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Maddie!

Adele violently shakes out another black bin liner.

Where the hell was Maddie?!

She scans the campsite, looking for her sister through the bone-coloured bell tents and artfully rusted camper vans, staggering closer wearing last night’s clothes and a blank expression. But all she sees are a few casualties from the Midsummer’s Eve revelries lying on the ground where they’d passed out the night before, smoke from dying fires drifting across them like gun-smoke from a lost battle.

It’s a mess, it was always going to be a mess, and it all needs cleaning up before eleven when the council refuse lorry arrives. That’s why she’d asked her older and supposedly wiser sister to help this morning, why she’d allowed her to crash on her floor in exchange for a promise that she would help with the post Midsummer’s Eve clear up. And yet here she very much was not.

Adele wrenches the lid off one of the bins, her long brown hair scraped back and already sticking to her skin with the rising heat of the day, her thin, wiry body nut brown from having to work outside all summer. She recoils at the stench that billows out along with a squadron of angry flies then violently twists the top of the bag into a knot, imagining it’s Maddie’s neck.

I’ll be there – Maddie had said. I won’t stay out long but I promised to meet someone.

Adele lifts the heavy, stinking bag out of the bin and dumps it on the ground ready to be picked up by the honey-wagon, an old, repurposed electric milk float Maddie should be driving but obviously isn’t because she’s not here. She fits a new liner into the bin and lets the lid fall with a loud bang.

Movement catches her eye in a dark pool of shadow beneath a sycamore tree as a man wearing a Cinderman costume of charcoal blackened sacking lifts his head, roused by the sound of the banging bin.

‘Morning!’ Adele calls to him, loud and bright.

He winces as if the word is made of sharp metal, then looks up, eyes screwed tight against the brightness, trying to remember how he ended up under this tree. He looks so wretched with bits of twig and leaves in the greasy tangle of his hair that Adele pulls the bottle of water from her belt and tosses it over.

‘Drink!’ she commands.

He reaches to pick it up, spots a puddle of puke on the grass nearby with flies lined up along the edge of it and turns away, blowing his cheeks out as if he’s about to add to it. He unscrews the cap and takes a tiny sip of water before lying slowly back down on the ground, hugging the bottle to his chest.

Adele yanks another bin liner from her belt and marches past him, heading to the next overflowing bin that needs emptying, scanning the campsite for Maddie again as she works the phone from her pocket.

No missed calls.

No texts.

She taps the screen to unlock it but it won’t respond to her fingers inside the rubber glove so she shakes her hand violently until the glove flies off, finds the last number she dialled and calls it again, her fingers leaving steamy fingerprints on the screen. She holds the phone to her ear and screws her nose up against the foul smell of rubber and rotting garbage coming from her hand.

Hey, leave me a message and I’ll call you back.

Maddie’s smiling, childish sounding voice cuts in without it ringing, which shows that her phone is still switched off.

Adele disconnects without leaving a message because she’s left several already and scrolls through her contacts instead, looking for the names of people who might have been with Maddie last night, or might still be with her, or might at least know where she got to. She spots a contact for Ronan, one of Maddie’s ex-boyfriends and taps the contact to call him. Again, voicemail cuts in without it even ringing, because of course, all of Maddie’s loser friends will still be sleeping off their hangovers this morning.

Yo, this is me, do the thing after the thing.

Adele clenches her jaw, waits for the tone then forces her voice to be light.

Hey, this is Adele, Maddie’s sister. If you’re with her, could you get her to give me a call, please? Thanks. Tell her I’m not mad, I’m just checking in.

She is mad of course and getting madder with every stinking bag she has to deal with, but inflicting her mood on Maddie’s friends isn’t going to accomplish anything. She scrolls through her contacts looking for more friends, ex-boyfriends, possible current boyfriends, though Maddie stays pretty tight-lipped about her love life. She says Adele is too judgy, which is true because who wouldn’t be judgy about the guys Maddie tends to go for? Laid back, amiable losers are still losers.

She calls a couple more numbers, leaves a couple more messages then snatches the glove back up off the ground, works her hand back into it and scans the campsite one last time.

Where the fuck are you Maddie?!
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She wakes to dark beyond blackness and the heavy smell of earth.

She is on her back, arms by her sides, legs stretched out, staring straight up at – nothing. She studies the black, blinking slowly a few times to check that her eyes are actually open, but it looks the same either way.

She raises her hand in front of her face, moves it a little, touches her palm to her nose to prove it is there then reaches up slowly and carefully into the blackness, both wanting and not wanting to touch something. She stretches up until she can reach no further then moves her arm in a slow and widening circle, feeling the faint chill rinse of cold air across her skin but touching nothing but darkness.

She lets her arm fall back down to her side, feeling in her pocket for her phone so she might use its light to see with, but the pocket is empty.

She takes deep breaths, flooding her lungs with damp smelling air and tries to remember where she is. She remembers walking through the forest but then nothing. She was there and now she is here, wherever ‘here’ is.

She spreads her fingers and starts feeling around at her sides for her missing phone then widens her search, her palms skimming across the cold ground, reaching further and further until something brushes across the back of her right hand and she yanks it away. The sound of her gasp pushes back the dead silence and makes her realize that there are no other sounds here: no scratch of animals, no rustle of leaves, nothing.

She listens hard, studying the thundering quiet, listening out for the dry click of legs, or the patter of dislodged earth that might suggest that whatever her hand touched is alive and crawling closer.

She hears the thud of her own heartbeat and the whisper of blood in her ears but nothing more, so carefully, slowly, she reaches out again, feeling ahead with her fingers for whatever is there, tensing against the moment of its rediscovery.

She finds it again and freezes but forces herself to keep her hand where it is, stretched out in the dark with the unseen thing touching the back of it. She keeps as still as she can, ready to snatch it away at the first sign the thing is alive but whatever it is, it remains perfectly still.

She takes a deep breath then slowly turns her hand, trembling slightly with the effort of reaching out until her fingers close around something cold, and thin, and fibrous. She tests it, squeezing it lightly and rubbing it between her fingertips. There are small hairs growing out of it and she almost drops it in revulsion but then a thought surfaces and she takes a firmer hold instead and gives it a hard, sharp tug. She feels it tighten in her hand and dirt patters down from where the thing is anchored in the earth.

She feels her away further up and along it, her fingers mapping the twisting fibres growing steadily thicker the higher she goes. The hairs grow thicker too, branching out from the main tendril and tickling the back of her hand until the whole gnarly thing disappears abruptly into a wall of crumbling earth and she knows in an instant what it is, and where she is, and fear takes flight in her chest.

The thing she is holding in her hand is a root. A growing root. The root of something big.

She was walking through the forest and she’s still there.

But she is no longer in the forest.

She is under it.
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Adele hears the low roar of the municipal refuse lorry before she sees it, like a prehistoric animal rumbling closer through the forest telling her she’s out of time. She floors the ‘go’ pedal on the honey-wagon but the ancient electric engine just carries on at its standard four miles an hour. The repurposed milk float is part of the eco-friendly credentials of the campsite, a nice idea in principle but a total pain in practice. Even totally empty it barely manages to go faster than walking pace and it has a habit of running out of power unexpectedly, meaning it has to be towed back to the charging station by a 4x4, which totally cancels out its eco benefits. She creeps onto the paved loading area behind the splintery storage shed the owner Bill insists on calling ‘The Sanitation Station’, yanks on the handbrake and pulls her phone from her pocket.

11.16.

No new messages. No missed calls.

The lorry is running late but even so she has only managed to empty about two-thirds of the bins dotted around the campsite. An hour earlier she was furious at Maddie for leaving her to do all the work, now she just feels worried and a little sick in her stomach. The phone buzzes suddenly in her hand and she stabs the answer button when she sees who it is.

‘Hey Ronan.’ 

‘Yo!’ the voice sounds dry and creaky, like it’s worn out from a heavy night and badly needs oiling. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing much, I just … is Maddie with you?’

‘Huh?’

‘Maddie. Have you seen her at all?’

‘Nah, man she bailed.’

‘Bailed from what?’

‘She was supposed to meet us at the beacon fire after the Cinderfield Parade but never showed.’

‘Which beacon fire?’

‘The big one over at The Clearing.’

Adele feels the blood drain from her face at the mention of the place and her eyes automatically flick over to the shadowy edge of the forest.

‘Are you sure it was the one at The Clearing?’

‘Yeah, man. I bumped into her at the parade and she said she was gonna meet us there, said she might bring some dude with her but I guess she musta changed her mind.’

Adele’s eyes find the darkest shadows and she quickly looks away, staring down at the brightest piece of sun-scorched ground instead.

‘Did this dude have a name?’

‘Yeah sure.’

She waits for a beat then remembers this is a hungover Ronan she’s speaking to. ‘Do you know what his name is?’ she prompts.

‘Nah man, Maddie never said, but he gots to have a name, right? Everybody got a name.’

Adele shakes her head. Maddie actually went out with this clown for about three months, and he wasn’t even the densest of her boyfriends, not by a long way. A low IQ seemed to be like catnip to her sister.

‘Listen,’ she says, fighting to keep the frustration out of her voice. ‘If you see Maddie or she calls you, tell her I need to speak to her, OK?’

‘You got it.’

Adele hangs up and stares at her phone.

The Clearing.

Maddie had never said anything about going to The Clearing. Then again, if she had they would have got into an argument about it and Adele would have told her not to go, which is probably why Maddie hadn’t told her.

The bin lorry arrives in a cloud of dust and stench, lets out a loud hydraulic hiss and shudders to a halt. Three large men wearing yellow high vis jackets, orange trousers and not much else step out of the cab. The largest of the three jabs a gloved thumb at the metal bins lined up behind the shed. ‘Them bags are supposed to be in the skips, love,’ he says, ‘not on the back of your noddy car.’

‘Sorry,’ Adele unspools the charging cable that connects the electric vehicle to the solar panels on the roof and plugs it in. ‘I’m on my own this morning so I’m struggling a bit.’

‘Don’t worry, darlin’,’ he throws her a wink. ‘We’ll give you a hand.’ 

He starts plucking the bags off the back of the honey-wagon and dumping them on the ground by the business end of the lorry where the other two bears begin feeding them into the truck.

Adele glances back at the trees, her eyes drawn to the shadows shifting between fingers of sunlight. The Clearing is deep in the forest, a place neither she nor Maddie ever go, not anymore, they had promised each other. The shadows continue to shift, transforming into figures that watch her as if waiting for her to return.

She looks away, shivering despite the heat, and scrolls through her contacts looking for an old entry:

Grizz – The Clearing

Her thumb moves to the call symbol and hovers above it for a few long seconds before she changes her mind. That door has stayed closed for a long time now and she won’t risk opening it again until she absolutely has to.

She stuffs her phone back in her pocket, her anger at Maddie entirely gone now and transformed into something else, something more like worry. Maddie had gone into the forest to meet someone at The Clearing. And now she is missing.

She looks out across the campsite, willing Maddie to emerge from the forest, shoes in hand, doing the walk of shame. It’s getting busier now, tent fronts unzipped and tied open, knots of people huddled around gas cookers and rekindled fires, frying up breakfasts and hangover cures. Everyone looks pretty chilled. No one looks like they’d give two shits if she didn’t end up finishing her jobs that morning. She turns to the man in the high-vis vest. ‘Where you off to next?’

‘Got one more stop at Wendell’s Dairy then we’re back to the dump to offload.’

Adele nods. The municipal tip was on the far side of Cinderfield, about a half a mile down the road. Cinderfield was also where the nearest police station was. She could call but she knew from experience that her call would be diverted to some generic call centre where someone on minimum wage would read from a crib sheet, give her a crime number, then fob her off with no way of following any of it up. It was harder to ignore someone who was standing right in front of you, especially when that someone was her.

‘You couldn’t give me a lift into town could you?’

The man in the high-vis vest peers at her like he’s not sure he heard right. ‘You want a lift? With us? On the wagon?’

‘Yeah, if that’s OK.’

He shakes his head and sucks air through tobacco-stained teeth. ‘Well, technically only authorized council personnel are allowed to ride on the wagon.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Adele says, giving him the full beam of her smile. ‘I smell like a bin bag, so if anyone asks, tell them you chucked me on the wagon by mistake.’
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She takes deep breaths that taste of earth, eyes wide and staring at the darkness and tries to stay calm, tries not to panic, tries to remember. She was walking through the forest, and then she was here. That’s it. That’s all she can recall.

She starts feeling her way along the wall of earth with the roots growing out of it, building a map of the space in her mind as her hands move along it, dirt pattering to the ground at the touch of her fingertips.

Every few steps she stops and listens, turning her head as her ears search the darkness for something, anything, to grip onto: the distant sound of birdsong, a whisper of breeze, anything that might hint at a way out.

Once, when she and her sister had been at The Clearing for maybe a year, Grizz had led a bunch of them into the woods after a huge rainstorm. She’d taken them to a distant part of the forest where a huge oak had been swallowed whole by the ground. Only the crown was still visible, a green, leafy dome arching over the mud and storm-shredded leaves on the forest floor.

Grizz told them that there had once been coal and iron ore mines all over the forest and that many of the old tunnels did not appear on any maps, their locations taken to the grave by the black-market miners who’d dug them in secret to steal a living from the land. The floodwater from the storm must have run through one of these old tunnels, she explained, wearing away the old wooden supports until the weight of the tree and the earth above had caused it to collapse, dragging the great tree down.

Maybe she is in one of those tunnels now, some forgotten mine dug by long dead hands that she had fallen into somehow. Maybe she had stepped on a mat of loose, leaf-mulch covering a sink hole that had been opened up by the drying earth. She could easily have banged her head on the way down, knocking her unconscious and fogging her memory.

She looks up and studies the darkness again, searching for any hint of light. But the darkness is total, and her fear starts to rise again, and she still feels woozy, so she closes her eyes and breathes through her mouth. At least with her eyes closed the darkness feels more normal, and if she can’t smell the earth either, she can almost pretend she’s not here at all.
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Mallory Stoker Hawthorn Kingston, eighteenth Earl of Dean paces in the dusty privacy of his study, red-eyed and sleep deprived, trying to remember how to act normal. He looks out across the green lawns of Cinderfield Abbey stretching away beyond the large, mullioned window to where a huge marquee is being erected between the heritage centre and the forest. The Earl hates weddings, finds them vulgar and awful, but as weddings are about the only thing keeping the whole ship from sinking at the moment, he has no option but to put up with them.

He looks past the marquee to where the foresters’ huts sit amidst smoking piles of blackened turf. They will have to douse them if the wind doesn’t shift. Can’t risk a bit of smoke getting in the nostrils of the wedding guests. Can’t risk the angry emails, bad reviews online, and requests for refunds that would follow. He watches the groundsmen tidying the lawn around the big tent, pruning in the orchard, and tending to the charcoal burns, wetting down the sacks that cover them. There are only three groundsmen now when once there was an army.

His eyes settle on a cracked pane of Tudor glass, one of many in the mediaeval window that he can’t afford to fix. Little repairs like these confront him wherever he goes in the abbey, tiny reminders of the steady decay that is only getting worse. 

He turns away and collapses into the chair behind his desk in a cloud of antique dust and surveys the paperwork littering the desktop. It’s bills mainly. He had started to sort them into piles of lessening urgency to try and give himself something to focus on, but as they all seemed to be final demands it had ended up making him feel even more anxious, so he’d given up. He spots his phone in among the unpaid bills, picks it up and checks his email.

There are six new messages in his inbox, mostly spam from catering and hospitality companies trying to sell him things, also an enquiry for another bloody wedding in two summers’ time. Hopefully by next year he can tell them all to piss off, either that or the whole thing will have imploded and tacky weddings with awful guests and hideous brides will be the least of his worries. He finds a number in his contacts and dials it, taking deep breaths and blowing them out as he waits for it to connect.

‘Hello?’ the voice sounds guarded.

‘Hi, it’s Mal. Sorry to call you out of the blue like this but, something happened last night, something …’ His voice trails off as he searches for the right words.

‘What kind of something?’

‘Something bad. It’s … I don’t know where to begin really. I …’

‘Don’t say anything else,’ the voice is suddenly all business. ‘Not on the phone. Let’s meet somewhere.’

‘Right. OK. Why don’t you come over to the abbey?’

‘No. Somewhere neutral and out of the way.’

‘OK, how about … the well? St Anthony’s Well.’

‘That’ll probably be a bit busy today, although … actually, that might work. We can mingle with out of towners, hide in plain sight. Meet me there in half an hour, and don’t say anything to anyone until you’ve spoken to me.’

‘OK, fine. I’ll see you at the we—’

A click tells the Earl that he’s already gone.

He checks the time, finds his son Sebastian’s number and pauses for a second, then dials it. Talking to his son will be OK. He already knows everything anyway.

The phone connects and a flat, male voice answers. ‘Hello?’

The Earl clears his throat. ‘Hey Seb, it’s me – how you holding up?’

‘I’m … fine.’

‘Good, good. That’s good. Are you back in London?’

‘Yes.’

The Earl nods. His son was always fairly monosyllabic and hard to read, which makes it hard to gauge his current emotional state. His mother, Aurora, had been the same. Mallory never had the slightest idea how she was feeling from the first moment their parents thrust them together in their teens to the day she swallowed a fatal overdose of sleeping tablets, soon after Sebastian’s birth. The doctors said it was postnatal depression but he had always wondered if, like him, she had simply been worn down by the burden of her own ancestral expectation and simply checked out in grateful relief the moment she had done her duty and provided him with an heir.

‘You still there, Seb?’

‘Yes.’

‘You know … what happened last night, it was – well, it was … unfortunate, but no one’s blaming you. You were not to know. I mean, nobody knew so … It was just …’ An image flashes into his head of Aurora’s lifeless body, fully dressed and neatly laid out on the bed, the note in her thin, porcelain hand containing just two words – Sorry Mallory.

‘Listen, Seb. I just wanted to say that if you need to talk to anyone about … well anything that’s bothering you, you can always talk to me.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Good. That’s good. I’m just saying we’ve all been through a bit of a … well something pretty unusual, so please don’t feel you need to keep anything bottled up. Our family has been on some pretty sticky wickets before but we’ve always come through it by staying together and looking after each other. Family first, eh?’

‘Right.’

The Earl leans forward and pushes the letters and bills aside to reveal the map beneath, a detailed land survey showing the whole of the Cinderfield Abbey estate.

‘Once we put this thing behind us we can get back on track with everything. We just need to stay calm and act normal, and if we all keep our heads we can move on from this in no time, alright? In the meantime, if you do need to let off steam or talk about anything, you can always talk to me. Remember that, Seb. I’m always here for a chat.’

‘OK. I need to go now.’

‘Right, you go, there’s a good lad.’

The phone clicks and he’s gone.

The Earl stares down at the map, the outline of the abbey in the centre and all the land surrounding it – forest, fields, the stone quarry, the lakes. It has been in his family since Henry VIII stole it from the Cistercian monks who founded it and gave it to Mallory’s ancestor, the first earl, almost five hundred years ago. That’s a lot of history and noble tradition to look after. People who are not born into a title never understand the pressure that comes with it. To them it’s all stately homes, plummy accents, and Downton Abbey. In truth a title of ancient nobility is as much a burden as it is a gift. You never really own all the things that come with it – the title, the houses – you just become custodian of them until you can one day hand the burden on to your son for him to carry forward. All of that takes an enormous toll, both financially and personally. His father had only been sixty-two when he keeled over from the endless worry of it all, leaving Mallory with the roof crumbling, dry rot in the ballroom, and cracked panes of Tudor glass in almost every one of the over three hundred windows.

That is another thing ordinary people don’t understand. People who live in normal houses can simply pop down to the DIY shop, buy a new piece of glass for a few quid and have a broken window fixed in no time. In order to mend one of his windows Mallory first needs to get permission from some anonymous jobsworth in English Heritage, then find some forest dwelling hobbit with a glass kiln who will charge him a hundred quid for a single piece of brittle, hand-blown cylinder glass made the same way they did it in Tudor times. 

He grabs his cap from the desk, jams it onto his head and looks up at the portrait of his father, the seventeenth earl, hanging over the fireplace and glowering down at him with what was probably intended to be a stern but noble demeanour, but feels more like a deep and permanent disapproval.

‘Don’t look at me like that, you bloody hypocrite,’ the eighteenth earl murmurs as he heads for the door. ‘It’s your fault we’re in this mess in the first place, you and your bloody son.’
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Cinderfield town centre looks as if a hurricane has ripped through it. Paper streamers droop from lamp-posts and trees, and wrap like bandages around the statue of the unknown soldier standing bayonet ready atop the war memorial in the Triangle. Adele picks her way through piles of cracked, plastic pint glasses, greasy food wrappers, and empty pizza boxes, her phone clamped to her ear as it plays some annoying jazzy holding tune. She got two new text messages from friends of Maddie on her journey over in the bin lorry, both saying they’d arranged to meet Maddie at the Beacon party at The Clearing, both saying they never saw her there. Neither knows where she is now. Adele called them both back but they’d gone straight to voicemail so she’s now pursuing other, potentially darker, avenues to try and locate her sister.

The jazz music burbles on in her ear as she scans the litter-strewn street looking for anyone she knows. On any normal day she would recognise at least half the people here, Cinderfield not being that big and, until recently, not quite pretty enough to have been overrun by second homers from London, though that was changing. The days around Midsummer were never normal, though.

Every year more and more people poured into the town, increasingly alerted by social media to the summer fair with its roots stretching back to pagan prehistory. Most of the visitors were harmless tourists looking for a bit of summer entertainment, or wanting to connect with something ancient and authentic. Many of them made a real effort, dressing in the traditional garb of Green Men, or Cindermen with their ash-smeared sackcloth smocks, who had once burned charcoal all over the forest and now lit the beacon fires that would burn through the short night and carry the light from dusk to dawn. Others were drawn by the witchiness of the summer solstice and the idea that it might produce extra spooky goings on in the famously mysterious woods.

Whatever the reason people came, the Midsummer revels swelled the town with thousands of strangers and unfamiliar faces, and Adele, craving order and preferring everything to be in its proper place, did not like it one bit. Especially today.

The jazzy hold music cuts out and a faint voice answers on an even fainter line.

‘Dilke Memorial Hospital.’

‘Yes hi,’ Adele clamps her spare hand over her ear to block out as much of the ambient street noise as she can. ‘I’m looking for my sister and wondered if maybe she’d had an accident and might have been …’

‘Can I have a name?’

‘Yes, it’s Maddie, er, Madeleine Friar.’

Adele can just about hear the clack of keys on a keyboard.

‘No, there’s no one of that name here, I can check last night’s admissions for the entire district if you like.’

‘Yes, please, that would be …’

‘Just a moment.’

The jazz returns and Adele continues on up the road, scanning for familiar faces among the strangers but finding none. Her eyes settle on a gothic looking, red stone building on the opposite side of the road and a solid, sick feeling forms like a knot in her stomach. She has bad memories of this building and what went on inside it, looming adults with stern faces, questions and paperwork, the constant sick feeling of being in trouble, sharp-edged fragments from her childhood, like pieces of a broken plate. The jazz cuts out and Adele presses her phone to her ear again to hear the faint voice of the receptionist.

‘I have no record of a Madeleine Friar admitted to A and E anywhere in Gloucestershire last night,’ she says. 

‘OK, thanks.’

‘You’re welcome.’

Adele hangs up, a mix of relief and disappointment rushing through her. At least if Maddie had got drunk and ended up in casualty she would know where she was now. She stops in front of the red stone building and looks up at the words written above the door, thin blue letters on a flaking cream background spelling out POLICE STATION. The station building is old and built from blocks of the red sandstone the locals call ‘forest stone’. The midday sun makes it glow a deep, metallic red, like the whole building has been soaked in blood.

Adele glances at her phone one last time, just in case Maddie or one of her friends has sent her a message that she somehow missed. But no one has called, and even Maddie’s friends will be up and about by now, so she slips her phone back into her pocket, takes a deep breath, and steps into the shadow of the building.
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Adele stops inside the doorway. The place hasn’t changed at all; same dark wooden panelling, same dog-eared Crimestoppers posters, same cracked lino on the floor with the grime of decades ground into it by pacing civilians wanting information, or action, or just to get the hell out of here. The vague smell of disinfectant hangs in the air like an unpleasant memory, mingling with the smell of burnt coffee and body odour. Somewhere in the building an old-style phone is ringing, the bell sounding sharp and insistent. No one picks it up.

A beefy looking desk sergeant stands behind a wooden counter frowning down through greasy reading glasses at some paperwork on the countertop, his many chins spilling over his shirt collar. He does not look up.

‘Can I help?’ he says, scribbling something on the top sheet of paperwork.

‘Yes, erm – yes.’ Adele’s voice dies away in the wooden deadness of the reception area. She clears her throat. ‘It’s about my sister.’

‘Mmmm hmmm?’ the desk sergeant’s attention remains on the paperwork.

‘She’s not answering her phone. She was supposed to meet some people at a party last night, a beacon party, but she never made it. I haven’t heard from her since yesterday evening.’

‘Have you called her friends? Boyfriend? Girlfriend?’

‘Yes. No one has seen or heard from her.’

‘Have you tried the hospital? Sometimes people have accidents and …’

‘Yes. She’s not there. She’s missing.’ This comes out with enough force to make him finally stop writing and look up. 

She watches him take her in and sees herself through his eyes – sweaty, crazy hair, smears of grime on her face and arms. He can probably smell the bins on her too. His eyes slide back up to her face and she clocks the exact moment he dismisses her and feels an instant rush of blood.

‘I came here straight from work,’ she says, her voice rising as she moves towards him. ‘I didn’t stop to take a shower or change my clothes because my sister’s missing and I figured it was probably more important to try and find her than make sure I looked nice.’ 

‘Alright, love, calm down.’ The sergeant slides the keyboard of his desktop computer across the counter. ‘What’s your sister’s name?’

‘Madeleine,’ Adele takes another step closer. ‘Madeleine Friar, though everyone calls her Maddie.’

‘Maddie,’ he pecks out her name on the keyboard using two fingers.

‘Date of birth?’

‘Fifteenth of March, 1998.’

He taps this in too. ‘Can you give me a physical description.’

His eyes slide off the screen and over to her and Adele automatically looks away and starts scrolling through the photo album on her phone, looking for a picture of her sister.

‘She’s got light brown hair, brown eyes, five foot three, skinny,’ she continues to scroll and can feel his eyes on her, heavy and unwanted. She finally spots Maddie’s face smiling out from a tightly wrapped bundle of scarf, hat and winter coat. She looks at the date and feels a pang of guilt as she realises that her most recent picture is over seven months old.

‘This is Maddie.’ She holds the phone up so the sergeant can see it.

He peers at it then nods appreciatively. ‘Pretty.’ He looks at her over his glasses and smiles. ‘Looks exactly like you, though I think you’re probably a tiny bit prettier.’

Hot blood rushes to Adele’s face and she glares at him, her mouth opening and closing as her mind tumbles with all the things she wants to say. But his eyes are back on the screen now, moving behind the greasy lenses of his glasses as he reads what is displayed there. He frowns. ‘Are you absolutely sure your sister is missing?’

Adele stares at him, still fuming at his behaviour and attitude.

‘Yes, she’s … of course … she was supposed to come home last night, or this morning at least, and she … I don’t understand the question.’

He nods at the screen. ‘Well, she has quite the colourful history, your sister – three charges of being drunk and disorderly in a public place, some minor drug possession offences, a restraining order from an ex-boyfriend.’

Adele feels anger boil inside her. She wants to tell him to mind his own business, to just do his job and fill in whatever forms need be filled in to officially record that her sister is missing so that someone can actually start looking for her. But she doesn’t say anything because she’s been in these situations before, standing in front of someone with a bit of power and some forms to fill in. Shouting and screaming never does any good. Losing it is called ‘losing it’ for a reason. So she takes a deep breath and forces a smile, because this sweaty bucket of lard in the shape of a man is currently standing between her and finding her sister.

‘Look,’ she says, keeping her voice low and steady, ‘I know my sister has got some history, but she’s not some big-time criminal, she’s just young and stupid. She’s also not the type to take off with no warning. Last night she arranged to meet some friends at the big beacon party at The Clearing and she never showed up. No one I’ve spoken to knows what happened to her, or where she went, and she hasn’t been seen or heard from since, so I would really like to file a missing persons report, please.’

The sergeant stares at her. Doesn’t move. ‘You know the chances are she just met some people and went off to a different party, right? I mean it was Midsummer last night, it was carnage out there. I’ve got a couple of idiots asleep in the cells now who were caught wrapping toilet paper around the war memorial at three o’clock this morning off their heads on Christ knows what. I bet your sister’s sleeping off a hangover somewhere and will turn up in a few hours doing the walk of shame and wondering what all the fuss is about. You don’t need to be wasting everybody’s time filling in forms.’ He looks down at the paperwork spread over the counter in front of him, ‘I’ve got way too many on my plate as it is. Tell you what I’ll do, if your sister’s still missing in a couple of hours after I’ve cleared this lot away then we can … hey, what are you doing?’

He holds his hand up to block the bright light now shining in his face.

‘I’m filming you,’ Adele moves her phone to the side to light up his face again.

‘Why?’ He moves his hand across to block the phone.

‘You’re refusing to help me find my missing sister, so I’m recording evidence for the official complaint I’m going to make. Could you state your name please?’

‘What? No, I’m not giving you my name. Put your phone down and stop filming me.’

‘So, now you’re also refusing to give me your name. Doesn’t matter, I’m sure someone will recognise you when I post this online.’ She keeps moving to make sure she catches enough of his face to be identifiable. ‘This police officer is refusing to file a missing persons report. My sister is called Maddie Friar, she’s twenty-four years old and has been missing since Midsummer’s Eve. She’s not answering her phone, I haven’t heard from her, nor have any of her friends, I just told this police officer all of that and he is refusing to file a missing persons report.’

‘I never said that. I never said I wasn’t going to file a report. Stop filming. I said I was going to fill in the form after I’d … look, I’ll fill in the form now, OK? Put the phone down and I’ll fill in the bloody form.’

Adele lowers her phone but keeps it pointing at him. She doesn’t stop filming until he’s filled in the form and filed it.
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St Anthony’s Well lies at the bottom of a woodland hollow beneath ancient trees. A low wall of rough stone blocks surrounds the rectangular pool of pure, clear spring water which bubbles up from the ground, carrying the deep chill of the earth and the reputed ability to cure rheumatism, skin complaints, and even – according to one report from the early 1880s – leprosy. This reputation, coupled with its pretty setting, makes it a magnet for tourists, though it is oddly quiet this midsummer morning. The only visitors currently are two men, one solid figure in nondescript hiking clothes with a trim, reddish beard fringing a ruddy face, and the Earl of Dean who sits slumped on the wall surrounding the miraculous waters, his head in his hands as he talks, and talks, and talks.

The standing man is Russell Beech, one of the Earl’s oldest associates, and someone who, partly through the Earl’s patronage, has risen to the position of Chief Constable of the Gloucestershire Constabulary. He listens now, his pink face stern and serious as he stares down into the well. Eventually the Earl stops talking, leaving just the sound of birdsong and the trickle of water. Beech takes a long deep breath, blows it out slowly then speaks in a low voice, barely audible above the sounds of the forest.

‘Tell me what you know about the girl.’

The Earl rubs his hands over his face and stares at the ground. ‘Sebastian met her in a pub.’

‘Name?’

‘I think it was The Charcoal Burner’s.’

Beech closes his eyes and shakes his head. ‘The name of the girl, not the pub.’

‘Oh, er … Maddie, but that’s not her real name.’

‘Do you know her real name?’

‘Yes, Helen. Helen Bailey.’

‘And do you know what name she is going by now?’

The Earl looks up at him with a look of confusion on his face. ‘I already told you, it’s Maddie.’

Beech’s lips compress into a tight line. In all his years of dealing with the Earl and his family he has never failed to be surprised at how thick they all are, despite their noble breeding and expensive educations.

‘I mean, do you know what surname she is using now?’

‘Oh right, yes, I see. No, I don’t know her full name.’ The Earl looks back down at the forest floor and shakes his head, the strain of the morning etched on his face. ‘I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I didn’t know Seb had invited this girl along or who she would turn out to be. I thought all that … unfortunate business was in the past.’

Beech looks down at him, a look of disgust on his face.

Unfortunate – such a genteel word for such a sordid thing.

‘Where’s your son now?’

‘Gone back to London. I thought it best to get him away from here. I mean, it’s not his fault. He doesn’t deserve to get in trouble for any of this.’

Beech closes his eyes, astounded by the blind entitlement of these people. As long as they were alright, they never really gave a shit about anyone else, they just withdrew into their mansions and their titles and pulled up the drawbridge, leaving other people to tidy up their mess. Other people like him.

‘Listen,’ he says, ‘people disappear round here all the time. It’s not that unusual. People come, people go. From what you’ve told me it sounds like this Maddie was a pretty nomadic character anyway. It’ll probably be a day or two before anyone even notices she’s missing. Maybe no one will say anything.’

‘But what about the sister?’

‘What about her? She could be anywhere. Could be in Australia for all we know, or dead. I’ll do some digging, see if I can find out what happened to her. What was her name before she changed it?’

‘Donna. Donna Bailey.’

‘OK. I’ll look back through the records and see if I can pick up her trail. In the meantime, go back home, do whatever you normally do, act as if nothing has happened, because as far as everyone is concerned nothing has happened. We need to stay calm, keep our heads and figure out the best thing to do, for all of us, because there’s too much at stake here. We can’t afford any kind of scandal or scrutiny – it could derail the whole thing.’

He looks up at a group of hikers who have appeared through the trees and are making their way towards them.

‘Now make a wish and take my picture like we’re just a couple of old fruits come to dip our toes in the well, then let’s get the hell out of here before anyone recognises us.’
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Maddie Friar’s missing persons report is filed at 12.46 p.m. and instantly triggers an alert in the Gloucestershire Constabulary headquarters in Quedgeley, about fifteen miles east of Cinderfield. It pops up on the screen of a desktop computer in a messy, and currently unoccupied office and goes unnoticed – for now. The report is also automatically forwarded to two national databases, the PNC – Police National Computer – and the UK Missing Persons Unit of the National Crime Agency – UKMPU. It is this that triggers a second alert which appears on a laptop currently lying open in a study overlooking the Thames at Tower Bridge. Apart from one wall of glass, the room is entirely lined with floor to ceiling bookshelves. These are crammed with books on criminology, law, forensics, and behavioural and social science, so many books they spill out onto the floor and collect in neat piles around a purple velvet Chesterfield sofa that rises like an island from the sea of words.

Sitting in the midst of all this, like a tiny bird in a nest of paper, is Dr Laughton Rees, her small face and large, green eyes framed by a tumble of messy blonde hair that makes her look more like the lead singer of an indie band than a professor of criminology. She looks up from the selection of autopsy photos spread out on the desk, her attention snagged by the ping of the alert, and speed-reads the contents of the email, making mental notes of the key details before clicking on the attached photo. She studies the smiling face of Maddie Friar bundled up in her scarf and coat, happily unaware in the moment the picture was taken that it would one day end up attached to her missing persons file.

‘Mum!’ the office door bursts open behind her and a teenage girl who could be Laughton’s double barges in. ‘Have you seen my Converse?’

‘Woah Gracie!’ Laughton scoops the autopsy photos together and quickly turns them over. ‘What happened to knocking?’

‘Sorry, I’m looking for my shoes.’

Laughton turns and regards her daughter, dressed in the bottle green sports kit of her school, her eyes dropping down to her feet. ‘You’re already wearing shoes.’

‘These are for the beach, I need my Converse for going out.’

‘Right.’

Gracie drops to the floor and starts hunting around, knocking over a pile of books on pagan folklore. Laughton had signed Gracie up for the surf trip to Cornwall when she’d moved to her new school back in January and Laughton was signing her up for pretty much everything in the hope that it would help her make new friends. Now the trip has finally arrived and Gracie already has more friends than Laughton can keep up with, she wishes her daughter wasn’t going. She knows it’s only Cornwall, and it’s only five days, and that Gracie is sixteen now and the trip is fully supervised, but it’ll still be the longest they’ve ever been apart, and the thought makes her feel an actual physical pain in her chest. She also knows it’s her problem and that she needs to get over it and let go. But almost losing a daughter, as she had so nearly lost Gracie, will light a fire of anxiety in any parent that will never, ever be fully extinguished.

Gracie reaches under the Chesterfield and pulls out a black and red Comme des Garcons Converse like a rabbit from a hat. ‘Ta Da!!!’

‘How did that get there?’

‘Must have been when I did my homework in here the other night when you were out.’

Laughton shakes her head. ‘I wish you wouldn’t use my office without checking with me first,’ she glances back at the autopsy photos to make sure they’re all face down. ‘I have lots of sensitive and confidential material in here.’ 

‘Don’t worry, I’m not interested in looking at any of your manky pictures.’

‘Good. Do you want me to walk with you down to the school?’

‘No, it’s OK.’ Gracie pulls the other shoe from beneath the sofa and stands back up. ‘Lily and Elodie are going to call round and we’re going to walk up together.’

‘OK. Have you got your phone and your charger?’

‘Yes Mum.’

‘What about all your meds?’

‘I’m all sorted, stop worrying.’

Laughton forces a smile and steals a glance at the photo of Maddie Friar. It’s hard not to worry when her working life is spent studying in detail the very worst things that can happen to people. She realises her daughter is hovering and looking at her with that slightly guarded expression that usually means she wants something.

‘Have you got any cash?’ Gracie asks.

‘Why do you need cash?’

‘I dunno, food!?’

‘I’m pretty sure they’re going to feed you and I’ve already transferred forty quid to Mr Ashford for spending money.’

‘Yeah, but what about snacks or emergencies?’

‘Well first, let’s try and avoid the word “emergencies” shall we, and secondly, if you wanted some extra cash you should probably have given me a bit more notice than two minutes before you’re about to step out the door.’

‘Sorry. Have you got any though?’

Laughton closes her eyes and sighs. ‘There might be some in the kitchen drawer under the toaster in among all the takeaway menus.’

‘Thanks Mum. Luv ya!’

Gracie skips out of the room and Laughton watches her go, wishing again that she’d never signed her up for the trip.

She turns back to the laptop and stares at the photo of Maddie Friar, barely older than Gracie is now and beaming with that same kind of open, wide-eyed, youthful trust and innocence that Gracie has.

And Maddie Friar is now missing.

‘WHAT DRAWER DID YOU SAY IT WAS IN?’ Gracie hollers from the kitchen.

‘The one under the toaster.’

‘WHICH ONE!?’

‘THE ONE … Oh don’t worry, I’m coming.’

Laughton clicks on the photo to close it then drags Maddie Friar’s missing persons file across from the email and into a folder on her desktop with a one-word title, written in caps:

‘CINDERMAN’.
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Adele walks away from the police station, feeling wrung out from her confrontation with the sergeant. She reaches the war memorial and her phone buzzes in her hand, setting her heart thumping. She shields her eyes against the sun, squints at the screen, but it’s not Maddie, it’s just an automatic notification asking if she wants to join the free Wi-Fi the council recently installed, along with a twenty-four-hour webcam live-streaming the high street, which has to be the most boring thing she’s ever seen. Nevertheless, the notification gives her an idea and she opens the connection request, fills in her details then selects the video clip she filmed at the police station and starts uploading it to YouTube. At least this way she’ll still have it if she loses her phone, and she may still need it. The sergeant said he’d filed the report but that didn’t mean he actually had, and she flat out didn’t trust him. She didn’t trust anyone. She waits for the video to finish uploading then sets the settings to private – for now.

She looks down the street, her eyes following the route the Midsummer Parade had taken the night before, past the shops and on towards the edge of town and the forest beyond. She should really head back to the campsite and finish off the morning clean-up but something else draws her on, the idea that this was the last place her sister had
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