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        Nothing ever altered its look….It remained inviolable, taciturn, evil. It glowered darkly on the dawn; it came through the snow like jagged bones through flesh….For miles around, in the plains, the valleys, the mountain dwellings, it was feared.

        MARY WEBB, 1915
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      The cairn afforded a view to die for. Crouched against the rock, jammed into its meagre shelter, Marianne gasped for breath. Below her stretched the world, or at least her part of it. 

      “What do you reckon, dogs? Worth the climb?” On either side of her, Pip and Maggie lay, bellies flat to the ground, ears slick to their heads, emitting deep sighs which made their opinion clear. Anyone who chose that day to walk up Titterstone Clee needed their head read. Even behind the rough stone pillar, the wind slammed at her, whipping her hair from its neat ponytail to sting her cheeks. 

      On the ascent, it had gusted so hard she’d barely kept her feet. Four legs coped better than two, making her think of those poles that everyone seemed to walk with these days. She’d always despised them, but now she could see the appeal. Head down, she’d gritted her teeth, setting one foot in front of the other, clawing at the rocks to keep her balance and propel herself upwards, resisting the force of the gale as it drove her towards a 200-foot drop. Briefly she’d considered turning back, scuttling down the precipitous path to the car park below, its surface so rutted with puddles it resembled a lunar landscape of lakes divided by small islets. Sheer stubbornness had forced her on.

      The landscape radiated menace. Below lay the abandoned quarry, a brutalist citadel of stark rock, its buildings almost indistinguishable from its excavation. A pair of crows jumped and flapped from column to column, excited perhaps by the skeleton of a sheep which lay on the scrubby grass. The wind keened a peculiar song, chasing and frothing the clouds from white to grey as they scudded over Brown Clee, with its two peaks, to the north. Murder Mountain the locals called it, after the horrific case of the man who’d gone there with the sole intention of finding someone to kill. In the grip of psychosis, the expert witness had declared in court, his referral delayed; let down by a system that could no longer cope with the deluge of need. 

      Greens and ochres rippled southward into the hazy Malverns, while to the west a darker spine showed behind the Long Mynd. The jagged ridge of the Stiperstones, her country, crowned by the Devil’s Chair. Further still lay Wales. On a clear day, you could see Cader Idris. 

      Not today, though. The old devil was firmly in his chair, shrouding the far hills in charcoal grey. Rain on the way. She asked herself again why she had come. A need to be scoured clean by the wind and rocks, perhaps, to endure the Clee’s desolation. To be entirely alone. No guests to serve, no little request to meet or politely fend off, no one under her feet. Nothing but rocks and grass and sky. And sheep. There were a few now on the lower slopes towards the common, wise enough to seek shelter, leaving the stark majesty of Titterstone Clee to her. 

      She saw no other humans on the hill, though she knew they must be there. Her Subaru didn’t have the car park to itself. As she’d rattled over the cattle grid, two figures had got out of a Land Rover and made for the path which led up towards the radar station. A man and a boy, father and son, perhaps. Beside another car, small and red, a few puddles away from where she’d parked, a couple had been arguing. The woman’s coat had caught her attention, a light blue so bright it seemed superimposed on the rock behind. Ridiculously clean for a waterproof. New maybe. Her own was old and well-worn, grubby even.

      Both had hoods up, their bodies forming a rigid frame, like an out-of-place Argentine tango. Perhaps one was pointing out to the other the ridiculousness of walking in such an exposed spot on a day like this. Young, she thought, or younger than her anyway, by some years. She’d watched them for a while, resenting how they intruded on her need for solitude. The very least they could have done was set off, like the man and boy, and continued their argument elsewhere. In the end she had locked the Subaru and made for the path, eyes averted, avoiding the usual walker’s greeting.

      With fingers almost too numb to undo the zip, she tugged a water bottle from her small backpack and took a swig. Taking her movement as a sign, the dogs scrambled to their feet, heads cocked, ears and tails low against the wind. Pip gave a muted whine. She wondered whether she should put them on leads to stop them going too near the edge of the quarry but remembered the comparative ease with which they’d ascended the slope. Maybe they should attach a lead to her.

      The descent was no easier than the climb. After a few hundred yards, buffeted on all sides, blinded by stray strands of hair, her thighs began to pull and her shins ached. She envied the dogs their four-pawed agility and concentrated on keeping to the rough track, avoiding the rubble-strewn patches where long-deserted huts had once stood. To her left and below loomed the white domes of the radar station, balanced like giant ping pong balls on their concrete columns. The squat grey building between them was desolate, a Cold War relic, or some derelict television drama set from the 1970s. The lowest white dome perched on the edge of the quarry, flanked by a mast, interlocking struts of metal twisted now with age. She had no idea if the station was still active. In all her visits she had never seen any activity except walkers. 

      A hard gust almost knocked her off her feet and she caught her breath, clutching at a rock for balance. Two hundred feet below sprawled the grass floor of the quarry pit, as wide as it was deep, and at one end, a sheltered pool of green water, still and silent. It would have been no surprise to see a hand rise from its depths, holding a sword aloft. Beautiful. Man-made, a scar on the land, but beautiful nonetheless. Like stretch marks on a mature woman, evidence that she has given birth to something, that from her has sprung life.

      A flash of colour on the other side of the quarry wall caught her eye. A movement of bright blue-turquoise. The dogs stiffened and stared, traced its progress, down past the furthest mast, leaping in wild onward bounds. The young woman from the car park was running down towards the road, arms outstretched for balance, as though the devil was on her heels. Of her companion there was no sign.
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      Marianne Leonard treasured the start to her day. Regardless of how well she slept – and last night hadn’t been bad – getting out of bed always felt like a struggle. But once she’d splashed cold water onto her face, life held promise. The view from her bathroom window helped, breathtaking whatever the season; green as far as the eye could see to the jagged ridge of the Stiperstones, crowned by the Devil’s Chair. Even in the dark of winter, when she rose well before dawn, it was full of magic.

      Now, in mid-July, summer blew in through the window. About time too. They’d barely reached fifteen degrees since early June, and on her wet, windy walk at Titterstone Clee, almost a week ago, the bad weather had reached its climax. Below, the dogs greeted the day, thrusting their snouts into overgrown grass – her wildflower meadow by design but with fewer flowers than any other year; daisies and cornflowers mostly, with the odd pink flash of knapweed. On the other side of the hedge, the donkeys grazed alongside Josephine the goat, and the old Highland pony nibbled at the leaves of a young ash. A scene of peace, which, for most of her life, she could only have dreamed of.

      Ten minutes later, she locked the door behind her and set off down the hill. From the cinder track, she had a clear view all the way down the valley to Lower Farm, where the lane met the road. She stiffened at a splash of unexpected colour. A police Land Rover squatted in the Olsen’s yard, white and orange against the dark wall. Marianne shuddered and kept her eyes averted until a bend in the path rendered the farm invisible.

      Her heart lifted a little at the bird’s-eye view of the Bunkhouse – her Bunkhouse – once a small farmstead, of which her cottage had been the residential dwelling. The main accommodation was in a long stone barn, L-shaped and two storeys, its timbers and gabled end painted Shropshire green. When she had first viewed the property with Effie, it had been a defunct outdoor adventure centre, half tumbling down, gutters hanging from the bulging walls, damp in every room. Five years on, with a new roof and complete renovation, it offered sleeping accommodation for twelve, with overspill camping in the adjacent field, and a large, well-appointed dining room.

      As she reached the gate, a hail from the field greeted her. Claire – one of the young archaeologists, always up with the lark – waved a mug at her, coffee judging by the faint scent that wafted across to the yard. Tie-dye clothes and pink dreadlocks; a trustafarian, Donal the lead archaeologist, called her. Marianne liked her. She liked all the youngsters who were cutting their teeth on the dig up by the ring-fort on Green Hill. Now, they clustered around their camping stoves in various degrees of undress, the boys bare-chested, one girl still in pyjamas. They would be among the first for breakfast once Marianne had got it going, always earlier than their bosses, who slept in the Bunkhouse. Of the twelve beds, the senior archaeologists took three. Seven had gone to Roger and his Woggle trainees, and the other two were now occupied by the lads who had arrived the day before. Walking the Shropshire Way, they’d said, dumping rucksacks and outdoor gear in the boot-room, before tucking into Irish stew and baked potatoes.

      She left the dogs in their run where they carried out their morning patrol, sniffing and squatting, marking their territory. When she opened up the kitchen, she felt a familiar sense of sanctuary. Her domain, where no one else came except by invitation. All except Donal, who seemed to think he needed none. One day she would have to disillusion him. Unprompted, the image of the police car flashed into her mind, and she squashed it back down. No doubt she’d hear the whole story later.

      For now, there was breakfast to get. She filled two kettles and set them on the range cooker. Then, she put trays of sausages – one pork, one veggie – in the top oven, where rashers would soon join them. While the kettles came to the boil, she made her own coffee in a steel Bialetti pot and broke eggs into a glass jug, adding milk and a dash of cream cheese, ready for scrambling.

      At least Donal had the courtesy to knock, though seldom waited for an answer before sticking his head around the door. His sandy hair, wispy and thinning on top, was wet, and a spot of blood showed on his cheek where he’d nicked himself shaving.

      “Morning! Everything all right?” he said.

      Every day, the same greeting. What would he do if one day she burst into tears and tore at her hair, sobbed that no, everything was not all right? She imagined that, in his fantasies, he would wrap her in his arms and soothe her, then spring into action, rustling up breakfast for twenty without turning a hair. The reality would be different. Coughing and shuffling, an awkward pat on the back perhaps, followed by a hasty retreat.

      “Smells good,” he said, neither retreating nor advancing into the kitchen. “I’m starving.”

      “Well, you’ll get it all the sooner if you leave me in peace. Coffee and tea will be ready in two minutes.”

      With a nod and the usual sheepish smile, he closed the door, and she heard him go into the dining room, other voices mumbling a greeting. The students, probably. None deep or loud enough for Roger.

      Only a few seconds later than she’d promised, she opened the hatch and set large pots of tea and coffee on the counter. Calls of good morning flew her way, and she smiled, told them to help themselves, as usual. Two of the archaeology students were already ploughing through bowls of cereal, milk dripping down their chins. She turned back to the range, shaking the sausages in their trays and tucking the bacon on the shelf above.

      Marianne had seen enough institutionalized scrambled eggs – pale rubber clumps adrift in thin liquid – for it to be a point of pride that hers should never be so. Firm but melting, holding its form until it touched teeth and tongue. She always made it in batches.

      “Marianne! Good morning!”

      If the booming voice hadn’t startled her, the slam of a large hand on the countertop would have. Roger’s hands were like shovels. Donal’s second in command, Wiltshire Sam, had joked more than once that Roger should give up his day job and join them on the dig. A human excavator.

      “Morning, Roger.” She smiled briefly, then turned back to her work, flipping slices of toast into racks, which she carried to the hatch. Roger leaned on the counter while he poured himself a mug of tea. She listened with half her attention as he described the tasks he planned for his trainees that day. Good bunch this. Bit over-confident, maybe, think this is all going to be easy… Might have managed the Devil’s Chair with no problem but I’ll get them in the river today… Need to shake them up a bit. That meant that they would be out in the minibus and she would have guaranteed hours of peace in the Bunkhouse.

      Roger had been bringing his Woggle trainees to the Bunkhouse since it had opened. Walking Group Leader Award. Woggle to anyone in the know. He ran courses for most of the summer, and often it felt as though he lived there. Donal had been there for the last three summers too. They were like a strange married couple, and she their housekeeper; keeper of their worries and their tempers when their low-level bickering got too much.

      Both liked to be pack leader in their own way. Roger more obviously so. Six feet five of solid bone and muscle with a head like a bullet. All deep bass voice and chewy Yorkshire vowels. Not soft or beguiling like Donal’s Irish burr. At first sight, no one would consider Donal a leader, but he’d led many digs, was well-known in Iron Age archaeology, and his students revered him. He’d even been on the television quite a few times, and he had the gift of the gab when he wanted it. Marianne sometimes closed her eyes while he talked to avoid being distracted by his grubby combat trousers and trademark battered hat.

      With the cooked breakfast passed out through the hatch and arranged on the counter, the guests helped themselves. Marianne went out into the dining room and removed any used dishes and cutlery from the tables, checked and replenished the milk jugs and toast racks. Four chairs were still empty. The two young lads who’d arrived the night before and two of Roger’s trainees, Russell and Lucy. Seriously, Roger had said after their first day, you’d think they were on their honeymoon or summat. Marianne was sure he used words like ‘summat’ only for effect. Meant to be bouldering and they’re busy gazing into each other’s eyes. This week’s group were all secondary school teachers, training to lead Duke of Edinburgh programmes in their schools.

      By the time she next poked her head through the hatch, all the tables were full, the two Shropshire Way lads now sitting with some of the archaeologists. While the guests ate, she began packing the lunches, checking her list for sandwich fillings, and labelling each paper bag clearly.

      Alice, one of the girls who helped with cleaning and food prep, arrived and was all in a flutter as she donned her apron, knotting the ties in front of her bony hips.

      “Police were down at the farm when I come by,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Saw two cars in the yard.”

      “You think a break-in, or something?” Marianne asked, as coolly as she could, pouring the girl a cup of coffee.

      “Either that or Steve’s gone on the rampage with his tractor again.”

      “Wasn’t it the combine?”

      Steve Olsen farmed the land around Perkins Beach and had once taken a corner in the village too fast, delivering the combine to whichever farm was next to use it. Half the church wall had gone. Rumour had it, he’d had a beer or two, but there’d been no charges. Steve said the wall had been tumbling down anyway, and the vicar had been glad to get the insurance and have it repaired. His brother-in-law had done the work and made a good job of it. It had worked out well all round.

      “Do you think they’ll come up here?” Alice said, her face flushed.

      It was true they got little excitement, but a visit from the police wasn’t high on Marianne’s list of entertainment options. If she never had anything to do with them again, she’d die happy.
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      The guests were long gone from the Bunkhouse once the police arrived. Marianne saw their four-wheel drive from the kitchen window at the same time as Alice clattered through from the stairs, dumping her cleaning basket on the surface.

      “It’s all right, I’ve seen them,” Marianne said, before the girl had a chance. “Nothing to get excited about, I’m sure. Unless you’ve not been telling me everything and you’re secretly on the run.”

      Alice ran her hands over her hair and pulled her apron straight.

      “Don’t be daft. It’s always nervy-making, though, isn’t it. Like when you’re driving and you see a police car in the mirror. You always think⁠—”

      A sharp rap on the door interrupted her. Marianne checked the tins of soda bread in the top oven and went to open it. Two female officers were on the doorstep, the younger in uniform. Behind them, weak sun splashed across the yard, empty but for the police Land Rover and Marianne’s Subaru. The plainclothes one – sleek and well-groomed – held up a warrant card.

      “Good morning. Detective Inspector Georgie Fraser from the rural crime unit. This is DC Corby.”

      The voice surprised Marianne. Not the Scottish accent. It was the pitch. Low. Almost masculine. The rest of her was feminine enough, though. Streaked, well-cut hair in a loose ponytail, large, deep-set hazel eyes. She reminded Marianne of a photograph of Virginia Woolf, only with better cheekbones.

      The inspector smiled, curt and professional. “May we have a word?”

      Marianne stood back to let them in, and they followed her into the kitchen. Health and safety regulations might have been against them, but she needed the security. Her place of safety. When Effie had bought the Bunkhouse, the kitchen had been as derelict as the rest of the place, and Marianne had remodelled it to her own design. Big windows and smooth plaster walls, gleaming surfaces, all chrome and tiles, saved from sterility by a wooden refectory table that Effie had donated from the manor house when it sold. Three large trays of lasagne rested at one end of it, ready to be put in the oven later, flanked by what looked like large silver slugs – garlic bread wrapped in aluminium foil.

      “You’re Mrs Leonard?”

      “Ms.” She stood with her back to the range and motioned them to the chairs beside the table. “Marianne. This is Alice Ferraty.” Alice bobbed a little, like she was meeting the king, and blushed. DC Corby smiled reassuringly and took out a notebook. Even after all this time, being in the same room as a police uniform made it hard to breathe. Marianne swallowed hard and did her best to smile.

      “How can we help?”

      DI Fraser took a chair and crossed elegant legs, slim-fitting black jeans tapering to low walking shoes, showing a flash of brown ankle. Runners’ legs. Marianne could see her doing marathons in her spare time.

      “A young woman has gone missing,” the detective said. “She was last seen running up the lane towards this place at around two pm yesterday. No one’s had a sight of her since, but the car she arrived in is still in the road opposite the farm.”

      Marianne knew the place. A layby, often used by walkers even though there were several official car parks for the Stiperstones, one at The Knolls and another at The Bog visitor centre.

      “Average height. About five-six or seven,” DC Corby said, in a Midlands accent. “Short, dark hair, slim, early to mid-twenties. Wearing a bright blue jacket and black leggings. If she checked in here, that solves our problem.”

      “She didn’t,” Marianne said, an image flickering at the back of her mind. “We have no women staying here on their own – I mean we mainly have groups in at the moment. The only people who checked in yesterday were two young lads. About the same age – mid-twenties.”

      DI Fraser looked up.

      “Travelling together?”

      “I think so. Walking the Shropshire Way, but decided to base themselves here for a few days, have a break, watch some birds, they said. They dropped in on spec, but we’ve had a few cancellations because of the bad weather, so we had space.”

      “And they arrived together?”

      Marianne saw DI Fraser’s eyes graze the Bialetti and realised how much she needed a coffee too. She offered one to the officers and was grateful for the break in their scrutiny as she busied herself with mugs and milk and sugar. Alice fetched a loaf of banana bread left over from the packed lunches, and arranged slices on a plate. DI Fraser repeated her question.

      “They arrived together about five-thirty,” Marianne said. “Why? I thought you were looking for a woman.”

      “And you haven’t seen anyone matching her description around the place?” the inspector said. “Yesterday afternoon or any time since?”

      Neither she nor Alice had.

      “But I only do till twelve in the mornings,” Alice said. “And then I’m back six till eight for evenings.” She looked at Marianne. “Maybe it’s like that Brown Clee thing. You know, the murder. My nan always said they got the wrong man.”

      DI Fraser sipped her coffee and made an appreciative face. “May I?” She stretched out a hand towards the banana bread. Marianne nodded and picked up her own mug, hiding her face by blowing at the steam.

      “Our drone footage shows a house further up the valley from here – about half a mile. Does it belong to this place?”

      “My cottage.”

      “Do you live there alone?” DC Corby this time. Marianne took a mouthful of coffee; its bitter blackness bit at her mouth. It was ridiculous to feel like this. A gentle chat, the police here after a missing young woman, but it felt like an interview. Felt as though they might as well be on either side of a table in a stark, grey-walled room, a tape recorder running.

      “With my dogs.” Not to mention the donkeys, and the pony and Josephine.

      DI Fraser smiled.

      “We saw them in the yard. Beautiful.” She chewed a chunk of banana bread and took another sip of coffee. “Would you have seen her if she’d gone up past your house? I understand a footpath goes up onto the hill there.”

      A footpath of sorts, though not well-maintained or particularly popular. There was a much better one from the other side of Lower Farm.

      “I’d have seen her if I’d been in. And if I didn’t, the dogs would have noticed her. But I was only there between about three and five yesterday. And then in the evenings I’m not home until about nine, usually.”

      “A long day,” Georgie Fraser said.

      “Flexible,” said Marianne. “It suits me.”

      There was a lull as the inspector finished her slice of cake. DC Corby shot her boss a look under furrowed eyebrows, perhaps impatient to be off. Her tone earlier had suggested she thought the visit a waste of time when they could be out chasing real rural criminals – whatever rural crime constituted. It did seem unusual to have enquiries made about a runner – there were plenty of crazy fell-runners in this neck of the woods – especially since it seemed it hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since she was last seen. Something occurred to her. A woman in a blue coat. Running as if the devil was after her. Surely, it couldn’t be the same woman. Titterstone Clee was thirty miles away.

      “When you said ‘a woman running’, did you mean a runner? As in athlete?”

      “Not as such,” said DI Fraser. “We have some reason to be concerned for her safety. One of the farmworkers spotted an altercation near the gateway of the field where he was working. A young couple arguing – no fisticuffs, but he said it seemed to be quite heated, so he kept an eye on them. He had the idea the woman was frightened and thought about going to intervene but got his hand caught on some barbed wire. By the time he’d disentangled himself they’d gone, and he thought nothing more of it. Then, about two minutes later, he heard a scream and went to look. He spotted the woman’s coat through the trees up the lane towards this place. Said she was running fast.”

      Marianne’s skin prickled. A bright blue coat.

      “What about the man she was arguing with?”

      “Farm worker didn’t see him. By the time he got out to the lane, there was no one there.”

      Alice opened her mouth as though to speak but giggled instead, and Marianne looked at her sharply. Honestly, the girl seemed to have jelly for brains sometimes. Unless it was just police-related nerves.

      “Did you want to say something, Alice? I’m sure the inspector won’t bite.”

      “No, I just…” She blushed again. “I wondered if that was why you asked about the two guys staying here. Them arriving together.”

      DC Corby snapped her notebook shut.

      “We’re interested in talking to the man she was seen arguing with, so we’re also on the lookout for any young men in the area. But not two travelling together.” She looked at the inspector and got to her feet, raising her eyebrows. Georgie Fraser drained her mug and thanked Marianne for the coffee and cake.

      “What time will the rest of your residents be in?” she asked as she stood up. “I’d like to come back and talk to them. Presumably, some of them were out and about on the hills yesterday. Mr Olsen at Lower Farm said you have the archaeologists from the dig staying here.”

      “Yes. And a walking group. I put tea out at five – most people are in any time between then and six. Dinner is at seven-thirty, so they’re all in by then.”

      “They don’t go to the pub?”

      Marianne smiled.

      “The nearest one is two miles away, and you’ve seen the roads around here. We allow them to buy their own and drink it here as long as no one gets out of hand.”

      The inspector said that she would be back at six and asked Marianne to let the guests know to make themselves available. “It makes sense to catch them all together.”

      With Alice at her shoulder, Marianne watched the two officers make their way to their Land Rover. Rural Crime Unit: Keeping Our Countryside Safe. Was there anything that wasn’t about marketing these days? Unbidden, an image sprang again into her mind. The young woman on Titterstone Clee. Running as if her life depended on it.

      “Inspector Fraser?”

      The officer turned around, one clean walking shoe already on the footplate of the Land Rover.

      “It’s probably nothing, but… I might have seen her. Not yesterday. Not here.” She told her story as briefly as she could.

      The inspector nodded as she pulled herself up into the driver’s seat.

      “Thank you. Have a think today and see if there’s anything else you remember. If we haven’t traced the young woman by then, we’ll be back at six.”

      They watched the police car drive out the yard, its wheels sending up a fine spray from the puddles which still had not entirely evaporated. It had been one of the wettest Julys on record which, while it left the hedgerows verdant and overgrown, had been cold and depressing. The brook that passed Marianne’s cottage and on down beside the lane was rushing and full, the paths still slick with water. Half of the anti-erosion work put in earlier in the year had been washed away.

      Marianne checked the timer on her soda bread and cleared away the officers’ mugs. It was almost time for Alice to go, and she’d bet there was still washing to hang out. She’d rather do it and have the place to herself than put up with any more inane chatter. She couldn’t shift the image of the police officer sitting at the table in her uniform, scribbling in her notebook.

      “Well, that was exciting!” Alice put away her cleaning things and closed the pantry door. As she took her apron off, she giggled again.

      “What?” Marianne said, trying to inject humour into her voice. Most of the time she was fond of Alice, and she couldn’t have managed without the girl, especially with her other helper on holiday.

      “That Inspector Fraser,” Alice said.

      “What about her?” Although she suspected she knew what Alice meant.

      “Do you think she’s… well, you know. One of them?”

      “One of whom?”

      “One of them… you know. Trans or whatever they call them.”

      “A trans woman?” Marianne opened the top oven to take out the bread and left it to cool in the tins for a few minutes. She had a sudden urge to clean. Either that, or lock the doors behind her, whistle up the dogs and head into the hills.

      Alice fiddled with her hair and made a funny face. “Well, do you think so?”

      “Yes, probably. Why?”

      “Just I never met one before. And in the police too.”

      “Maybe the police service is getting a little more enlightened,” Marianne said. And maybe hell would freeze over. “You’ll get the chance to meet her again later if you get yourself back here for six.”
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      “You’ve got your advanced driving then, have you?” DC Corby said, her knuckles white as she gripped the passenger door handle. Evening sun slanted through the windscreen as they headed back to the Bunkhouse to follow up on the morning’s enquiry. There was still no word of the missing woman.

      Georgie Fraser smiled and tucked the Land Rover tighter against the hedge of the passing space to let the sheep trailer by. Yes, she had her advanced driving. She also had seventeen years in the Met under her belt, much of which had been spent in serious crime. She was even firearms-trained, although there had been little need for those skills since she had joined West Mercia’s rural crime unit. Apart from one seizure of a local gun enthusiast’s secret arsenal, and even then no shots were fired. She had just proved good at making firearms safe and hadn’t handled them with quite the same awestruck reverence as the rest of her team.

      Checking the sat nav, she put the Land Rover in gear and gunned it up towards the junction where a white wooden signpost leaned precariously into the road.

      “Shit – what is it with the place names around here?” Fraser said. “Gravels, Shelve, White Grit, Black Marsh. The Bog, for goodness’ sake.” They had been at The Bog earlier. A visitor centre for the Stiperstones range and the surrounding lead-mining country. No active mines now, of course, mainly old Victorian workings, but it was dark and stony territory, a far cry from the purple-heathered valleys of the Long Mynd with their tinkling streams and herds of wild ponies. The Mynd reminded her a bit of where she’d grown up on the Isle of Mull – without the surrounding sea of course, Shropshire being entirely landlocked.

      The Bunkhouse was one-and-a-half-miles up a dirt track from the yellow B road at Lower Farm, itself three miles out of Stiperstones village. And B made the road sound grander than it was. Barely wide enough for the Land Rover, with water running down the gravelled centre and walled-in by high hedges, no visibility around any of its twisting bends.

      “You wonder how the bin men get up here, don’t you?” Corby said, though in a tone that suggested it was a rhetorical question.

      The lane to the Bunkhouse was at least free of major potholes, though the recent heavy rains had loosened its stony surface. Fraser wondered what it would be like to live there in the winter, miles from the nearest shop, with only occasional die-hard walkers for company. Perhaps Marianne Leonard was something of a recluse. Steve Olsen, the farmer, had intimated that they thought her strange.

      “Nice enough woman,” he’d said, “but a bit of a loner.”

      “Keeps herself to herself, never at the village dos,” his wife had added.

      “Don’t know why she doesn’t just close the place up in the winter and go off somewhere warmer. She must have family somewhere.”

      Presumably because it made business sense to keep it open. Not the camping bit maybe, but Fraser imagined that was mainly for the archaeology dig. People still enjoyed walking in the winter, and not everyone could afford a B&B. She reckoned the Bunkhouse probably had visitors most weekends of the year, even if off-season weekdays were quiet.

      The centre manager seemed pretty switched on to her. Following Marianne towards the Bunkhouse dining room fifteen minutes later, Fraser admired her trim figure in clean jeans and a lilac t-shirt. She was petite, her dark brown hair threaded with silver, a softly curling ponytail reaching just between her shoulder blades. Not wholesome, though. She might have been if not for a blankness behind the blue-grey eyes. A look people had when they’d seen the dog-shit side of life. Fraser had seen it in ex-cons and sex workers, refugees and the traumatically bereaved. Marianne Leonard, unless she was much mistaken, had a past she wouldn’t want to re-visit.

      The Bunkhouse smelled of baking overlaid with that evening’s lasagne, and Fraser hoped for more of the banana bread they’d had earlier. On joining the rural crime unit, she’d assumed that she’d get plenty of tea and cake in farmhouse kitchens, only to be swiftly disillusioned. The jolly farm-folk became less so once they clocked she was a little different from your average female CID officer. Perhaps it was awkwardness rather than judgement. Often it was hard to tell, and her default assumption was usually the latter.

      Not in Marianne, though. She had offered coffee and cake that morning without so much as batting an eyelid, despite seeming uncomfortable with a police visit; unlike her giggling assistant, who hadn’t been able to meet Fraser’s eye. And now there was a roomful of strangers to face.

      Once again, she wished she’d considered the laryngeal surgery that would have changed the timbre of her voice. There had been enough surgery, though. Not only the ‘bottom surgery’, as the clinic so unflatteringly and misleadingly called it. Nothing to do with bottoms, she’d explained to her niece. Just bottom surgery as opposed to top surgery. She hadn’t needed any breast enhancement – six years of hormones had taken care of that – but she had opted for facial surgery. A few millimetres off the jawline, a slight thinning of the nose, a filing back of the browbone. Reversing the ravages of male puberty. Before the age of thirteen, strangers had thought she was a girl, anyway. The last six years had just redressed the balance. But at the larynx, she’d chosen to stop. It was a complex operation and with more potential complications than the others. Besides, lots of women had low-pitched voices. It wasn’t the pitch, though, her voice coach had said; it was the timbre. And, though she couldn’t put her finger on why, Fraser had never got around to doing the exercises.

      A low hubbub had been coming from the dining room but, as Marianne pushed its door open and stood back to let them through, it petered out. The room was less crowded than Fraser had expected. A glance told her that there were only twelve people sitting at the wooden tables. The giggling Alice had remained behind in the kitchen.

      “Talk amongst yourselves,” she said, once Marianne had introduced her and DC Corby, “while I get myself a piece of this fabulous-looking flapjack.” If her voice surprised them, none of them gave a sign, except perhaps one of the young men at the far table, who muttered something in his companion’s ear.

      “Not as many of you as I expected,” Fraser said, once she and Corby were seated at the front near the serving hatch with their mugs of tea. It was a comfortable room; uncluttered, all clean lines and pale walls, its floor made of broad oak boards.

      A khaki-dressed man with thinning, sandy hair raised a hand like a half-salute.

      “The youngsters from my team,” he said, with an Irish lilt and an apologetic grin. “Went straight from the dig to the pub in the village. Birthday, or they wouldn’t have bothered. We didn’t know you were coming, obviously.”

      “And you are?” Though she could make a good guess. Marianne had given her a list of all the guests, and besides she recognised him from the telly. It was always useful to get people to introduce themselves though, to see what image they thought it important to convey.

      “Donal MacEntyre. Professor. University of Oxford. I’m running the dig up at the ring-fort on Green Hill.” He introduced the rest of his team. Dr Helen Ajayi, osteoarchaeologist and Iron Age finds expert, a tough-looking black woman with beautiful skin and impressive biceps, and Wiltshire Sam, blond and wiry like a very thin Viking, right down to the long beard twisted into sections with beads.

      “Sorry, Dr Sam Wiltshire,” the professor said with a laugh, “but we all call him… he’s with the University of Bristol. Well, that’s my team – apart from those feckless young ones. They’ll be here by seven-thirty, though. No way they’ll be missing Marianne’s lasagne.” He gave the centre manager a wink, and the inspector wondered if she imagined the very slight eye-roll that met it.

      Fraser smiled.

      “We’ll be gone by then, sadly. But we’d be grateful if you would pass on what we have to say, and we’ll leave our details so that any of you can contact us if anything turns up. As I’m sure Marianne will have told you,” she drew herself up a little in her chair and addressed the whole gathering, “we’re trying to trace a young woman who seems to have gone missing.”

      She gave the description as she had earlier. Running, perhaps distressed. Mid-twenties, average height, slim, short dark hair, a light blue waterproof jacket and black leggings or walking trousers. She might have had a small rucksack, but the witness couldn’t be sure. As yet, the police knew nothing about her except that she had gone off up this track, in some distress and not returned, leaving the car in which she had been travelling at the bottom of the lane. The car was not registered to her, and the police had been unable to contact its owner who was, apparently, on holiday. She was seen earlier with a companion, a young man of around the same age, though the witness could not describe him.

      “It would be helpful,” Fraser finished, “if you could all introduce yourselves and tell us briefly whereabouts in the hills you were yesterday afternoon, and whether you saw the girl – or anything unusual.”

      A huge man in a crisp blue linen shirt sat up a little taller. He was far too big for the wheel-backed wooden chair, which threatened to give beneath him at any moment.

      “I can speak for my group. Well, not what they saw, but where they were. Roger Taylor. Mountain Expeditions. We’re doing some Walking Group Leader training.”

      Fraser smiled and nodded; she had earned both her Woggle and her Mountain-Leader qualifications at university.

      They were an eclectic-looking bunch, the walking group clean-cut compared to the earthiness of the archaeologists. Or was that just because she knew what they all did for a living? Teachers, the list said. One by one, they took her through their movements the afternoon before. No one had seen anything of the girl either then or since, and between them, those present had covered the whole of Perkins Beach – the valley in which stood the Bunkhouse – most of Green Hill and the Stiperstones Ridge.

      “We came down that way from the Devil’s Chair,” said one of the young men, the only two who had not yet introduced themselves. “I mean, if she was running up the lane and just kept going – past the cottage and stuff – that’s where she would have ended up. And we didn’t see her. Martyn Davies,” he added. “And I’d love to say professor or doctor, but I’m not. Just a newly qualified chartered surveyor. I did geology at uni, and the hills here are full of it.”

      Fraser allowed herself a quick smile. The young man’s face was nondescript, but likeable. A few freckles and a tip-tilted nose, brown hair cut short but not too short – none of the current fashion trends for shaved sides and a mullet on top.

      “And you are?” She turned to his companion, who as yet had not spoken. He was very tanned, maybe of some Mediterranean heritage, and his eyes were silver grey, startling and disconcerting. He wore a black t-shirt and black jeans, a counterpoint to the varied colour palette of the rest of the group.

      For a moment, he looked as though he might not answer
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