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PROLOGUE



Although the water is cold and clear, it still has its secrets. The pebbles in the shallows are easy to see, but beyond, a good mile from land where the wind buffets the surface, the water is so deep that the view below is impenetrable. From here, looking up and back at the shore, the steep fells rise majestically into tumbling clouds. Chunky rocks spew out from the slopes like angry welts, sheep dot the fields, and ancient stone walls cut and divide the land. The view remains unchanged over centuries.


It was the same sight that greeted the small village of Lullingdale in 1604. Its inhabitants were honest, God-fearing men and women who made their meagre living off the land. Among them was a pretty young girl called Catherine Adams. Catherine was the eldest daughter of seven and had inevitably grown up quickly. Her status as the eldest had led to her helping with children and then to midwifery. This began when she was only nine years old, and she soon became something of a good luck charm. Margaret Gifford, the skinner’s wife, swore that she would never have survived the birth of her first were it not for Catherine, and, remarkably, no baby had ever died under her watch. Catherine would blush and stammer when praised, and it certainly wasn’t her who mentioned miracles. But the word was used nonetheless and, in time, carried over the fells and across rivers until it reached the court of King James I.


King James was also a God-fearing man. Having survived a plot to kill him by some three hundred witches in 1590, he was determined to rid the country of their curse. This determination became an obsession, and the monarch was soon an expert on the subject. Witches, he decided, danced with the devil, and where one was discovered, more would be found. He also decreed that it was possible to discover them in actions that might initially seem benign. The act of healing might not be what it seemed. Nor, it could be assumed, might the ability to deliver babies without ever suffering an accident or stillbirth.


Catherine Adams would shrug bashfully when reminded of her feats. She had no idea that her good fortune and skill would speed John Stern into the village, with his team of men who watched her and every woman with mistrust.


Until John arrived, it had been thought inevitable that Catherine would marry the bashful shepherd Robert Cox. The village would have celebrated their union with a single, delighted voice. But John Stern was not fooled by a sweet disposition. Once he had set his eye on Catherine, it was only a matter of time before he exposed her.


Catherine was stripped naked, and although no mark of the devil was found on her, John Stern was undeterred. Witches, he told the cowed villagers, were cunning and deceitful. He then used his pricking stick, poking young Catherine in the back without warning. She did not react at first, and John claimed that this inability to feel pain was proof of her wickedness. Her fate was sealed.


The girl was dragged away, condemned as guilty. Now she was important only for one thing – to find and expose the others. John served the King and did God’s work. He beseeched the villagers to help him exorcise this evil and save their souls from the danger that swirled invisibly around them.


Perhaps Catherine had danced too gaily at the May Fayre. Had her mother not been so distracted with her wayward brothers, she might have warned Catherine not to laugh so easily with the men. And had she been less pretty, then perhaps the villagers might not have let John drag her away.


The next morning, the mud-stained, beaten and bloodied figure was paraded in chains before the village. She was a harlot, a witch, a partner of the devil, and she had betrayed them all. It is not clear whether it was Catherine who mentioned Lucy Darwent’s name or whether John had seen the girl staring at him, but his finger pointed to her. No one stopped his men from throwing her to the ground, ripping her skirt up to her waist and declaring that the mole on her thigh was the mark of the devil. Angry and fearful, she spat in John Stern’s face and screamed at the men as they shaved her head, cutting her scalp and breaking her teeth. Only minutes before, she had been rather beautiful, but in their arms she was branded dangerous, and her appearance proved their words.


A herd of sheep had died earlier that spring, and at the time it was blamed on bad fortune and the shepherd’s foolhardiness – letting them graze too high on the fells when the weather was still so bitter. But now, with John’s expert eye on matters, it became clear that the animals’ deaths were a result of curses and spells. And the only woman who could have put such a hex on so many animals was Elinor Sibbell, a hunchbacked grandmother who had never spent a single day outside of the village. Elinor’s age and physical weakness earned her no favours with John’s men, and she was bound and broken with the others.


When he had six, John was satisfied. Some might say that his work proved unprofitable until he reached this number, but their voices are not recorded. Instead, John was able to rely on the fear of the male villagers, desperate to rid themselves of the wickedness among them, angry that they had not seen it themselves, fearful that their inability to spot it might turn eyes onto them.


It is unclear what happened that night. The witches were taken away to a hut at the edge of the village where they confessed their wrongdoing and repented of their sins. The husbands were told that they were not at fault. The devil was to blame and all that the men could do was pray to God that he would deliver them from the women’s black hearts. The men took comfort from John’s words. They agreed that a woman’s guile was like no other and swore that they would not be fooled again. They retired in each other’s company and felt safer for it. Perhaps it was the darkness that made this possible. Ghost, ghouls and gremlins are easily conjured against the eternal black canvas of a starless night.


The next morning, the witches were paraded before the village. They were spat at and cursed as brave John Stern delighted the crowd by announcing their confessions. They had admitted to the murder of farmer Francis Clifford’s prize bull, which everyone had previously assumed to have died of old age. They had confessed to dancing naked with the devil by firelight near the lake while the menfolk slept, and admitted to future plans of evil. John Stern was good at his job and he controlled his crowd with the skills of a master showman. No one, it seemed, noticed that the women remained silent. But who would deny the words of good John Stern, servant of King James I and the Lord God Almighty?


Seven-year-old William Henshaw was only too happy to offer up his father’s boat for the final proof and purification of the witches. The villagers came to watch as John and two of his men rowed the women out on the water. And there, with their hands tied behind their backs and their legs in hastily made shackles, the witches were thrown into the lake. All sank without a trace. This, good John said, was proof that their sins were finally purged. Had they floated and survived, then the devil’s powers still flowed unabated through their hearts. The silence of the water was proof that good had won out. The witches were gone. The village was once again safe and John Stern could leave them to continue lives of prosperity and obedience.


While John Stern had stood among them on the land, the men had cheered with an impassioned zeal. Even the usually taciturn William Cox had shouted and spat against fair Catherine. But watching the action unfold out on the lake, the crowd’s fervour faded. As the women plunged into the water, the men’s voices were replaced with the tremulous wail of sisters, mothers and daughters who mourned their own with powerless, desolate grief. The men could not look at them.


Honest John Stern and his men stayed one last night, dining and drinking their fill at the inn. They left the next morning at dawn, hunting down rumours of a woman who turned herself into a magpie at dusk. They never visited the village again.


Once the noise of their horses’ hoofs had faded, the villagers were left with the familiar sound of the wind in the trees, the murmur of cattle, the slap of water against the rocky shoreline. Nature remained unchanged. But the women looked at the men and the men looked at their women and neither could hold the other’s eye. Once they had danced together, hands held, hips touching. The dance’s steps would demand they did so again. Slowly, the memories receded.


But the lake was always the same, untouchable despite the ice, the rain, the sleet and snow. It swallowed it all, swallowed it whole. The villagers stared out across the water. Their children would stand in their place, and their children’s children. The lake would always be there, guarding its stories for each new generation to tell.








PART ONE









ONE



Little Arthur Downing ran from the lake, tore into the woods and threw himself onto his belly among the long grass.


If I don’t move, he thought, if I stay dead still and don’t make a sound, then maybe the witch won’t find me.


He lay amongst the bracken, his head pressed down against the mud and the moss, listening as keenly as he could for any noise. Although his little legs shook, he was sure he wasn’t making a sound. But still, that might not be enough.


The Lake Witches come from the water and promise you presents. But under their coats are blades and a silver thread. And they drag you back down – deep, deep down where they play with you like a cat plays with a shrew.


The little boy’s name was Arthur. It was his dad’s dad’s name and he was the latest in a long line of Arthur Downings. It was a name to be proud of. But when the woman had stretched out her gloved hand and said, ‘Arthur Downing, is that you? Come with me, dear, I have something exciting to show you,’ he had wished his name was anything but that. He’d known right away what she really was. He might have been only nine years old, but after seeing the news on the TV and hearing what people were saying, he knew that the witches were back. She made him feel cold. Like a rabbit must feel on the fells when it looks up and sees the kites circling. Maybe she had talons under her gloves that cut when she grabbed you so you could never escape. He wondered if her sharp claws had grabbed Lily. He didn’t know where his little sister was now and he was torn between his worry for her and the stabbing fear that kept him pressed down in the dirt.


He listened again, raising his head ever so slightly to see, but the rocks obscured his view and all he could hear was the gentle lapping of the water against the shore. The witch had shouted after him as he ran, laughing as though it was all just a silly little joke. But now she would be floating above the trees, spying down on him, calling her sisters to rise up from the lake and join her. No child who’d ever seen a witch had lived to tell the tale. But Arthur Downing was going to be the first.


It was dirty and cold on the ground, but he stayed still for as long as he could. Once his mum had locked him out of the house and he’d been freezing all night. But they’d agreed not to tell a soul about it. Even then, in the dark, he’d been able to get up and pace about, but this time he had to lie still as a sleeping lion. Stiller than that.


The wet leaves nibbled at the back of his neck and soon he couldn’t bear it any more. Arthur sat up as slowly and quietly as he could and looked around. He stared up at the trees and checked every branch. Two red squirrels twisted around a tree trunk and then scuttled off into the thick bed of autumn leaves. He sat and listened. Water, wind, a bird’s cry, but nothing else. He finally stood up, his legs cramped and cold. He rubbed his dirty hands on the back of his shorts and tried to work out what to do next. The lake was somewhere down there, ahead. If he went right, he’d head back towards home. But that was where the witch would be waiting for him. If he went left, he’d go deeper into the woods, and Dad had made him scared of the woods and the boathouse that creaked and moaned. He didn’t want to go there.


Arthur imagined them biting at Lily under the water, and his confidence failed him. Eventually he forced himself forward, heading right, towards home. The green, red and orange leaves hid the lake from view, but he knew it was there, just out of sight. He had to be careful. He stood behind the last line of trees, watching and waiting, his hand resting on a sycamore’s trunk, its bark softened by lichen. There was no one there. All he had to do was slip along the pebbles, join the road and belt it back up to the village. Five minutes and he’d be home. Just five minutes. Easy.


He took the first step out from the wood and made his way along the shore. He glanced down and stared at the lake water – it seemed to creep towards his feet. He took a step away from it, but up it came again. The water should be still, he thought. He looked up – his eyes running over the surface of the lake. It was so dark and huge, it made him shiver. He half expected to see Lily there under the water, staring up at him.


He hurried, crablike, along the shore, his eyes fixed on the waves that lapped back and forth. He turned to run home and suddenly there she was, with that smile. When she put a hand on his shoulder, he felt his heart crumble.


The witch looked around and she definitely was like the kite. Her eyes moved fast, checking, checking, checking. Arthur started to cry. The witch dropped down so her face was close to his. She wore a long purple coat and it looked elegant and sleek, but Arthur could see leaves and a broken twig which had snagged on her sleeve. She’d been in the woods. Hiding in the trees, no doubt. Any minute now, she would drag him into the lake. There was no one around. He wanted to pee. He was crying, he wanted to pee and he knew that he was going to die.


‘You mustn’t be frightened,’ she said. ‘Nothing bad is going to happen. We’re just going to play a game.’


She’ll play with me, he thought, like the farm cats do in the barn. Leaving only the guts behind.


‘Please,’ he begged. ‘Please, I want to go home.’


‘Don’t be scared. Your sister’s waiting for you. And we’re going to have such fun.’


She smiled at him and he tried to smile back, so she wouldn’t expect it when he ran. But then her spell started to work on him. His eyes started to water and the magic was so strong it was like liquid black going over his eyes and nose and mouth. He felt dizzy. He saw that the witch had stopped smiling and that she was turning away from him. But he was powerless now. He wanted to scream, but the spell was too strong. Everything went woozy and dark. Her purple coat faded and clouded.


Soon he was like the water, quiet and still. Unknown and unknowable.





TWO



Zoe Barnes stared out at the water, rubbed her hands against the cold, and took everything in. She’d read up on the area before they’d set out from Manchester but the facts and figures now felt redundant as she faced Lullingdale Water. Yes, the lake was indeed big – two miles long from north to south – and the maps certainly showed the steep slopes’ gradations with perfect detail, but nothing on paper could have reflected the sheer scale of the place. She took in the woodland to the left and the shale-strewn slopes on the right. The sky was blue but the sun had already fallen below the fells’ peaks, making it feel like twilight, although it was still only mid-afternoon. A faint mist hovered above the water like a gossamer shroud, twisting with the currents. She felt silly for letting it distract her from the job in hand and turned her attention back to the shoreline.


‘The boy’s bike was found there,’ she said, pointing.


Her boss, Sam, walked over to her and she felt tiny next to his hulking frame. He looked to where she’d gestured and nodded.


‘Bike there,’ she continued, ‘found by the mother at quarter-to-five or round about. Then there’s a lot of shouting and running about and not much sense. Last known sighting of Arthur and Lily was when they left the school gates together at 3.30.’


‘It’s beautiful,’ said Sam.


It was, and she was glad that he’d noticed it too. They always thought alike.


‘What time are we seeing the parents?’ she asked.


‘Half an hour,’ he replied and stretched, rolling his shoulders, now free from the confines of the car. It had been a long journey and he hadn’t spoken much. While his silences made many of her colleagues uncomfortable, they didn’t bother her.


‘Okay, let’s check in to the hotel first,’ he said.


She reminded him that the hotel was actually just a room above a pub and made a joke about being ‘strangers in these parts’. He just threw the keys at her.


‘Bet your mobile phone won’t work half the time,’ she added. ‘And all there is to eat is minestrone soup from a packet and rabbit stew.’


‘DC Barnes.’


‘Yes, DI Taylor?’


‘Shut up.’


‘Shutting right up, sir,’ she said with a grin.


They walked back to the car, which was parked a small distance away from the lake, at the end of a road that looked as though it had just given up. When they got there, Sam stopped and looked back at the scene. Zoe did the same, seeing a thin line of clouds roll over the peaks to the left, illuminated by an invisible sun. A flock of geese flew low over the still water and she was struck by how quiet it was. There was no one on the water. When she was younger she’d visited the bigger, more popular lakes that were covered with sailing boats or jet skis. She remembered happy childhood days – splashing in and around the water by day, giggling in tents at night. But this lake was absolutely still.


Sam’s hands hung loosely by his sides and she wondered how he didn’t feel the cold. She tried to do the same, but after a few minutes she dug them back into her pockets.


‘There’s only one way down here,’ Sam said. ‘This road. It comes down to here, and stops here at the car park.’


They looked at the small gravelly square; room enough for two, maybe three, cars, plus the stile and nicely painted footpath sign nearby.


‘There are no roads around the lake,’ Sam continued. ‘So if someone took them, they’d need to have parked here. Or carried them away – but that’s more risky and would probably have been seen. We must make sure the local police checked all the CCTV that leads to here. If there is any.’


She nodded, cross that she hadn’t spotted this herself.


‘And I like minestrone soup,’ Sam said with a wink. They got into the car and adjusted their seats – him pushing back, her coming forward.


‘Good spot for running,’ she said. He nodded, uninterested. ‘How long do you think we’ll be here?’


He just shrugged. It was a stupid question, really. Missing kids’ cases were notoriously difficult to predict and she knew it. Sam had said that they were there to double-check it had all been done properly after the initial investigation had run cold, but she knew that anything could happen once they got stuck in. Something about the lake pulled her eyes back to it. The mist on the water had thickened and the far end of the lake was gone.


‘You know this is witch country?’ Zoe said, a grin on her face.


He looked at her. He had beautiful blue eyes, light and delicate. It was a stare that got people talking.


‘Back in the old days,’ she added to end the silence, ‘sixteen something or other. There was meant to be some sort of witches’ cabal here. It’s in the guidebook.’


‘You bought a guidebook?’


She shrugged – why not? – but felt silly and over-eager. She wished herself older and more hardbitten.


Sam said nothing, and she could tell his mind was now elsewhere. He was often like this. He would be talking and then something would take over, and he would disappear for a bit. It seemed to freak out some of their colleagues, but Zoe knew him too well for any of that. She guessed that he was thinking about his wife. So she let him be and turned the key in the ignition, reversing the car back and away.


Another glance at Lullingdale Water. She saw some birds fly into the mist and disappear, but they didn’t seem to come back out. She would have stopped and checked it out properly if she had been on her own, but Sam’s silence forced her hand onto the gears, turning the wheel and steering them towards the village.





THREE



Zoe was right. Sam was thinking about his wife. He was remembering the way she let her hair fall on his face as she lay on top of him, laughing when he grumbled. He stared out of the window at the tall hedging that lined the narrow road and tried to shake her out of his head. His mind found a new preoccupation: his meeting that morning with Chief Superintendent Frey.


Michael Frey was a tall, gaunt man who chose to keep his white hair cropped, giving himself a military appearance. He liked to look ‘severe’ and therefore smiled as little as possible. It was a decent enough performance and it only sagged when in the company of tougher men who would naturally smell the fraud. Then the Chief Superintendent would become a little too eager to be one of the lads. As a result, Sam loathed him.


‘So we have an odd one,’ Mr Frey said, patting Sam on the shoulder and offering him a seat. He returned to the other side of his desk and played with a paperweight as he talked. ‘Two children have gone missing – you might have seen the reports. Brother and sister – Arthur and Lily Downing. Last seen near their local village up in the Lake District. It’s been four weeks now and the local police haven’t got anywhere. Press has got bored, thankfully, and moved on. But I wanted one of my boys to have a second look. I thought it was one for you.’


Sam wondered what this meant, unsure why this was coming from the lofty position of Chief Superintendent and not from his immediate boss, his DCI.


‘You look well, by the way,’ said Frey to fill the silence. ‘Still pumping iron? Still boxing?’


‘A bit.’


‘Good for you. If it weren’t for my knees … too many marathons.’


What a tit, thought Sam. He waited for the Chief Superintendent to continue, a blank stare on his face.


‘Good, yes, right. So, pop up, stay for a bit, there’s a local hotel that isn’t too dear so we won’t have the taxpayers muttering. See what you can find out. Never good when the little ones vanish, is it?’


‘No, sir.’


‘No. Few too many recently.’


Chief Superintendent Frey left his last comment hanging in the air. Sam had a good idea as to what he was talking about, but waited for his boss to continue. He watched the white-haired man play with the glass paperweight, the light throwing spectrums onto his desk.


‘How are your girls?’ was all his boss ventured after the silence had dragged on too long.


‘They’re doing well, thank you, sir. Stronger by the day.’


‘Well, that’s women for you,’ Mr Frey replied. Then he reached behind him and dumped a large stack of thick manila envelopes onto the desk.


‘Look at these, will you?’


‘Sir.’


‘I don’t know if they’re relevant to your case or not. Impossible to tell at this stage, but you should be as well informed as possible.’


‘Yes, sir. Of course.’


‘Good. And I’d be careful about how much you tell your young detective constable. What’s her name?’


‘Zoe Barnes, sir.’


‘Barnes. Yes. She’s very popular.’


‘She’s very good at her job.’


‘Pretty little thing too. Just be wary of how much you divulge.’


The envelopes sat between them. The topmost was threatening to slip off and ruin the perfect order of the desk. Sam didn’t move to take them, wary of the privilege of secrets.


‘Keep me informed, yes?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Straight to me. Right?’


The meeting over, Sam stood, reluctantly scooped up the files, and thanked his boss again. Later he dumped them in the back of his car.


They were sliding around in the boot right now, as Zoe drove them into the village. They passed the medieval church and turned left before the pub, following the hand-painted sign to the patrons’ car park. The Black Bull was a white, picturesque building with a pretty thatched roof. Around it were old, identical houses with black doors and window frames. The conformity gave the village a toy-town feel. A few doors down was a shop, then nothing – just a country lane with neighbouring fields filled with sheep. There were thirty houses in all – each one dainty and proper. The word ‘sleepy’ was irresistible. Once parked, they got their things out of the boot, Zoe waiting for Sam as he stuffed the files into a backpack. He saw that she looked at them with interest, but didn’t ask him what was inside.


He felt guilty. He knew what they were, even without reading them. Everyone knew about them. They’d caused a frenzy of debate across the country; terrible tales about monstrous women. And he knew what Mr Frey had implied by advising him to exclude Zoe. That he should only trust men. It made Sam hate him all the more.


‘Shithole,’ muttered his partner.


‘Fifteen minutes to check in and dump our stuff. Then let’s go and meet the parents.’


‘So, boss, how long do you think you’d last in a place like this? I’d go crazy after six months.’


He looked around at the quiet pavements, the pretty cottages and hedgerows. The fells rose up behind them, the darkening sky turning their browns and greens to purples and blacks. Even the leafless winter trees seemed pretty and bucolic.


‘I’d last a week,’ he said with a grin. Zoe’s hard laugh seemed too loud for this sweet place. They grabbed their things and marched towards the pub.





FOUR



Tim Downing hung up the phone and turned to look at his wife. Sarah was sitting at the large wooden kitchen table, staring at a mug of tea. It was all either of them seemed to do. Make tea or drink booze, and stare at the table.


Sarah was beautiful. Even now, crumpled by grief, her eyes puffy and her face sagging without expression, she still looked incredible. He watched her thin fingers clutch the mug and felt like crying all over again. He fiddled with the shirt he’d ironed this morning and didn’t know what else to do. He had always considered himself successful and the money he’d earned had seemed to prove this true, but all it had done was make him feel bigger and stronger than he really was. Arthur and Lily’s disappearance had exposed the lie brutally.


‘The cops are here. New ones,’ he said.


She didn’t reply. Her hands wrung the mug, slowly strangling it.


‘Staying at the Black Bull.’


Still nothing from her. Not even the barest acknowledgement. Tim stared at his own mug on the black marble worktop. The coffee was untouched, stone-cold. He exhaled a weak, shivery breath and dug his hands into his pockets.


The thick curtains had been closed for days. The stagnant climate within seemed all the worse for it.


‘Are you going to get dressed for them?’


It came out as an accusation, but it was just concern. She sat barefoot in a thin nightie and dressing gown, her long, lithe legs exposed to the thigh.


‘What do they care?’ she replied. Her eyes never moved from the mug.


That was all he’d get out of her. He went over and put his hand on her shoulder, leaned in and kissed her cheek. Her hand went to his, held it there, pressed hard to keep him close. He was so grateful for the contact, so desperate to feel needed.


The tears rose again.





FIVE



It was September 15th of the previous year, and Constable Eddy Pearson had only been in the job for five weeks. He was barely nineteen and as eager as a puppy. He was partnered with Alan Troughton, who was known by one and all as a miserable bastard. The hope was that he’d knock a little bit of the keenness out of Eddy before he did something silly.


Eddy and Alan had been called to a disturbance in Mapleside Avenue, a well-to-do leafy road in a posher part of Manchester. An elderly lady had been complaining about the noise from next door. She’d been grumbling for some weeks and this was one of many calls. Troughton thought this would be an excellent opportunity for young Eddy to try his diplomatic skills on the utterly uncharmable old woman.


They never got to see her. As Troughton rang on her doorbell, Eddy had wandered over to the neighbouring house, and was about to comment on the fact that there was no noise whatsoever when he saw a young girl throw herself at the first-floor window. She was soaking wet, but fully clothed. The glass cracked but did not break. Eddy and the girl’s eyes met and he saw terror there. And then an arm appeared from behind her and dragged her out of sight.


Troughton saw none of this but he did see the cracked glass and paid attention to the yapping of his new colleague. Moving towards the house, he radioed in his concerns, banging loudly on the door. Eddy was frantic by now. As Troughton rang again and peered in through the large windows at the front of the house, Eddy ran to the back. He yanked hard on the back door. To his frustration, it was also locked. He could hear Troughton ringing repeatedly on the doorbell, clearly getting nowhere. He thought of the little girl again, her wet hair matted against her forehead.


He got inside without remembering exactly how. Evidence suggested that he had barged the door open. He ran through the rooms, calling out, until he saw a woman staring at him from the top of the stairs. She was about his age, with long dark hair that fell to her shoulders. It was the way she gazed at him that was most disquieting: the tilt of her head, the slackness of her mouth, the hint of a smile. Then he noticed that the sleeves of her jumper were dripping with water.


He ran at her and expected her to claw at him and fight, but instead she just collapsed as he shoved her and lay still where she fell, inanimate on the landing. Eddy ran past her, the doorbell ringing continually, the woman making no attempt to get up.


He found the girl in the bath. Her hair swam before her face like weed in a lake. Her eyes were open, no longer scared. A tiny bubble of air slipped from her lips. Her skin seemed so white. She was naked now and although she was dead, Eddy was embarrassed to look at her. The little drowned girl stared up at the ceiling, alone under the water.


Troughton found Eddy about five minutes later. The woman was still lying on the floor where his colleague had barged past her. Her cold, detached gaze echoed that of the girl in the water. Eddy was lying on the bathroom floor, the girl now in his arms after he’d failed to resuscitate her. His hand stroked her wet hair.


The woman was the nanny of a wealthy couple, Matt and Diane Parlour. The girl was their only daughter, Melinda. The evidence against the nanny was undeniable. The only troubling aspect was a lack of motive. As arresting officers, Eddy and Troughton were the first to interview her, although the case was soon passed on to CID. Eddie sat opposite her, unable to speak. Troughton asked the questions, but the nanny didn’t respond. She just gazed at Eddy with that same curious, vague, unknowable expression. It was soon decided that she was unfit to stand trial and needed psychiatric evaluation.


Eddy was interviewed himself some days later. It was partly a debrief, partly an examination into his own state of mind, and partly another box that Human Resources required ticked. He knew the answers he was meant to give – the reasons needed to justify forcibly entering a premises. He said exactly what he was meant to say and was commended for it. But when asked about the nanny and why he believed she had drowned poor little Melinda, his professionalism was derailed. He tried to sidestep the questions with a shrug, but this was not acceptable. He had faced something cruel and cold, without any comprehensible sense or reason. He had seen terror in the eyes of a little girl and he had seen her look to him for help. And he had failed her. He had watched that woman stare at him across the table in a police interview room without any sense of remorse or shame or any emotion that would make sense to him. And so, when pressed to answer the question, young Eddy Pearson floundered.


‘She was just fucking evil. A fucking witch,’ he stammered.


Witch. It was the first time the word had been used like this for years. The word would stick.


*

Sam snapped the case file shut. He had imagined the details too vividly. There were copies of photographs, but he chose not to look at them.


There was a bang on the door. It was Zoe.


‘Come on then, we’re five minutes behind already,’ she said as she breezed in, checking out his hotel room. ‘I take it all back. By the way, they’ve got wi-fi.’ And then she noticed that nothing was unpacked, his bags lay on the bed, that he was still wearing his coat, with the closed file in his hand.


‘What’s that?’ she asked.


‘Nothing.’ There was an awkward pause and he saw her eyes narrow, taking this in. She was a good cop, he reminded himself. ‘Sorry for being late. Got distracted.’


‘Yeah?’


‘I’ll tell you about it another time.’


That was good enough for her and her face brightened. ‘They do loads of beers in the pub. Got proper pork scratching in bowls on the bar. Free pork scratchings! And there’s this feisty barmaid called Bernie and she said tomorrow they’d have mini-Yorkshire puddings. None of that peanut bollocks. How cool is that?’


‘Yeah. Missing kid.’


‘All right. But come on, mini-Yorkshire puds! Sam!’


‘Yes. Great. Now, stop smiling, you’re on duty.’


He grabbed his coat and led her along the uneven corridor (‘See, it’s so olde-worlde!’), down the dark wooden stairs and out into the cold. They pulled their coats tighter around them; there was a real bite to the air now. Sam pointed to the small lane that ran away from the pub.


‘Five minutes’ walk,’ he said, and set off. She was at his side immediately.


It was darker now and would be pitch-black in an hour or so. The fells rose away from them and Sam thought he could see movement on the ridges, but the more he stared, the less sure he was. A cloud billowed above, and he noticed the branches shake in the bitter wind.


The village was dead quiet as they walked. Further ahead was a small gathering of buildings – a post office-cum-corner shop, next to a bakery and a grocer’s. Sitting on three black benches in front of the shops was a gang of kids, hoods up, wrapped up against the cold. Two were mucking about on skateboards, doing noisy tricks to which the others paid little attention. Most were on their phones or gossiping, or both. They were a surprising shot of modernity in these pastoral surroundings. They looked up at Sam and Zoe as they approached.


‘Five-Oh!’ someone shouted and the kids looked up with hostile faces.


‘Hey, kids!’ Zoe said happily, as though she were the friendliest woman in the world. There was, unsurprisingly, no response to this.


Sam ran his eyes over each of them, checking for the tell-tale signs of guilt, drugs, abuse and shame. They seemed just like the kids he dealt with back in the city. Identikit youth with their everyday issues. He looked away, a little bored by their obviousness. As he did so, he spotted a girl, eighteen, maybe nineteen, a little taller and older than the others, watching him from further back. She was leaning against a wall between two of the buildings, sheltering from the cold, he guessed. She wore a white bobble hat, a short white puffa jacket and white jeans. Her hair, as far as he could tell, was blonde. She watched him with a sneer. But when he looked at her, she didn’t shirk his gaze like the others. Her stare was a challenge and it was Sam who broke contact first. They walked on, towards the Downings’ house a few minutes further along the road. He didn’t look back, but he imagined that the girl in white was still watching him with that aggressive gaze.


‘We could pop back after and pull them all in for drugs,’ Zoe said cheerfully. ‘Give us something to do.’


Sam gave her a jokey cuff across her head. She replied with a sharp punch to his stomach. He was expecting it, though and slapped her hand away. It felt wrong to be this jokey so close to the house, and he glanced around, worried that they’d been seen. But the road was empty. So were the fields that stretched down to the lake. His eyes ran across them, reaching the water. He looked back down the lane where the kids had been but he couldn’t see them now. He scuffed his boots against the floor, just to hear a noise that felt normal. Then he nodded at Zoe and they marched on.





SIX



Zoe let Sam enter first and do the introductions. She shook hands with Mr and Mrs Downing with a firm grip to let them know she was no patsy, but then stood slightly behind Sam with her hands behind her back.


She looked around – it was a nice house, they had money. Maybe money would be a factor in the case. Those curtains were thick and made-to-measure. It felt like they had a job to do: keeping peeping eyes out.


The mum, Sarah, was pretty. Zoe wondered why she hadn’t bothered to dress before they arrived. She knew they were coming, after all. Maybe it was the grief.


The dad dressed posh. Bright cords and a checked shirt, a nice smile. His eyes latched on to hers when they shook hands, wanting to be liked, wanting her to be on his side. He’s harmless, she thought. She’s more interesting.


‘I’m sorry to ask you to go through the details again,’ Sam was saying. ‘But we’d like to hear it from you, first-hand. It’s always better that way.’


Zoe watched the way Sarah played with the empty mug of tea before her. Nerves? Guilt? Grief.


Tim fidgeted with his wedding ring.


Sarah’s other hand smoothed down her nightie against her leg.


‘I was home, waiting for Arthur and Lily to get back from school …’


Her accent wasn’t naturally posh. It had tougher vowel sounds. She would have talked differently once.


‘… And then when they didn’t come I went down to the lake. Arthur likes it down there and Lily always chases after him.’


Present tense. She thinks they’re still alive. Okay.


Perfect nails, too. Despite everything.


Tim shifted his weight, uncomfortable about something. What did she just say?


‘Down there I saw his bike, on its side. No sign of him. I went a bit mad after that. Ran about, caused a stink.’


Everything is very, very tidy. Where’s the kids’ stuff? Toys? Paints and pictures of their rubbish artwork like all parents stick up in their kitchens.


‘We ran about for hours. Called the police first, then ran about. Got everyone looking. But they’d just vanished.’


Her voice was worn, but steady. There was no sign that she’d cry. She seemed oddly calm.


Sam knew when to shut up. He was sitting opposite her, his hands flat on the table. He waited, like a grief counsellor.


‘That’s all,’ she said, withdrawing even further into herself. Tim looked away. They have things to hide. Things that might not help find the boy, but things that will get exposed anyway. Like always.


‘When did you get home, Mr Downing?’


‘Later on, the same time I usually get back from the office.’


‘You’re an estate agent?’


‘That’s right. The police checked – I was at the office, doing a ring around. You know, trying to drum up business.’


It was an attempt to make the cops smile and nod, be his friends. So they did what was asked of them. But Sarah stared at the table, unable or unwilling to join in.


‘So you got home at …?’ Sam pressed, gently.


‘Five-ish, I suppose.’


‘We gave the other police photos of them,’ Sarah said.


‘We can get those back for you. We’ll make copies and get the originals straight back.’


‘He was the sweetest boy,’ she said. ‘And little Lily was so perfect.’ Her voice cracked.


Zoe watched Tim go to her, take her hand.


She watched the way Sam looked from one to the other, saying nothing, letting the grief rise and then calm. He’d wait patiently before continuing to ask his questions. He never wavered, never showed any expression that would betray his own thoughts. And Zoe watched them all the while.


They left as politely as they had arrived.


*

Sam and Zoe walked for over a minute before the discussions began.


‘So?’


‘They’re hiding stuff,’ she replied.


‘Yeah.’


He had suspicions, she knew that, but he didn’t like to share them until he was sure. She rather admired him for it. Whenever she started speculating at the beginning of a case, it always came back to kick her in the arse. So she decided to say nothing, to be a bit like him.


She lasted about a minute.


‘Beer o’clock?’ she asked.


‘Let me call home first, check on the girls.’


It was properly dark now. Zoe looked up at the canopy of stars and felt tiny. She was reminded of Halloween. A little girl running around with skeletons and ghosts for company.


The kids were gone when they walked back. There was no one. No noise, no disturbances, not a thing. It was a relief to see the lights of the pub appear a little later. Zoe wondered why she’d felt so spooked. Maybe it was just down to it being somewhere new and unknown, and the way the night was so black. It was probably just the beginning of a new case and the feelings it dragged up to the surface. After all, this was just a dull, drab, boring little village, she reminded herself. There was no reason she should feel any fear at all.





SEVEN



Sam didn’t rush to call home when he got back to his room. Instead, he sat on the bed and mulled over the meeting at the Downings’ house. He thought about the mother, Sarah, and the way her hands stroked her arms so protectively. It made him consider his meeting with the Chief Superintendent again. Why should there be a connection here, with those crimes? He cracked his knuckles and picked up the original police report on the case. Everything tallied with the answers they’d got from the Downings, but Zoe had been right – there were secrets inside that house.


Secrets and lies. They were the currencies he traded in. He had prided himself on keeping them out of his home, and that was the reason he gave himself for delaying the call. He pulled a photograph of his wife from his wallet and stared at it, thinking about the twist on her lips in the morning as he would run his hand under the sheets, over her legs. He heard her laughter as they danced at his brother’s wedding. A prickle of heat stirred within him. He folded the photo and tucked it neatly away again. The room was perfectly pleasant – a carpet to hide the stains, a small kettle and instant coffee on top of a sturdy chest of drawers, thick curtains and that smell of industrial cleaner that made every hotel room smell the same. He sat on the edge of the bed and sagged. From downstairs he could hear the chink of cutlery and the dull murmur of polite conversation. Still, he didn’t move. He pulled his fingers through his hair and closed his eyes. In the last few months, he had sat like this for hours. Finally he made the call.


‘Hello?’ His daughter’s voice was slight and frail.


‘Issy, hello love.’


‘Hi,’ she said without enthusiasm. Oh great, he thought, it’s going to be like this then.


‘How was today?’


‘Rubbish.’


‘Why?’


He heard her sigh and was flooded with guilt. He knew half of the problems, but didn’t want to ask because he didn’t want to have to rake everything up again. Instead, he tried to coax as much as he could from her, making it clear that he was listening, as he’d been told to, trying not to rise to the long silences. School, it seemed, wasn’t going well.


‘And how’s Gran?’


‘Alright. Made cauliflower cheese tonight.’


‘Nice.’


‘Dad, it was disgusting.’


He laughed. She didn’t.


‘I’m sorry I’m not there. I don’t think this will take long.’


‘You said already.’


‘I know. I did. But it’s true. I miss you, Is.’


‘Dad, I gotta go.’


‘Why?’


‘Stuff,’ she said.


‘Sorry, I’m boring.’


‘Don’t be all dramatic.’


He apologised again and felt heavy on the bed. He could picture her, the phone cradled under her neck, one hand pulling idly at her long brown hair. At fourteen, Isabelle wasn’t quite a woman yet, but each year seemed to widen a gap between them. Like the rings in a tree trunk, pushing out, pushing them further and further apart.


He asked about Gran and the nanny, but got short shrift. She muttered about how Jenny, her younger sister, was stuck in her room, ‘always swotting,’ and then she was gone. Sam fell back onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling. A weary sigh slipped from his lips, a low groan from deep down inside. Then he ripped the tie from his neck and went downstairs to find Zoe.


*

She was sitting in the corner, pretending to read the menu as he slumped down opposite her. The bar was quite busy and he knew she would be watching the punters. It was a professional pastime. A pint was already waiting for him. He took a sip and nodded, appreciative.


‘Anything new?’ Zoe asked, referring to the case. He shook his head. ‘Good. Are we allowed to enjoy ourselves?’


‘How much attention are we getting?’


‘Oh, loads.’


‘Not too much then.’


‘Roger that.’


They both ordered bangers and mash and chatted easily as they ate. Zoe joked about football and some of the guys back at the station, making Sam laugh with dead-on impressions of their posturing. But as much as he liked Zoe and her ebullience, he felt like a fraud. He nodded and smiled, but inside he felt grubby in front of her.


‘So boss …’ she said in that wheedling way she had when she wanted something that wasn’t allowed. He cocked his head to one side – go on.


‘There’s a guy over there giving me the big eyes.’


Sam waited a beat before looking over. He saw a young, callow man at the bar. The pint looked big in his hands. He was chatting animatedly to the woman behind the bar.


‘He could be a suspect.’


‘I’m not going to do anything. Just play with him.’


He should argue more, he thought. He knew that Zoe liked to mess about like one of the lads, but these games could get you into trouble and he should protect her from such things. But she was also giving him a way out. He chided her gently about being professional and excused himself to get some fresh air. As he headed for the door, he took another glance at the young man and caught his eye for a moment. The man looked away, staring down at the floor, then looked back at Zoe. Sam smiled at this shyness; his awkward stance. It reminded Sam of the moment he first saw Andrea, laughing with her girlfriends on the other side of the club. The memory stoked the heat and the itch inside. He wanted to turn back and watch Zoe, but he needed to move. The prickling urge drove him into the night.


Somehow he ended up down at the lake, his head spinning. He told himself he’d come down here because it was safe, but deep down he knew the truth. He stopped at the water’s edge and bent down, unable to resist dipping his finger into the water. He listened to the rhythmic brush of water against the shore, then stared up at the clear night sky. A trillion stars gazed down at him. His eyes were drawn to the tops of the fells, to the silvery clouds, to the water that shimmered with the moon’s dull light. Dwarfed, he felt as though everything was suddenly beyond reach, that there was no way out.


The girl in white appeared next to him as though his thoughts had summoned her. She glared at him with the same confrontational stare. But now they were alone.


‘Have I done something?’ he asked lightly.


‘People only come down to the lake at this time for one thing,’ she said. Her accent was local and heavy. She allowed herself a small smile at her comment.


‘What’s that then?’ he asked.


They were facing each other now, hip to hip. She must be nineteen, maybe slightly younger. A dangerous age, he thought. She wore little make-up, but her lips were ruby red.


‘Witchcraft, of course,’ she said with a tiny laugh. ‘All sorts of naughtiness.’


Somewhere nearby, an owl hooted. Sam thought it must be contrived, its call was so perfectly timed.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Ashley.’


‘Hello, Ashley.’


Her stare was cool and confident.


‘How come you’re down here then, Mr Policeman? Are you feeling naughty?’


The darkness smothered them. He took a step towards her and she didn’t move back. He could smell her cherry lip-gloss.


Her eyes were locked onto him, and he couldn’t look away from the curve of her body.


‘Yeah, you’re feeling it, alright,’ she said, leaning in closer. She put a hand against his neck and pulled his mouth to hers. A moment later, she pulled away, and whispered in his ear.


‘Got a condom?’


He nodded.


She unzipped the white puffa coat to reveal a pale-blue jumper and the curve of her breasts. The fire was roaring inside him now.


‘I knew you’d come find me,’ she said.


‘How?’


‘You’re that type.’


He didn’t know what she meant, but somehow it felt true.


‘Where do you want to go?’ he asked, his voice a little reedy with expectation.
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