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      MILDRED STOOD OUT behind her hillside cabin, washing her hands in chilly water which pumped through a groaning and creaking tap. Gravel crunched up the path. Mildred wiped her hands on the sides of her apron and stepped in through the back door. She brought the folding counter down, making the hinges creak, and waited.

      Two teenagers, a boy and a girl, stepped into the cabin. No greetings, just a pair of grunts. They wore hats with earmuffs and bomber jackets, hands stuffed into the pockets. The boy had a pierced nose and the strap of the girl’s white undershirt was visible above the neckline of her jacket. A mixture of deodorant and perfume prickled Mildred’s nostrils.

      City people.

      Mildred looked between the two of them. “May I help you?”

      The girl snorted. “Got gum?”

      “No.”

      The girl shrugged, glanced at the boy.

      Mildred reached under the counter and felt the smooth wooden rifle stock. She ran her fingertips over the name engraved there. It felt warm, secure. She unclasped the buckles holding the rifle in place. “You’d better be going then. It’s getting late. You won’t be able to get up the ridge and back before night.”

      The boy chewed his lower lip, eyed Mildred and then reached inside his jacket, producing a handgun. He held his arm straight and pointed it at Mildred’s chest. “Listen, bitch, we know about the gold, so hand it the fuck over.”

      Mildred wrapped her fingers around the rifle, still below the counter, and eyed the boy. “What gold?”

      The boy flinched, wiped a strand of snot from his nose with his free hand and stepped closer. The gun shook in his grasp. “Don’t act stupid, you old cunt. We know all about it.”

      The girl took a step back. “Danny? This is too much. Let’s go, Danny.”

      The boy shook his head. “Nah, we’re finishing this. Didn’t come out all this way for nuffink.”

      Mildred felt the weight of the rifle in her grip and her eyes wandered upward, above the two children, to the portrait of her husband. It hung a little crooked. She would have to rehang it later.

      “Oy! Are you senile or what? Get a fucking move on!”

      Mildred brought her focus back to the boy. He had a steely gaze but his watering eyes gave him away. He had never killed before. She was sure of it. A child who overstepped the mark needed to be punished.

      She ducked down, slipped the rifle off its hooks, cocked it. The boy fired. His bullet whizzed past her ear and bit into the cabin wall. Wood chips caught in her hair. She rose, straightened her arm, looked along the sight and shot the boy right between the eyes. He toppled backward and crumpled to the floor.

      Mildred reloaded. The girl’s lips parted to scream. Mildred shot her too, the body falling beside the boy’s. Mildred stared at the pair of them. Each had a gaping hole in the head. A pair of bloody pools formed beneath their skulls.

      Keeping the rifle crooked beneath her arm, she flipped the counter up onto its hinges and examined the bodies. She gave each a nudge with her foot. Satisfied they were dead, she sighed, placed the rifle on the counter and then closed the cabin shutters.
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      SHE DUG A GRAVE in the forest out back. When night fell she dragged the bodies, one at a time, through long grass to the hole. With them nestled inside, she rested on the shovel a moment to catch her breath and then packed dirt on top, covering the disturbed earth with dead leaves.

      Back in the cabin, she took care of the bloodstains on the wooden boards—they scrubbed nicely into the wood grain—and then she tucked herself into bed, switching to the classical music station on the radio. That night she slept soundly, dreaming of her husband.
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      A HARSH RAPPING at the cabin door brought Mildred round. She shucked off the covers and opened up. Mr Finley stood at the threshold, a smile on his lips, wrinkles marking his forehead. He ran a bed and breakfast in the nearby village of Sesney. “Good morning, Mrs Cartwright.”

      “Good morning.”

      He wrinkled his nose and scratched the back of his neck. “I had some guests come up here yesterday and they never returned last night. You didn’t see a boy and girl, did you?”

      She pouted. “I’m afraid not.”

      “Ah.”

      “You see I’ve been unwell the past day or so, in bed.”

      Finley nodded along. “Yes, I thought it strange you hadn’t opened this morning. You . . .” he paused as if he regretted starting the sentence and then continued, “You are okay up here, all alone, aren’t you? It’s just that I had a funny feeling about those children. Well”—he drew closer and spoke more quietly—“I looked amongst their belongings and turned up what I believe to be drugs. I informed the police at once, of course.”

      Mildred sighed, shaking her head. “It’s terrible the type who have found us out here, isn’t it?”

      “Quite.”

      “Anyway, you’ve no need to worry about me, Mr Finley. Jeremy takes care of me.”

      “Jeremy?”

      “My husband.”

      “Oh, right, that’s . . . then . . . yes.” Mr Finley scratched the back of his neck again, looked off down the trail. “Terribly sorry to bother you. I’d better get back into town, inform mountain rescue.” He stepped back, tripped over a rock but caught himself on the portico. “Silly me!” He set foot back on the path. “You will let me know if you see those kids, won’t you?”

      “I haven’t a phone, Mr Finley, and I wouldn’t like to walk into town, all that way and back again, with my brittle bones, just to tell you that I’ve seen some snotty-nosed children who are most likely on their way back down.”

      He widened his eyes, cleared his throat and then forced a smile. “Yes, perfectly right, Mrs Cartwright. Please don’t exert yourself on their behalf. Not worth it. Still, they are guests and I must do the right thing.”

      “It seems so.”

      “Goodbye, Mrs Cartwright,” he said, and then set off at a frantic pace back toward Sesney.
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      THE NEXT DAY mountain rescue teams scoured the area up the ridge, an hour’s walk from Mildred’s cabin. Mildred served them refreshments on the way up, watching various pieces of equipment passing up and down the trail. In the afternoon they brought in a helicopter, which chopped over the trail for hours, and a dog squad which also failed to pick up a scent. A week later mountain rescue abandoned their search.

      So much fuss for a pair of scroungers.

      Mildred returned to her routine: serving refreshments to families with dogs, middle-aged couples, the right sort. As she handed over a chocolate bar to a walker, she noticed a pair of uniformed men approaching her cabin. Police officers. She had lived up in the cabin for over thirty years and in that time she had never seen a police officer, almost forgotten they existed.

      One of the police officers continued up the slope while the other made for her cabin. He had a buzz-cut and his sweat-soaked shirt collar dug into his neck. “Mrs Cartwright, I presume?”

      “That’s right.”

      He held out his hand. “Officer Mills.”

      “Pleased to meet you. I suppose you’re here about the missing children?”

      “Exactly, madam.” He withdrew a notepad, slapped it on the counter and then glanced around the cabin. When he noticed her husband’s picture he squinted. “That man looks familiar.” He glanced back at Mildred. “Is he a singer or something?”

      Mildred flushed a little. “My husband.”

      He turned to face her, eyes lingering on hers. “Is he—?”

      She pursed her lips, nodded.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.”

      “Why else should I be out here all alone?”

      “Yes, it makes sense now.”

      She paced over to the hot water pot. “Tea, officer?”

      He accepted it with thanks, withdrew a pen from his shirt pocket and then flipped to a clean page in his notepad. “This shouldn’t take long. What I understand from talking to people in town is that you didn’t see the kids. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, officer.”

      He scribbled a note.

      “Where have you come from this morning, officer?”

      “The city,” he said.

      “And you plan to go back today?”

      “Yes, I think so. Don’t plan on staying in Sesney overnight if we can help it.” He sipped his tea, wincing a little at the temperature. “It doesn’t look like we’re going to turn up much here. What chance do a couple of officers have if a mountain rescue team found no trace?”

      “Quite right.”

      “Still, got to put together a report. Cross the t’s, dot the i’s, you know how it is. Between you and me, after talking to the kids’ families back in the city, they sound like nothing more than a pair of punks. Last kind you’d expect to find out here, in the countryside. Probably don’t even know the difference between a cow and a sheep.”

      Mildred chuckled.

      He pulled back his sleeve and scrutinised his watch. “All going well we’ll be back in the city by the early-evening. Got a table booked. It’s my wife’s birthday. You can’t imagine the fuss she kicked up when I told her that I had to come way out here.” He feigned biting his knuckles. “Fire and brimstone, let me tell you.”

      “Oh dear.”

      Mills knocked back his tea and set the cup on the counter. “Thank you very much, Mrs Cartwright.” He headed for the door and then stopped halfway, patted down his pockets. He turned back, noticed his notepad on the counter, smiled, picked it up and slipped it into his pocket. “Would’ve got into quite a bit of trouble if I’d left that here.”

      Mildred smiled.

      He hovered. “There was one thing I wanted to ask.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “A silly thing, really, but I suppose I should while I’m here.”

      “Please, officer, I’m much too old to be embarrassed.”

      “This morning I was speaking to Mr Finley, where the children were staying, and he mentioned overhearing them speaking about gold that they believed you kept up here in the cabin.”

      A hot rush passed through Mildred. She forced herself to remain calm. “Is that so?”

      “And, well, although it hadn’t occurred to Mr Finley at the time, it seems likely that they might’ve set out on the trail to come and rob you.”

      She clutched her hand to her throat. “Rob me?”

      “Yes.” He sighed. “But that can’t be the case. I mean, the trail leading up here is straightforward enough. I couldn’t imagine getting lost, and I’ve got the sense of direction of a lemming. No, they must be up over the ridge.”

      “Sounds likely to me.”

      Mills headed back for the door, taking in the picture again, and then shaking his head. “That face is so familiar to me. I’m sure I’ve seen it before.”

      “A lot of people say that.”

      “Perhaps it’s just the style, you know”—he waved his hand over his face—“like the moustache and hair.”

      “That must be it.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Cartwright. And sorry for intruding.”

      “That’s perfectly all right, officer. I hope you make it back to the city in time for your reservations.”

      “Yes, I hope so too.” He smiled and then headed out of the door, up the trail, after his partner.

      Mildred stood at the counter, staring into thin air and turning over the recent events in her mind. And then she glanced up at her husband, beaming back at her, and she felt a weight lift off her shoulders.
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      THAT NIGHT, outside the cabin, there was a sound of scuffling. Mildred glanced up from her book, a hardbound Victorian romance which had earlier formed part of a much larger collection. She set the book down on the counter, marking her page, and got to her feet, snatching up the rifle as she went.

      She stepped into a pair of wellies and then opened the back door. She peered around the area, unable to make out anything other than shapes in the gloom. And then a figure a matter of a few steps from where she stood, shifted through the darkness. Heart drumming in her ears, she cocked the rifle and brought the sight up to her eye. “Who’s there?”

      The crunch of footsteps across crispy ground ceased. “Officer Mills.”

      She gritted her teeth and kept the rifle raised. “You’re trespassing. This is private property.”

      His form twisted through the gloom, drawing closer. A light blinked on at his side and he shone the torch, temporarily blinding her. “Lower the gun, Mrs Cartwright.”

      She hesitated and then did as he said.

      Mills drew closer still and withdrew something from his pocket. He got up close, a few steps away. “May we talk inside?”

      Mildred nodded and then stood aside, to allow him past.
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      MILLS DREW UP a wooden chair and sat. He wore a fleecy jumper and a pair of sturdy boots. Not on duty. He brushed away at the object in his hand. Mildred recognised it as a hat which had belonged to one of the children. It must’ve dropped off one of the bodies as she carried it to the grave.

      Mills eyed her. “I found this, out in the woods.” His focus shifted to the rifle. “Please, lay the gun down.”

      Mildred clutched the gun tighter.

      “Mrs Cartwright, I radioed my partner. He’s on his way up the trail. It’s all over.”

      She raised the gun, pointed it between his eyes, just like she had with the children. Another body, another person gone. It made no difference if it kept her secret safe.

      Mills remained unmoved. “It’s not the first time I’ve had a loaded gun pointed at me, you know.” He placed the hat on the counter, glanced up at her husband’s picture and then tugged at the loose skin around his fingernails. “I remembered where I saw that picture. In the files, back at the academy, an unsolved mystery.”

      Her finger tightened against the trigger.

      “Quite a suspicious end. Up and disappeared.”

      “And?”

      He stared into her eyes. “You came off quite well following his disappearance, didn’t you? Took all his property and assets. No other family. Children from his first marriage disinherited.”

      “And what about it?”

      A smile tweaked the corner of his mouth. “May I ask why you live here, at the backend of beyond? Why you no longer use your title, Lady Cartwright?”

      “Because I want to be far away from everyone. From all of that.”

      He yawned, stretched his arms. “You know, it’s been a long day. Been all the way to the city and back. A real shame considering that the mansion is just crumbling away.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t left this cabin for thirty years.”

      “Well, a few years ago the estate passed into the hands of the council. They believed all Lord Cartwright’s family to be dead so they built houses on the land. The kids that came here live in one of those houses.”

      Cracks appeared in her resolve. All the memories coming back. Her moment of madness. Now it seemed so petty.

      He chuckled. “I had a good root through the kids’ things. They found receipts in the mansion: for this cabin, for the gold. You left in a hurry, didn’t you, Lady Cartwright?”

      It felt as if the lettering on the rifle stock burned her skin. Her hands shook and then she lowered the rifle, let it rest on the counter. “Don’t address me by that name.”

      Mills picked up the hat and turned it over in his hands, as if examining the needlework. “What puzzles me more is why you killed those kids and buried them out in the woods. You don’t seem to have any need for the gold, in this condition.”

      A chill settled over her chest.

      He stood. “I found the grave. Tomorrow we’ll exhume them and I’m certain we will find that the bullets in their bodies match that rifle right there. You’re going to prison for what you did, so why not admit what you did to your husband, have some peace?” His eyes froze onto hers and then he approached the rifle, rested his hand on it. “May I?”

      Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes. She nodded.

      Mills picked up the rifle, popped the bullet free. It clinked onto the floor. He checked it over. “Quite an old thing, this. Never seen one so old myself, not in working order.” He noticed the stock and held it up to the electric lamp to read the name, inscribed in gold. “Jeremy H Cartwright. This was your husband’s?”

      “Yes.”

      “But yours now?”

      Not a day had passed by when she had not regretted what she’d done. “Yes.”

      “Why did you kill him?”

      Mills was right. She had to give herself some peace, admit her mistakes. A knot formed in her throat. She swallowed it back. “I loved him so much. But . . . but you should have seen how he let good potential go to waste. He bought idiot things: cars, boats, an aeroplane, expensive suits, stupid holidays abroad. I wanted to restore the estate, bring it back to its former beauty. And . . . and then, he told me he wanted to sell it. So . . . so I—” She sobbed. “I took the money and ran. No one could know me.”

      “Where’s his body?”

      She stayed very still and then crossed the room, crouched down, and peeled back several floorboards. Mills laid the rifle back down and stood over her. She peeled back more and more until almost the entire floor was bare. Gold bars glittered in the light.

      Lying between them was a body, wrapped in white cloth, like a pharaoh en route to the afterlife.
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      VERY FEW THINGS sent a tremble down Violet’s spine.

      But a knocking on the door—in the dead of night—was one of those.

      Violet turned over on her too-thin mattress, listening to the slink and strain of the coiled-up springs of her camp bed. The camp bed which was supposed to last her all the way through till spring. She could smell the rust off it . . . could taste the rust of it in her mouth.

      She peered out into the darkness surrounding her—her mind still ebbing back, away from sleep, and towards the real world.

      She reached downwards for the torch she always kept beside her bed, and she flicked it on with a practised motion.

      There was another round of knocks at the door.

      This time harder—louder.

      To try and stop her legs from shaking out from underneath her, Violet mumbled to herself, “I’m coming, I’m coming,” as if that might put the person knocking at her door to rest.

      She walked barefoot over the bare, wooden planks of the lodge—nothing more than a kitchen, living area and a bedroom. A single storey. Out here, in the middle of the woods. She wore a thick fleece on top, and a pair of waterproof trousers underneath as she always did to sleep. Under all those layers, of course, she also had her pyjamas, and, on those especially cold nights—nights like tonight—she even wore thermal underneath beneath it all too.

      When she reached the door, she held still, the torch dangling from her hand, shining its yellow circle at her feet, and she sniffed a little. “Who is it?” she said.

      There was no reply.

      She realised that she had spoken quietly.

      In almost a whisper.

      There was no wonder the person on the other side of the door hadn’t heard her.

      She cleared her throat and then spoke louder. “Who is it?” she said.

      This time, on the other side of the door, she heard a stirring. “Gotta guy injured here, can we bring him in?”

      Violet reached out and felt for the doorknob, but she held back before turning it—telling herself that she had to be a little more cautious here, had to pay attention to her gut instinct. “Injured how?” she said.

      “He got shot, miss.”

      Violet felt her heart thump loudly in her ears, her hands seem to grow impossibly cold. Something about this—all of this—just didn’t seem right. She glanced about herself as if the darkness which pressed up against her on all sides would offer an excuse.

      “I . . . I don’t have much here,” she said. “Not much in the way of medical supplies.”

      There was a grumble on the other side of the door, and then the reply came, “Miss, that doesn’t matter, we need to get this guy here to shelter, okay?”

      Violet held off for another couple of moments, and then, realising that—if they really wanted—they could bust the door right down, she let them in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        2

      

      

      THERE WERE THREE MEN. All of them wore hunting jackets. The one in the middle, Violet saw right away from the way the other two supported him, was injured. She could smell the dank odour of blood straightaway.

      She stepped back, away from them, and they piled on in past her.

      The electric light out on the porch which shone all night, illuminated enough of the living area of the lodge—enough so that the men could lay their companion down on the rug.

      One of the uninjured men, and the same one who had spoken to her from outside the door, Violet could tell from the resonance of his voice, asked if she could switch on some more lights, so that they’d have a better chance of seeing what they had here.

      Violet did as they asked, going out back to flip on the generator. She switched it off at night both to save fuel and because she couldn’t standing the constant buzzing—that buzzing made it impossible to sleep. That was why she kept the torch beside her bed so that she would have something to cling to in the darkness.

      When she returned to the lodge, peered in through the door and to the living area, she saw the main light had come on, and that the two men were stripping off their companion’s hunting jacket.

      Violet still felt like she was half clinging to dreamland. She felt numb all over, as if this scene before her might disappear in a moment, and she’d wake in the old, familiar darkness.

      Have the urge to go to the toilet.

      But she didn’t wake up.

      Thinking quickly, Violet shipped off into the kitchen, got hold of the first aid kit there and brought it to the two men. One of them cracked it open, pawed through it, and worked quickly, separating sutures, and hypodermic needles, and medical gauze . . . most of it stuff that Violet only really had a working knowledge of.

      She was careful out here, in the woods, and since she was the only one at this station at this time in the season, she hadn’t really had need to make use of much more than the occasional plaster, or a dab of antiseptic cream here or there.

      A gunshot wound, though . . . that was a different matter altogether.

      Something which, she was sure, was beyond the scope of the simple first aid kit.

      Violet couldn’t really think of how she could make herself useful, so she was glad when one of the men asked her to go off to the kitchen and boil up some water. She set the water to boil on the gas stove in the kitchen, and then returned to the living area.

      She took in the men, and their hunting jackets, saw that they were all streaked in mud. She studied the two men helping their companion: one of them had blond hair poking out from beneath his beanie cap, while the other, who had shucked his beanie cap as he’d staggered into the lodge, had long, black hair which curled as it brushed his shoulders.

      The injured man, lying flat on his back on the scrappy little rug of the living area, had a clean-shaven scalp. No sign of stubble whatsoever. Violet wondered if he shaved his head every morning, out here, in the woods.

      When the water boiled, she mixed a little cold water into the saucepan, and then brought it through to the pair of men. They accepted it with rugged, embattled smiles, and Violet took up her spot on the periphery once more.

      The men had perhaps been inside the lodge for half an hour before Violet’s mind snapped back to protocol—to how she was supposed to treat situations like this. She had to call it in . . . call it in with the central lodge, about five kilometres away.

      And so she headed into the kitchen, unhooked the walkie-talkie from its stand, and then switched it on. She set it calling and then stood in the doorway to the living area, watching on as the men worked to help their buddy out. Without really thinking, she said, “I’ll try to get in touch with another of the lodges—they might be able to send out a search party. Doubt they’ll be able to bring a chopper by, not really any place to set it down.”

      Neither of the men
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