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1


Tuesday


A shadow moved across the hall. It was only a flicker of movement, a blur in the light, a motion as tiny and quick as an insect’s.


Zoe Barron stopped and turned, her heart already thumping. She wasn’t sure whether she’d seen anything at all. It had happened in a second, that flick from dark to light, and back again. Just one blink of an eye. She might have imagined the effect from a glint of moonlight off the terracotta tiles. Or perhaps it was only a moth, trapped inside and fluttering its wings as it tried desperately to escape.


In the summer, the house was often full of small flying things that crept in through the windows and hung from the walls. The children said their delicate, translucent wings made them look like tiny angels. But for Zoe, they were more like miniature demons with their bug eyes and waving antennae. It made her shudder to think of them flitting silently around her bedroom at night, waiting their chance to land on her face.


It was one of the drawbacks of living in the countryside. Too much of the outside world intruding. Too many things it was impossible to keep out.


Still uncertain, Zoe looked along the hallway towards the kitchen, and noticed a thin slice of darkness where the utility room door stood open an inch. The house was so quiet that she could hear the hum of the freezer, the tick of the boiler, a murmur from the TV in one of the children’s bedrooms. She listened for a moment, holding her breath. She wondered if a stray cat or a fox had crept in through the back door and was crouching now in the kitchen, knowing she was there in the darkness, its hearing far better than hers. Green eyes glowing, claws unsheathed, an animal waiting to pounce.


But now she was letting her imagination run away with her. She shouldn’t allow irrational fears to fill her mind, when there were so many real ones to be concerned about. With a shake of her head at her own foolishness, Zoe stepped through the kitchen door, and saw what had caused the movement of the shadows. A breath of wind was swaying the ceiling light on its cord.


So a window must have been left open somewhere – probably by one of the workmen, trying to reduce the smell of paint. They’d already been in the house too long, three days past the scheduled completion of this part of the job, and they were trying their best not to cause any more complaints. They’d left so much building material outside that it was always in the way. She dreaded one of the huge timbers falling over in the night. Sometimes, when the wind was strong, she lay awake listening for the crash.


But leaving a window open all night – that would earn them an earful tomorrow anyway. It wasn’t something you did, even here in a village like Riddings. It was a lesson she and Jake had learned when they lived in Sheffield, and one she would never forget. Rural Derbyshire hadn’t proved to be the safe, crime-free place she’d hoped.


Zoe tutted quietly, reassuring herself with the sound. A window left open? It didn’t seem much, really. But that peculiar man who lived in the old cottage on Chapel Close would stop her car in the village and lecture her about it endlessly if he ever found out. He was always hanging around the lanes watching what other people did.


Gamble, that was his name. Barry Gamble. She’d warned the girls to stay away from him if they saw him. You never knew with people like that. You could never be sure where the danger might come from. Greed and envy and malice – they were all around her, like a plague. As if she and Jake could be held responsible for other people’s mistakes, the wrong decisions they had made in their lives.


Zoe realised she was clutching the wine bottle in her hand so hard that her knuckles were white. An idea ran through her head of using the bottle as a weapon. It was full, and so heavy she could do some damage, if necessary. Except now her fingerprints would be all over it.


She laughed at her own nervousness. She was feeling much too tense. She’d been in this state for days, maybe weeks. If Jake saw her right now, he would tease her and tell her she was just imagining things. He would say there was nothing to worry about. Nothing at all. Relax, chill out, don’t upset the children. Everything’s fine.


But, of course, that wasn’t true. Everyone knew there was plenty to worry about. Everyone here in Riddings, and in all the other villages scattered along this eastern fringe of the Peak District. It was in the papers, and on TV. No one was safe.


Still Zoe hesitated, feeling a sudden urge to turn round and run back to the sitting room to find Jake and hold on to him for safety. But instead she switched on the light and took a step further into the kitchen.


She saw the body of a moth now. It lay dead on the floor, its wings torn, its fragile body crushed to powder. It was a big one, too – faint black markings still discernible on its flattened wings. Was it big enough to have blundered into the light and set it swinging? A moth was so insubstantial. But desperate creatures thrashed around in panic when they were dying. It was always frightening to watch.


There was something strange about the moth. Zoe crouched to look more closely. Her stomach lurched as she made it out. Another pattern was visible in the smear of powder – a section of ridge, like the sole of a boot, as if someone had trodden on the dead insect, squashing it on to the tiles.


She straightened up again quickly, looking around, shifting her grip on the bottle, trying to fight the rising panic.


‘Jake?’ she said.


A faint thump on the ground outside. Was that what she’d heard, or not? A footstep too heavy for a fox. The wrong sound for a falling timber.


This wasn’t right. The only person who might legitimately be outside the house at this time of night was Jake, and she’d left him in the sitting room, sprawled on the couch and clutching a beer. If he’d gone out to the garage for some reason, he would have told her. If he’d gone to the front door, he would have passed her in the hall.


So it wasn’t Jake outside. It wasn’t her husband moving about now on the decking, fumbling at the back door. But still she clung on to the belief, the wild hope, that there was nothing to worry about. I’m perfectly safe. Everything’s fine.


‘Jake?’ she called.


And again, louder. Much louder, and louder still, until it became a scream.


‘Jake? Jake? Jake!’


Six miles from Riddings, Detective Sergeant Ben Cooper turned the corner of Edendale High Street into Hollowgate and stopped to let a bus pull into the terminus. The town hall lay just ahead of him, closed at this time of night but illuminated by spotlights, which picked out the pattern in its stonework that had earned it its nickname of the Wavy House. Across the road, the Starlight Café was doing good business as usual, with a steady stream of customers. Taxis were lining up for their busiest time of the day. It was almost ten o’clock on an ordinary August evening.


The pubs were even busier than the Starlight, of course. Cooper could hear the music pounding from the Wheatsheaf and the Red Lion, the two pubs on either side of the market square. A crowd of youngsters screamed and laughed by the war memorial, watched by a uniformed PC and a community support officer in bright yellow high-vis jackets, the pair of them standing in the entrance to an alley near the Raj Mahal.


Even in Edendale there were often fights at closing time, and drug dealers operating wherever they could find a suitable spot. On Friday and Saturday nights there would be a personnel carrier with a prisoner cage in the back, and multiple foot patrols of officers on the late shift. A change came over the town then; a place that had looked so quaint during the day, with its cobbled alleys and tall stone buildings, revealed its Jekyll and Hyde nature.


‘Hey, mate, shouldn’t you be out arresting some criminals?’


‘Ooh, duck, show us your baton.’


Looking round at the shouts, Cooper saw that the bus was a Hulley’s number 19 from the Devonshire Estate. Oh, great. He took a sharp step back from the kerb, turning his body away towards the shop window behind him. There were too many eyes gazing from the windows of the bus, and the likelihood of too many familiar faces, people he didn’t want to meet when he was off duty. Half of the names on his arrest record had addresses on the Devonshire Estate. He didn’t recognise the voices, but there was no doubt their owners knew him.


Well, this was his own choice. Many police officers opted to live outside the area they worked in, for exactly this reason. When you went for a quiet drink in your local pub, you didn’t want to find yourself sitting next to the person you’d nicked the day before, or sharing a table with a man whose brother you’d just sent to prison.


But Cooper had resisted moving to a neighbouring division. He could easily have travelled into Edendale every morning from Chesterfield or Buxton, but that wouldn’t be the same. He belonged here, in the Eden Valley, and he wasn’t going to let anything push him out. He intended to stay here, settle down, raise a family, and eventually turn into a cantankerous pensioner who rambled on about the good old days.


That meant he had to put up with these awkward moments – the looks of horrified recognition on faces, the shying away as he passed in the street, the aggressive stare at the bar. It was all part of life. All part of life’s rich pageant. That was what his grandmother would have said. He had no idea where the expression came from, but he knew it would stick inside his head now, until he found out. He supposed he’d have to Google it when he got home. He seemed to be turning into one of those people whose mind collected odd bits of information like a sheep picking up ticks.


As he walked, Cooper checked his phone in case he’d missed a text message, but there was nothing. He carried on towards the end of Hollowgate, ignoring the loud group of youngsters. Not his business tonight. He’d only just come off shift, at the end of a long-drawn-out series of arrests and the execution of search warrants. With six prisoners processed through the custody suite at West Street, there wasn’t much of the evening left by the time he finally clocked off.


At the corner of Bargate he stopped again and listened for the sound of the river, just discernible here above the noise of traffic. The council had been talking about making Hollowgate a pedestrianised zone, like neighbouring Clappergate. But of course the money had run out for projects like that. So a stream of cars still flowed down from Hulley Road towards the High Street, forming Edendale’s version of a one-way system. ‘Flowed’ wasn’t exactly the right word for it. Half of the cars stopped in front of the shops to unload passengers, or crawled to a halt as drivers looked for parking spaces, the little car park behind the town hall already being full at this hour.


Cooper studied the pedestrians ahead. There was no sign of her yet. He glanced at his watch. For once, he wasn’t the one who was late. That was good.


He decided to wait in front of the estate agent’s, looking back towards the clock on the Wavy House to make sure his watch wasn’t fast. There was always a smell of freshly baked bread just on this corner, thanks to the baker’s behind the shops in Bargate. The scent lingered all day, as if it was absorbed into the stone and released slowly to add to the atmosphere. It was good to have somewhere in town that still baked its own bread. For Cooper, it was the sounds and smells that gave Edendale its unique personality, and distinguished it from every other town in the country, with their identikit high streets full of chain stores.


He turned to look in the estate agent’s window, automatically drawn to the pictures of the houses for sale. This was one of the more upmarket agents, handling a lot of high-end properties, catering for equestrian interests and buyers with plenty of spare cash who were looking for a country residence. He spotted a nice property available not far away, in Lowtown. An old farmhouse by the look of it, full of character, with a few outbuildings and a pony paddock. But six hundred and fifty thousand pounds? How could he ever afford that? Even on his new salary scale as a detective sergeant, the mortgage repayments would be horrendous. He had a bit of money put away in the bank now, but savings didn’t grow very fast these days, with interest rates still on the floor. It was a hopeless prospect.


‘So which house do you fancy?’ said a voice in his ear.


It was totally different from the voices that had shouted to him from the bus. This one was warm, soft and caressing. A familiar voice, with an intimate touch on his arm.


Liz appeared at his side, laid her head against his shoulder, and slipped her hand into his. He hadn’t seen her approach, and now he felt strangely at a disadvantage.


‘What, one of these?’ he said. ‘Chance would be a fine thing.’


She sighed. ‘True, I suppose.’


Cooper looked beyond the pictures of houses and caught their reflections in the glass. The pair of them were slightly distorted and smoky, as if the glass was tinted. Edendale’s traffic moved slowly, jerkily behind them, like a street in an old silent film. And not for the first time, it struck him how well matched they looked. Comfortable together, like an old married couple already. Liz looked small at his side, her dark hair shining in the street lights, her face lit up with a simple, uncomplicated pleasure. It delighted him that she could respond this way every time they met, or even spoke on the phone. Who wouldn’t love to have that effect on someone? It was a wonderful thing to bring a bit of happiness into the world, to be able to create these moments of joy. A rare and precious gift in a world where he met so much darkness and unhappiness, so many lonely and bitter people.


‘Kiss, then?


He bent to kiss her. She smelled great, as always. Her presence made him smile, and forget about the gaping faces. Who cared what other people thought?


They crossed the road, squeezed close together, as if they’d been parted for months. He always felt like that with Liz. At these moments, he would agree to anything, and often did.


‘So, any progress on the big case?’ she said.


‘The home invasions, you mean?’


‘Yes. The Savages. That’s what the newspapers are calling them.’


Cooper grimaced at the expression, sorry to have the mood momentarily spoiled. It was typical of the media to come up with such a sensational and ludicrous nickname. He knew they were aiming to grab the public’s attention. But it seemed to him to trivialise the reality of the brutal violence inflicted on the victims of these particular offenders.


‘No, not much progress,’ he said.


‘It must be awful. I mean, to have something like that happen to you in your own home.’


‘The victims have been pretty traumatised.’


The gang of burglars the papers were calling the Savages had struck several times this summer, targeting large private houses in well-heeled villages on the eastern edges. E Division was Derbyshire Constabulary’s largest geographical division by far, and those long gritstone escarpments in the east marked its furthest fringes, the border with South Yorkshire.


Cooper wondered how he would feel if he owned that nice house in Lowtown, and someone broke into it. He’d been told that owning property changed your attitude completely, made you much more territorial, more aggressively prepared to defend your domain. Well, he’d seen that at first hand. Because it had certainly happened to his brother. He’d watched Matt turn into a paranoid wreck since he became responsible for the family farm at Bridge End. He patrolled his boundaries every day, like a one-man army, ever vigilant for the appearance of invaders. He was the Home Guard, ready to repel Hitler’s Nazi hordes with a pitchfork. That level of anxiety must be exhausting. Was owning property really worth it?


‘Do you think the Savages are local?’ asked Liz, voicing the question that many people were asking. ‘Or are they coming out from Sheffield?’


There were few people he could have discussed details of the case with. But Liz was in the job herself, a scene-of-crime officer in E Division. She’d even attended one of the scenes, the most recent incident in Baslow.


‘They know the area pretty well, either way,’ said Cooper. ‘They’ve chosen their targets like professionals so far. And they’ve got their approaches and exits figured out to the last detail. At least, it seems so – since we haven’t got much of a lead on them yet.’


They had a table booked at the Columbine. It was in the cellar, but that was okay. In Edendale, there wasn’t much of a choice of restaurants where last orders were taken at ten. And even at the Columbine that was only from May to October, for the visitors. Edendale people didn’t eat so late.


Cooper was looking forward to getting in front of a High Peak rib-eye steak pan-fried in Cajun spices. Add a bottle of Czech beer, and he’d be happy. And he’d be able to forget about the Savages for a while.


They opened the door of the restaurant, and Cooper paused for a moment to look back at the street, watching the people beginning to head out of town, back to the safety of their homes. If anyone’s home was safe, with individuals like the Savages on the loose.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘at least they haven’t killed anybody yet.’


In Riddings, a figure was moving in the Barrons’ garden. Barry Gamble was approaching the house cautiously. The last time he’d been on the drive at Valley View, it hadn’t been a happy experience. Some people just didn’t appreciate neighbourly concern. He hoped there was no one hanging around outside, no chance of seeing any of the Barrons. He would just have a quick check, make sure everything was okay, then get back to his own house a few hundred yards away in Chapel Close.


Gamble tutted at the roof trusses and window frames stacked untidily against the wall. That was asking for trouble, in his opinion. It gave the impression the house was empty and vulnerable while construction work was going on. The improvements seemed to have stalled, though. The area that had been cleared behind the garage was supposed to be an extension for a gym and family room, so he’d heard. But the foundations were still visible, the breeze-block walls hardly a foot high where they’d been abandoned. Perhaps the Barrons had run out of money, like everyone else. The thought gave Gamble a little twinge of satisfaction.


He wondered if some item of builders’ materials had made the noise he’d heard. A dull thump and a crash, loud on the night air. And then there had been some kind of scrabbling in the undergrowth. But he was used to that sound. There was plenty of wildlife in Riddings at night – foxes, badgers, rabbits. Even the occasional deer down off Stoke Flat. The noises animals made in the dark were alarming, for anyone who wasn’t used to them the way he was.


Gamble skirted the garage and headed towards the back of the house, conscious of the sound of his footsteps on the gravel drive. He tried to tread lightly, but gravel was always a nuisance. He’d learned to avoid it whenever he could. A nice bit of paving or a patch of grass was so much easier.


He began to rehearse his excuses in case someone came out and challenged him. I was just passing, and I thought I heard … Can’t be too careful, eh? Well, as long as everything’s all right, I’ll be getting along. He couldn’t remember whether the Barrons had installed motion sensors at Valley View that would activate the security lights. He thought not, though.


The house was very quiet as he came near it. The younger Barron children would be in bed by now. He knew their bedrooms were on the other side of the house, overlooking the garden. Their parents tended to sit up late watching TV. He’d seen the light flickering on the curtains until one o’clock in the morning sometimes.


Gamble peered through the kitchen window. A bit of light came through the open doorway from the hall. But there wasn’t much to see inside. No intruders, no damage, no signs of a break-in or disturbance. No one visible inside the house, no soul moving at all.


In fact, there was only one thing for Barry Gamble to see. One thing that made him catch his breath with fear and excitement. It was nothing but a trickle. A narrow worm, red and glistening in a patch of light. A thin trickle of blood, creeping slowly across the terracotta tiles.
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Wednesday


Ben Cooper arrived under the Devil’s Edge as the morning was already getting warm. He followed the directions of a uniformed officer and parked his Toyota on a narrow verge behind a line of vehicles that had reached the scene before him. He unbuckled his seat belt, pressed redial on his mobile phone, and stepped out of the car into the smells of newmown grass and horse manure.


‘Gavin, it’s Ben. Did you get the message earlier? See if you can round up Luke and Becky and get them out to Riddings asap. Drop everything else, mate. This is a priority.’


As he put his phone back into his pocket, Cooper was wishing he’d got a call-out earlier. He couldn’t deny that the adrenalin was flowing. This was his first big challenge as a recently promoted detective sergeant. He had to do a good job, make sure he got his team focused and producing results. Results were what everyone demanded. But you had to be on scene early, and get in at the start, if you were going to play a leading role. Otherwise you started to look like an extra.


He began to walk towards the blue and white tape marking out the crime scene. According to a street sign, he was on Curbar Lane.


Cooper wasn’t too familiar with Riddings. In normal times, these villages weren’t usually the focus of crime. Expensive houses and affluent middle-class residents, by and large. A few months ago, this road had appeared on a list of the most expensive places to buy property in the East Midlands, along with a similar location in Curbar. Decent houses were pricey everywhere in the Peak District. But Riddings and its neighbouring villages seemed to have an appeal all of their own. A highly desirable location. He could almost write the estate agent’s details himself.


The villages of Froggatt, Curbar and Riddings lay on the banks of the River Derwent, between the bigger communities of Grindleford and Baslow. From all of these Derwentside villages, the view to the east was blocked by a series of high gritstone edges – Gardom, Baslow, Curbar, Froggatt. Created through glacial action twenty thousand years ago, they formed a great curve of rock faces swinging away to the north and south, a formidable barrier protecting the clusters of grey-roofed houses in the valley and the wooded dales to the west. An almost continuous twelve-mile-long wall of rock.


Cooper paused for a moment when he reached the outer cordon and looked up. Riddings Edge was considered a mecca for climbers, with routes up to seventy feet high. He knew a few rock climbers, and they told him it presented some of the most testing challenges, comparable to the popular sections of Stanage Edge. Sheer perpendicular faces were split vertically like shattered teeth, angles shifted suddenly to steep slabs or overhangs. Some stretches of rock were said to be notorious for crumbling unexpectedly under the fingers, so that a hold that seemed perfect one second disappeared into thin air the next. Climbers looking for something easier tended to head a bit further north, to Froggatt.


With one hand Cooper shaded his eyes against the sun to study the edge itself. Grotesque, twisted outlines of weather-worn gritstone. Jutting outcrops, misshapen boulders, broken shards of stone, so dark that they seemed to absorb the light. Against the sun, some of the rocks were impossible to distinguish from watching human figures.


He pictured what was beyond the edges. Desolate expanses of scrub known as flats, and vast tracts of moorland beyond them. Above Riddings Edge was the biggest area of moorland, known simply as Big Moor. If you took the trouble to walk to the highest point of the moor, you would see what lay beyond – the suburbs of Totley, Dore, Beauchief, the first tentacles of the city of Sheffield, reaching out towards the Peak.


Cooper gave his name to an officer at the inner cordon, just inside an impressive entrance with electric wrought-iron gates and a long driveway leading up to the front of the property. A Land Rover Discovery stood on a paved parking area, next to a brick-red Beetle Cabriolet. Beyond the house, he saw landscaped gardens, a water feature with a fountain, shrub borders, a lawn containing a children’s trampoline.


He headed towards a group of figures and made out his DI, Paul Hitchens, who nodded to him briefly.


‘Ben.’


‘Sir.’


Hitchens was looking well fed these days, or maybe losing a battle against middle-aged spread. He was always dressed smartly, though – in a suit and tie, like a middle manager in a large insurance company. Cooper brushed automatically at his own leather jacket, wondering whether he should think about changing his image.


The DI’s expression was serious and preoccupied. Cooper decided he ought to make an effort not to let his excitement show too much.


‘House invasion?’ he said.


‘And a bad one.’


August had been a hell of a month under the Devil’s Edge. Warm weather and long evenings tempted people to leave their windows open at night, a back door ajar, their house unattended. It was an opportunist thief’s dream.


But these weren’t opportunist thieves. Their attacks were planned. They had everything so well worked out that they seemed to disappear after the event. Disappeared without a trace, the newspaper reports said. Well, almost.


‘Ben, suppose we were looking at this scene without any preconceptions,’ said Hitchens.


‘Yes?’


‘Well, if the children had been harmed, we might be thinking murder-suicide. Father kills the wife, the kids and then himself. It happens.’


Cooper nodded. ‘Too often.’


They were both silent for a moment, watching the crime-scene examiners go about their work. The circus had arrived early this morning, the SOCOs and medical examiner, the photographers and CID, and the task force officers in their overalls conducting a fingertip search. They were all here promptly, arriving like magic. It was as if everyone had already known where to go, as though they were expecting something like this to happen. Well, it was that kind of summer. One where death had been inevitable.


‘Or it can be the mother. That happens too,’ said Hitchens, as if as an afterthought.


‘No. The mother does it differently. A woman sets fire to the house, so she doesn’t have to see them die.’


‘Yes. And these children are unharmed anyway.’


‘We know, though, don’t we?’ said Cooper at last.


‘Yes, I suppose so. The Savages.’


‘If you like that name, sir.’


‘Well, this was definitely savage. They’ve upped the stakes, Ben. This is a deliberate escalation.’


As he listened to Hitchens, Cooper was trying to absorb the atmosphere of the house. There was always a lingering atmosphere after a violent crime – a sense of the shock and fear, the impact of death echoing from the walls.


‘Maybe it was deliberate,’ he said. ‘But perhaps it all just went wrong for them this time.’


SOCOs were busy everywhere, dusting for fingerprints, hoovering up trace evidence, examining the garden for shoe marks. Cooper realised that he’d arrived only just in time to see the body in situ. A black van was already waiting on the drive to take it away.


‘Besides,’ said Hitchens, ‘the husband isn’t dead. Not yet. Want to take a look?’


Cooper could see the body from the back door. It lay on the kitchen floor, the face turned slightly towards him. A woman, wearing jeans and a white T-shirt stained red at the shoulders. A woman lying in a pool of darkening blood. The stain had spread right across the floor and soaked into the tiles.


There were always a lot of people around at a murder scene. Many of these officers would never have attended a violent death before. Some of them were trying to avoid looking at the body, in case they couldn’t forget it afterwards. It was different if you had an immediate job to do. If you walked into a crime scene with a professional attitude, thinking about carrying out your work, it really focused the mind. Then you were able to concentrate on looking at the evidence, assessing the circumstances of death, planning what should be done next. Sometimes it was only later, when you saw the photographs of the scene, that reality hit you.


‘The victim’s name is Barron,’ said Hitchens. ‘Zoe Barron, aged thirty-six.’


‘The husband?’


‘Jake.’


‘Okay.’


When she was attacked, Zoe Barron had been clutching a bottle of wine. Château d’Arche Sauternes, according to the label. It had smashed on the tiles as she fell. The golden liquid had formed thin streams through her blood, and now the smell of wine was turning sour on the morning air. The back door stood open, and flies were starting to converge on the kitchen.


It was the sight and smell of the wine that made Cooper feel suddenly nauseous, the way that blood and the presence of a corpse no longer did. He felt guilty at the excitement he’d experienced on the way here, the adrenalin that had been surging through his body and heightening his sensations as he stepped out of the car. Zoe Barron’s dead eyes stared like a reproach.


‘You know we’re already taking a lot of flak over these incidents,’ said Hitchens quietly.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Well, take it from me, Ben – that was nothing. The shit is really going to hit the fan now.’


Because the Barron family were far from the first. There had already been four attacks in the space of a few weeks. All the incidents had taken place in villages along the eastern edges, with high-value properties targeted in Hathersage, Padley and Baslow. Aggravated burglaries, with at least two cases of GBH if they ever came to court. Two people had suffered injuries at the hands of ruthless offenders who showed no hesitation in using violence to get in and out quickly. No sneaking through windows while the occupants were asleep for these men.


Yet from the way the Barrons were found, it seemed as though they had expected nothing. For them, it had probably been a normal day. A spell of warm weather meant a chance to tidy up in the garden, a spot of maintenance on the back fence before the autumn began. There were probably no signs of danger as twilight fell in Riddings – only the late-afternoon sun catching the edge, picking out those grotesque, twisted gritstone shapes.


And inside the house? The kitchen was the most dangerous place in any home, the room where more people were killed or injured than any other. But most of those cases were accidents. A fire, a fall, or a faulty electrical connection.


Zoe Barron’s death looked at first glance as though it might have been an accident. The dropped wine bottle, the slippery floor, the hard tiles. And that head injury, oozing blood. But the circumstances were different. The husband, for example. Jake Barron had been found in the sitting room, sprawled in front of a fifty-inch plasma TV.


‘He was lucky,’ said Hitchens.


‘So he’s alive, you say?’


‘Just about. He has serious head injuries. If he survives, there’s a high probability of brain damage.’


‘What about the children? There are children, aren’t there? In a house this size …’


‘Yes, three. Social Services have taken custody of them while some relatives are tracked down. There are grandparents living in Sheffield, and a sister somewhere in Nottinghamshire, I think. None of the kids seems to be injured, but they’re in shock, of course.’


‘Did they see anything? Or is it too early to interview them?’


Hitchens shrugged. ‘It doesn’t seem likely that they did. They were all upstairs in their bedrooms. The youngest was already asleep, and the older two were watching TV, listening to their iPods, chatting to their friends on their mobile phones. All at the same time, as far as we can tell. I suppose it’s one of the advantages of giving kids all those electronic gadgets to use. Personally, I’ve always thought it cuts them off from the real world too much. But sometimes …’


‘Sometimes that can be a good thing,’ said Cooper.


‘Exactly.’


There was a stir behind them in the doorway, and Cooper turned. Detective Superintendent Branagh had arrived. There was no doubt who would be Senior Investigating Officer on this one, then. The inquiry was getting the superintendent’s personal touch. Of course it was. A major, high-profile case like this. A sergeant would be a long way down the pecking order.


Branagh brought an air of authority on to the scene. She had a physical presence that made other officers step back. Cooper sometimes thought it was the shoulders that did it. She was built like a professional swimmer, broad and flat across the shoulders, an effect emphasised by the cut of the jackets she wore. She moved like a rugby player ploughing through the opposition, her face set in a determined glower. Cooper knew he would hate to get on the wrong side of her. But so far he seemed be in her good books. It was to Superintendent Branagh he owed his promotion.


After Hitchens had briefed her, Branagh cast a sharp eye around the immediate scene, then walked to the sitting room window.


‘Neighbours?’ she said.


‘Not so as you’d notice, ma’am,’ said Hitchens.


‘What? This isn’t an isolated farmhouse. We’re in a village. There were plenty of houses visible as we came up the road.’


‘Well, take a look for yourself.’


Each property in the area was screened by high hedges or thick banks of conifers, with long drives and gates to separate them from the road. A desire for privacy was a double-edged sword. In other villages, where smaller cottages clustered together, no strangers could have got too close without the neighbours seeing them. Here, some of these homes were as isolated from prying eyes as if they stood alone on the remotest plateau of Kinder Scout. More so, actually, when you considered the number of walkers scattered across open-access land.


‘You’re right,’ said Branagh. ‘There must be houses nearby, but we can’t see them from here.’


‘Yes, they chose their target well.’


‘And that’s good news, in a way. It suggests they must have checked out the location in advance. Someone will have seen them.’


‘Maybe.’


Branagh was trying to strike a note of confidence, but Hitchens sounded unconvinced. No one was mentioning the word ‘Savages’ now. Everyone knew the superintendent wouldn’t like it. She loathed the media. More than one officer had felt the strength of her disapproval after quoting something from the press. Besides, it hardly seemed necessary. Standing in this house, and with all the incidents that had happened in the last few weeks, the conclusion seemed obvious.


‘We keep an open mind,’ said Branagh. ‘Until the evidence points one way or the other.’


Everyone nodded. But everyone had their own ideas.


Hitchens nudged Cooper.


‘Take a look round outside, Ben. See if you can get any ideas about their approach.’


‘Okay.’


‘Then we need to start talking to the neighbours. Can you get your team organised on that as soon as?’


‘We’re a bit thin on the ground, sir.’


‘You’ll get more help. I’ve got at least one more pair of hands on the way for you.’


Cooper went back out and walked around the house. Roof trusses and window frames were stacked against a wall, presumably ready to go in the extension he could see was being built at the back. He nudged one of the timbers. They were heavy, too heavy for one person to move on their own.


The parking area provided access to a garage block big enough for four cars at least. To the rear, a terrace led via a decked walkway to a large balcony with wrought-iron railings. Doorways led out of the house on to the balcony from the kitchen and a games room.


It was a breathtaking position, with spectacular south-facing views across to Stoke Woods and down the Derwent Valley as far as Chatsworth.


Across a lower deck he found himself looking into a pool room and gym. The garden sloped away to a weeping willow on the boundary. Near a dense coppice of beech trees he could see a greenhouse, a polytunnel, a pergola. Among the beeches he thought he could make out a large tree house.


He was about to start making more phone calls when he saw with relief that his team were starting to arrive. Divisional CID would have an important part to play here. He aimed to make sure of that.


Detective Constable Gavin Murfin was the first to plod his way up the drive, chewing ruminatively on a soft mint and wiping sweat from his forehead.


‘Nice gaff,’ he said. ‘They tell me it costs a fortune to buy a place like this. I might move here when I retire.’


‘Really?’


‘Yeah, and I’ll start breeding flying pigs.’


Of course, there were bigger and better houses than these in Derbyshire. Properties with more bedrooms, higher-specification kitchens, larger grounds and longer swimming pools. But here, location was the factor that raised the price so high. Location, location, location. The estate agent’s mantra was accurate. People were willing to pay big money for a view like this. It was why those who’d grown up here found it so difficult to afford properties in the Peak District.


Murfin peered through the French windows into the lounge.


‘Look at this furniture. I bet they didn’t buy this on eBay.’


Cooper wondered what had been stolen in the break-in. It was too early to know, even if there was anyone here who could tell them. There were no obvious signs. He’d noticed a retro-style DAB radio standing on a kitchen work surface, and an iPad lying on the table. Easy pickings for a burglar. Who could have failed to snatch up the iPad? Unless they were panicked by the violent confrontation with the householder and fled empty-handed. Or maybe they were looking for something specific. A safe, perhaps, where the Barrons kept their most valuable possessions.


The house itself was nothing special, as far as Cooper could see. Not architecturally, anyway. It had been added to many times over the years, and had lost any character it might have possessed when it was built. Most of it was stone, but it failed even to blend in with its surroundings. The size was impressive, though. It seemed to go forever, stepping down on to a lower level and constantly revealing another extension. Guest bedrooms, a gym, a sauna. It seemed to have everything.


‘I wonder what the mortgage is like,’ he said. ‘It makes me shudder just to think about it.’


Murfin grunted. ‘Don’t talk to me about mortgages. I’ve got one as big as a planet. As big as Alpha Centauri. We went for a fixed rate just at the wrong time, like. Typical.’


‘Alpha Centauri?’


‘My lad’s getting keen on astronomy.’


‘Your son is doing wonders for your education, Gavin.’


‘I have to help with his homework. Just one of my many jobs.’


‘Speaking of which …’


‘Yeah, I know. Start knocking on doors. Just call me the tally man.’


‘I’m not sure how many adjoining properties we’ll have.’


‘I can tell you,’ said Murfin.


‘Really?’


‘Did you think I’d been wasting my time until I got here? Oh ye of little faith.’


‘So you didn’t have time to call at that baker’s in Hollowgate?’


‘I was a model of restraint. No, I’ve rounded up information on the immediate neighbours. Modern technology is wonderful. Saves me a bit of leg work, anyway.’


Who did they have to start with? The Barrons’ house was called Valley View for good reason. This whole section of Curbar Lane enjoyed views down into the valley of the Derwent. Along the lane Cooper had noticed a sign for Fourways, and he could just see the roof of another property beyond the trees.


‘Yes, Fourways is the nearest,’ said Murfin, consulting his notebook. ‘The people there are called Holland. On the other side we need to talk to a Mr Kaye at Moorside House, and Mr Edson at Riddings Lodge. Across the way are Mr and Mrs Chadwick. Their house is called The Cottage. Irony, I suppose. There are also two properties backing on to this one from The Hill. A Mrs Slattery at South Croft, and a family name of Nowak at Lane End.’


‘Nowak?’


‘That’s what it says here.’


‘Well, when Luke and Becky arrive, we can divide them between us.’


‘Looks like the lass is here now,’ said Murfin.


DC Becky Hurst was just passing through the cordon, ducking to get under the tape. She was sensibly dressed in jeans and sweater, as if she’d known when she got up this morning that she was scheduled for a day in the country. Her hair was very short and a colour that Cooper would probably call coppery red. He was fairly sure it wasn’t the same colour she’d had last week.


Hurst walked briskly up the drive with that businesslike air with which she approached every job, clutching her notebook and phone in her hand, her expression alert and eager. When she and Gavin Murfin were working together, they often looked like a young Border Collie shepherding an aged ram. Sometimes Cooper felt like calling ‘Come bye’ to get her to steer him into the right pen.


‘Morning, boss,’ she said brightly. ‘Has Gavin given you the information I pulled out on the neighbours?’


Murfin coughed quietly, as if a piece of mint had gone down the wrong way.


‘Oh, you did that, Becky?’ said Cooper.


‘Of course. Gavin had to call in somewhere on the way.’


‘And is there anything else you’ve done for Gavin?’


‘Yes, I checked with the hospital on the condition of the householder, Mr Barron. They say he’s on the critical list.’


‘In hospital-speak, that means they don’t think he’ll make it,’ said Murfin.


‘Thanks, Gavin.’


Hurst looked at the Barrons’ house for the first time, running a keen eye over the façade as if she was counting the windows and doors.


‘So it could be a double murder we’re dealing with,’ she said.


‘Very likely.’


A flash of colour caught Cooper’s eye. On the edge above Riddings, two climbers were clinging to the rock face. From here, their grip on the rock looked impossibly precarious. But inch by inch, foot by foot, they were making their way up towards the edge itself. The clang of karabiners reached him clear on the air.


The rock climbers who’d told him about Riddings Edge had mentioned that many of the routes up those gritstone faces had been given names that reflected a climber’s view of the challenges they presented. There was Torment, Hell’s Reach, Satan’s Gully, Demon Buttress. The message was pretty clear.


Those names alone would be enough to explain why this particular escarpment had become known as the Devil’s Edge. But this summer, they weren’t the only reason.
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Detective Sergeant Diane Fry was starting to feel suffocated. And it wasn’t just the heat, or the airlessness of the conference room. The suffocation went much deeper. It was a slow choking of her spirit, the draining of life from her innermost being. In a few more minutes she would be brain dead. Heart dead, soul dead, her spirit sapped, her energy levels at zero.


And her bum was numb, too. This was purgatory.


Fry had spent the whole morning in Nottinghamshire Police headquarters at Sherwood Lodge. At the front of the room, someone whose name badge she couldn’t read was sticking Post-it notes on a sheet of brown paper that had been Blu-Tacked to the wall. The Post-its were all the colours of the rainbow, which apparently had some significance. A few of them had already moved position several times during the session, making determined advances or strategic retreats, like military units moving around a simulated battlefield. She supposed there was some kind of overall narrative to the present ation. It might even be explained in the handout she hadn’t read. But she’d lost track half an hour ago. Now she was losing the will to live. She could feel her eyes glazing over, a well-known clinical side effect of staring too long at yellow Post-it notes.


When the speaker turned his back for a moment to move another Post-it, she leaned towards the officer sitting next to her.


‘What is this kind of presentation called again?’ she whispered. ‘A Sellotape brainstorm?’


‘No. A brown-paper workshop.’


‘Of course.’


If she remembered rightly, her neighbour was an inspector from the Leicestershire force. Mick or Rick, something like that. They’d all had to do ten-second introductions at the start of the session. Tell us who you are and what you hope to get from today. Cue a bunch of po-faced lies.


‘The Sellotape comes at the end,’ said Mick or Rick with a conspiratorial smile. ‘When we fix the Post-it notes in their final position.’


‘I’ll be on the edge of my seat by then.’


‘You and me both.’


Fry sighed. She was almost starting to miss Edendale. Unlike Derbyshire Constabulary, their neighbours in Nottinghamshire had an extra assistant chief constable, whose sole responsibility was Strategic Change. And change these days meant cooperation between forces to save money. So here she was, in this conference room in Sherwood Lodge, forty miles from Derbyshire E Division and starting to feel nostalgic for the company of DC Gavin Murfin and his colleagues. She would never have thought it possible.


She wondered idly which she would prefer right now – a nice restful spell in the private hospital she’d seen on the other side of the trees as she came down the drive, or a visit to the pub a little way back down the road.


She caught Mick or Rick looking at her. He pointedly checked his watch, and made a gesture with his wrist suggesting the act of drinking. A soulmate, then. Or at least close enough for now.


‘Seven Mile Inn,’ he said.


‘I saw it. Just by the lights.’


These working-group sessions were supposed to be interactive. That meant she couldn’t entirely escape joining in. At strategic moments she had found herself blurting out phrases that sounded right. Methodical workforce modernisation. Greater interoperability. She tried to say them while other people were shouting out suggestions, so that her words were swallowed in the general verbiage. The best place to hide a tree is in the forest.


The frustrating thing was that she knew she could do this stuff. She could do it standing on her head, write the entire report for them if that was what they wanted. You didn’t get far in the modern police service without learning those skills. It was just that her heart wasn’t in it. This wasn’t how she should be spending her days, trapped in a stuffy conference room.


And then the facilitator said the words she’d been waiting for.


‘Okay, people. We’ll break for lunch. Please be back promptly at two.’


Some of the attendees had brought their own sandwiches. Packed lunches, like schoolchildren. There was a civilian, a techy type from an IT department somewhere in the region, who was drinking Coke through a straw while he listened to an iPod and scrolled through messages on his iPhone.


You would have thought they’d supply lunch, at least. But this was the age of austerity. No such thing as a free lunch. Whoever said that had got it dead right.


Fry wondered what the others had done wrong to be sent here. When she stood up, her body ached. Not just from the ordeal of sitting still for so long. She physically craved action.


Somewhere in the world, something must be happening. There must be people who needed her. Mustn’t there?


The village of Riddings had no pubs, and no shops. Not a sign of a café or a craft shop, or even a farmhouse selling fruit at the side of the road.


Yet Cooper could see that the place still attracted tourists. Perhaps they saw some quaintness in its narrow lanes and stone houses, or enjoyed the smell of horse manure. But the people who lived here clearly had no interest in tourism. Unlike other villages in the Peak District, they made no effort to encourage visitors. They provided no facilities, not even anywhere to park a car.


Driving through the centre of the village, he noticed a few smaller cottages standing on The Green, where a hand-written sign advertised horse manure at a pound per bag. But the only people he saw anywhere were women walking their dogs.


The lanes really were very narrow. Where cars were left parked at the side of the road, their offside wing mirrors had been folded in to avoid getting knocked off by passing vehicles. A lesson learned from experience, he supposed.


The property neighbouring Valley View was called Fourways. This one was probably worth barely a million. Through more black wrought-iron gates, a drive ran straight up to a double garage, and the house was below it, approached by a set of steps. It was much smaller than Valley View, maybe no more than three bedrooms. But the views alone would add a lot of value to the property.


On the way to the front door, he passed a window and saw a woman emerging from the kitchen and walking towards a split-level dining room. Through the kitchen door, Cooper glimpsed Shaker-style units, lit by a dozen spotlights. A cream Persian cat sat in a basket by the Aga. When it saw him, it gave him a look of pure contempt.


He thought of his own moggy back at home in his flat in Welbeck Street, a rescue from the local animal sanctuary and happy just to have a back yard to sit in when it was sunny. There were cats and cats, just like there were different people.


When he rang the bell, the same woman answered.


‘Mrs Holland?’


‘Yes.’


‘Police. I’d like to have a few words about your neighbours. Have you heard what happened?’


‘Oh, the Barrons, yes. Terrible.’


Inside the house, the entrance hall was floored with slate, which Cooper had always liked the look of. Wherever it was used, it seemed to bring a bit of the natural world into a home. The feel of it underfoot was so different from synthetic flooring. He liked the way it changed colour in different light, and even the smell of it when it got wet. One day he would own a house with slate floors. One day.


The Hollands were a couple in their late sixties. Comfortable-looking was the expression that came into his mind. Well settled into retirement, but fit enough to be active. The husband was a bit overweight. Perhaps he ought to play more golf, and eat fewer good dinners. Compared to him, his wife was like a slender bird, forever moving here and there, steel-grey hair cut straight around her face.


‘I feel so sorry for the children,’ said Mrs Holland. ‘At their age, it must be terrible. At any age, I suppose. You know what I mean.’


‘Yes.’


‘I wouldn’t wish a thing like this on anyone, no matter what I might think of them personally.’


‘How do you get on with the Barrons, then?’


‘Oh. Fine, you know. We don’t see all that much of them. It’s not as if we’re right on top of each other.’


‘We hear them more than see them, I suppose you’d say,’ said Mr Holland.


His wife gave him a look, but Cooper couldn’t quite interpret the message.


‘The children play in their garden, of course,’ she said. ‘What children wouldn’t love to have a garden like that to play in?’


Cooper gazed out of the window, trying to orientate himself in relation to the Barrons’ property.


‘Those trees there. They must be on your neighbours’ side.’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘I think I noticed a tree house when I was at Valley View.’


‘Oh, you saw it.’


‘The most expensive tree house ever built,’ said Mr Holland. ‘When I was a child, my dad built us one out of bits of spare timber, and we loved it. Not Jake Barron. He brought in a tree house designer. Can you believe it?’


‘I don’t think Sergeant Cooper wants to hear about tree houses,’ said Mrs Holland firmly.


Her husband shrugged and wandered away a few feet, making a show of examining the rose bush outside the window.


‘Actually, I was wondering if you might have seen anything last night,’ said Cooper.


‘Oh, anything suspicious? That’s what you say, isn’t it?’


‘Yes. Any unusual activity, strangers hanging around, vehicles you didn’t recognise?’


She looked disappointed. ‘No. We would have told someone already if we’d seen anything like that.’


‘How long have you lived here in Riddings?’


‘About five years,’ she said. ‘Martin was a very successful commercial lawyer. He still does a certain amount of consultancy work, but at least I get to spend time with him now. And there’s the house. It’s lovely, isn’t it?’


‘Oh, yes. Very nice. It must be a wonderful place to live.’


‘All this business is very worrying, though. Nowhere is safe, is it? Not these days. We thought a place like this, in the country …’


‘Unfortunately, it’s not the case.’


‘I suppose it’s the times we live in. People need money badly. And they look at houses like ours and think we have more than our share. That must be what makes them do things like this, don’t you think? It’s envy, isn’t it? Envy, pure and simple. It’s an emotion that can really eat into people.’


She sounded as though she was speaking from experience. Cooper was about to ask her why, when his phone buzzed. There was a text message from Becky Hurst, asking to speak to him when he was free.


‘I’ll have to go,’ he said. ‘But if you do happen to think of anything, here’s my card.’


Mr Holland had turned to look at him again with a glower, his hands thrust into the pockets of his corduroy trousers. Cooper handed his card to Mrs Holland, simply on the basis that she seemed to be the one who was most interested.


‘Well, you ought to check on the people who go up on the edge at night,’ she said.


‘Which people?’ asked Cooper.


‘You’ll see them. There are always cars parked up at the gap, no matter what time of night you go past. Goodness knows what they do up there. I wouldn’t care to think.’


‘We’ll be checking on everything.’


‘Be sure that you do.’


Cooper thought he was probably going to have to get used to people telling him what to do. Here, everyone would think it was their right.


On his way out on to Curbar Lane, Cooper had to squeeze past a gardener’s van drawn up in the gateway with a trailer full of freshly sawn branches. There must be plenty of work for gardeners in this area. Maintenance of all these lawns and flower borders had to be an endless task, like painting the Forth Bridge.


Working near the van was a gardener with short-cropped blond hair. The young man failed to look up as Cooper passed, which was odd. The natural thing would be to show curiosity about what was happening. A few yards down the lane, when his car was out of sight round a bend, Cooper pulled over and wrote down the name of the company from the side of the van. AJS Gardening Services.


While he was stopped, he called Becky Hurst.


‘What’s up, Becky?’


‘I thought you should know, Sarge. I took the side lane by the Methodist church. Chapel Close? Mr Gamble lives at number four. He’s the member of the public who called the incident in.’


‘Oh, yes. Mr Gamble.’


‘Well, his wife was in. Her name is Monica.’


‘Where’s her husband?’


‘She didn’t know.’


‘Didn’t know?’


‘She told me she often doesn’t know where he is. Sorry.’


‘He should never have been allowed to wander off from the scene,’ said Cooper.


‘He did make a statement to the FOAs.’


‘The first officers to arrive didn’t know what sort of incident they were dealing with. We really need to speak to Mr Gamble again, and soon. I don’t like the fact that he’s disappeared, Becky.’


‘No, that’s why I thought you ought to know straight away.’


‘You were right. Thanks, Becky.’


‘The good news is that he can’t have gone far. He hasn’t taken their car, so he’s likely to be on foot. I’ve got his mobile number from his wife. I’m trying to call him, but there’s no answer so far.’


‘Okay. Keep at it.’


Cooper started the car and drove on. He really didn’t like Mr Gamble being missing. He liked even less the knowledge that before long, someone was going to ask him about Gamble. Either his DI or Superintendent Branagh would want to know where the informant was. I don’t know wasn’t a good enough answer.


The Chadwicks’ home, The Cottage, was a barn conversion with big Velux windows installed in the roof. As Cooper approached, two herons took off from behind the house and flapped ponderously away over the village, their feet trailing clumsily below their bodies. You didn’t often see two herons together. He felt sure there must be a pond behind the house, nicely stocked with fish.


He passed a Nissan Qashqai and a Mercedes Kompressor standing close together in front of a double garage. A small boat trailer was parked on the drive. He looked for the burglar alarm, and found a yellow box high on the front wall. There was also a security light at the bottom of the drive.


The Chadwicks were outside, enjoying the sun, seated on garden chairs under a parasol. Mr Chadwick rose to greet him. He was a tall man with anxious eyes and a balding head shiny with perspiration.


‘Bill Chadwick. This is my wife, Retty. Marietta, that is. We call her Retty.’


Cooper showed his warrant card, even though they hadn’t asked to see it. It was odd how some people were so trusting when he said he was a police officer. No matter what was going on around them, they still felt no reason to be suspicious of strangers.


‘You’ll have heard …?’ he began.


‘At Valley View, yes. The Barrons.’


‘It’s so close,’ said Mrs Chadwick. ‘Ever so close. Just across the lane.’


They all looked instinctively towards Valley View, though it wasn’t even possible to see Curbar Lane from here, let alone anything of the Barrons’ property. Trees and the corner of a wall, then more trees. And beyond the trees, Riddings Edge. So close? Cooper wondered if the Chadwicks knew what it was actually like to have neighbours living practically on top of you, packed in cheek by jowl, so close that you could hear them clearly through the walls on either side of you. There were lots of people in Edendale who knew what that was like. His own ground-floor flat in Welbeck Street sometimes echoed to the slam of a door from the tenant upstairs, the clatter of feet on the stairs, the blare of old Mrs Shelley’s TV set next door.
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