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​The Ghost of Stanage Edge

Her mobile phone vibrated in her jacket pocket, an artificial hum that felt offensive in the fragile silence of the morning. A second vibration followed, longer, more insistent. Grace Miller made no move to take it out. Her gaze was fixed on the dry-stone walls that blurred past the passenger window, ancient grey lines dissecting the rain-soaked Derbyshire landscape.

“Aren’t you going to get that, love?” Elena Miller’s voice broke the quiet inside the car, her tone forcedly cheerful, as if the cheerfulness itself could ward off the biting morning air. “It might be important.”

Grace didn’t shift her gaze from the monotonous view. “It’s probably just another reminder about the kit list from the organisers. I’ve checked it three times. You’ve checked it twice. I think we’re safe.”

“It could be your father,” Elena pressed on, her hands gripping the steering wheel a little too tightly for the deserted country lane. “David said he’d call this morning. He just wants to wish you luck, give you a bit of encouragement.”

The name hung in the air between them, heavier than the large expedition backpack pressing against the back seat. Grace felt the muscles in her jaw tighten involuntarily. She turned her face further towards the window, where a single drop of condensation traced a path down the glass, mimicking a tear. She wished her mother would take the hint, let the silence return. Of course, she didn’t.

“He’s so excited for you, you know,” Elena continued, her voice softening, modulating into the gentle persuasion that had become the soundtrack to the last year of Grace’s life. It was the voice her mother used when she was trying to fix something that couldn’t be fixed. “Last night, when I was helping him get ready for bed, he said, ‘My Gracie’s going to be conquering those peaks tomorrow.’ His eyes were sparkling, love. You should have seen them. Just like they used to.”

Grace swallowed hard against a sudden tightness in her throat, which felt as dry as the stones outside. My Gracie. The echo of a different voice—a deeper, rougher one, full of a cheerful, unshakeable spirit—rang in her ears. The ghost of a sound that refused to be exorcised. She gripped the edge of the car seat, her knuckles turning white against the worn upholstery.

“You can just drop me at the junction up ahead,” she said, her voice flat. “I can walk from there. Good warm-up.”

“Don’t be silly, Grace. It’s another mile yet, and it’s all uphill. Look at that fog, it hasn’t even lifted.” Elena gestured ahead, where the narrow road climbed and vanished into a thick, milky-white shroud. “Besides, I want to see you to the starting point. Make sure you haven’t forgotten anything.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything,” Grace retorted, a little sharper than she’d intended. “You made sure of that. You packed half this rucksack as if I were going away for a month.”

Elena sighed, a small sound freighted with managed disappointment. “I was just trying to help. This isn’t just a walk in the park, Grace. This Duke of Edinburgh’s Award is a big deal. A challenge. I just want you to be prepared.”

“I’m prepared,” Grace lied. The words felt like ash in her mouth. She stared at the faint reflection of her face in the window—pale, with dark circles under her eyes that the dim dawn light couldn't hide. She was anything but prepared. She was an imposter in expensive new hiking boots and a waterproof jacket, playing the part of someone she used to know. Someone who had died a year ago, right here where they were headed.

The car slowed, turning into a small, gravelled lay-by at the side of the road. Only a few other cars were there, likely belonging to eager morning climbers or indefatigable hikers. Elena switched off the engine, and the sudden silence was deafening. To Grace, silence wasn’t peace. Silence was an empty stage waiting for the tragedy to be re-enacted. It was the pause just after the sound of a rope snapping and before the first scream tore through the air.

She pushed the car door open before her mother could say anything, needing air, needing space. The cold wind hit her immediately, carrying the scent of wet earth and decaying bracken. It felt thin and sharp in her lungs. She stood there for a moment, her back to the car, staring up the slope towards Stanage Edge. The cliff face itself was invisible, hidden by the fog, but Grace didn’t need to see it. She could feel it, a vast, looming presence in the mist, like a sleeping monster waiting to swallow what was left of her.

“Grace, wait.” Elena got out of the car, her voice tinged with anxiety. “Your jacket, you haven’t zipped it up. You’ll catch your death.”

Grace looked down, her own fingers stiff and disobedient as they fumbled with the zipper. Elena came closer, her more dextrous hands taking over and pulling the zip up to her chin in one smooth motion. The gesture was so maternal, so normal, that it felt like a betrayal. Nothing was normal today.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to walk with you to the meeting point?” Elena asked, her eyes scanning Grace’s face, searching for cracks in the mask of indifference Grace had so painstakingly assembled that morning.

“I’ll be fine,” Grace said, avoiding her mother’s gaze. “It’d be weird, anyway. No one else will have their mum dropping them off like it’s the first day of school.”

“I’m not just your mum,” Elena whispered, her hand coming to rest on Grace’s arm, the grip gentle but firm. “I’m worried about you. We shouldn’t have pushed you into this.”

“Pushed me?” Grace pulled her arm away. An unexpected bitterness rose in her throat. “Mum, this wasn’t my idea. It was yours. Remember? ‘Grace, you need a purpose. Something to put on your university application.’ As if the grades weren’t enough.”

Elena’s face tightened. “That’s not fair. We both know this was never about university. Since... since the accident, it’s been a full year, Grace. You haven’t picked up your guitar once. It just sits in your room gathering dust like a museum relic. You haven’t spoken a word about climbing, and it used to be your whole world. You’ve just... disappeared into yourself. I thought, maybe, the fresh air, a challenge... maybe it would help find that spark again. The spark of you.”

Grace finally looked at her mother. She saw the worry lines etched deeper around Elena’s eyes, the threads of grey that seemed more numerous than last year. She saw the desperate love and good intentions there, and it only made it hurt more. How could you be angry at someone who was only trying to patch up your shattered heart, even if they were using broken glass to do it?

“There’s no spark to find,” Grace said quietly, her voice barely a whisper. “It went out, Mum. It went out with the rope.”

She turned away before her mother could answer, before she saw the sheen of tears welling in Elena’s eyes. She walked to the back of the car and opened the boot. Her bright blue rucksack lay there, overstuffed and intimidating. It felt like its weight came from more than just the tent, stove, and spare clothes. It felt like she was carrying a tombstone on her back. She hauled it out, stumbling slightly at the unexpected heft.

“Let me help,” Elena offered, her voice thick.

“No, I’ve got it.” Grace leaned the pack against the bumper and laboriously slid her arms through the shoulder straps one by one. She straightened up, the plastic buckles pressing into her chest. The weight settled on her, a physical and metaphorical bowing.

Elena watched her, her expression a painful mixture of hope and sorrow. “David would be so proud, seeing you like this, back here, facing it all.”

Every word was a blow. Back here. Facing it all. As if this were a courageous choice, not a sentence she was serving because her mother didn’t know what else to do with her. As if this expedition was about healing, not just a desperate attempt to survive her own memories for the next few days.

She didn’t answer. She just adjusted her straps, pulling them tight until they bit into her shoulders, a welcome physical discomfort to distract from the turmoil inside.

“Call me if you need anything,” Elena said finally, conceding. “Really, Grace. Anytime.”

Grace gave a short nod, not trusting her voice. She turned and began walking up the rising path, away from the car park, away from her mother, and towards the ghosts waiting for her in the mist.

Each step felt heavy. Her boots crunched on the gravel, a sound too loud in the morning quiet. She could feel her mother’s eyes on her back until she rounded the first bend and the car was lost to view. Alone. Finally. But she wasn’t alone. The echoes were her companions now.

The path grew steeper. Her breath began to quicken, creating clouds of white vapour in the cold air. She passed through a wooden gate and onto the open moorland. It was here, a year ago, that they had laughed as her dad tried to balance a water bottle on his head. It was here they had stopped for sandwiches, her dad putting on too much mustard, as always. The small, ordinary memories were the ones that hurt the most.

As she walked on, driven by some awful need to get there, she heard other voices. Not from the past, but from the present. Laughter, followed by a clear, enthusiastic shout.

“Nice one, Tom! Keep your tension on the left foot! Trust it!”

Grace froze. She crept forward cautiously and peered around a large outcrop of rock. There, on a different section of the crag, about fifty yards away, were two figures. One on the ground, paying out the belay rope with calm concentration. The other, some twenty feet up, was plastered to the rock face like a spider, his body moving with a fluid economy of strength that Grace recognised intimately. She saw the way the climber shifted his hips, the way he tested a foothold with the tip of his shoe before committing his weight. She heard the familiar metallic click of a quickdraw being clipped.

A cold nausea rolled through her stomach. It was a sight that had once been her greatest source of joy, a vertical dance she understood on a cellular level. Now, it felt like watching a foreign language she had once been fluent in but had now forgotten. She was a ghost at the edge of her own world, watching others live the life that had once been hers. She saw the familiarity between the two climbers, the absolute trust that flowed through that single thread of rope, and a cavern opened in her chest. She pulled the hood of her jacket lower over her face and hurried past them, her head down, hoping to go unseen, feeling like a trespasser on her own hallowed ground.

She walked further along the base of the escarpment, away from the living climbers, towards the place where her darkest memory resided. The fog swirled around her, muffling sound and isolating her. She didn’t have to search. Her body knew the way. She stopped below a particular section of rock. There was no marker, no plaque. Nothing to signify the place where her world had ended. But she knew. Every crack and fissure in the stone was seared into her memory.

She closed her eyes, and the fog around her was replaced by the bright sunshine of a year ago.

The feel of the gritty, cool sandstone beneath her fingertips, tiny grains lodging in her sweaty skin. The smell of chalk and warm earth. Below, her father’s voice, David, echoing with unshakeable confidence.

“You’ve got this, Gracie! Straight arms, remember? Let your legs do the work!”

She’d glanced down. He was looking up, smiling, shading his eyes from the sun with his hand. The bright orange climbing rope stretched between them, their lifeline, a symbol of unspoken trust.

“Dad, I’m not sure about this hold,” her own voice, a younger, more naive version, sounding strained. She was about thirty feet up, hanging on, her fingers burning, her muscles trembling with fatigue.

“You’ve practised this. Trust your feet. Trust your instincts. I’m right here. I’ve got you. You’re not going to fall.”

He had her. Yes, he did. The belief in his voice was enough. Grace took a deep breath, found a tiny purchase for her right foot, and pushed herself upwards. She was going to make it. She was going to nail the crux move they had practised for weeks.

“A little further, Gracie! You’re almost at the ledge!”

The feeling of triumph swelling in her chest. She shifted her weight, reached for the next hold, and that’s when she heard it.

Not a loud noise. Not a bang. Just a sound like a dry twig snapping under a boot. A sharp, dry, final pop that was utterly out of place in the wide-open air. It was the sound of nylon fibres giving up a fight they were never meant to have. The sound of an invisible manufacturing defect, a microscopic weakness with seismic consequences.

A split second of absolute silence followed. A perfect, terrible silence where the universe seemed to hold its breath. In that silence, she saw her father’s smile falter, replaced by an expression of confusion, then pure horror as he realised what that sound meant.

Gravity took over.

She didn’t fall far. The backup safety rope, which her father had meticulously put in place, caught her after only a few feet. She swung violently into the rock face, the wind knocked out of her, her shoulder slamming against the stone. But she was safe.

Her father was not.

He wasn’t hit by a falling rock. He didn’t slip. In the fraction of a second between the rope snapping and the backup catching, his fatherly, protective instinct took over. He lunged forward, not away, as if he could somehow catch her, as if he could break her fall with his bare hands. His foot caught on a hidden stone in the grass, his ankle turned awkwardly, and he went down backwards, all wrong. His head hit a low stone ledge jutting from the earth with a sickening, wet thud that Grace would never, ever forget.

The silence after that was the worst. A silence broken only by the wind and her own panicked sobs as she dangled on the rope, staring down at his unmoving form, a dark red pool beginning to spread around his head like a devil’s halo.

Grace opened her eyes, gasping for air. She reached out and pressed her palm against the cold, damp rock in front of her. She dropped her head, her forehead resting against the rough surface. Her breath came in ragged, uncontrollable shudders. This wasn’t a climbing spot. It was a grave. A headstone for her courage, for her identity, for the man her father used to be. The man who now spent his days in a wheelchair, needing help with the simplest things, his smile still there but his eyes sometimes vacant, as if a part of him was still lying at the bottom of this cliff.

“It was my fault,” she whispered to the stone, the words she had spoken a thousand times in the silence of her room. “I should have checked the rope. I shouldn’t have pushed myself. I should never have asked to go that day.”

The phone in her pocket vibrated one more time. This time, with a stiff, jerky movement, she pulled it out. A text from her mother.

I know this is hard. But I also know you’re strong. So much stronger than you think. Call me if you need anything. I love you.

Grace stared at the message, her thumb hovering over the screen. Her mother’s love felt like another weight. It was a love that had signed her up for this expedition, pushed her back to the Peak District, to the heart of her trauma, in the blind belief that facing a demon would banish it. Her mother didn’t understand. You couldn’t banish a ghost that lived inside you.

“I’m not strong,” she muttered to the silent phone.

She shoved it back into her pocket and forced herself away from the rock face. She looked up the path ahead, the one that would take her to the DofE meeting point, to a group of strangers who would be her teammates. They would expect her to pull her weight, to navigate, to pitch a tent, to be a functioning member of the group.

How was she supposed to do that when she could barely function inside her own skin?

Surrounded by a natural beauty that had once brought her peace, she now felt only menace. Every cliff was a reminder. Every ravine a potential failure. This trip was not about healing. She knew that in her gut. She wasn't seeking catharsis or closure. She was just trying to get through the next few days without falling apart completely. This was about surviving the memory, one painful step at a time, with a weight of guilt that was far heavier than any rucksack man had ever designed.

She took a deep breath, the cold air searing her lungs. She adjusted the weight of the pack on her shoulders, feeling the straps dig in deeper, a penance she deserved. Then, with her head bowed against the wind and the unseen ghosts, Grace Miller turned and began walking towards her future, one step away from the place where everything had been lost.
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​The Map is Not the Territory

The paper felt dangerously thin between Harriet Finch’s fingers, a fragile anomaly in her meticulously structured world. On top of it, the route map she had just checked for the fifth time lay safely inside its thick, laminated sleeve, its contour lines sharp and dependable. With the tip of her pen, she traced down her self-made final checklist, each tick made with the precision of a surgeon. Two-person tent, 2.1kg—check. Butane gas stove, full canister—check. Supplementary first-aid kit, including compression bandages, sterile dressings, and hydrocolloid blister plasters—check, check, check. Orderliness was her fortress, and every ticked item was another stone laid in her defensive wall.

Around her, chaos reigned like a noisy king. The meeting point near the outdoor activity centre was buzzing with the nervous energy of adolescents unleashed into the wild. The sounds of roughly pulled zips, shrill laughter, and the faint thud of bass from someone’s headphones blended into a dissonant symphony. A group of boys were tossing a rugby ball with more energy than accuracy, while a few girls compared the colours of their nail polish, as if this were a picnic in the park, not a two-day expedition in some of England’s most unpredictable terrain. Harriet ignored them all with trained discipline. The noise was just irrelevant data, a distraction from the task at hand.

A man with a clipboard and a garish, bright orange DofE vest shouted over the din. “Medical and consent forms! To this table before the briefing! I repeat, no form, no trek, no exceptions!”

Harriet exhaled, a barely audible puff of air. This was it. She carefully lifted the flimsy paper from on top of her map. Medical and Participation Consent Form. She had filled it out in neat, uniform block capitals, the answers short and definite. Does the participant have any history of cardiac or respiratory illness? NO. Does the participant have any pre-existing medical conditions that may be affected by strenuous physical activity? NO. At the bottom, above the dotted line, was a signature. Dr. A. Cole. The blue ink was just a fraction thicker than it should have been.

She folded the paper in half with the same precision and rose to her feet, her movements fluid and purposeful. She walked through the crowd towards the makeshift table where the supervisor stood, navigating the strewn rucksacks and chattering groups without needing to alter her stride. When it was her turn, she held out the form. For a split second, her hand paused in mid-air. She held her breath, a reflex she couldn’t control, as if exhaling would bring the entire fragile edifice of her lie crashing down around her. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a too-fast rhythm she mentally commanded to be still.

The supervisor, a weary-looking middle-aged man named Mr. Collins, took it without a glance, simply tossing it onto an already thick pile. His indifference was a gift.

“Name?” Collins asked, his eyes already on the next girl in line, who was chewing gum loudly.

“Harriet. Harriet Finch.”

“Right then, Finch. Join the others. Mr. Bennett’s briefing will start in a moment.”

Harriet gave a short nod and turned away. She walked a few paces before allowing herself to breathe out slowly, a small tremor running down her arm as the tension eased slightly. It was done. The first bureaucratic hurdle was cleared.

Not far away, leaning against a wooden post with a studied casualness, Finn Doherty observed the scene with amusement. He nudged the young man next to him, who was staring blankly into the distance, large headphones hanging around his neck like a modern necklace.

“Check it out, Mo,” Finn said in a low voice, smirking. “Just spotted her. Harriet ‘Not-a-Hair-Out-of-Place’ Finch. I bet her rucksack is organised alphabetically. Or maybe by colour spectrum. You think she’s got a table of contents?”

Morgan Davies shifted his bored gaze from the treetops to Harriet, who was now re-checking the knots on her boots, and then back to Finn. “I couldn’t care less. As long as she’s got chocolate and doesn’t mind sharing, she can organise it however she wants. You did bring enough snacks, right, Doherty? You promised beef jerky. If I have to eat another bag of nuts and raisins, I’m staging a mutiny.”

“Of course I did,” Finn shot back, patting a bulging side pocket of his rucksack. “I am the designated purveyor of fun and protein on this trip. I even brought a bag of marshmallows to toast over the stove. You just have to supply the cynical commentary to keep us grounded. It’s a perfect symbiosis.”

“Someone has to,” Mo muttered. “Otherwise, your boundless optimism might poison us all. Do you really think this is going to be ‘fun’? We’re going to be walking in mud for two days and sleeping on rocks, surrounded by insects that want to drink our blood.”

“That’s the adventure of it, mate!” Finn threw an arm around Mo’s shoulders, which was immediately shrugged off with an annoyed grunt. “It’s about escaping civilisation! Forgetting about exams! Becoming one with nature! We might see a falcon. Or at least some moody-looking sheep.”

“Wow. Sheep. Your ambition is truly inspiring,” Mo replied flatly.

Grace Miller arrived in the middle of this hubbub like an unmoored boat. After leaving her ghosts at Stanage Edge, the normal chaos of her peers felt strange and alien. She moved along the edge of the crowd, her rucksack an unfamiliar weight on her back, pulling her down. She recognised Harriet from a few classes together—always in the front row, her notes immaculate, always the first to raise her hand with the correct answer. She also recognised another girl now striding imperiously towards Harriet, Sadie Hart.

Sadie crossed her arms, a condescending smile plastered on her face. “Still trying to colour-code the world, Harriet? I’m surprised you haven’t laminated the air around you to keep it in place.”

Harriet finished tightening her final knot before slowly rising to face Sadie. Her smile was thin, almost imperceptible, and entirely without warmth. “Someone has to, Sadie. Otherwise, entropy would win. A concept you probably missed while you were busy cheating in physics.”

The jab landed squarely. Sadie’s face flushed. Their rivalry was legendary in their year—always vying for the top grades, the top spot on every committee, the approval of every teacher.

“At least my future isn’t dependent on some pathetic camping trip to pad out my university application,” Sadie shot back, her voice sharp. “Some of us have already got our conditional offers. On merit, not extracurriculars.”

Harriet didn’t flinch, but Grace, watching from a distance, saw something flicker in her eyes. It wasn’t the sting of rivalry she saw, but the cold jolt of bitter recognition. Harriet’s jaw tightened for a fraction of a second. Sadie’s words about the “future” seemed to cut deeper than they should have.

“Good for you,” Harriet said calmly, her voice perfectly controlled. “I hope you enjoy your campus tours. Be sure to pack hand sanitiser.”

She turned away with a deliberate finality, ending the conversation, and walked to a slightly quieter spot. She took out her map once more. The gesture was meant to look like preparation, but to Grace, it looked like a retreat—a way to focus on understandable lines and contours, not on an uncertain future and words that stung.

“Alright, everyone, gather round! Big circle, just like we practised!” The voice of Mr. Bennett, the lead supervisor, boomed over the noise. “Chop, chop! The sooner we start, the sooner you can start complaining about how much your feet hurt!”

The gaggle of teenagers grudgingly coalesced around him. Mr. Bennett was a stocky man with a weathered face and an unshakeable enthusiasm that seemed immune to adolescent cynicism. He held his clipboard like a sceptre.

“Before we begin, two very important things,” he said, his voice becoming more serious. “First, and this is non-negotiable: phones. I know you all have them. As per DofE regulations for this expedition, all mobile phones are to be switched off and handed over to the registration table. We will seal them in evidence bags for each group. You will get them back tomorrow afternoon. This isn’t a punishment,” he added, his tone softening slightly as he saw a few crestfallen faces. “It’s about the experience. It’s about disconnecting from distractions and relying on your map, your compass, and most importantly, each other. Each team has one emergency satellite phone, and that is it. Understood?”

There was a reluctant murmur of assent. Across the circle, teenagers began to begrudgingly produce their devices, as if handing over a part of themselves. Finn rolled his eyes but surrendered his, while Mo did so with a theatrical sigh. Grace handed hers over without hesitation, relieved to have one less temptation to contact the outside world.

“Welcome, adventurers!” Mr. Bennett continued, returning to his cheerful tone. “You are about to embark on your Duke of Edinburgh’s Silver Award Expedition. For the next 48 hours, you will be tested. You will get lost, possibly. You will get wet, almost certainly. You will argue about the best way to cook instant noodles, one hundred percent guaranteed.”

A few nervous laughs rippled through the crowd. Finn grinned, while Mo looked even more bored.

“But you will also see some of the most stunning scenery this country has to offer. You will learn about teamwork, resilience, and about yourselves. Now, for the group assignments. These are final, no haggling, no swaps.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
H. D. BASTIAN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





