
Chapter One

			A rickety gate, strung with rusting barbed wire, swung in the wind. It crashed against the gate post and blew open again, revealing a rutted, muddy track. 

			The wind was bitter, and Tony Carson wasn’t dressed for it. Four short hours ago, London had been alive with the heat of late summer. Up here in Derbyshire, the land was firmly in autumn.

			The track ahead threaded through a wild copse. It was impossible to see what lay beyond untamed branches of oak and elm. 

			Tony turned to the ghost at her side. “Are you sure this is the place?” 

			Bryony nodded toward a flat piece of wood nailed to a tree.

			Tony squinted at it. “No trespassers?” she asked.

			“Not there. There.” Bryony stabbed a finger at a crumbling sign stuck on a rotting post to the left of the tree. It was hanging from one nail. Faded lettering spelled out the words Oak Springs Farm. 

			Bryony didn’t seem happy to be home and looked as nervous as when she’d appeared to Tony asking for help. She passed clean through the gate, barbed wire and all, and started walking along the sodden track.

			Tony gingerly pushed the gate open. 

			The path was dark ahead. Shrouded by thick, black cloud, the light was fading fast.

			Tony passed another sign nailed to a tree, No hawkers. No cold callers.

			Bryony waited ahead at a bend in the track staring into the woods. Tony followed her gaze to yet another sign. Danger. Keep Out.

			“What’s the danger?” Tony asked.

			“Later,” Bryony said in the lilting Irish accent that had made everything seem simple and possible four short hours ago.

			Tony opened her mouth to press Bryony further.

			A click at her back froze the words in her throat. 

			She spun around.

			To stare down the barrel of a shotgun. 

			* * *

			The butch holding the weapon stood nearly six feet tall and stocky with it. Their eyes were masked by the peak of a gray tweed cap. They had a weathered, rugged face with a dark brown complexion, and when they spoke, their words were gravelly and succinct.

			“What do you want, boy?” 

			Tony swallowed. The older butch was damned cool and twice as scary. “I’m not a boy. I’m a lesbian,” she said.

			The older butch straightened and appeared to consider Tony’s words. “Well, lesbian, you’re trespassing.” 

			They crooked an arm, still pointing the shotgun, and leaned on a sign hammered into the ground. The sign read, If you’re close enough to read this get off my land. 

			Bryony crossed the few feet between them, smiling affectionately at the person holding the shotgun. She patted their arm lightly, and the butch’s shoulders twitched. 

			“This is Red,” Bryony said.

			Tony cleared her throat. “I’ve come to see Chris,” she said.

			Red pushed their cap back, meeting the driving rain with flint-cold eyes. They considered Tony for a moment and then waved the shotgun toward the track. 

			“Let’s go then. You first.”

			* * *

			As they started up a long track pitted with potholes, the wind picked up, and rain came down in sheets. Bryony disappeared.

			Tony turned around.

			A prod from the shotgun forced Tony onwards.

			There were barren fields on either side. In their depths, Tony made out the occasional tree and dark shapes huddled together. 

			Over the squelch of boots in mud, Tony caught an occasional murmur. And a howl that had to be the wind. She had seen a nature program that talked about bringing back wolves. They wouldn’t really do it, though, would they?

			Tony began to shiver, and not just from the biting cold. She had taken on Bryony’s case on a whim. Leaving without telling anyone where she was going had seemed adventurous a few short hours ago.

			Now it felt bloody stupid. She was alone on a deserted path with a shotgun at her back. And there was something out there in the fields.

			People disappeared in situations like this. Cut-into-pieces-and-fed-to-the-pigs-disappeared. 

			They passed a large barn. Things snuffled and moved inside. Tony hoped it was animals and not previous trespassers.

			A two-story farmhouse loomed ahead. Squat to the ground, its gray stonework and dark slate roof blended into the stormy sky. Smoke puffed upwards from the chimney. A light flickered behind a window on the ground floor.

			Tony stopped at a low front door. 

			“What are you waiting for, Christmas?” Red grunted.

			Tony pushed the door open, stumbled over the doorstep, and fell into a pile of boots.

			“Wipe your feet,” Red said, looking unimpressed.

			They passed through a run-down kitchen into an equally tired sitting room.

			A woman sat in a threadbare armchair pushed close to the fire. “I’ve just made a brew if you want one, Red,” she said without lifting her eyes from the flames. She was around the same age as the butch and the ghost. Tony guessed this was Bryony’s spouse, Chris. She was white with shaggy gray hair and carried some weight on a muscular frame. Her skin looked like it had been knocked up and down the hill, rained on, sun-dried, and wind-battered.

			“Found someone poking around down by the copse,” Red said. “Said they’ve come to see you, Chris.”

			Chris turned without getting up. She scrutinized Tony in a silence broken only by the loud ticktock of a heavy mantel clock.

			“What do you want?” Chris asked in a tone colder than the wind that had blown Tony along the track. 

			Tony bulked before the glare of her. This was crazy. She’d been foolish to turn up at nightfall in a strange place. She wasn’t even getting paid.

			“I’ve made a mistake,” Tony stammered. 

			“Spit it out,” Chris said, and Tony saw the grief then in her red-rimmed eyes. 

			There was a photo of Bryony in a frame on the mantlepiece with a dying red rose beside it. Candles flickered on either side of the frame.

			“I’m intruding,” Tony said. It was a long walk, but maybe there’d be somewhere to stay in the sleepy village they’d passed through. She turned toward the door.

			Red stepped in her way. “Intruding?” 

			Bryony materialized. “Tell them the cover story.” Her voice was warm and insistent. 

			Red snapped the shotgun together. “Start talking.”

			“Selena Moonspirit’s my aunt,” Tony said in a rush.

			Chris blinked. “You know Lena?”

			“Hang on,” Red muttered. “What do you mean, Lena’s your aunt?”

			Bryony tutted. “Lena doesn’t have any siblings.”

			“Well, not my actual aunt,” Tony embellished. “She was a friend of the family, of my parents, and I called her Aunty Lena.”

			“How is Selena?” Chris asked.

			“Oh, fine. You know, busy,” Tony said.

			“Go on,” Red prompted her.

			“Aunty Lena told me about this place, how she lived here with you, with all of you.” Tony looked around, trying to conjure the houseful of lesbians from years past that Bryony had described. “That’s why I came.”

			Red laughed, cocked the shotgun, leaned against a second, equally faded armchair, and laughed some more. “Welcome to wimmin’s land, child. You’re only thirty years late.”

			“Flatter Chris like I told you,” Bryony said. She floated over to her partner and kissed the top of her head.

			“I thought you would be bigger,” Tony said to Chris. “Aunty Lena said you were as strong as an ox. Brave too.”

			Chris didn’t smile.

			Red laid the gun on a rack. “You’re soaked through. What on earth are you wearing, a jeans jacket?”

			“It’s my summer coat,” Tony protested. “This is summer, isn’t it?” Her words were punctuated by a steady drip from the sodden coat hem. It joined the pool spreading from her muddy feet.

			“Not from Derbyshire, then,” Chris muttered. “You can have a cup of tea before you leave.” She poured walnut brown tea into a chipped earthenware mug and sloshed milk on top. 

			Tony took the mug gratefully, burying her face in the steam. Chris nodded toward a chair. Tony held her hand out to the fire’s heat, suddenly feeling lonely and stupid.

			“I shouldn’t have come,” she said quietly to no one in particular.

			“It’s bad out there,” Red said. “Rain coming down hard.” 

			Chris sighed. Then tipped her head up in exasperation. 

			Red turned to Tony. “One night,” they said.

			* * *

			The rickety old staircase was covered in a blue carpet that had seen better days. Tony followed Red cautiously, straining to find her footing in the feeble light of a flickering bulb. 

			Red opened a door on the first-floor landing, nodded toward the bed, pointed down the hall at another room where Tony made out the outline of a bath, and left. 

			If the stair carpet had seen better days, the bedroom couldn’t possibly be expected to remember them. A dubious patchwork quilt lay on a single bed with brass knobs dulled by lack of polishing. A small wardrobe and a huge dressing table took up one wall. A latticed window filled most of another. A beautiful rocking chair sat in the corner. Tony sensed its loneliness. The room had known life and laughter, but not for a long time. 

			She opened the ancient window, and a blast of wind knocked her backward. Quickly, she pulled the window closed, only for it to jam an inch from the frame. A gale shrieked through the gap. It was as disturbing as it was freezing.

			Bryony appeared in the rocking chair. “This used to be my favorite room,” she said. 

			Tony eyed the peeling wallpaper, the moth holes in the curtains, and the worrying stain on the carpet and suppressed a shudder.

			“That bed’s seen some action,” Bryony said with a wink. “So has this chair. And not just Chris and me. There were quite the goings-on when the house was full of women. But I’ll save that story for another time.”

			Under the current circumstances, Tony sincerely hoped that other time was never. 

			“I chose the paint, morning blush. The sunrise comes through that east-facing window, you know.”

			Tony made out flakes of pale pink on the blistered, cracked woodwork. Sleet blew in, leaving a glistening trail.

			“The frame’s out of true. Give it a thump if you want to close the window. We’ll dig the jewelry up tomorrow, give it to Chris, and you can leave knowing you did some good.” Bryony tossed Tony a smile as she faded away.

			Tony stood in the freezing room and sighed. Since starting the Supernatural Detective Agency with her girlfriend, Maya, and best friend, Jade, Tony had been on more than one wild ghost chase. This was turning into another. Bryony had materialized at the breakfast table with her crinkly green eyes and soft brogue, talking of train rides and retrieving lost jewelry. In the bright London sunlight, the case had had the promise of adventure.

			In this cold, forgotten room, not so much. 

			She should call Maya.

			Tony’s stomach twisted with the remembering. Oh.

			Well, she should call Jade. Tony patted her jacket pocket. Then all of her pockets and then she emptied her backpack. She’d had the phone in her hand when she’d fallen asleep on the train.

			And no memory of it when she’d woken in a panic with the train about to pull away.

			She sank onto the bed. She was well and truly alone now. All that had gone before pressed down onto her chest, and she only just kept the tears from falling.

			* * *

			The kitchen was warm and comfortable with a red tiled floor, pine units, and a well-used range cooker throwing out proper heat. Tony found Red sitting at an ancient rectangular wooden table eating breakfast. 

			“Late riser, then,” Red said without looking up.

			Tony looked at her watch. It was half past seven. “I think you have a sick bird.” She shuddered, recalling the horrible sounds that had plagued her sleep.

			“We do?”

			“Or dead maybe by now. It was groaning all night.”

			“When you went to bed?” Red scooped up a spoonful of something thick, gray, and lumpy and swallowed it.

			“Actually, no. The terrible shrieks started in the middle of the night.”

			“Harvey. Crows at first light as cockerels generally do on farms.” Red nodded at a saucepan. “Help yourself.”

			A serving spoon was standing bolt upright in the pan. The porridge could repair the wallpaper in Tony’s room, but she was hungry. She ladled a portion into a chipped, blue and white enamel bowl. Red slid a sugar bowl across the table. 

			Tony put a spoonful of the lukewarm mixture into her mouth and chewed. 

			“What are you running from?”

			Startled, Tony tried to answer, but her jaw was glued firmly shut. She demonstrated her confusion with a shrug.

			“It’s not rocket science. You show up late at night with a haunted look.”

			If only you knew. Tony shrugged again, noting the twang of Birmingham in Red’s voice and warmer notes from one of the islands. Jade would have known which.

			“Chris doesn’t want you here. I don’t know if I do. Tell me what you’re running from, or you can pack your stuff and go.” 

			Tony straightened, rubbing her back. The bed hadn’t wanted her to stay either. “I’m running from nobody.”

			Red’s eyes drilled into her. They were deep, dark, and almond-shaped. “You’re lying.”

			“I’m not,” Tony said. “I meant it literally. I’m not running from any person. I’m running from life.”

			Red frowned, and Tony sighed. This was precisely what she didn’t want to talk about. Probably exactly why she’d taken off so quickly the day before. The stubborn tilt to Red’s jaw told Tony the butch wouldn’t be brushed off.

			“I lost my job,” Tony said. “My daughter came to live with me. I had to cancel shifts. They let me go.”

			Red studied Tony without blinking. Much as she didn’t want to, Tony felt compelled to elaborate. 

			“I didn’t care about the job. Not at the time. Having Louise was everything. Even though my girlfriend wasn’t happy. Not that that matters now. Louise’s mother showed up and took her away.” Tony bit down on her lip. That pain was easier to bear. “I only see my child when my ex needs a break. She left Louise with me for a year this time. We were settled, happy. Even though Maya and I weren’t getting on. But she’s gone.”

			“Your girlfriend?” Red asked.

			“No. Well, yes. But I didn’t mean Maya. I meant Louise.” Tony looked down at the porridge. She shoveled a spoonful into her mouth and then another. No more talking. Slamming down the lid was the only way to get through the day. If Red wanted her to leave, so be it.

			“I see,” Red said quietly. “We used to take any woman in when they needed a safe space. I’ll talk to Chris.”

			“Talk to me about what?” The back door swung open, revealing Chris in dirty overalls swinging an empty bucket. “Pigs are hungry this morning.”

			“Pigs are hungry every morning,” Red said.

			“Saw Nick out in the fields.” Chris scratched her head. “The Rawlings family farm has been sold. Can’t say I’m upset to hear their lad won’t be coming back to run it.”

			“He’s a mechanic, isn’t he? A lot of water’s run under the bridge, mind. But maybe you’re right. Probably better all round.” Red finished their porridge. 

			“You’re still here, I see,” Chris said to Tony. 

			“About that,” Red said quickly. “I thought we could do with the help, maybe. The kid can work for her keep.”

			Chris looked skeptical. “Know anything about crop growing?”

			“I water my friend’s houseplants when she’s away,” Tony said.

			“Pigs? Sheep? Poultry? Any experience with animals?”

			Tony didn’t think having a cat and two goldfish counted. She shook her head, deciding now wasn’t the moment to say both goldfish had died.

			“Carpentry? Plumbing?”

			“I can do electrics,” Tony said quickly. “I can lift stuff, and I’m quite good at repairing things. Not plumbing, though. At my last job, they tried to get me to fix a urinal. It didn’t go well.”

			Chris shuddered. “You can help me lift the potatoes. And then we’ll see. No promises, mind.”

			* * *

			Hills rose beyond the line of trees in fading leaf. The green slopes were marked into rectangles and strips by the gray curving ridges of dry stone walls. The trees hid the valley but not the foreground rolling away from the house in great, green swathes.

			There was no rain falling from the huge, empty sky. That’s because all the rain in all the world was already in the saturated soil. Chris’s potato “patch” was a field. Tony had toyed with vegetable growing, mostly in containers. She’d thrown a few seed potatoes in a black sack, tipped compost on top, and left them alone for a few months. It had been a delightful harvest. Jade had made a small Cajun potato salad. Tony smiled at the memory. 

			“We haven’t got all day.” Chris startled Tony into the present. 

			She turned to the alarming number of withered green rows. “Are these all potatoes?” Tony asked.

			Chris laughed. “All potatoes.” She shook her head. “Of course not. Half the field’s beetroot and carrots. We’ll get to them, don’t you worry.”

			Tony was worried. Worried about her back. Chris put a foot on her garden fork and sliced through the wet earth, scooping potatoes from their muddy bed. 

			Copying Chris’s style, Tony plonked her borrowed Wellington boot on her fork and pushed. Nothing happened. She put her weight behind it. The fork disappeared into mire that could have featured in a B movie entitled The hideous life-sucking swamp from another planet. Tony tried to wrench the fork back to the surface. The swamp was reluctant to relinquish its prize and even more reluctant to relinquish any potatoes. There were two. Speared onto the tines of the fork.

			Chris walked back from four perfectly lifted potato plants ahead. The grim look on her face spoke volumes. She removed the damaged potatoes with disgust, slid Tony’s fork back into the mud, and, a hot second later, unearthed a bounty of ten. 

			The hideous swamp liked her. Maybe they were from the same planet. Perhaps Chris was, in fact, a swamp in human form. She handed the fork back to Tony with a scowl. “Go on to the next row.”

			The adjacent row was on higher, dryer ground. The fork slid down more easily, and a good armful of large potatoes tumbled out. Tony picked two up, waving them at Chris. “Hey, I did it this time,” she said proudly.

			“Handle them gently. We need them to see us through the winter,” Chris grunted.

			Tony started walking to the next plant but was stopped by a loud ker-hum. She turned back.

			“Stay there. Get them all up, even the tiny ones. You don’t want them passing on diseases come next year, do you?”

			Tony didn’t care if they infected the whole of the potato universe, but she didn’t share the thought.

			Chris watched Tony for a while. The sun rose overhead, warming the air. The inside of the borrowed boots felt damp. Tony didn’t like to think how many women had worn them before and what manner of foot infections they may have had.

			“Why didn’t you go after your child?”

			Tony stood stock upright, staring at Chris, and breathing hard. She couldn’t bring herself to speak.

			“Red told me your ex took your daughter away,” Chris said. “Why didn’t you go after her?”

			“Amy won’t answer me. She’s blocked my number. Her mother said Amy and Louise aren’t staying with them and she wouldn’t tell me where they’ve gone. I’ve got no legal rights. Amy is the biological mother, and I didn’t adopt her.” Tony spat out the words, furious with her stupidity and with Chris for asking. 

			Chris leaned on her fork. “There was a small army of women here once. Children too. Some stayed a few days. Others lived here for years. That was a long time ago. I’ve got used to it being me and Red.” Her eyes dipped. “And Bryony…” Chris coughed and started turning potatoes over as if there were a shortage, with the world relying on Chris alone to resolve their potato needs. 

			Tony worked her rows. It was hard on her back and harder on her thighs. By the time Chris called, “Lunch,” Tony had blisters on her hands, mud in her hair, and the potatoes she’d dug were as sorry-looking as Tony felt.

			Chris peered disapprovingly at her small pile. “Tip those into the wheelbarrow and try not to mash them completely in the process. I’ll meet you back at the farmhouse. Make sure you wash up and don’t be tramping mud all over my kitchen floor.”

			Tony stared after Chris’s retreating back. There was no need to be rude, and she was doing her inadequate best. There were machines for this sort of work, surely? It was just her luck to rock up at the farm that time forgot.

			* * *

			Red pulled up in front of a buff brick building just outside the village of Wooly Mill and parked in the middle of a sloping forecourt. 

			At lunch, Chris had asked Tony to go with Red to the local garage. She’d offered to drive. Chris and Red had laughed.

			Red hadn’t said a word on the journey. Just winced when the truck sputtered and groaned when it occasionally backfired. Now Red was frowning at a discolored patch above the workshop entrance. 

			“Where’s the sign gone?” they muttered.

			A middle-aged white man in overalls that were more sludge gray than royal blue wandered out as Red swung open the truck door. He wiped his hands on a rag and pushed a strand of hair behind his ear. The rest of his hair was tied loosely into a ponytail. He had a sweet smile, and Tony warmed to him. 

			“Was that you coughing or the truck?” he asked. 

			Red shook the man’s hand firmly. “I need your help, Ed, old friend.”

			“Summit wrong with Emily P? Pop the hood then. Get yourself a coffee while I take a look. We’re not supposed to offer it to customers now, mind.” Ed’s voice dropped.

			“Sorry? What do you mean?” Red asked.

			“I’ll fill you in later. Let me look at her first,” Ed called from under the bonnet.

			There was no one in the workshop, although there was a mud-encrusted Range Rover on the ramp. At a stained machine, Red passed Tony a paper cup filled with coffee so thick and strong it smelled burnt. It tasted good, though. Just the stuff you’d need when you were knuckle-deep in engine grease. 

			“Emily P?” Tony asked.

			Red smiled. “Named after Emily Pankhurst. Naming vehicles is an Oak Springs tradition. The tractor’s called Audre, after the late and great Audre Lorde.”

			When they walked back, a highly polished, new pickup was parked behind Emily P. A white man in his early fifties fished a long, rectangular parcel from the cargo bed. He had a ruddy complexion, chapped lips, and was tall with a stocky build, probably standing around five foot eleven. He could have been handsome under the several days’ worth of stubble if it wasn’t for the mean frown and narrowed, hooded eyes.

			“Why is that old banger blocking my workshop?” he growled, speaking to the raised bonnet.

			Ed whipped his head out. “Oh, hi, Arnie. Need to get your truck in?”

			But Arnie was staring at Red. “Thought I recognized that pile of crap. Can’t believe you haven’t replaced it. But happen, maybe you can’t. Money tight up at Oak Springs, is it? Oak Springs Eternal, we used to say. That was before she took it over. Before you lot run it into the ground. Oak doesn’t spring anymore, does it, love?”

			“What’s it to you?” Red said with an emphasis on to. They spoke slow and even, though Red’s hands were clenched.

			“You remember Arnie Rawlings?” Ed said quickly.

			“I do.” Red nodded crisply.

			“He’s moved back into the village and bought the garage.” Ed’s voice was upbeat and bright. Some might say over bright.

			“And I don’t want your business.” Arnie’s eyes darted to Tony. “None of you, Oak Springs women.”

			He ripped the brown paper from the package revealing a sign that read Arnie’s Autos.

			Red’s eyebrows lifted a quarter inch. 

			“Now, Arnie, Wooly Mill’s a small place. Old Mr. Jessop said we should never turn people away,” Ed said quietly.

			Arnie grunted. “And that’s why he ran the business down and jumped at the chance of selling it to me. That truck is past fixing and not worth our time. Ed, put this sign up. And, you.” He turned to Red. “Move that heap off of my property.”

			Red chewed the inside of their cheek, staring at Arnie’s back until he disappeared through the workshop into the reception area. “Back in five,” they said to Ed.

			Tony trotted behind Red along the street to a small corner shop. The bell tinkled as the door swung open, bringing a young man to the counter. Red went to the fridge and picked up two pints of milk.

			“Hi,” the young man said pleasantly. 

			Red took out a twenty. The young man scanned the milk and opened the till.

			The bell tinkled again.

			“You can put that back.” Arnie stood in the doorway, blocking the light. “We don’t want your type in here either.” 

			The teen’s eyes dropped to the floor.

			Tony stepped forward, barely containing her rage. “You can’t refuse to serve Black people and lesbians.”

			Arnie stared at her for a long minute. 

			The teen behind the counter coughed. “She’s right, Dad.”

			“Who said it was that?” Arnie shot back.

			“Why won’t you serve us then?” Tony demanded. 

			Arnie looked at the twenty-pound note in his son’s hand. “That looks fake. We’ve got the right to bar people passing counterfeit money.” He took the twenty and held it to the light. “I have to keep this.” He pocketed it. “It’s the law.” 

			“An’ he call me a teef,” Red muttered, shaking her head. 

			“That is not fake money,” Tony said, her throat so tight the words came out as a growl. 

			Red dumped the milk on the counter and walked to the door passing the aging mechanic with barely a look. 

			“Shame on you, Arnie Rawlings,” they said.

			




Chapter Ten

			Adam Hutchins’s house was a cottage on a small road not far from the high street. The slope to Hutch’s house was steep enough to set Tony’s heart racing. How did the detective manage the incline with his breathing issues, and why on earth hadn’t he moved? The cottage was built from slabs of sandstone. There was a tiny window just below head height to the right of the equally small front door. The cream wooden door was glass-paneled with a slate-tiled porch above it. The cottage could have appeared exactly as it was in a seventeenth century painting if it wasn’t for the video doorbell and the small but incongruous camera perched on the slate porch. 

			Tony pressed the bell and waited, musing about the reach of Big Brother even to historic villages. Ironically, the State didn’t even need to provide surveillance equipment when so many citizens were installing it for them. She was surprised that Adam Hutchins wanted to spoil the look of his picturesque property until she reasoned that the detective was probably more interested in recording criminal activity than conserving heritage.

			Hutch’s voice came out of the doorbell.

			“Come in, door’s open.”

			Tony pushed the door, and it swung inward. So much for high-tech security. Tony stepped straight into a small kitchen with the range that appeared mandatory in these parts, a porcelain apron sink, and a stone-flagged floor. The makings of tea were set out on a tray next to the fridge.

			“I’m up here,” Hutch’s voice came faintly through the ceiling.

			Tony went through a second door into a tiny hallway just wide enough to access a set of narrow stairs. 

			“Up here,” Hutch called again a little hoarsely. 

			Tony climbed a flight of stairs and crossed a landing containing three doors. Two were open, revealing a bathroom and a single bedroom with no one in it. She knocked on the paneled door directly ahead of her. 

			“What kept you?”

			Tony found the detective propped up in a double bed with a brass frame, smiling at her. The bedroom was furnished with a chest of drawers and a wardrobe from the last century. It was charming, with exposed beams and a sloping ceiling. 

			“You find me somewhat inconvenienced,” Hutchins said. “Hope you don’t mind conducting our meeting in unusual surroundings.” 

			Tony would never have agreed to meet a man she’d barely met in the bedroom of his house, but looking at Hutchins, she felt no threat. A clear plastic tube in his nostrils was being fed by an oxygen tank propped next to the bed. “I shut the front door properly,” she said. 

			“Perhaps you can put it back on the latch when you leave,” Hutch said mildly. There was a breathy quality to his voice, but it lacked the disturbing frothy sounds Tony had heard in the hospital ward.

			“Really? I saw you’ve got security equipment out front, and I don’t mean to be rude, but if someone walks in, someone unsavory, you don’t look in a position to defend yourself.”

			Hutchins chucked. “Kind of you to worry, but there’s nowt to fear on this street. And that’s not my equipment either. The care people put that doorbell in so I can talk to visitors when the home help isn’t here. I get muddled up working it, to tell you the truth, so I’d be grateful if you leave the door on the latch.” 

			“As you wish, Detective Hutchins.”

			“Call me Hutch, and take a seat. You’re making the place look untidy.”

			Tony sat in a small armchair by the window. “This is a very nice house. It seems very old.”

			Hutchins smiled. “Eighteenth century. My parents bought this house more than seventy years ago. I was born here, in this very bed.” He patted the duvet cover affectionately.

			Tony glanced at the bed, hoping it had had several changes of mattresses since that happy occasion.

			“They wanted to put me in a nursing home till I was better, but I wasn’t having any of it,” Hutch said, his eyes as sharp as a bird’s. “Checked myself out of hospital as soon as I could walk, well, stand. Told them I had people here, but even so, they imposed a home help woman on me and a nurse. At least the nurse only comes every other day. I don’t know how they’ve got the staff to spare, but I don’t care as long as I’m not paying for it.”

			“Have you got people here?”

			Hutchins frowned. “Don’t need anyone. The neighbors drop in, and I’ve been looking after myself for a long time. I don’t like strangers in the house. Present company excepted.”

			Tony nodded. She’d yet to meet anyone who welcomed carers into their own home, at least until they discovered how truly helpful they could be. “So that’s how you’re out of hospital so quickly.”

			“Hmmm.” Hutchins pursed his lips. “They can’t do owt. I’ve got emphysema. It will see me out. But not today, mate” He shook his head quickly. “Luv, sorry.”

			“I’m butch. I don’t mind what you call me.” The words were out of Tony’s mouth before she thought about them. 

			Hutchins blinked at her and then nodded. Tony doubted he understood, but it didn’t matter. She was trying on the new identity for size.

			“Lisa Walker,” Tony said.

			“Lisa Walker,” Hutch repeated, studying her carefully. “Why are you looking for her, and why were you at Thomas Fuller’s house?”

			Tony sensed they were playing investigators’ poker. She wanted to direct the same questions back but had a hunch she needed to reveal her hand. “I was following a lead that took me to Thomas Fuller’s house. How about you?”

			Hutch pulled himself up against the pillows. “A report fell onto my desk four years ago. Fuller was named in it along with a friend of mine.”

			“Donald Simmonds?” Tony guessed. It wasn’t a great leap of deduction. Hutch had called her after she’d left her number at Simmonds’s accommodation.

			Hutch nodded. “Have you come across a group called the Avengers?” 

			Tony shook her head.

			“It was a vigilante group active at that time. We don’t know much about them or who was involved apart from our mutual person of interest, Lisa Walker.”

			“Vigilante group?” 

			Hutch nodded. “They claimed to use acts of entrapment to target pedophiles online by posing as children in chat rooms.”

			“Lisa Walker did this?” 

			“They were very clever. The accusations were mailed anonymously. The first ones we received were just transcripts of web chats. We couldn’t do anything with those. But we did start a file and logged the names of anyone they accused. After a few months, the group began luring people to meet them offline. They sent film of these encounters. We followed up on the men. Someone had gone to great lengths to identify them, and I’m not sure how they did it. We prosecuted three of them after finding indecent material on their computers, but for most of them, the evidence against them remained circumstantial.”

			Tony thought back to Fuller’s house. “Did you look at Thomas Fuller’s home computer?”

			“I was going to. Didn’t get the chance.”

			Tony thought. “And Fuller was a friend of your friend, Donald Simmonds?”

			Hutch looked uncomfortable. “Yes. From the photos in Fuller’s house, I deduced as much. Don is missing. I was supposed to meet him over a week ago.”

			“I saw him.”

			“You did? Where?”

			“On a bench outside his sheltered accommodation block. Has he got dementia?”

			“No. His mind is as sharp as a razor.”

			“Something’s happened then because the man I spoke to seemed confused. He was saying words I didn’t understand. Is he Italian? Or Eastern European?”

			Hutch shook his head impatiently. “He’s British. I think he speaks a smattering of French.”

			Tony was puzzled. “I recognized him from the photo in Fuller’s house. And he knew his name. He said he was Donald Simmonds.”

			Hutch sighed. “I don’t understand. Maybe he was concussed. Did he look like he’d been hit? Or fallen?”

			“No obvious bruising or wounds.” Thinking back, Simmonds had seemed well enough. He just didn’t make a lot of sense. 

			“But you’ve seen him. That’s a relief.” 

			“Yes. Hang on a minute. How did you know Lisa Walker was involved with the Avengers group?”

			“Ah, yes. The team assigned to the case traced the web activity to a computer registered to her. She was interviewed, and she said she was only involved for a short while and had since left the group. When an officer tried to contact her again, she’d moved, leaving the computer behind.”

			Strange behavior. Very organized. Tony wondered about mentioning the nurse, Madeline, and the survivors’ group, but she didn’t want Hutch digging around and linking Lisa Walker with Oak Springs. At least not until they’d resolved the Raymond Walker problem. 

			“Now then, Tony, I’ve given you a lot of info. What can you tell me?” Hutch stared at Tony shrewdly from the bed, managing to look intimidating despite the oxygen tube in his nose and the sweet pink roses on the pillowcase at his back.

			“Nothing helpful, I think. I’m looking for Lisa Walker for a client. It’s a personal matter and has nothing to do with vigilante groups or child abusers.” That wasn’t strictly true. Ray Walker was a child physical abuser, but Tony couldn’t see a link with Hutch’s case.

			“If you find her, will you tell me?”

			Tony shifted on her chair. “Why are you looking for her?”

			“I want to talk to her.”

			“You know that she worked for your friend Don Simmonds?” 

			“I do.”

			“Do you know there’s an investigation into Thomas Fuller’s death at the care home?”

			Hutch nodded. “You have been doing your homework. What took you to Forest View? And while we’re at it, why were you at Fuller’s house?”

			“Leads that didn’t pan out.”

			Hutch looked as if he didn’t believe her.

			“I promise you, all I’m doing is looking for Lisa Walker,” Tony said. “Have you any idea where she might be?”

			Hutch sighed. “My hunch is she’s left the area again.”

			That wasn’t what Tony wanted to hear. “Will you tell me if you find her?”

			Hutch smiled. “I’ll consider it.”

			Tony got up. “I’ll be off then. Do you need anything before I go? Want me to make you a cup of tea?”

			“That’s kind, but no. I’ll sleep now for a bit.” Hutch looked and sounded worn out. 

			His eyes were already fluttering closed when Tony left the room, quietly shutting the bedroom door behind her.

			* * *

			Tony processed the new information as she walked down the stairs into Hutch’s kitchen. None of it was relevant to her case, but it was interesting. She was thinking so hard she barely registered Bryony standing in front of the fridge.

			“Did you find out where Lisa is?” Bryony looked worried, and the ghost’s face fell further when Tony shook her head. “What about him up there? Do you think he’s lying?”

			Tony was taken aback. She hadn’t considered that possibility. “I don’t think so,” she said hesitantly.

			“Well, I do. I think he’s hiding something.”

			“Do you know that in some ghostly way, or is it just a guess?” Tony asked.

			“I’ve got news for you. Being dead doesn’t give you the answers to everything.”

			Tony was highly disappointed to hear that. 

			“If anything, it makes it harder because so many things don’t matter anymore. But this does, and I think he’s lying.”

			“Why do you think that?”

			“He’s a policeman,” Bryony said.

			Well, that was helpful. Tony stared back at Bryony, feeling annoyed. She didn’t entirely trust Hutch, but some of that was because Maya’s girlfriend had been talking to him in the hospital ward. And some of it was instinct based on what he was and wasn’t telling her. None of it was blanket prejudice. 

			“And there’s an address scribbled right there.” Bryony drifted over to a pad next to an old-fashioned landline phone. 

			Tony went to the phone. Fifty-three Beech Lane was written on the top sheet of the pad. 

			“Maybe that’s Lisa’s address,” Bryony said.

			Tony shook her head. “That’s a leap. It could be anywhere and could mean anything.”

			“Some supernatural detective you are. You’re not making much headway, are you? And we’re running out of time, in case you’ve forgotten.” The pleasantness had disappeared from Bryony’s voice, and her eyes drilled into Tony’s.

			Tony stared coldly back. Bryony was right, Tony hadn’t discovered much at all, but that was hardly her fault. And, quite frankly, she was doing the ghost a big favor. If it weren’t for the fact that she’d grown to like Chris and Red, she would be walking out of the house and straight to the train station. Well, maybe back to Oak Springs to pick up her stuff and tell Jade, but then she’d be going straight to the train station.

			Bryony dropped her head, her anger deflating. When she looked up, her eyes were full of tears. “I’m sorry, Tony. I’m worried and don’t trust the police to be fair with Chris. She was living at the farm when it happened.”

			Tony couldn’t help sympathizing. She was worried for Red and Chris, too. “Well, I suppose I could go to the address. It’s probably nothing to do with Lisa, though. I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

			“I won’t,” Bryony promised, smiling far too broadly for someone measuring their reaction.

			* * *

			Fifty-three Beech Lane was at the end of a quiet street away from the rest of the houses. If Lisa Walker lived there, it was behind a heavy, two-door gate. A notice painted in big letters across the doors told anybody who might consider leaving a vehicle in front of them that there should be NO PARKING AT ANY TIME. 

			There was no padlock or other sign of security. After a glance around, Tony pressed her eye to a crack between the doors. 

			Beyond the gate was a small forecourt in front of a row of garages. 

			Tony pushed down the catch holding the two doors of the gate together and swung the right hand one open. 

			She peeked in, ready to back off if challenged, but there was nobody in sight. She was one step inside the forecourt when the letters on the left-hand door grabbed her attention like a flashing neon sign.

			The message had been painted across both doors. NO PARKING was the top line with AT ANY TIME underneath. With the gate split, the left-hand door read NO PA AT A. 

			Donald Simmonds’s nonsensical phrase. 

			Tony went cold. Simmonds had been here. And something felt very, very wrong. 

			Cautiously, she walked onto the forecourt, leaving the right-hand gate open. She was drawn to the garage at the end of the row and walked toward it, her pulse quickening.

			She put her hand on the garage door’s T-shaped handle.

			And twisted it.

			But she couldn’t lift the door, not with the voice in her head screaming, Run.

			She registered a light footstep and then a sharp pain at the top of her arm. She turned, but she was already falling. 

			* * *

			There were low sounds, both muffled and resonant as if she was inside a thick metal box. Tony lay in the dark, listening.

			Something pattered faintly across the ceiling. Somewhere in the distance came the faint rumble of a vehicle. 

			She shivered. There was a musty smell. The surface she was lying on was hard and cold, and her shoulders ached. Her arms were behind her back. She tried to stretch, but they wouldn’t move. She flexed her fingers experimentally, and rope cut into her wrists.

			She tried rolling and ended up face down in dust and concrete. She turned again, attempting to get onto her back, and bumped into something hard but not dense. It gave a little. She got her back to it and felt along with her fingertips. It was some kind of textile. Wool maybe. A rolled-up rug? With great effort, pulling herself up by awkwardly gripping the thing, Tony wrenched herself into a sitting position.

			Bile rose into her throat, and she thought she was going to be sick. The room spun. Even though she couldn’t see anything. It was like being horribly drunk. She leaned back against the carpet roll and breathed slowly in and out. 

			After a few minutes of blinking and breathing and staring in front of her, she realized something or someone else was in the room with her. A human-sized shape slightly raised from the ground.

			Her eyes adjusted agonizingly slowly as she stared in front of her, gripped with terror, not daring to move. The person was sitting on a chair, but she couldn’t determine who it was.

			“I told you. Nopa Ata,” they said.

			Tony recognized Donald Simmonds’s voice immediately.

			She replayed the moments before she’d collapsed. There had been a light footstep just before the sharp, stabbing pain at the top of her arm. She’d turned, but a hand had pressed down over her eyes, preventing her from seeing her attacker’s face.

			Had it been this old man?

			Her throat was bone dry. “What are you doing here, Mr. Simmonds
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