rash of brown grasses, bracken and bilberries, the sun slung low in the sky. Mist was coming down, rubbing out the forest ranges. At the horizon, a single tree like a woodcut held out. The mist hadn’t reached it, but it would. When it got to work, the mist swallowed everything. Joe often thought if he stood still long enough the mist would take him, wipe him out.

‘It’s busy today.’ Sammi was looking down into the reservoir, where Joe rarely looked. He’d tried staying away from this place, but it was here Sammi was at his sharpest, most solid. Which made sense, Joe supposed, if he let himself think about it. About the fact he saw ghosts and that Sammi, unequivocally dead, had never left his side since that morning.

‘Five minutes, then you need to get going.’ Sammi pulled himself on to the wall, sitting with his back to the reservoir. ‘What’s in Powderhill, d’you think?’

Of course, being alone up here also meant less chance of anyone noticing Joe talking to himself. ‘I’m about to find out.’

‘What if she’s there?’

‘Paige?’ Joe shook his head. ‘I’ll deal with it. It won’t get in the way of whatever Saxton needs doing.’

‘No,’ Sammi agreed. ‘None of us ever gets in the way of that.’ He beat his heels against the wall in time to the rhythm of the water.

Nine children drowned on the bus that day. Joe still saw them: Paige and Zoe, Ellie and Hayley, Molly, Tyler, Seth and Devin. Only Sammi aged, growing with him, a man of twenty-eight now. Strange comfort, since it made Joe miss him more. None of the others grew up, or spoke, or joked with him. None of them came to crime scenes, helping him crack cases, feeling so real he had to pinch himself.

‘Three minutes,’ Sammi said. He never let Joe run late.

Rain had turned the Snake Pass into one long hiss. As he turned in the direction of his car, Joe caught a flash of white in the field above. A mountain hare come too soon for snow, its white coat winter-ready, black tips of its ears twitching in the wet grass. He watched the hare until Sammi said, ‘Better get a wriggle on,’ then turned and headed for Powderhill.

‘Here he is, Britain’s Most Haunted …’

Ted Vicars was on the scene, which meant Saxton had despatched two detective sergeants out here, where the gritstone edges of the Dark Peak rubbed up against the houses. Saxton liked to challenge Joe to improve his team-working skills, and hanging out with DS Vicars was widely acknowledged to be the most challenging aspect of life with the Derbyshire Constabulary.

‘What’s up?’ Joe asked.

‘Dunno, but it looks like kids.’

Ted thought kids responsible for ninety per cent of crime on their patch. Part of it was laziness, hating to exert himself until the evidence gave him no choice, but often kids were involved, bored pre-teens the principal offenders.

‘Been inside?’

‘Guv said to wait for you.’

‘Backup?’

‘Do me a favour.’

He’d be doing Ted a favour soon enough, should Saxton decide to turn up with the expectation of at least one of them doing his job properly.

‘Have you secured the scene?’ Joe could see plainly enough that no, DS Vicars had not secured the scene, and had been enjoying a sly cigarette all over its perimeter. ‘What do we know?’

‘Nosy neighbour spotted movement inside, late yesterday, owners haven’t been down in weeks. Second-homers, raved about how “real” it was, nature on their doorstep, then discovered the arse-ache of keeping the place habitable. You’ll enjoy this: they reckon those woods are haunted. Kept seeing shadows. What d’you think?’

‘Opaque objects placed in the path of light will cause shadows. So, yes. Trees, light, shadows. Highly likely.’

‘That’s what you tell Tyler and Molly’s mum and dad, is it? That they’re seeing shadows?’

Joe didn’t tell anyone anything, not any longer, but even so Edenscar loved to whisper about ghosts. His fault. He should’ve kept his mouth shut from the start, as soon as Sammi appeared – ‘Surprise!’ – opening his hand to show a ladybird crawling in his palm, the one bright spot in Joe’s room.

‘Haunted woods,’ Ted was saying, ‘you’ll fit right in.’

Number 28 Powderhill wore the bland face of most cottages around here, repurposed as holiday homes. Proximity to the woods was attractive in daylight, but no estate agent would encourage viewings after dusk when a tide of shadows crept in, bringing Edenscar’s familiar brooding menace. Brutal, visitors called it, that sense of the landscape biding its time.

‘All right, Egon Spengler. We going in, or what?’

Joe started up the path to the front door. ‘Egon Spengler? Is that a Ghostbusters reference?’

‘Don’t tell me you’ve never seen it,’ Ted grumbled. ‘Can’t believe I’m working with a Zoomer. How old was your dad in 1984?’

‘Five. How old were you?’

‘Eight. Bloody hell.’

‘Was Egon the nerdy one with the glasses?’

‘Yeah. I was more of a Venkman fan myself.’

‘The sceptic? Of course you were.’ Joe nodded at the path leading around the side of the cottage. ‘Watch where you’re walking. Broken glass here.’

They followed the trail of glass to what was left of the small kitchen window, more smashed glass on the counters inside.

‘Kids,’ Ted said. ‘Told you.’

‘How many kids would fasten the latch after themselves?’ Joe walked back to the front, knocking on the door, ‘Police,’ running through the formalities, but the place was empty. Empty houses always gave off the same chill.

‘You could fit through that window,’ Ted said. ‘You’re a whippet, thanks to all that running.’

‘There’s a simpler solution.’ Joe looked at the litter of rocks by the porch. He pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves before crouching to pick up the least convincing rock, taking out the key concealed in its base.

Ted grunted. ‘People’re still doing that? Hiding the key in a fake rock?’

‘Because no one believes it. You didn’t. Neither did whoever smashed that window to get inside.’

Joe flicked on the hall light, illuminating an expanse of hardwood floor. Black leather sofas, indifferent art; no books, not even a bookcase. The stale scent of a place unlived in. He’d been here when it was a proper home, smelling of chips and ketchup, Paige Blackwall’s mum making sandwiches while Paige, Sammi and Joe watched TV together, crammed on to a flowery sofa.

‘No one here.’ Ted was in the kitchen, gloved-up. ‘That window’s smashed from the outside. Can’t find whatever they used to do it.’

Otherwise, the kitchen was spotless and characterless. Plastic pot plants on the windowsill, chalkboard for shopping lists with ‘Retreat, Relax’ chalked on it.

‘The neighbour who called it in. Was that Sandra Buck?’

‘Who else? Assumed it was holidaymakers, worked herself up to a lecture about the septic tank. When no one showed, she was only too happy to call us.’

Joe searched the kitchen for a likely missile. The latch being fastened on the inside said chuck-and-run. But where was the stone, or brick?

Ted straightened from peering under the table. ‘Could’ve been ice like last winter. Kids taking the tops off frozen puddles, using them like frisbees. Little sods thought it very clever when the ice melted and got shot of the evidence.’

‘No frozen puddles in October.’ Joe turned a slow circle, looking from the window to the range. ‘I don’t think this was kids.’

‘Getting that special feeling, Egon? Shivers up your spine?’

Sammi leant his shoulder into the wall. ‘Tell this joker to shut up, Joe.’

Joe just said, ‘Bedrooms. Come on.’

He led the way up the staircase, Ted close behind. Sammi was waiting for them on the landing, scuffing one foot at the carpet, a warning in his stare. Joe had the strong sense if he turned he’d see Paige in the Dalmatian onesie she wore after school, unembarrassed to sit with two boys in their uniforms, tucking into chips because it was Mrs Blackwall’s turn to watch them that afternoon. When it was Sammi’s mum’s turn, they played in the big garden at his house, eating the fancy cakes she’d baked. Here there was only the forest, and Mrs Blackwall said it wasn’t safe to play there. They’d played all the same.

‘Pick a door,’ Ted prompted. ‘Only three, and that one’s open.’ He nodded at the bathroom, moving to push past Joe, who said, ‘Is that a mountain bike?’

Spoked wheel, fat tyre rearing up from the bath. They’d found stolen bikes in stranger places, but this one set a ticking in the back of Joe’s skull. When Ted switched on the light it glinted from the pristine carbon frame. ‘Weird place to keep a bike. Surprised the little sods didn’t take it.’

‘Why didn’t they?’ Joe wondered.

‘Too heavy for them? Jax’s not much bigger than an eight-year-old.’

Jaxon Grice was Edenscar’s most prolific bike thief. He and his friends lifted a total of six over the summer, sawing through bike racks, covering the damage with duct tape so owners caught on too late.

Joe eyed the contents of the bath. ‘That’s a Trek Procaliber. It weighs about ten kilograms and it’s worth the thick end of four grand.’

‘Nice,’ Sammi agreed.

A better prize than any of the bikes Jax had pinched back when a heatwave was starting wildfires on the moors, laying bare the bones of villages drowned under reservoirs. Joe had got into the habit of trekking up to Ladybower to see the shallow wash of water where the bus went in. He’d thought there might be answers at last, but in the end the drought gave them nothing new.

Ted turned on his heel. ‘Bedrooms.’

Sammi said sharply, ‘Better stop him, Joe.’

He strode after Vicars. ‘Hang on, don’t—’

As Ted opened the bedroom door, a flick of sound was followed by a yark – Joe grabbing Ted’s elbow, snatching him back as the bolt sped past to land with a fleshy thud in the thick plaster of the wall. Ted closed his open mouth.

Sammi said, ‘That shut him up,’ but he was out of breath all the same.

‘Police! Put your weapon down.’ Joe waited. ‘Tell us when it’s down.’

Silence. No one was in the bedroom, he’d put money on it. The bolt had somehow been rigged to fire when the door was opened.

‘Put it down, you little shit! That’s attempted murder. Forty years for that! You’ll be older than I am when you get out.’

Ted was convinced this was kids, but Sammi wasn’t and nor was Joe. Four grand’s worth of bike in the bath, a crossbow rigged in the bedroom … This wasn’t kids. But there was a kid here. He’d been trying not to think about her, telling himself it was hypervigilance, a detective’s instinct for danger. If he turned in the direction of the bathroom he’d see Paige in her school uniform, dripping with water and chips of windscreen, face white with death, eyes black—

‘Dial it down, Dramatico.’ Sammi telling him to get it together. Do his job.

‘How the hell did you know?’ Ted glared.

‘I didn’t, just heard it, same as you.’

Ted shook his head, adrenaline making him angry. ‘You’re uncanny, mate, you know that? Bloody I see dead people …’

‘I don’t see dead people. For the simple reason they don’t exist.’

‘Better,’ Sammi said approvingly.

Joe took out his phone and opened the camera, reversing the screen to see into the bedroom. The crossbow was strapped to a chair, nose pointing through the slats, rail empty. The room was deserted, unless someone was hiding under the bed; Joe could really do without that. He pocketed the phone and took out his ASP baton, nodding at Ted to do the same. They went into the bedroom weapons drawn, their shadows cartoonishly large on the lime-washed walls. Few hiding places. Just a recess around the chimney breast repurposed as a wardrobe, empty.

Ted swept under the bed with his baton before squatting to look, ‘Dust bunnies, that’s it.’ He joined Joe by the chair, staring down at the crossbow.

Not a modern weapon. Agricultural. Its back end was fashioned from a shotgun, the kind found in any farmhouse around here, an old rat-catcher’s gun; the front end was pieced together from yew and iron. Ted pivoted to stare at the bolt bristling from the wall. Had it hit its intended target, he’d be wearing it through his neck.

‘Still think it was kids?’ Joe asked.

‘Maybe. Some sick little shits out there.’

Ted followed him in the direction of the second bedroom, waiting while Joe unlatched the door with his baton, the pair of them standing well back. No bolt this time, just the door swinging open into an empty room. Well, empty unless you counted the assorted weaponry, making the crossbow look like an afterthought.

On the bed: a dozen traps, some designed to save the farmer reaching for his ratting gun, others large enough to take a man’s foot off. On the floor: lengths of wood hammered with nails, spike-side up as a nasty surprise for anyone strolling in here with their eyes closed or their shoes off. A matching length of wood was fixed to the inside of the windowsill, a maniac’s idea of home security. Hanging from the light fittings and wardrobe doors: wire snares, assorted chains, manacles. The room reeked of iron and engine oil. A few of the traps were ancient but Joe had the feeling each had been lubricated to make certain it would work; this wasn’t a gruesome museum but a fully operational, lethally efficient arsenal. And a threat. Cold-blooded, full-throated, shouting at them from the bed and floor and walls.

‘All right, Spengler. You win. This isn’t kids.’

‘He’s catching on.’ Sammi prowled the room.

‘So what is it?’ Joe asked Ted.

‘Messed up. No wonder those second-homers hate it here.’ He poked his ASP at the bed, snatching it back as a trap snapped. ‘Welcome to the Dark Peak …’

Thudding from inside the wardrobe brought their heads round, steel snares skittering against its shut doors. Sammi put his ear there, listening.

‘Police,’ Joe said. ‘You’ll want to come out now.’ He used his lightest voice because whoever was in the wardrobe had run out of options. If they were armed, they wouldn’t be hiding. They might, however, be afraid. Fear did funny things to a person, could make you dangerous in ways courage could not.

Ted said, ‘Come out or we’ll wire those doors shut and wait for an Armed Response Unit. Your choice.’

More thudding. The sound was low down, not heavy enough for an adult. Joe’s blood prickled, coldly. A child?

Ted rapped his baton on the side of the wardrobe. ‘That’s your choice – ARU? Give us a hand with this wire, then, Detective Sergeant.’

Joe used the baton’s end to open the wardrobe’s door.

‘Oh, shit.’ Ted took a step back reflexively.

Sammi did the same. Joe didn’t blame them; the smell from the wardrobe was black and bloody, like the mess inside. Two red pinpricks glared up at them. Eyes. One of the traps had caught a rat, a big one down from the forest. Its back was broken, eyes glazed, mouth flecked with wet.

Joe shone his phone’s torch, looking for a place where it might’ve chewed its way inside. ‘It was put in here.’ He crouched, looking at the rat. He should end its misery, but didn’t know how to do that without making more mess and this was a crime scene, that’d been clear for the past half hour. Whoever did this was dangerous. Bloodthirsty. Capable of worse.

‘Far worse,’ Sammi agreed grimly.

‘Put in here?’ Ted echoed.

The start of something, not the end. Joe held the rat’s gaze. ‘They set a trap and then put the rat inside the wardrobe. Recently. Otherwise it’d be dead by now.’

‘Nice.’ Ted sounded sickened.

‘Like you said. Welcome to the Dark Peak.’




2.

‘Where’s the Wi-Fi?’

Laurie’s phone wasn’t happy, letting her know what it thought of damp stone houses built between hills where even the sheep looked lost.

‘Adam?’ she called down the stairs. ‘Where’s the home hub? I can’t find it and I need to be online!’

‘In the back bedroom,’ her husband shouted. ‘Wardrobe!’

‘I’m in the bloody back bedroom,’ she said under her breath before shouting, ‘No wardrobe in here!’

‘Behind the curtain on the right!’

She stubbed her toe on the foot of the bed because of course it stuck out at an angle like everything else in her father-in-law’s house. Nothing was straight, not the window frames, nor the floors. It was like the house in a fairytale, one where witches suck the marrow from small children before spitting out their bones to make a bracelet.

Behind the curtain was a set of shelves crammed with mouldy shoeboxes. She crouched to where plug sockets might be expected to lurk, finding a black box with an ominously unlit display. When she tested the socket, half of it came loose from the wall, the other half staying put only because damp had made the plaster spongey. They’d need an electrician to sort it. She held the socket in place with her foot and wrestled the plug free, looping it around the box before carrying the whole lot downstairs to where Adam was unpacking in the ferociously unfitted kitchen.

‘Dead on arrival.’ She dumped the hub on the nearest surface. ‘If you’re trying to murder me just know electrocution can be tricky for the pathologist. A challenge to prove it was murder, although easier when the victim’s found face down in a house mostly made of death traps. Where’s the coffee?’

‘In another box. If I was going to murder you, I’d use the silage trench at the farm.’ He nodded at the field behind the house. ‘Let the pigs get rid of the evidence. That’d fox even DCI Reza.’

Laurie slid her arms around his comfortable waist. ‘Rez would work it out. He knows I’d not be caught dead near a silage trench, or pigs for that matter. Made me promise I’d make it out alive, wants me back in one piece.’

‘His best detective inspector?’ Adam kissed her. ‘Of course he wants you back. Might happen sooner than either of you planned since Dad’s in worse shape than I’d thought from what the girls said.’

His sisters, Helen and Esther. They’d asked Adam to come home and help with his dad’s decline. Laurie hadn’t seen much of her father-in-law during the last two decades, but she’d signed up to see a lot of him now. Dementia. Peter needed all the help he could get. Team effort.

‘I’m here for you,’ she reminded Adam. ‘All of you.’

Adam hugged her, resting his chin on the top of her head; Laurie was tall but she’d married a man who was taller, even on those rare occasions when she wore heels. ‘Not as if you’re going to be twiddling your thumbs,’ he said. ‘This’s deepest Derbyshire but it still has a crime rate.’

Crime rate? She wasn’t convinced it had a pulse rate.

‘Stolen tractors and badger baiting?’

She was joking, but Adam tensed. He’d worked hard to persuade her this secondment wasn’t a step down, just a temporary sideways manoeuvre. Greater Manchester Police to Derbyshire Constabulary. And because he was a trauma counsellor, he’d pitched it as a chance for Laurie to regroup; the last two years had been tough. He was taking a sabbatical, his dad his priority right now. Derbyshire Constabulary was welcome to her for as long as Adam needed to be here. Family came first; she’d learnt that lesson the hard way.

‘You’ll thrive,’ her boss had told her back in Salford.

‘I don’t know, Rez. The Dark Peak? What’m I going to be doing? Ticking off ramblers for trespassing on the Duke of Devonshire’s many sacred acres?’

‘You might get lucky – body in a septic tank.’

‘It’ll be mine if I don’t find a way back here, and fast.’

Adam eyed the dead hub. ‘I’ll find someone to fix this.’

‘Get them to check the wiring while they’re at it. I wasn’t kidding about the death trap up there.’

‘Chris Miles’s the local electrician. Funny, when we were at school he nearly blew up the science lab by sticking his finger in a socket.’

‘Great. Let’s definitely get him in.’

Their heads turned at a tortured sound from outside. ‘Jesus …’ The last time she’d heard a noise like that it was coming out of a man whose battered wife had stopped him with a pair of scissors. Impromptu gelding.

‘Pigs,’ Adam said. ‘You’ll get used to it.’

He’d given her ten years while she was moving up the ranks to DI, never complaining about the long days and nights, how little they saw of one another, jokes about what a good wife he was: hot meals on the table, a shoulder to cry on. This was her chance to repay that favour. She’d get used to the forests and peat bogs, bloody rocks as far as the eye could see. Pigs, much closer to home.

‘You’ll thrive on it, Bower.’ Rez had listened to her offload these thoughts with his customary show of patience. ‘You love a combat zone.’

‘Why’d you think I don’t want to leave Salford?’

‘Because you’re a madwoman. In any case, you’ll be back. Probably with a commendation under your belt.’

Laurie had looked out of Rez’s window at the long unlovely skid mark that was the Manchester Ship Canal. Last summer, she’d led the team responsible for pulling four fridges from the canal, each weighing 250 pounds, leaking blackly as it was lifted to the path. Two held nothing worse than fetid water, but the others had a nightmare apiece: severed human hands. Not even a matching pair. That was a slog, three arrests at the end of it, winning her team a commendation of the kind she would never come close to here. Not that she needed commendations, or severed body parts, to make her job worth doing. Just the chance to put thugs and drug dealers behind bars, bring a little peace to the families they’d ripped apart.

‘Coffee.’ Adam put a hot mug into her hands. ‘I’ll run you into town tomorrow, find you a phone signal.’

‘I’ll go myself. Put in an appearance at the station, meet DCI Saxton and the team.’

‘Not until Monday morning, surely.’

‘Early reconnaissance. With luck, they’ll be in a better mood on a Friday. And I should get to know Edenscar.’

‘Enscar,’ Adam corrected her, not for the first time. ‘It’s spelt Edenscar but pronounced Enscar. Locally anyway.’

‘Enscar. Need to find my feet. Saxton’s expecting me to pitch straight in.’

‘The girls’ll be great for adding local colour. Unlike yours truly, they put down roots here. Anything you need to know, ask them.’

Laurie nodded, but she wanted to see for herself how the land lay here. Population fewer than four hundred. Sheep outnumbered people, she bet.

‘They’re going to love you,’ Adam said.

‘They’re not. But I don’t need them to love me, just to let me get on with it. When I’m not helping you put this place in order.’ Her eyes went to the artwork on the walls. Adam’s dad had some deeply dodgy taste. The picture over the dresser looked like a still from a snuff movie: a very dead dog with its head in a boy’s lap.

‘Magnus Saxton’s going to latch on to you just as hard as Rez. You know they called him the Edale Viking?’ Adam grinned at her wrinkled nose. ‘Not a lot of Magnuses round here. He runs a tight ship, that’s what my spies tell me.’

His sisters, he meant. She sipped her coffee, thinking about what she’d heard of Saxton’s tight-knit team. ‘There’s a rumour one of them sees ghosts.’

‘Joseph Ashe, you mean?’

‘You know him?’

‘Knew him. Shit—’ Adam had moved his dad’s toaster to make space for their air fryer, crop-dusting the floor in the process, burnt toast crumbs everywhere.

‘Don’t tell me you were at school with him too?’ Laurie said.

‘Hardly. He must be sixteen years younger. But you couldn’t live around here without knowing about Joseph Ashe. Hand me that kitchen roll?’

‘Leave it, I’ll hoover it up. Living around here when, exactly?’

Adam pushed the crumbs into a heap with the toe of his shoe. ‘For the last seventeen years. All anyone ever talked about back then. Some still do, Esther says, especially those who’ve lost someone—’ He swerved, changing the subject. ‘When they’re not bitching about the state of the roads or whose kids’ve gone off the rails. You want to make a name for yourself, sort out the juvenile crimewave. To listen to my sisters, half of them are dealing and the rest robbing bikes.’

Back in Salford, the kids were killing one another. If all they were doing here was lifting bikes, she’d be bored within a week. Bored and thankful. What kind of DI – what kind of person – wouldn’t be glad of a break from finding kids as young as eight stabbed in the street? Edenscar was a chance to shake loose a little of her city scepticism, remind herself most people were kind and considerate. Most people were like that in Salford, too. She was already missing them.

‘You don’t need to do that, by the way.’

‘Do what?’ Adam asked.

‘Tread on eggshells. I’m a big girl. My sister died, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to talk about her. Sometimes I really do.’

‘Of course. That’s natural. I understand.’

Her husband, the trauma counsellor. Tricky, though, given how little Isabel had liked him. Nothing personal, just an addict’s aversion to the caring profession. For years, Laurie had played peacemaker. Until Izzy blew it all up at their wedding. No going back from that, although she’d kept hoping. Had she given up, grief would’ve drowned her long before death stepped in to take matters out of her hands. She pulled out a chair and sat at her father-in-law’s table. ‘Tell me about Joseph Ashe.’

‘He’s a local celebrity.’ Adam refilled their coffee cups. ‘Even when I was still living here. Before the bright lights of Salford lured me away.’

‘I thought that was me,’ putting her chin in her hand, giving him eyelashes.

‘I was talking about you.’ Adam grinned. ‘Who sent Jim the Lad to jail?’

Sooner or later, the shine would wear off her success with that crook Jim Chancellor, solving a cold case that’d foxed the force for two decades. Reputations rested on current solve rates, not once-in-a-lifetime lucky breaks. Not that it was a lucky break, since she could’ve ignored her gut feeling. Digging had made her unpopular with plenty of people, just not the CPS.

‘What makes Joseph Ashe a local celebrity?’

Adam stirred sugar into his coffee. ‘First of all, and sorry, this sounds brutal, but he should’ve drowned like everyone else on the bus. Nine kids, three adults. None of them made it out of the bus, let alone to the surface. This wasn’t like crashing into a lake, or even the sea. That reservoir is a death trap. The currents alone … Depth of the water. Coldness of the water. Add that to the length of time he was submerged. No one could believe it. Everyone said it was unsurvivable.’

‘How did he survive?’

‘Found his way out of the back of the bus and swam. Overflow current must’ve caught him.’ Adam set the spoon aside. ‘Christ, Lore, if you ever see that place. You won’t believe it any more than the rest of us. A skinny eleven-year-old with a broken shoulder. Sole survivor.’

Laurie thought about that, about meeting DS Joseph Ashe, looking him in the eye, knowing what she knew. ‘What caused the crash? Brake failure?’ She’d seen enough of the roads around here to guess how that could’ve been catastrophic.

Adam shook his head. ‘Nothing wrong with the steering or brakes. But the second the bus went into the water, it was going to be fatal.’

‘Yes, but why’d it go into the water?’

This time Adam hesitated, playing with the sugar spoon. ‘That was the hardest thing for everyone to get their heads round. It was Joe.’

The words made no sense. Laurie stared at him. ‘What?’

‘He distracted the driver. Well, him and another boy, Sammi Torre. They were mucking about on the back seat.’

‘Oh come on!’ She felt a flare of anger like heartburn in her chest wall. ‘Which eleven-year-old hasn’t done that? We’re talking about a traumatised, bereaved kid. People didn’t really blame him, did they?’

‘Well that’s the thing, Lore. How’d you think they found out?’

She recognised the careful look on Adam’s face. He’d given her the same look after Isabel died, for months afterwards. Eggshells, and cotton wool.

‘Joe was the sole survivor. No witnesses.’

‘You’re saying he told them it was his fault?’

Adam nodded. ‘He told them.’

‘Same question, in that case: he’d just survived a major trauma; why would anyone take what he said at face value?’

‘I don’t know, but they did. Some of them still do.’

She tried to picture that. The town closing ranks, pinning a tragedy of that magnitude on a lad who’d lost all his mates. ‘Friendly place you’ve brought me to.’

‘It is, actually.’ Adam lightened the mood with a grin. ‘You’ll see. From what I’ve heard, Joe gets on okay with most people now. Just a few outliers who’re convinced he’s a conduit to the beyond,’ doing a spooky thing with his hands.

‘Because he sees ghosts?’

‘Because they do, or think they do.’

‘Where? By the crash site?’

‘By Joe. Or with Joe. Like I said, mystical conduit.’ Adam stood, taking their empty cups to the sink. ‘Mass psychosis, if you want my professional opinion. Some sort of emotional contagion triggered by shared trauma.’

‘Go on.’

‘It’s not uncommon in close-knit communities, especially where social or physical isolation is a factor. Add a major traumatic event and you’ve the perfect breeding ground for mass hysteria.’ Adam stood the cups to drain. ‘Don’t bite my head off at this next bit, but studies show mothers and older women can be a catalyst for this phenomenon.’

‘So not eleven-year-old boys?’

Adam dried his hands on a tea towel, taking his time to answer. She got the impression he was treading softly for her sake rather than Joe’s. Her sister cast a long shadow. ‘Right after the crash, Joe told his mum and dad he saw ghosts. Word got around. Next we knew the mums of the dead kids were seeing their ghosts at Joe’s side. Hannah Cooper saw her little girl Zoe. One or two of the others were the same; some convinced their husbands to join in. The smart ones moved away.’

‘That must’ve been tough.’ It’d taken Laurie three years before she was ready to clear her sister’s stuff from the spare room. ‘Moving, I mean.’

‘Most of them didn’t. Joe didn’t.’

She couldn’t identify the expression on her husband’s face. On a stranger’s, she’d have called it censure, or envy. But that wasn’t Adam.

‘You think he should’ve done that? Moved away?’

‘I don’t know.’ Adam started unpacking another box. ‘Maybe.’

‘And he didn’t just stay. He joined the police, became a detective. What’s your professional opinion about that?’ She thought of that half-drowned boy pulled from the water. ‘Complex PTSD?’

‘At the least. But he worked past it, must’ve done, to be allowed into the police. Too many checks and balances, otherwise.’

Adam avoided her eyes, both of them remembering the grief counselling she’d endured after Izzy’s death. Seven years ago but permanently on her record, triggering regular checks. And she wasn’t a child at the time. Her life had been hopelessly tangled with Izzy’s thanks to the sticky nature of addiction, but she’d only lost one friend, not nine. ‘Seventeen years is a long time. I’m going to assume he’s solid, unless you’ve heard anything to the contrary?’

‘I’ve prejudiced your first impression enough as it is. See for yourself. Monday, or tomorrow if you’re serious about getting stuck in early.’

‘Oh, I’m serious. Ow—’ A crumb of burnt toast stabbing her socked foot. ‘Where’s the hoover likely to be?’

‘You’re the detective.’ Her husband was loading plates into the cupboard. ‘I’m sure you’ll figure it out.’




3.

Merry’s house smelt of hot wax and essential oils, some less essential than others; his grandmother had repurposed an old chip pan for her latest hobby of candle-making. Like all her previous hobbies, this was less about mastering a craft, more about giving her an excuse to curse around the clock (her words). Joe was six when he discovered not everyone’s grandmother liked to curse. Of those that did, none could hold a candle to Merry.

‘Look at this fucking rubbish.’ She pointed Joe at the kitchen counter where candles were arranged like a clutch of knuckled fists. ‘Meant to be bloody roses.’

‘Well, they do look bloody.’

She laughed, reaching to pinch his chin. ‘You look a little beaten yourself, kiddo. But still beautiful.’

‘Not glamorous, though. Not like you.’

‘Oh, hush.’ She flicked at his cheek with affection. ‘Have you eaten?’

‘Not since lunch.’

‘Apple pie in the fridge, if you fancy it?’

‘Oh go on, then.’

Joe reached their cups down from the pegs above the stove. He fetched the milk and pie from the fridge, watching Merry drop teabags into the pot. She wore a shapeless man’s cardigan over a pair of denim dungarees, thick socks on her feet. She didn’t look like anyone’s grandmother, more like a senior civil servant along the lines of those dreamt up by John le Carré. Miriam Anne Ashe (Merry for short) was his dad’s mum. Eighty going on eighteen.

‘Seen much of your mum and dad lately?’ She cut wedges of Wensleydale, adding it to the plates.

Joe pulled out a chair to sit at the table. ‘Not in a while. You know how it is. Mum was on a retreat, last I heard. Dad’s busy with his work.’

‘That quarry’s his happy place. He’s a practical man, always was. Give him tools, things to do with his hands, and he’s contented. Anything else …’ She shook her head, excusing her son’s long silence.

Joe wasn’t a stone to be quarried or broken down, there was no practical solution to him. He’d survived what he should not have survived. Dad struggled with that. Mum too. In the end, it’d been easier to lose touch than to keep trying and failing to make contact. He stretched in the chair, working the day’s stiffness from his shoulder. He’d been watching Merry make tea for as long as he could remember. When he was sent home from hospital, not knowing Sammi and the others had died, it was Merry who made him feel safe. His parents squabbled as soon as he was home. Fighting, he found out later, over whether it was better to tell him or keep him in the dark. He lay in bed listening, wondering what was so terrible no one would talk to him about it. His left shoulder was strapped; he had to keep the arm in a sling, take painkillers three times a day. If he forgot to take them, the pain was like a snake twisting itself tighter and tighter. He wanted to talk to Sammi about what sort of snake it was, boa constrictor or python. He hadn’t worked out yet that Sammi was in his head. Mum cried when Joe asked if he could see him, Dad saying angry things about the school, the bus company. Joe couldn’t follow what was said, partly because the painkillers made him foggy. A week after the crash, he took himself to Merry’s cottage – ‘I need to know what’s going on, will you tell me what’s going on?’ – and she sat him with a cup of sweet tea and told him Sammi drowned, everyone on the bus drowned except him. It made sense of the pain in his chest which had nothing to do with the snake in his shoulder. When he told his parents he wanted to stay with Merry, they didn’t put up a fight. In some ways they seemed relieved, as if they hadn’t known what to do with him. All the other parents were planning funerals and memorials, while his were drawing curtains and looking furtive, even ashamed.

‘I’ll get in touch,’ he promised Merry now. ‘You’re right. It’s been too long.’

‘Do what you think best, my darling. But don’t go lonely.’

It was one of her sayings. She’d advised him, soon after the crash, to stop telling people about Sammi. She’d seen the way people stared at him, heard the whispers. For his own protection, she said, don’t dig their dead.

Joe filled his mouth with cold apple pie. He hadn’t come to talk about his parents. He’d come for peace and quiet, his head full of what they’d found in Paige Blackwall’s old home. ‘So Pru broke up with me.’ His girlfriend of eight months.

‘About fucking time.’

‘Gran!’

‘What? She was making your life hell, from what I can gather.’

‘Well, in fairness—’

‘Oh fuck fairness, kiddo. She was always too good for this place, wanted everyone to know it, too. Swanning around, nose in the air. That brother of hers is a nasty piece of work but at least he doesn’t give himself graces.’

Merry thought magpies who failed to nest in the same tree twice were disloyal. Pru had escaped Edenscar briefly for university. When she broke up with him, she said she wished she’d stayed away, everyone here was stuck in the past, Joe included. He wasn’t present enough, she said. There was some truth in that; hard to concentrate when half his head was taken up with Sammi, who saw his relationship with Pru as a betrayal. Sammi had never forgiven Merry for warning Joe to be quiet about the ghosts; he refused to come to her cottage even now.

‘Good riddance,’ Merry was saying of Pru. ‘Now you can find yourself someone who appreciates you for who you are, not what you do.’

Joe finished his food. ‘I don’t mind being appreciated for what I do. Although from all accounts I’ll have my work cut out impressing my new boss.’

‘Laurie Bower? Another one who’s only here under duress, I expect.’

‘Meaning?’ Merry had the inside track on everyone in Edenscar.

‘Adam Bower was always a temporary fixture. Turned tail as soon as he could. Mind you, his dad was just the same. Peter Bower.’ She said the name as if it left a bad taste in her mouth. ‘Thought himself too good for us, set his sights higher.’ She gave a grim little smile. ‘Got his wings clipped for his troubles.’

‘In what way?’

‘Oh, I don’t know the details.’ She waved his question aside. ‘A highbrow business venture that went awry. You’d think his son would’ve taken a warning from that, but he couldn’t wait to get away.’

Joe had a vague memory of Adam Bower, who’d been in his late twenties at the time of the crash. ‘Well, he’s home now. Adam, I mean.’

‘About time he showed his face. Imagine going to the trouble of training as a trauma counsellor and not coming home where you’re needed.’

Edenscar, she meant. This brutal, brooding, blighted place. Home.

‘Life’s not as simple as that,’ Joe said.

‘Simple enough for you, wasn’t it? You joined the police because you knew this place was in need of some law and order.’

‘Yes, that is not why I joined the police.’

She ignored this, pinning her proudest look on her face. ‘My grandson saw a way to make things a bit better for those of us who’ve no choice but to live here. And he stepped up. Now look at him, working all hours, coming home half-starved because he’s never put himself first in his life.’

‘I don’t know who you’re describing.’ Joe drank his tea. ‘But he sounds like an absolute arsehole.’

‘DI Bower doesn’t know how lucky she is.’

‘We’ll see. You don’t know the couple who bought 28 Powderhill, do you?’

‘Second-homers,’ Merry said promptly. ‘Why?’

‘We need to be in touch with them. Someone broke in there.’

‘Set a fire, did they? Or trashed the place?’

‘No, not that. I can’t talk about it, only wondered if you knew the owners.’

‘Lawlor, that’s the name. Cottage that backs on to the woods? Abby Blackwall’s old place. In a mess, was it?’

Joe thought of the crossbow bolt quivering in the wall, oiled mantraps, dying rat. Paige’s ghost counting down like a clock, dark patches of water spreading under her school shoes. ‘It was a mess, yes.’

‘One for your DI Bower to get her teeth into, then.’ His grandmother started clearing their plates. ‘I expect she likes a challenge. Can’t see why
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