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To Lesley, as always






The world is full of obvious things which nobody ever observes.


Sherlock Holmes in The Hound of the
Baskervilles, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
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For one second, she was floating. Sailing out into grey nothingness like a bird released from its cage. Cold, damp air wrapped round her body as she flung out her arms and kicked her feet in a desperate attempt to find solid rock.


She tried to scream, but the breath was torn from her throat as she fell. All she could hear was a faint, distant cry, the mewl of a terrified animal, bouncing back from the muffling curtain, drowned by the crashing of water. Her waterproof rattled against her shoulders like battered wings; her hair blew free and smothered her face. She could see nothing, feel nothing, taste only the bitter tang of fear in her mouth.


It happened so fast that her brain wasn’t quick enough to work out what was going on. The fall was too quick, too short and too sudden. The impact killed her instantly.


As she lay on the rock, with her blood dripping between the gritstone slabs, a bird called from the plateau. It was a long, mournful shriek like the voice of a spirit, a phantom that haunted Kinder Downfall.


Almost before she’d stopped breathing, a swirl of mist snaked across her legs and settled in her hair, clutching her in its chilly embrace, hiding her body from view. It would be hours before she was found, a day before they carried her down.


But hers wasn’t the first death on the mountain. Another woman had lain here, decades before. She’d left the memory of herself on this rock, though not her name. The Downfall had seen more than its share of blood.


And that was why they called this place Dead Woman’s Drop.
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Sunday


Detective Inspector Ben Cooper knew he was in the right place when he saw the tape. The way some officers strung it up at a crime scene made it look so untidy, as if a puppy had run amok with a roll of toilet paper and trailed it all over the street.


At the far end of Haddon Close, he found blue-and-white coils tied in unsightly knots round lamp posts, fluttering in strands from a fence and lying in sodden heaps on the pavement. Someone had managed to get every horizontal length of it upside down too – quite an achievement considering how often it had been twisted. The message POLICE LINE – DO NOT CROSS was illegible to anyone not standing on their head.


But it seemed to have worked its magic. That or the bored scene guard staring into the distance with his arms folded across his chest had special powers of some kind. Inquisitive members of the public were noticeably absent for such an open and vulnerable crime scene.


‘No, Strictly Come Dancing is on the telly,’ said the guard when Cooper stopped to ask him. ‘It’s the start of a new season.’


‘Oh, I see.’


‘There were plenty of folk around earlier on, though. And there’ll be a few drunks later, when the pubs shut. I’m due to be relieved by then.’


‘Anyone else on scene?’


‘DC Hurst and the CSIs. And DS Fry is still here from the Major Crime Unit.’


‘OK, thanks.’


The guard noted Cooper’s identity and the time of his arrival on a clipboard and lifted a strand of the tape for him to duck under.


The house was a fairly unremarkable semi-detached property sitting in a quiet corner of an Edendale housing estate. It looked as though it had been built sometime in the last twenty years, with stone cladding to blend in with the traditional building style of the Peak District.


Cooper stopped at the Forensic Investigation van and struggled into a scene suit before he entered the inner cordon. Stepping plates had been laid on the drive, and he could see a trail of splattered blood leading from the open front door.


He already knew some of the story. For once, this murder inquiry was almost cleared up before he arrived. Some cases had no mystery about them at all. The killing of Danielle Atherton required hardly any investigation or the identification of a suspect, just the collection and analysis of evidence, and the building of a watertight case for the Crown Prosecution Service.


Because there hardly seemed any doubt, did there? Not only had Danielle’s husband still been standing over her body when the first response officers arrived, but he was also the person who made the 999 call. Most people who committed murder had no idea what to do next. For many, their first instinct was to phone the police, or call for an ambulance.


So that was what Gary Atherton had done. On the recording of the emergency call Cooper had listened to, Atherton could be heard saying, ‘You’d better come. I think I’ve just killed my wife.’


Case closed? Well, almost.


Unfortunately, people had been known to make false confessions, to pick up a knife and say they’d done it, perhaps to protect someone else. Or they might even convince themselves they had done it. A confession wasn’t enough on its own. The evidence had to support it, and be convincing.


In the hallway, Cooper found Detective Constable Becky Hurst on duty, taking charge of the evidence. She’d been in his team at Edendale CID for a while now, and was one of his most valuable assets. She was efficient and cool under pressure, and she didn’t suffer fools, as DC Luke Irvine and his civilian investigator, Gavin Murfin, had often found out.


‘What do we know so far, Becky?’ Cooper asked her.


‘It’s pretty straightforward,’ she said. ‘The victim was stabbed several times in the neck and shoulder, and once in the palm of the hand.’


‘A defensive wound?’


‘Just the one,’ said Hurst.


‘Have we a confirmed time of death?’


‘An emergency call was made from a mobile phone located at this address at ten thirty-two a.m. The caller identified himself as Gary Atherton, and he told the call handler that he’d killed his wife.’


‘Yes, I’ve heard it.’


‘Well, the first response officers arrived at ten forty-four a.m. and confirmed the victim showed no signs of life. Paramedics were on scene shortly afterwards and verified death.’


‘It looks as though she lost a substantial amount of blood.’


‘And it seems Mr Atherton had made no attempt to control the bleeding either.’


‘What about the phone?’


‘Bagged up. It had bloodstains on it and some nice clear prints.’


Cooper nodded. ‘And Mr Atherton himself?’


‘He went quietly. He’s in custody now being processed.’


‘Good.’


‘Dev Sharma has only just left,’ said Hurst.


‘I’m sure everything is being done according to the book,’ said Cooper. ‘I’ll catch up with DS Sharma when I get back to West Street.’


‘And Luke has talked to some of the neighbours. They say they heard shouting from the Athertons’ property. A violent argument. By all accounts, Mr and Mrs Atherton had been having some problems recently.’


‘Nothing out of the ordinary, then.’


‘Not so far, boss. Oh, and there’s a teenage son, Bradley. He’s no more than fourteen. Social Services are looking after him.’


‘Where is DS Fry?’


Hurst pointed towards the kitchen.


‘I’ll go and speak to her,’ said Cooper.


Most of the Major Crime Unit from the East Midlands Special Operations had been and gone from Haddon Close, leaving only Detective Sergeant Diane Fry on liaison. The task of putting the evidence together would be left to Divisional CID.


For a few moments Cooper watched the crime scene examiners working in the sitting room of the Athertons’ home. Then he turned towards the kitchen, where he saw the murder weapon.


With incidents like this, the outcome was often much worse when it happened in the kitchen. There were too many weapons lying around handy. In this instance, a bloodstained carving knife had been tossed in the sink, where a trickle of water from the tap had splashed the blood into a jagged arc across the porcelain.


Sophie Pullen had been the first to see the danger that day. Its approach was slow and inevitable. And still they’d walked right into it.


The hike onto Kinder Scout had started the same way as it always did. The group had met at the Bowden Bridge car park outside Hayfield and stood for a moment to examine the memorial plaque on the rock wall, as if it was some kind of shrine. Darius Roth made a point of it, and they followed his lead, as always.


The Mass Trespass onto Kinder Scout started from this quarry 24th April 1932.


To Sophie, the group of walkers depicted on the plaque looked much like their own group, a leader striding ahead, a slightly disorganised rabble following behind. The sun cast the skeletal shadows of an oak tree onto the plaque, the remains of a few leaves now brown and withered. There was a wooden bench, too, inscribed with a poem that began:




As I trudge through the peat at a pace so slow


There is time to remember the debt we owe …





They called themselves the New Trespassers Walking Club. That was Darius’s idea, of course. A homage to the original Kinder Mass Trespass. And he made sure they would never forget it, with these little rituals at the start and finish. This was Sophie’s fifth annual walk onto Kinder. But for some of the group, it was their first, which gave Darius the opportunity to explain the significance of the event all over again.


Sophie had said hello to the Warburtons, the middle-aged couple who’d booked a pitch for their caravan on the campsite, only a few yards from the car park. For her, they seemed to be the only normal people in the group, the ones she could have a reasonable conversation with, a chat on a subject that didn’t make either of them sound obsessive.


‘It’s a nice day for it,’ Pat Warburton had said, straightening her hat on her grey curls. ‘Let’s hope the sun lasts.’


‘I’m not sure it will,’ said Sophie.


Sam Warburton chuckled. ‘You’re always looking on the dark side,’ he said. ‘It will be a wonderful day. I can’t wait to get up on the moors.’


‘If he makes it that far,’ said Pat with an anxious frown. ‘He’s not as strong as he used to be.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


Sophie wasn’t sure how old the Warburtons were, but certainly in their sixties at least. They’d been coming on the walk for longer than anyone else, apart from the Gould brothers. Sam and Pat both carried hiking poles and wore matching orange Regatta shell jackets with cotton bucket hats. They walked at their own pace, never racing to get ahead of the others, the way some did. Yet the couple were also the most cheerful, enjoying every moment of their day without complaint or argument. That was why Sophie liked to talk to them. It was a refreshing change from Nick and Darius, and some of the others, who seemed to regard the walk as a competition.


Darius was waving his arms overhead like a tour guide to collect the group together. He wasn’t wearing a hat at all, probably so that his expensively coiffed blond hair could stir gently in the breeze. He was the tallest of the group anyway, so it was hard to miss him. Yet he always seemed to want to make himself bigger, and even more noticeable.


‘All right, guys and gals, it’s time for the off,’ he called.


Guys and gals? The phrase jarred with Sophie. That seemed to have echoes of the famous DJ who turned out to be a paedophile. Wasn’t that one of his catchphrases? Could Darius be ignorant of that, or didn’t he care?


But the two students cheered. Sophie glanced at them sourly, their eager faces grating on her. They were both wearing white Columbia Eco jackets, which they claimed were made from recycled water bottles and were free from chemical dyes. Sophie hadn’t worked out yet which of the students Darius was trying to impress. The short, dark one called Millie, or Karina, the taller blonde? Perhaps it was both. In their eagerness to please Darius, they might as well be identical.


Sophie supposed she ought to try to get a chance to talk to them, to find out more about them. There must surely be more. What were they studying at Manchester Metropolitan University, for a start? How had they come to be connected with this group? And how did they know Darius Roth? But Sophie had never asked.


Then her boyfriend, Nick, appeared at her elbow, smiling in anticipation. He looked flushed, his normally tanned skin slightly pinker than usual. He was very fit, exercised regularly at the gym and went for a run every day. Climbing to the top of Kinder Scout was effortless for him. Sophie already knew he would leave her behind before they reached the summit.


Nick hadn’t even bothered with a waterproof but had tossed on a leather bomber jacket, as if he was just strolling down to the pub. He’d bought a peaked Russian Army cap from Amazon, with a red hammer and sickle badge, and earflaps tied over the top. It was a personal jibe aimed at Darius, who so far had pretended not to notice it.


‘Ready, Soph?’ said Nick.


‘Of course.’


‘Hey, have you seen Liam Sharpe? He’s put weight on since last time.’


‘He’s got a new relationship,’ said Sophie. ‘A Hungarian chef.’


‘Oh really? I hope he can keep up. Darius will kick him out of the group otherwise.’


‘Darius doesn’t have the right to kick anyone out. We haven’t appointed him as our dictator.’


Nick laughed. ‘Trying telling him that. Darius does whatever he wants.’


The group were moving off, with Darius at the head. He turned to beam at his followers, flashing startling white teeth, which seemed to catch the sunlight. His wife, Elsa Roth, was close by as usual, but walking slightly behind him, fitting into his shadow, like a small boat catching the slipstream of a much larger vessel. She was dark and very pretty, with masses of wavy black hair tucked under the brim of her hat. She rarely smiled at anyone else. But when Elsa looked at Darius, Sophie saw something special, an expression beyond mere admiration.


Even Elsa’s choice of a burgundy monogrammed Gucci windbreaker seemed to say something about her relationship with Darius next to his Dubarry shooting jacket with a long royal-blue lambswool scarf tossed casually round his neck. Sophie estimated they were wearing the best part of fifteen hundred pounds between them just in their coats. Elsa’s Harris tweed Tilley hat alone had probably cost more than Sophie’s entire outfit.


A burst of laughter came from Theo and Duncan Gould. They looked almost like twins, though Sophie knew there were about five years between them in age. They had the same receding hairlines, similar greying beards and ancient Barbour waxed jackets. They were the only members of the group who wore gaiters, with elasticated ankles and stirrup straps that passed under the soles of their walking boots. They looked like experienced hikers, which was more than some of the group did. And the brothers never split up, but walked shoulder to shoulder, bulky shapes tramping steadily onwards.


The Goulds ran a plant nursery in Chinley and did a bit of landscape-gardening work. Sophie gathered that neither of them had ever married. She wondered what they talked about to each other as they walked, and what had made them both laugh out loud just now. If she could get closer, she might try to listen in.


The group turned left out of the car park onto Kinder Road and passed the hamlet of Booth, with its ancient sheep wash on the River Kinder.


As they made their way up the road, Faith Matthew slipped in alongside Sophie and Nick in her bright red Berghaus and red woollen hat. Nick fell silent as she approached and it was left to Sophie to make small talk as usual. She found it awkward. Suddenly, she didn’t really know what to say.


‘Here we are again,’ said Faith cheerfully. ‘How have you been, Sophie?’


‘Fine.’


‘The job going well? You’re still teaching at that primary school in Buxton?’


‘Yes, I’m enjoying it.’


‘Good.’


‘You haven’t brought Greg with you this time?’ said Sophie.


Faith looked uncomfortable now.


‘Oh, Greg? No.’


‘He’s still, you know … in the picture?’


‘Well, he’s around,’ said Faith vaguely.


Sophie nodded, trying to watch Faith’s expression as she turned away to look up at the hills. She was aware of Nick stomping along silently beside her. He’d put a bit of distance between them, as if he wanted no part of the conversation. He hadn’t spoken to Faith, and she hadn’t uttered a word to him either.


‘I hope there’s nothing wrong,’ said Sophie.


‘No,’ said Faith. ‘Everything’s fine.’


Then abruptly Faith dropped back to talk to the Warburtons. They were just a few yards behind. Sophie could hear their hiking poles tap-tapping on the road surface.


Sophie caught up with Nick and touched his arm.


‘What?’ he said.


‘You don’t like her, do you?’


‘Who?’


‘Faith, of course.’


He shrugged. ‘I suppose she’s OK. She’s one of the group, isn’t she?’


‘I wouldn’t have thought so, the way you reacted to her.’


‘I’m just not interested in gossip about someone’s boyfriend,’ he said, a bit too tetchily.


‘All right, all right. But there’s one funny thing, Nick.’


‘What?’


‘I haven’t seen Faith since last year, and I only started working at St Anselm’s this term. How did she know I was teaching there?’


‘No idea.’


They walked on in silence. The path entered water-company property before diverting at a second set of gates onto a steep cobbled track that led up onto White Brow. Below, Sophie could see the old water-treatment plant, which had been abandoned years ago. The building was extensive and had glass skylights running along its roofs. But it was rapidly falling into dilapidation, and many of the panes of glass were smashed.


Beyond the dam, they walked along the edge of Kinder Reservoir, crossing a couple of streams. The dark slopes of Kinder itself loomed across the water. At one point, they reached a muddy section, where they had to divert and go round a gnarled hawthorn tree leaning almost horizontally towards the path. Darius sat astride a branch as if riding a horse and grinned at the rest of the group.


‘Take a photo,’ he said.


Elsa obliged him, as she always did.


Past the furthest arm of the reservoir, Sophie looked up at the mottled slopes of Kinder, with patches of purple heather still clinging to their flowers. She could already see low cloud sitting on Ashop Head, like steam rising from a giant cowpat.


They could have worked their way up William Clough and crossed the rocky stream, but instead they veered off to the right and began to climb a steep, muddy path up towards the summit of Sandy Heys.


The group paused just below the ridge for a breather, and to enjoy the spectacular view over the reservoir towards Chinley Head and the hills on the Cheshire border, with the lower slopes of Kinder a series of green humps below them until the darker woodland encroached. The High Peak looked bright and peaceful from here, with shafts of sunlight breaking through the cloud to bathe the landscape.


Sophie turned back to the hill. Over the next rise, wisps of cloud swirled as if waiting for their arrival.


‘All right,’ called Darius. ‘Let’s keep going, folks.’


Without a word, they stood up, adjusted their rucksacks and began to climb again. Within a few yards they were out of the sunlight. The rocks at the top of the slope were wet, the clumps of tussocky grass sodden underfoot.


Striated lumps of stone lay along the edge of the plateau like unearthed graves, battered into eroded slabs. Deeper in, the outcrops had become gnarled and twisted into menacing shapes, protrusions bulging like eyes, sharp slivers of rock reaching towards the path like the beaks of prehistoric birds. Even in daylight, Kinder was populated by monsters. In the complete darkness of a High Peak night, primitive superstitions must have run riot here.


Sophie felt uneasy. Her instincts told her hundreds of eyes were watching her from among those scattered stones.
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Diane Fry had barely exchanged a word with Ben Cooper since the last time they’d met. Now, he saw her standing in the Athertons’ kitchen. Even in the unflattering scene suit and hood, he recognised the angle of her head and stiffness of her shoulders.


Cooper watched her for a moment from the doorway. He was expecting an announcement at any time about her promotion to DI in Major Crime at the East Midlands Special Operations Unit, but it hadn’t come yet. They would be back at the same rank again, the way they were when they first met as DCs in Edendale after Fry transferred from the West Midlands.


He wanted to ask someone about the promotion, but there was no one he felt able to approach. It didn’t seem appropriate, though curiosity was consuming him.


But something was going to happen. Cooper could feel it in the air, sense it in that unacknowledged network of signals that constantly flowed through a large organisation like the police force. You grew attuned to their sound after a while in the job. The change in tone of emails on a particular subject, the sudden absence of someone’s name on the list of recipients or the warnings to watch out for some kind of professional misconduct that he’d never even thought of but that someone, somewhere in the organisation must have committed.


And then there were the ominous mutterings about spending reviews, which always led to doom-laden speculation about whose budget would be cut next. Sometimes the tone could be unintentionally disturbing. A flow of vague information created a hotbed for rumour.


Of course, it was possible that Fry wouldn’t get the DI vacancy at EMSOU even if she was promoted. Like Cooper himself, she was still employed by Derbyshire Constabulary and was only on assignment to the regional unit. She could be redeployed to anywhere in the county, even back into uniform or to a desk job at Ripley.


That thought made Cooper laugh. The image of Diane Fry sitting at a desk in an office at headquarters sending out memos and chairing meetings was just too incongruous.


Just at that moment, Fry turned and saw him. Her eyes narrowed.


‘What are you smiling at?’ she said.


‘Good to see you too.’


Her expression didn’t change. ‘I’m busy here, as you can see.’


‘I know. I came to ask if you needed any assistance. Your colleagues from EMSOU seem to have left you on your own.’


‘I can manage, thank you.’


She made it sound as if he’d insulted her. Cooper shrugged inside his scene suit. Fry had always been stubborn and independent. But a refusal to accept help when it was offered seemed to Cooper like a weakness, not a strength.


‘I don’t doubt it, Diane.’


Fry suddenly softened under his gaze.


‘So how are you?’ she said.


Well, that was almost human. She’d apparently remembered how to greet people she knew.


‘I’m fine, thanks. Busy, as always. What about you? Anything new?’


‘Not really.’


Cooper moved closer to where she was standing. The sleeves of their scene suits rustled against each other, a papery whisper in the silence of the Athertons’ kitchen.


He looked down to see what Fry had been examining so closely when he came in. A book lay open on the kitchen table, a bloody thumbprint left clear and distinct on the edge of a page.


‘A recipe book?’ he said.


‘Mary Berry’s Fast Cakes,’ said Fry.


‘Is this what the argument was over?’


Fry nodded. ‘Maybe they just weren’t fast enough,’ she said.


Cooper leaned a little nearer to peer at the book. Pineapple upside-down cake. It sounded good. But it would never be made now.


A crime scene examiner entered the kitchen and they backed away to allow him to dust for more fingerprints.


‘This should be an easy one anyway,’ said Cooper.


‘Maybe. Most of them are hard going.’


Hard going. That was exactly how he thought of making conversation with Diane Fry. She gave so little, though he knew she had a lot more she could give if she wanted to. But that was the way she was, and she would probably never change. Fry would always be hard work.


‘Your colleagues from St Ann’s have abandoned you, then?’ said Cooper.


‘They aren’t in St Ann’s any more. They’ve moved somewhere else.’


‘Oh yes. Their secret base. The one everybody knows about.’


‘They have other priorities,’ said Fry.


‘Anything I should be aware of?’


Fry didn’t bother to answer this time, and Cooper wasn’t surprised.


The noise going on around them hardly mattered. They had nothing else to say to each other, and it might as well have been silence.


Outside, Cooper looked up and saw the first signs of mist slowly rolling down from the hills above Edendale.


The danger arrived slowly, settling on the higher slopes of Kinder Scout and creeping into the cloughs like tendrils of smoke. A blanket of it had descended from the sky, deadening the Peak District air. The rest of Derbyshire withdrew into the distance, beyond a dank grey wall. Sophie Pullen watched her companions vanish into a tide of invisible menace. They were entering fog.


Sophie said nothing at first. The group had been winding its way across the plateau in single file, trying to stick to the narrow track. She was bringing up the rear, her feet squelching in her boots after she’d stepped onto boggy ground half a mile back. She was tired and uncomfortable, but she didn’t want to be the one who started complaining.


So she followed on behind Liam Sharpe, who looked out of condition and was struggling on the uphill stretches. Sophie could see him panting and wiping a hand round the neck of his lime-green Craghopper as if he was sweating despite the cool breeze.


Only the Warburtons were further back. Sam had trouble with the steep ascent because of his bad knee and had stopped several times with his wife, both of them leaning on their hiking poles.


As usual, Sophie’s partner, Nick, was out at the front with their leader, Darius Roth. She could hear Darius’s voice drifting back to her, though she couldn’t hear what he was saying. Boasting about his knowledge of the moors probably. She saw Nick turn to the two young women immediately behind him as Darius gestured at the horizon. He didn’t look Sophie’s way at all. She scowled at the back of his head, covered in that ridiculous Russian Army cap. He hadn’t even noticed that she’d dropped back.


The ascent of Sandy Heys had been arduous enough for some of the group. Sophie could see them already tiring and stopping to take drinks from their water bottles. Everyone was taking photographs on their mobile phones, except the Warburtons, who’d brought an actual digital camera.


‘Come on, folks, this way,’ said Darius.


He was wearing an oilcloth safari fedora now, which he must have been carrying in one of the vast pockets of his shooting jacket.


‘Are you sure?’ called Sam Warburton.


‘Yes, we’re going to cross the plateau.’


Nick leaned towards Sophie as she drew alongside him.


‘The original mass trespassers didn’t do that,’ he said. ‘Yes, you’ve told us that before. It’s just some obsession of Darius’s.’


‘And we know Darius’s obsessions have to be respected.’


The Gould brothers were striding ahead, looking for signs of the restoration project, Moors for the Future. Dams had been built to hold back water so that the peat wasn’t scoured away. Vegetation was growing back on that part of the plateau, they said. Sphagnum moss returning to the moor.


But there was no vegetation here. Just the wet, black morass of treacherous bog and outcrops of bare rock.


Sophie lowered her eyes to watch her footing on the uneven ground. When she looked up again, she suddenly couldn’t see how many people were walking ahead of her. Nick and Darius had disappeared in the fog, and so had the two young women. The Gould brothers, Duncan and Theo, were about to vanish too, marching shoulder to shoulder like soldiers bent under their backpacks.


For some reason, Faith Matthew and her brother, Jonathan, had strayed off the path and were vague shapes away to the left. Jonathan’s outline was distinctive – very tall and thin, his shoulders slightly hunched, his hair long and untidy. He’d been singing quietly to himself, some song that his band were rehearsing. But his voice was muffled now by the fog.


‘I don’t like this,’ said Sophie.


Liam looked over his shoulder. ‘What?’


She realised he looked quite ill. His expression was distracted, and his forehead creased in puzzlement. He’d been thinking about something else and he hadn’t heard a word she’d said.


‘Haven’t you noticed the weather?’


He stopped and gazed around as if he were seeing the plateau for the first time.


‘There’s a bit of cloud coming down,’ he said.


‘A bit? I can’t even make out Nick and the others now.’


Liam hitched his rucksack up onto his shoulders.


‘We’d better catch up, then.’


They redoubled their pace and within a couple of minutes they could see the leading group again. Jonathan was still wandering several yards away from the path, looking stooped and dejected, kicking irritably at a clump of coarse grass. His sister seemed to have rejoined the lead group. Her red hat bobbed among the figures around Darius.


Darius turned and looked back, ignoring the chattering of the students for a few seconds, as if even he was concerned. But the moment passed and he smiled again, tossing back a lock of hair as he called to Jonathan, or perhaps to Faith. It was hard to tell.


Ahead of them, the murk was getting thicker, swallowing whole rock formations, reducing visibility to no more than a few feet.


‘We ought to warn them,’ said Sophie.


‘They must have seen it for themselves by now,’ said Liam. ‘Darius doesn’t seem too bothered, though.’


‘When is Darius ever bothered about anything? He loves taking risks.’


Sophie jumped in surprise as a motionless crowd of spectators seemed to emerge from the mist on her right. But these weren’t people. They were only the twisted rocks of the Kinder plateau, sculpted by the centuries into the shapes of monsters and demons.


Half of the group might have been miles away but for disjointed fragments of conversation reaching her through a surge of fog.


Sophie shook her head, feeling the moisture slide across her face and drip from her hair, and shivered at the first stab of a damp chill. Even the faintest warmth of the October sun had been left far behind now, blotted out by that dense grey blanket.


It was only later that Sophie heard the noises and saw the lights, and the monstrous figure on the hillside that she would never forget. And then the first cries of pain came out of the fog. And finally, she was there when death reduced their party from thirteen to twelve.


But Sophie Pullen had been the first to see the danger that day.


At least, that was what she told everyone afterwards.
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Patiently Diane Fry waited until long after Ben Cooper had left the crime scene and driven out of Haddon Close. She watched from the window of the Athertons’ sitting room as Cooper’s red Toyota disappeared round the corner on its way back to the local police station in Edendale’s West Street.


Then Fry got out of the town as quickly as she could. She found it hard to believe that she’d once lived in this backwater. Yes, Edendale was changing, but very slowly. In a few decades’ time, it might reach the twenty-first century. There were still villages around the Eden Valley where you couldn’t get a mobile-phone signal, where the erratic broadband connection was slower than one megabit per second at best. There were Third World countries with better facilities than that.


Yet each year a large proportion of the Peak District’s twenty-two million visitors found their way to Edendale. Even today, in late October, the market square was choked by the volume of traffic, either passing through or looking for parking spaces. Most of them clustered by the bridge over the River Eden or strolled along steep cobbled alleys with names like Nimble John’s Gate and Nick I’th Tor. Pubs and tearooms and craft shops jostled for space in the alleys, attracted by the influx of tourists. Fry had seen enough of them during her time in Edendale.


Beyond the town centre, the road climbed steadily out of the valley. Residential streets spiralled up the hillsides, with houses lining narrow, winding lanes that twisted and turned to follow the undulating landscape.


And that was another problem. The older houses hadn’t been built for people who owned cars and as a result vehicles were parked nose to tail along the kerb, making driving on those lanes like tackling an obstacle course.


On the edge of Edendale, she passed a series of small council estates, which petered out into farmland. In some places, it was difficult to see where the town became country, with fields full of sheep lying side by side with unused farm buildings converted into designer homes. For now, Edendale was constrained in its hollow by the barrier of the surrounding hills. But eventually, the pressure for more housing would force up the price of land and the town would continue to spread. Fry hoped she wouldn’t be around to see it.


After half an hour, she left the gathering mist behind her as the hills began to level out. She was on the Flying Mile, a flat, straight stretch of the A632 between Chesterfield and Matlock, when Fry took a call from her boss at the Major Crime Unit, DCI Alistair Mackenzie.


‘DS Fry?’ he said. ‘Are you on your way back from Derbyshire?’


‘I’m en route now. I’ll be there in thirty minutes.’


He grunted, and she pictured Mackenzie checking his watch. It was an automatic reaction, something he always did when anybody mentioned an interval of time, as if he had to confirm for himself that thirty minutes was a genuine measurement on the clock. Some of the staff at EMSOU called him the Time Lord, though only ever behind his back, of course.


‘We’ll wait for you,’ he said.


‘Wait for me why?’ said Fry. ‘What’s happening, sir?’


‘We’ve got an operation on this afternoon. We’re all ready to go, but I want you to be part of it.’


Fry felt her foot press down on the accelerator instinctively.


‘I’ll be there in twenty.’


‘Great stuff.’


He didn’t even pause to look at his watch this time, just ended the call. There would probably be a room full of officers somewhere kicking their heels and waiting for him to give the word.


Feeling the catch of excitement in her chest, Fry swung the Audi out of Matlock and up the hill through Tansley towards the motorway. The Major Crime Unit had moved from its offices at St Ann’s Police Station in Nottingham, and now she had to drive to the northern outskirts of the city every morning to reach the new EMSOU base just off junction 27 of the M1.


It was actually twenty-five minutes before she drew into the car park and keyed in the security code. She could feel the buzz as soon as she entered the building. Detective Constable Jamie Callaghan greeted her as she walked into the office.


‘Just in time,’ he said. ‘I think the boss is starting to get itchy.’


‘What’s up?’


‘We’re raiding an illegal firearms dealer.’


‘A dealer? Or the customers?’


‘West Midlands are rounding up the gangs. But the dealer is on our patch.’


Callaghan led her straight to the briefing room, where a photo of a man in his fifties with a short grey beard was being projected onto a screen.


‘This is Mark Brentnall,’ DCI Mackenzie was saying. ‘He’s a registered firearms dealer with a legitimate business, but he has a much more lucrative illegitimate trade on the side. We believe Mr Brentnall is a crucial link in an underground network supplying sawn-off shotguns to organised crime groups. His particular expertise is in shortening barrels and removing serial numbers.’


He turned and nodded at Fry and Callaghan as they entered the room.


‘Today we’ll be carrying out simultaneous raids on his business premises and his home address. Our colleagues in Birmingham are targeting the individuals believed to be sourcing the weapons and distributing them to criminal associates across the West Midlands. This is the culmination of a complex investigation that we hope will lead to significant prison sentences and to illegally held guns and drugs being removed from the streets. OK, let’s get ready.’


Fry collected a bulletproof vest and joined the rest of the team as they piled into a convoy of vehicles and headed back onto the M1.


She found herself sitting with two other EMSOU officers, a DS and a DC seconded from Nottinghamshire Police. She said hello but got barely a murmur in return from either of them. The DS turned away as if he didn’t even want to acknowledge her presence. Fry frowned. That seemed rude. Perhaps he was just that sort of person, though. She looked at the DC, who was staring at her as if she were an alien visitor. She stared back until he blinked and lowered his head in embarrassment.


What was the matter with these people? They made her feel like an unwanted interloper. She wondered for a moment what had been said in the briefing before she arrived. She didn’t enjoy the feeling that people had been talking about her behind her back.


Mark Brentnall’s home was deep in the countryside south of Nottingham, verging on the border with Leicestershire near the River Soar. When they got close to the address, many of the road signs pointed towards Loughborough or Melton Mowbray.


A vanload of officers from the task force went in first, smashing open the front door with the ram. Then they crowded into the house with shouts of ‘Police!’


But Mr Brentnall wasn’t there. In the sitting room, they found a woman standing open-mouthed at the sight of the police officers in her home. For a moment, Fry and the woman stared at each other as the team moved on to clear the rest of the rooms.


‘Mrs Brentnall?’ she said.


‘Yes. What …?’


‘Where is your husband?’


‘He’s out in his car.’


‘Where is he going?’


‘I don’t know. Business.’


The woman began to reach for something hidden behind a chair. Fry lunged forward and grabbed her hand.


‘What are you doing?’ she said. ‘Let me see what you’re reaching for.’


But it was only a mobile phone. Mrs Brentnall’s instinct had been like anyone else’s – to phone her husband to tell him what was happening.


‘Please don’t do that,’ said Fry. ‘Just sit down quietly or we’ll have to arrest you.’


She left a uniformed officer to watch over the woman and joined the search. In an extension to the rear of the house, they found a workshop full of equipment used for shortening shotgun barrels and stocks. Scores of well-worn hand tools hung in racks on a breezeblock wall over a cluttered workbench fitted with a vice and a bright lamp. The air was thick with the smell of dust and metal filings. A number of freshly cut barrels lay on a table, and a locked cabinet contained several handguns and boxes of ammunition.


Fry reflected on the moment Mrs Brentnall had reached for her phone. This was a house full of guns. It could have ended much worse.


She turned to make a comment to the Nottinghamshire DS, who was also in the workshop examining a handgun. But he turned away again and wouldn’t meet her eye as he replaced the handgun in the cabinet.


Something was going on. Fry was sure about it now.
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And then the walking group had reached the Downfall. Sophie Pullen shuddered as the air began to grow chill on Kinder Scout, the atmosphere even colder, the sense of foreboding stronger and stronger.


The Downfall was the tallest waterfall in the Peak District, with a hundred-foot drop where the River Kinder tumbled off the edge of the plateau. The rocks below looked like the debris of a massive explosion, hurled across a cleft in the hillside. The path had become a long streak of exposed ground scoured by rainfall. Pools of water lay stained red by the peat.


Yet this was part of the Pennine Way, the national walking trail that ran two hundred and sixty-seven miles all the way to the Scottish border, rerouted from its original path across the plateau because of the erosion from thousands of hiking boots.


On a clear day, the outline of Madwoman’s Stones would stand out clear on the horizon at the eastern edge of the plateau. But it wasn’t clear today. There were no landmarks, no points of reference on the plateau and no way of navigating a route across the featureless moor without a compass.


The track they’d been following seemed to have disappeared, too, and was no more than a flattened trail of soggy ground, barely a sheep track. Everyone’s feet would be wet now.


Sophie broke into a trot and overtook Liam, who grumbled in protest. She was determined to catch up with Nick and the others before she lost contact completely. The burly shoulders of the Goulds came into view, but there was no sign of Faith or Jonathan. Faith was sensible, though. She wouldn’t stray too far. She’d probably only veered away to shepherd her younger brother back to the route. He had a tendency to wander off, as if following a route and destination of his own.


She could hear Darius again now. He was laughing at the fog and calling to Elsa as if he couldn’t see her. The poor woman would be distraught. She stuck to Darius like glue and hated to be parted from him. His joke wouldn’t go down well.


Then she saw Darius and Nick. They’d stopped and were looking vaguely around them.


‘We’re lost, aren’t we?’ she said.


‘Completely,’ agreed Nick.


‘Well, that’s just great.’


‘If we keep walking, we’ll find our way eventually,’ said Darius.


‘Eventually?’ said Sophie. ‘I’d like to get off this mountain today, if you don’t mind.’


Faith Matthew’s red hat and jacket appeared again through the fog. Nick peered over his shoulder towards Sophie and waited for her to reach him. Faith stopped too, and they were both watching her as she stumbled over a rock and splashed into a patch of boggy ground, the peaty water leaking instantly into her boots and soaking her socks.


‘Damn,’ she said.


Sophie felt her cheeks burn, even as her feet became cold and wet. Nick said nothing about her stumble as she shook a clump of mud off her boot.


‘What do you think?’ said Faith, gesturing at the surrounding plateau.


She was speaking to Nick, but he turned away as if he hadn’t heard her.


‘I think there could be anything out there in this fog,’ said Sophie. ‘Or anyone.’


‘I know. It’s a bit scary, isn’t it? I wouldn’t want to be up here on my own.’


‘Sometimes there are worse things than being on your own,’ said Sophie.


They were silent for a moment, listening. The only sound Sophie could hear was the distant crash of water at Kinder Downfall.


Faith had heard it too.


‘If we follow the sound and make our way to the waterfall, surely we’ll know where we are,’ she said.


‘Perhaps you’re right,’ said Sophie.


‘Have you seen those rocks?’ broke in Nick. ‘Did you notice the drop? Do you want to risk wandering off the edge? You’d only need to get a couple of feet too close and you’d be gone.’


Sophie looked at him in surprise. He seemed to be genuinely worried.


‘It’s hard to tell the direction of sound in these conditions anyway,’ he said more calmly. ‘You get an echo. We could be completely misled.’


‘I suppose we could just keep going, then,’ said Faith, and walked away with a glance back over her shoulder.


A few moments later, Sophie heard a distant, echoing yelp and pictured a fox somewhere out there on the desolate moor. Or perhaps it was a pheasant, calling to its mate.


She’d stopped again for a minute to try to get her bearings and suddenly she found herself alone. She looked around, straining her eyes to see through the mist. It swirled around her, forming unrecognisable shapes from the rocks, suggesting movements that didn’t exist, breaking to allow the occasional shaft of sunlight through, then closing into an impenetrable wall again.


Sophie made out a tall figure. Was that Jonathan Matthew? Jonathan was unsuitably dressed for the moors. He was wearing black jeans and a grey jacket with a hood pulled close around his face, almost concealing his blue slouch beanie. They were the wrong colours for these conditions. When he was only a few yards away from her, he merged into the fog and became invisible. But she could see a red jacket standing out brightly in the fog. Who was wearing red? Faith Matthew, of course.


The silence was eerie now, every sound deadened by the blanketing mist. But it wasn’t peaceful. It was a threatening silence.


When Darius appeared from the fog ahead, he was followed closely by Elsa and the two students, Millie and Karina, gleaming ghosts in their white Eco jackets.


‘Hold on,’ he said. ‘Where are the others? Liam Sharpe and the Warburtons. And Jonathan too.’


‘Jonathan went that way.’ Sophie pointed, but Jonathan had vanished from sight. ‘And the rest were just behind us.’


‘No, they weren’t. They dropped back.’


‘They’ll catch up in a minute.’


The group of walkers clustered together now for the first time. Nick and Faith and the Goulds stood around Sophie, while Millie and Karina fidgeted anxiously in the background as they waited behind Darius and Elsa. Even Jonathan had emerged from the mist, watching with a wry smile. But there were still three members missing.


‘They must have got separated. Go back and look for them,’ said Darius finally, looking at Nick.


‘Oh yeah. Then I’ll get lost too. Is that what you want?’


‘Shout for them, then.’


‘We should all shout,’ said Nick. ‘Then they can follow our voices.’


‘Right.’


For a long moment, no one shouted. Sophie could see that none of them wanted to be the first person to break that eerie quietness. It felt like a sacrilege, a violation of the silence that nature had imposed on them.


Sophie took a deep breath and felt a draught of cold, moist air enter her lungs as if she was drowning in a raincloud. Some of the others turned to look at her, Darius with a smile, Nick with an expression of shock or perhaps admiration.


‘Liam!’ she called, her voice cracking on the second syllable. ‘Pat! Sam! This way! We’re over here!’


And then the others began to shout too. The taboo had been broken, the inviolable stillness already shattered by her nervous, wavering cry.


Was that an answering call from deep in the mist? A male voice, she felt sure. Then a second shout, getting nearer. The group redoubled their efforts.


‘This way! Over here!’


The group around Sophie shifted uneasily as a muffled, rhythmic thudding penetrated the silence. Something was coming towards them and getting closer. A curious rustling and a deep panting, like a mysterious beast that existed only in the fog.


At last a figure erupted from the mist, a burst of vibrant orange like a warning signal. Sam Warburton, hobbling up the path as fast as he could go, his rucksack bouncing awkwardly on his shoulders. Sophie could hear his breath rasping in his chest before he got within fifty yards.


‘Sam, what’s wrong? Where’s Pat?’ said Sophie.


Warburton couldn’t get his breath. He staggered as he reached them, and Sophie stretched out a hand to support him. His eyes were panicky, and his chest rose and fell under his waterproof jacket. He was sweating despite the chill in the air, a sheen of perspiration on his forehead and trickling in glittering beads from his temples. His waterproof gleamed with water too. It was as if the mist had settled on him, soaking him with its insidious dankness.


Sophie glanced at the rest of the group. All of them were wet. She’d underestimated the degree of moisture in the atmosphere. This wasn’t just a light mist. They were actually walking through a raincloud.


‘He fell,’ gasped Sam. ‘Liam – he had an accident. He slipped on a wet rock. He’s sprained his ankle, I think, or maybe it’s broken. I can’t tell. He’s in a lot of pain, though.’


Sophie realised that the yelp she’d heard a few minutes ago must have been human. She’d pictured an animal, but instead she’d heard a man’s cry of pain as he became a victim of the moor.


‘Can you lead us back to where he is?’ asked Darius.


Sam looked over his shoulder, an expression of doubt crossing his face.


‘Of course,’ he said, trying to sound confident. ‘We just have to go downhill, don’t we?’


‘What are we going to do when we get there if he’s injured?’ said Nick.


‘Well, I don’t think he’ll be able to walk,’ said Sam.


‘We need to call for help, then.’


‘I’ve tried my phone. I’ve got no signal.’


‘Me neither,’ said Faith, tapping at her phone. ‘We must be in a dead spot.’


After a few minutes of almost aimless stumbling among the rocks, they found an anxious-looking Pat Warburton standing over Liam Sharpe. He lay between two boulders, clutching his leg, his face twisted in pain.


Sophie gazed around the faces of the group, seeking some sign of initiative but seeing only uncertainty. They stood helplessly, their clothes glistening with moisture from the fog, as useless as just one more rock formation frozen in the landscape.


‘Someone should go for help,’ said Darius. He turned to Nick. ‘Find a place on the moor where there’s a signal and call 999 for an ambulance.’


‘How the hell is an ambulance going to get all the way up here?’ said Nick.


‘I don’t know. There must be ways of getting casualties off the moors. A helicopter or something. Go and call.’


‘A helicopter won’t land in these conditions. They won’t be able to see anything. The visibility is too bad.’


‘Why are you still talking about it?’ demanded Darius, glaring at Nick. ‘Just go.’


Nick looked around for support. His eyes met Sophie’s. For a moment, she felt the old closeness between them, which had been drifting away in the chilly air.


‘I’ll come with you, Nick,’ said Sophie. ‘You shouldn’t be on your own out there, in case something else happens.’


Nick nodded and smiled, and held out his hand to support her as she moved towards him over the muddy ground.


Then Theo Gould stepped forward. ‘And we’ll come too. Strength in numbers and all that.’


‘Good,’ said Nick. ‘Besides, we might have different networks on our phones. I’m EE.’


‘My brother and I are both on Vodafone,’ said Gould.


‘I think—’ began Faith doubtfully.


‘Never mind,’ interrupted Sophie. ‘The sooner we get going the better.’


‘Should we go downhill, then? Towards the valley?’


‘Since we’re lost, we won’t know whether we’re going down into the valley or just into another clough with an even bigger hill on the other side.’


‘We’ll just have to try.’


The four of them stood up to leave.


‘And we’ll go another way,’ said Darius.


Nick stared at him. ‘What?’


‘Well, if we’re splitting it up anyway, it would give us a better chance of getting help if we try both directions.’


‘What do you mean, “both directions”? We’re in the middle of the plateau. There are dozens of directions to take.’


Darius looked unfazed. ‘We could try that way.’


He pointed into the fog as if he knew what lay out there, beyond the few feet of visibility.


‘I don’t think it’s a good idea, Darius,’ said Faith.


‘There haven’t been any good ideas from anyone so far, except me.’


Duncan Gould turned towards him.


‘If you find yourself heading onto the plateau, watch out for the lighter-green patches of vegetation,’ he said. ‘That’s wet bog.’


‘We’ll bear it in mind. Elsa will come with me, of course. And Millie and Karina?’


The two girls moved to stand with Darius. The Warburtons hesitated for a moment, then looked at each other and joined Sophie’s party, physically splitting the group into two factions.


‘I’m staying with Liam anyway,’ said Faith.


‘Of course.’ Darius sounded unreasonably relieved, as if that solved everything. ‘You’re a nurse, aren’t you?’


‘It just makes sense for me to be the one who stays.’


In the background, Jonathan had been leaning idly against a rock, as if he’d just paused for a rest or to admire the scenery. He began to sing quietly to himself.


‘Will you shut up, idiot?’ snapped Nick.


Sophie stared at him in surprise. He was in such a bad mood today. It was becoming more and more common. What was making him so tetchy?


‘Whoa,’ said Darius, raising a hand like an Old Testament prophet. ‘Let’s not get agitated, folks. We’re in this together, and we’ll sort it out together. One big family, right?’
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