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To Ted and Granny


Prologue

The way from the village of Grindle to the hamlet of High Wicton is over hills and across fields, along a track treacherous with hoof ruts. Then it winds down through the woods that cluster the sides of the Deepfold Valley. On a bright summer’s day the woods are cool and damp and dappled with dark shadow. At night they are black, so black your thoughts seep out of your head and your body might as well not be there at all.

Where the path crosses the Deepfold river there is a narrow hump of a footbridge. Cross the bridge and climb the thick woods on the other side of the valley and the way levels out in wet fields below the half-dozen stone cottages that are High Wicton.

Old Tom Moore stops on the hump bridge and listens to the sound of the river, the only clear sensation in all this night. It is a distant rush and rumble and it comes from far beneath him, from tunnels worn through the limestone twenty metres below the boulder-strewn riverbed. This is the way of the Deepfold river. At Wicton Mill, a tumbledown ruin half a mile upstream, the river vanishes, sinking suddenly below its rocky bed which fills only when torrential rains gorge the Deepfold Valley with roaring water.

Only three nights ago, a storm like no other Tom has known poured itself into the Deepfold, ripping down trees, smashing chunks of earth and rock from the wooded cliffs and filling the valley bottom with a white fury. But already the waters have sunk back beneath the earth, leaving only their murmur winding through the trees.

A ghost of a river, thinks Tom.

He leans against the parapet of the bridge, tiny at the bottom of the valley, and tilts his head as he catches a scrape of earth. That’s what it sounds like: stone skittering over stone, among the trees on the other side of the river.

‘Stone don’t go falling on its own,’ mutters Tom and he screws up his eyes at the secretive darkness. He feels the darkness stare back, giving up nothing, and he grunts, imagining a mole, or a badger snouting through the roots which drape the rocks like long fingers.

The stale tang of beer clings to his jacket after an evening’s drinking at The January Gallows but behind the beer he smells smoke: coal smoke caught on a tongue of mist, drifting up the valley.

The blacksmith is at work.

Tom has been to the forge, from time to time. It’s half a mile downriver from the bridge. The path becomes a track, then barely a fox trail and then you come to a solitary outcrop of stone filled with a red heat: the final place before the trees close ranks, shouldering over rock and blotting out everything but the murmur of the stonebound river. Hidden by the Deepfold Woods, beyond the reach of any road, yet always the forge is glowing: smoke curling from the tall chimney, furnace roaring, hammer striking in the rock fist of the smith.

Who goes that way? wonders Tom. Who takes trade to this edge of nowhere?

Sometimes a farmer with an old nag, half lame, or a smallholder looking to fix a battered gate. But Tom has seen things in the forge that have nothing to do with farmers, or smallholders, or horseshoes or gates. He has seen the cold glint of steel blades, the yellow of gold, bronze amulets, spear heads like iron leaves and, beneath heaps of sacking, armour. And always the smith is busy, and always he is silent. In all Tom’s wanderings to the forge, never has the smith spoken of his customers, or from which side of the woods they come.

Tom shivers, although the summer’s night isn’t yet cold.

It’s the cave. The cave always gives him the shivers. Tor Cave, a yawning mouth of stone gaping above the woods, an elbow of rock jutting into the sky, high and solitary.

Tom glances upwards. All he can see is night, but he scowls as if the cave alone is responsible for all this darkness, as if this night has poured out of its great black throat.

Time to go home, says the voice in his head and, with a scrape of boots, Old Tom Moore shambles off the bridge and into the hazel thickets at the foot of the climb. Through the hazel he goes, into the woods and up the pitted track.

The climb is steep. Tom likes to take his time, but not tonight. Tonight something tells him he must climb quickly. He mustn’t linger in the woods.

Rocks catch his boots, roots turn his ankles and spindle-tipped branches scrape the back of his neck. Tom curses and stumbles, and stumbles and curses, and then, louder than his grumbling, he hears branches creak and the leaves rush with a wind that isn’t there. To his right, a stream of stones tumble, chasing one another down the slope.

Something’s moving: moving as quickly as he is.

Tom goes faster, loping upwards, half running although the way is steep. He chews curses and his throat is dry.

Faster.

His toe stubs on a root and he stumbles, breaking his fall with outstretched hands that are left flaky with leaf mould.

Stupid old fool, he tells himself. That’s what they call me, and they’re right. Stupid old fool to be afraid of the dark.

Tom has spent his life around these woods. He knows them. He knows there’s nothing to be frightened of.

‘Think of something nice,’ his ma used to say when he was small enough to sit on her knee. ‘Nice thoughts chase away bad ones.’

Tom thinks of tea brewing on the hob. That’s what he’ll do as soon as he’s home. He’ll fill the pot, bang it on the stove top and make some tea. Strong and sweet.

‘Hurry home, hurry home,’ he chants as he climbs.

Nearly at the top now. His eyes are full of night, too thick even to see the trees and their ivy-lashed boles. But he knows the way. He knows there isn’t far to go. He knows that in another twenty metres the rough path will break out of the trees and he’ll be into the fields. He’ll wade through the wet grass and in no time he’ll be in High Wicton.

And then he realizes, the woods are still. The silence presses into his ears like thumbs. He stops, hands on knees, breath like a hacksaw in his throat, the only sound in all this night. His eyes are wide open but useless.

Something’s watching me.

Tom knows this as surely as he knows these woods.

He coughs and spits and thinks of the tea he’ll make when he gets back to his cottage. Only twenty metres to go.

Tom is about to set off when he hears the clatter of stones and a thudding over the earth, like a miniature avalanche rolling towards him. For a moment he thinks of turning and bounding back down the hill, helter-skelter, and then he smells sheep. The pale shapes rush past him, haphazard, grunting under their breath.

Silly old fool. You’ve got yourself into a right state. Think of the nice things.

But a bad thought creeps up Old Tom’s spine and gnaws the base of his skull.

What made the sheep run?

Tom knows that sheep don’t run through trees in the dead of night: not unless something’s spooked them. Something that’s driven them towards him. Something that must be coming his way.

Get out of the woods.

With a certainty deep as blood, Tom knows that he has to get out: get out of the woods and up to the fields. He’ll be safe in the fields.

Get out of the woods. Get off the path.

He scrambles off the path and begins to claw his way upwards. Brambles snare his ankles and score his wrists but hot fear gives him strength. A branch spears into his jacket pocket and for a couple of seconds he thrashes like a hooked trout, arms flailing. Then CRACK and it snaps and he is staggering upwards again.

The air is full of snapping branches now.

He is sure he can see where the trees end; where they stand like sentries at the bottom edge of the fields. But now a shape moves between the far trees and Tom’s legs fail. The shape is quick and loose as rags and black as a crow’s wing, as if the pitch mouth of Tor Cave has thrown down a coil of darkness all its own.

Tom is on his knees. Weak. Slack-mouthed.

The darkness rears before him, blotting out the wood and then the night itself.

Across the fields, the people of High Wicton are sleeping. But in the Deepfold Woods there is the smell of earth, the taste of blood and bone, and a screaming that no one hears.
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Jack Jolly blinked awake. The daylight here was so much brighter than the city. It filled the window casement furnace-white until he had rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

Birdsong, and the smell of baking.

He looked at the clock by his bed: 6.45 a.m. Every morning since they had moved here it had been birdsong and the smell of baking. The birdsong he understood; along with cows, crows, the sound of distant tractors and nights that were as dark as locked cupboards, birdsong was one of the things you got when you lived in the countryside. But he hadn’t expected the baking.

Jack soaked up the light that poured in through the window. He was glad it was morning. Before they’d moved here, to the countryside, night and day were mostly a matter of whether you turned the lights on or off. But out here, night wasn’t just a different time, it was a different place: an alien place. Even the house was different at night, so different that Jack had decided that there were actually two houses: a day house and a night house. Always he was relieved when it turned back into the day house.

He swung out of bed, roughing his fingers through his straw hair as he swayed over to the window, ducking to avoid the low beams of the attic bedroom. The wooden floor was warm under his bare feet. The window opened stiffly, the peeling frame catching on hairy creepers that strung the mullioned ledge. Jack leant out and, satisfied that no one had been muck spreading, he heaved in a lungful of air.

Morning mists were drifting clear of the treetops in the Deepfold Valley. Jack hadn’t been into the valley. There was a footpath that led from Grindle down to the Deepfold but although he had acquainted himself with the village, its churchyard and meadows, he hadn’t taken the way down to the woods. Not yet. He’d only been living in the house in Grindle for a couple of weeks. There just hadn’t been time to explore the woods with their gnarled trees and gloomy hollows and quiet watchfulness. All fourteen years of his life, Jack had been a city person, existing in a world of perpetual neon. There was no rush to submerge himself in the perpetual night of the woods; he’d tackle them when the time was right.

His eyes lingered on the cave that gaped above the far slope of the valley, black as the inside of a monk’s hood. Its near side was a sheer escarpment that soared high above the woods, a towering cliff of cracked stone sprouting haggard shrubs. At its summit there was a precipitous ledge from which gulls dived into the valley below. The drop made Jack’s stomach turn. The morning was heating up already but the cave defied the sun with a solitary coldness, hoarding its shadows, storing night within the vault of its belly as day unfurled.

Distant, out of sight, a tractor coughed and droned. Closer by, a farm dog barked. Jack tugged the window shut and hunted for socks.

Downstairs, in the long kitchen with its cool, broad flagstones, his mother was baking. Again. She’d baked every morning since they’d moved here. It was as if she believed that baking was expected of her now that they were living in the country. Broken egg shells, two mixing bowls and an exploded bag of flour cluttered one end of the wooden table.

Jack dumped his school bag by a table leg, and the floor replied with a mushroom cloud of white powder.

‘Baking,’ explained Mrs Jolly, breathlessly.

‘I can see,’ coughed Jack. He assembled a plate of toast and carrot cake.

Cake for breakfast: at least some things are looking up, he decided.

His mother was at the sink now, cutting flowers. ‘Picked them from the garden, this morning.’ She brushed her palms across her apron, then thrust the flowers into a vase and sniffed them extravagantly. Jack raised his eyebrows. His mother never used to arrange flowers at breakfast. Then again, she never used to bake cakes.

It’s like she’s at a theme park, he thought to himself. ‘I bet you’ll want a cow next,’ he observed, through a mouthful of carrot cake.

Mrs Jolly ran a hand through her ash-blonde hair, flouring it a little, and smiled at her son brightly. ‘And risk you selling it for beans? No chance.’ Then she sighed and stared absently out of the window. ‘But it is beautiful here. Everything makes sense. I feel like I’ve lived here all my life; like I’m meant to be here.’

I liked where we were before: my friends, the street lights, being in a place where mobile phones work, the general sense of civilization. But Jack knew how much being here mattered to his mother so all he grunted through the stodgy wedge of crumbs was, ‘Great cake.’

The house didn’t help. The Old School House. They were renting it until they found somewhere to buy, and it came complete with contents: dark oak chests, panelled wardrobes that smelt of beeswax, a study crammed with leather-bound volumes, sombre oil paintings in gilt frames and, at the top of the mahogany staircase, a stuffed hawk on a fluted pedestal with piercing eyes of amber.

But it wasn’t the antique contents of the antique house that put Jack on edge (although the hawk with its unblinking eyes could be unnerving late at night); it was the noises. The house was full of noises where there shouldn’t have been noises at all. When you ran the taps, the pipes clanked, when you opened the heavy doors, they groaned and when you did nothing, absolutely nothing, when you just lay there in the dead of night, the floorboards creaked with the memory of ancient footsteps.

‘The last day of term,’ announced Mrs Jolly, brightly.

‘Hmm.’ How can I sound so glum about the end of term? ‘Perfect,’ said Jack, in a renewed attempt to strike the expected level of delight.

‘I thought the end of school was a good thing?’ His mother sat down opposite him with a big mug of tea. She’d removed the apron but flour still tumbled from her blouse and into her tea, onto her dark jeans.

The end of term would normally be a good thing but, on this occasion, Jack had mixed emotions. They’d only moved here two weeks ago. Two weeks hadn’t been much time to make friends, and everyone at school knew each other so well they were slow to let him in. They acted like he was different just because he’d come from somewhere else. It was going to be a long and lonely summer.

Jack crunched on toast. ‘Where’s Dad?’

‘At the village hall.’

Jack made a noise that meant, ‘Why?’

‘They needed a doctor.’

‘Who needed a doctor?’

‘The police.’

Jack chewed his mouth empty and swallowed a lump of toast that was so dry it made his throat hurt. ‘Why?’

‘You shouldn’t take the music player. You’ll lose it.’

Was this a deliberate attempt to change the subject?

Jack sighed and tucked the headphone cable back inside his blazer. ‘Everyone’s got them, Mum, and no one loses them.’ He folded a piece of toast into quarters and put it whole into his mouth.

‘You and that cave have a lot in common,’ remarked Mrs Jolly. Jack didn’t need to ask which cave she meant; there was only one cave. Strange how much space it took up in his mind.

‘I don’t know how you’re such a rake when you eat so much.’ His mother got up and ruffled his hair. ‘Don’t you ever comb it?’

‘Why the police, Mum? Why did they want Dad?’ Jack wanted to know. His dad was a pathologist; he specialized in dead bodies, not living ones. There was only one reason why the police would want the assistance of a pathologist. Jack stood with a loud screech of his chair, swilled down the toast with orange juice and wondered what was in the village hall.

‘Do you want me to drive you over to the bus stop?’

‘No. Thanks, Mum, but I’ll cycle.’

Every day he’d cycled over to the bus stop on the main road to Leek, leaving his bike round the back of the one shop which served the local villages: villages which were cast about the deep hills like lost pebbles. There were two other students who caught the bus. They were both his age and in his class and the last thing Jack wanted was to turn up at the stop, chauffeur-driven, after they had cycled there. And anyway, today he might take a detour: a detour via the village hall.

Curiosity killed the cat, said a voice in Jack’s head. Jack ignored the voice.

‘Text me when you get there,’ said his mother. ‘To the bus stop.’

She was worried, Jack could tell that.

Why was she worried? What was in the village hall?

‘There’s no mobile coverage,’ Jack reminded her.

Mrs Jolly looked a little crestfallen at this reality of remote living, but only for a moment. ‘Well, be careful. Watch out for cars.’ She opened a cupboard that was packed with home-made cakes. ‘Do you want to take some?’ she asked, hopefully.

‘It’s OK, Mum,’ said Jack. ‘I’ll make it through the day.’ Cake for lunch every day hadn’t made it any easier for Jack to establish that he was no different from everyone else at school. He kissed his mother goodbye.

Watch out for cars? Watch out for cow-muck would have been better advice. Jack wheeled his bike from the shed, noticing how yesterday’s dung had dried to a harmless brown crust on the underside of the frame. He kicked it loose, then pedalled slowly. The lazy click of the gears was loud in the summer morning. He stopped short when he came to the village hall.

Two police cars, a dog van, a liveried transit van and two jeeps choked the narrow road. A couple of uniformed officers stood outside the main entrance and sitting on a bench that had its back to a wall spread with climbing roses was another officer, this one with a rifle across his thighs. He watched Jack cycle by and Jack could see himself reflected in the lenses of the officer’s sunglasses.

‘Hello,’ said Jack and the officer nodded.

A pathologist and armed police: Jack didn’t have to ask to know he wasn’t going to be allowed entry.

He freewheeled past the hall, breezily looking into the green middle distance, exuding a lack of interest in the clustered vehicles, the police officers, the rifle. But, once out of sight, he turned sharp down a back lane whose cobbled surface and troughed gutters dog-legged in the direction he had just come: too narrow for cars, too deep amidst weeds and stone walls to be watched from the road, Jack jolted his way to the back of the village hall.

The end of the building was flush with the dry-stone wall that marked one side of the lane. Jack used his feet to brake the bike beneath a half-open window, high in the wall. He could hear voices from inside. They were muffled but it was so quiet in the lane that he caught snatches of what was being said.

‘Savage.’ A male voice Jack didn’t recognize. Deep. Hoarse. Tired, maybe. ‘Twenty-three years in the force and I’ve never seen anything like it. Savage.’

‘It was discovered in the woods below High Wicton, early this morning,’ continued a second. ‘Found by a farmer.’

‘Poor bugger,’ muttered the hoarse voice.

Jack guessed that these were police officers speaking.

‘We believe his name is Tom Moore.’ The second voice: sharp, precise. ‘Tom Moore didn’t return home last night, and his cap was found near the body.’

‘Near the remains,’ said the first, quietly.

Then Jack heard his father’s careful, measured tones. ‘Dirt in the wounds. Stone in the bone.’

The clink of metal, an object on a tray perhaps, and immediately Jack thought of operating theatres and the rattle of sharp instruments.

What were they doing inside the village hall?

‘An animal, Doctor? Could it be an animal that’s done it?’

Jack wanted to see what was happening. He wanted to see what had been found, what they were looking at. But the window was too high to look through. However, if he propped his bike against the wall and stood on the top of the frame, then maybe …

He pushed it hard against the masonry and tested how secure it was with his foot.

‘We think it could be some kind of beast.’ The sharp voice. ‘A big cat perhaps, driven out of the caves after all the flooding.’

Jack glanced up, then down the lane. He was alone.

‘There’s meant to be over thirty big cats on the loose across the country at any time,’ continued the voice. ‘Panthers, pumas, stuff like that.’

‘Animals bite limbs,’ Jack’s father said. ‘They tear throats, rip open bellies. Animals don’t do that.’

Footsteps and then the sound of running water. Jack knew that his father was washing his hands. Two flies buzzed around the open window, dancing madly in the warm sun.

Holding his breath, Jack pushed up as gently as he could until he was standing on the top of the bike frame. The bike seemed secure: only his knees were shaky. He rested his cheek against the rough brick, steadying himself.

‘We’ve called in marksmen, anyway,’ the first officer was saying. ‘Two in the woods and two at the mill, patrolling the country round about. For a couple of days at least. And we’ve commenced a full investigation; we’re ruling out nothing. We’re grateful for your assistance, Dr Jolly. The village hall isn’t your ordinary morgue, but these aren’t your ordinary circumstances.’ The man hesitated and then asked, ‘But if it isn’t an animal, can you tell us what did do that? What weapon, maybe?’

Jack stretched up, palms flat against the wall. He inched his eyes level with the sill until he could look down, into the room below.

‘A lawnmower?’ His father was wearing a lab coat and was drying his hands by a metal sink. From the toys heaped against the far wall, Jack realized that normally this room would have been a crèche. ‘No. I can’t help with a weapon.’ Dr Jolly tossed the crumpled towel onto the draining board. ‘What leaves splinters of stone in bones?’ He turned to face the two plain-clothes officers who were standing by a table. ‘He’s not been stabbed or shot or strangled or poisoned or killed in any of the various ways that your everyday psychopath enjoys. This is worse. Far worse. If you want my opinion, and it isn’t a technical one, I’d say he’s been shredded.’

Fingertips clinging to the ledge, Jack looked at what was on the table.
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It was a steel-topped surgical table, wheeled in to turn the crèche into a morgue. On it there lay a body wrapped in a zip-fastened sheath of heavy-duty polythene. A body? Well, from where Jack was clinging to the windowsill, it looked more like a long roll of shrink-wrapped flesh and bone.

One arm lay free of the polythene along the steel table-top and the gory head was facing Jack. An eyeball dangled. It regarded Jack solemnly.

I’ve got my eye on you, Jack Jolly, it seemed to say.

Toast, cake and orange juice filled Jack’s throat. He slapped his hand across his mouth to stop himself from throwing up. With his weight released, the bike slipped down the wall, saddle scraping, chain rattling. Swallowing back vomit, Jack’s palms scraped down the wall too as he tried to break his fall. He landed on the bike, grazing his ankles on the pedals before thudding onto his backside.

Had his father spotted him up there, the moment before he fell? Jack didn’t waste time worrying about this. With a burning throat and a mouth that tasted of cheese and nail varnish, he yanked up the bike and peddled out of the lane with a reckless clatter. He cycled hard until he was out of the village and coasting off the top of the hill, towards the bus stop on the high road. He closed his eyes and the fresh air of the moor blew cool across his face. But inside his head there remained a body, shredded and wrapped in polythene.

Leila was at the stop. She stood with her bag between her feet and her hands in the pockets of her school blazer.

Jack raised a hand briefly.

Leila didn’t wave or shout anything back. She just watched his approach, dark eyes unblinking. A gust of wind whipped Jack’s straw hair across his face, unkempt, but Leila’s black, cropped hair barely ruffled.

The coolness of the moor, and seeing Leila at the stop, felt good. The appearance of Rakhman from where they left their bikes behind the shop didn’t.

Paddy Rakhman.

Rakhman walked to stand an arm’s length from Leila and watched Jack’s approach with the same silent regard. But the effect was different. His eyes, equally dark, made Jack want to look away. His scoffing silence always made Jack talk too much: talk too much and feel stupid. He was as tall as Jack but bigger, broader. His hair was as black as Leila’s but longer, and whereas Leila’s skin was bone-pale, Rakhman’s was olive-dark.

Paddy Rakhman, son of Fergus Ben-Nazim Rakhman, landlord of The January Gallows, Grindle’s public house, whose red hair, red beard and red temper kept his drinking den clear of all but the most hardened regulars.

Patrick Ben Fergus Rakhman.

Nemesis.

Rakhman dropped his bag to the floor with a thump, claiming the space where he planted his feet. But Jack noticed that Leila continued to watch him. She ignored Rakhman.

‘Hi,’ said Jack, with a wave of his hand.

Why did I do that? he thought, as his front wheel caught a pothole, almost flipping the bike off balance. He grabbed the handlebars with both hands, controlled the wobble and skidded past the stop with his face fixed in a ludicrous grin. Leila and Rakhman stared back.

The arrival of the idiot, thought Jack, still grinning.

He freewheeled past the stop, secured his bike round the back of the shop, then shouldered his bag and came to stand with the others.

‘Hi,’ he said, breathlessly. He hesitated for a moment before standing beside Leila, between her and Rakhman. Immediately, he felt awkwardly close to both of them.

‘Hi,’ said Leila, quietly.

Rakhman looked at him but said nothing.

Rakhman’s black hair was shoulder-long. It was against school rules, but Jack knew that school rules didn’t matter to Paddy Rakhman. Everybody was scared of him and he was scared of nobody. People told stories about him in whispers; they’d warned Jack about him, about how nothing frightened him.

There was this scrap yard on the edge of town, right, and the owner was a nutter. He nicked a bike off of some kid who’d upset him and put it on top of the scrap pile and nobody dared get it ’cos he had dogs, big dogs: Dobermans. But Rakhman went down there and he climbs the fence and legs it to the scrap and up the pile. He gets the bike and when he’s legging it back the dogs come for him. They chase him to the fence and Paddy lets ’em get his hand, just so he can beat ’em off with the bike. That way he was free to climb back out, which he did, right, with the bike still over his shoulder.

Jack tried not to look at the thick white scars that webbed Rakhman’s left hand, but he didn’t move away, however uncomfortable it was to be near him. His own right ankle was throbbing where he’d grazed it against the bike chain, so he tugged up his trouser leg to reveal a claret scab that had already hardened.

‘Fell off my bike,’ he half-laughed, immediately regretting this admission of stupidity. Rakhman gets savaged escaping with a bike; I get savaged by a bike.

‘Fell off your bike?’ queried Rakhman, wearily and with a slight shake of his head. He turned his dark eyes to the moor over which Jack had just ridden and sighed.

Why me? asked Jack, inside his head, glancing sidelong at the broad, dark shape of Paddy Rakhman. I haven’t fallen out with you. I haven’t done anything to you. If it wasn’t for this bus stop, I wouldn’t come anywhere near you. So why’ve you got it in for me?

Leila’s feet were close to his. Not for the first time, Jack noticed how scuffed her shoes were and how the hems of her trousers were worn and a little too high.

‘How come you fell?’ she asked, and inwardly, Jack thanked her for that; thanked her for breaking Rakhman’s merciless silence.

It wasn’t the first time that Leila Jones had helped him out. Since his first bus ride, she’d been all right with him. Paddy Rakhman didn’t frighten her, which made her different from most other people at school: that, and how quiet she was.

Quiet? Strange was how other students treated Leila, and they were as careful with her as they were with Rakhman. But Jack didn’t think she was strange. She didn’t have all the stuff that most other students had: the phones, the music, the clothes. But what she didn’t have didn’t seem to bother her, and that went for friends: she didn’t try very hard to make them. But she seemed OK with him. She made him feel less awkward, less of an outsider, than most of the other students did. Jack wasn’t sure whether she actually liked him, she wasn’t that friendly, but when he weighed it all up, he realized that he liked her.

‘Skidded on some gravel,’ said Jack, in answer to Leila’s question. I was standing on the bike and fell off would have sounded ridiculous.

Silence. Leila and Rakhman were both masters of silence. Jack wasn’t. And he needed to talk about what was inside his head. He could see it still: that dangling eyeball staring back at him.

‘You wouldn’t believe what I just saw in the village hall,’ he declared.

‘A dead body?’ suggested Rakhman, not taking his eyes from where low clouds scudded over the moor.

Jack choked back the question, ‘How’d you know that?’ Of course Paddy Rakhman knew. The January Gallows sat on a rise on the edge of Grindle, before the road climbed up to the moor. It looked down, into the village. The Rakhmans could see everything. They wouldn’t have missed the cavalcade that had assembled outside the village hall that morning.

‘Old Tom Moore,’ whispered Leila. Jack couldn’t tell if she actually was whispering or whether the wind had snatched the name from her lips as soon as it had been uttered.

‘You know what happened?’ he asked.

Leila’s eyes turned to his and they were so dark and so bright. ‘No one knows what happened.’

Jack thought of the handful of cottages that were High Wicton and how they huddled on the back of a hill among the moors and the woods. That was where Leila lived and it seemed a long way from anywhere.

The heavy roll of tyres on tarmac. Theirs was the first pick-up so they could sit on the bus wherever they liked. Jack sat by Leila, a couple of rows behind the driver. Rakhman sat
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