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Eight years ago


The road was wet that night, as it always was when the worst things happened. Rain had turned the tarmac into a slick, dark ribbon as black as any nightmare. A wave of spray splattered his windscreen from the tyres of a Tesco Scania as it ploughed through the downpour fifty yards ahead. 


By now the steering wheel felt slippery in his hands and the rumble of the diesel engine had become a monotonous drone inside his head. The nose of his massive Iveco Stralis veered towards the white line as his concentration faltered for a second. He screwed up his eyes against the dazzle of headlights from cars on the northbound carriageway as they glared and flickered through a smear of water beneath his wipers. 


He had the heater in his cab turned up full, the fans blasting air to clear the condensation. But the miles he’d already covered today had coated the lorry with dirt. There were still fragments of straw from a farm trailer stuck in a greasy film that his wiper blades couldn’t shift. It was like driving blind through a storm of sludge.


There were no lights on this stretch of road, just the flick of a cat’s eye, the dark shadow of a tree, the wet reflection from the crash barrier in the central reservation. He was listening to Planet Rock on his DAB radio. It was the only kind of music that made sure the adrenalin was still pumping and kept him awake enough to drive the Iveco through the night, even after a daytime shift. He laughed to himself as a Stones track came on. ‘Driving Too Fast’. Except he wasn’t, of course. He knew better than to try in a rig like this, even without the speed limiter. He couldn’t afford the points if a camera caught him. If he lost his licence, he’d lose his job.


‘You’re close to the edge. Don’t push it one more inch.’


That was what people kept telling him. His boss, his wife, everyone who wanted to stick their interfering oars into his life. 


Half a mile past the Macclesfield turn-off, his attention was distracted by a splash of white in the darkness overhead. It was just a car, parked on a bridge over the road. But its colour made it appear to float in mid-air, a ghostly apparition in the rain. 


As his truck passed beneath the bridge, he glimpsed two people leaning over the rail. Just a pair of dark outlines, the pale ovals of their faces shrouded in hoods against the rain. It wasn’t a night to be out watching traffic, surely. They’d be far better at home in front of the telly, or sitting in the pub with a pint. But some people had nothing better to do and nowhere else to go. He’d given up trying to understand what went on in other people’s minds. It was too difficult to figure out, even when it was someone you’d known for years.


His phone buzzed and he glanced at the screen. A text message from his wife. Right on cue.


Where r u? We need 2 talk. Urgent.


She was going on about the same old subject, of course. She would never let it alone. She had never learned that the more she nagged him to do something, the more he felt like doing the opposite. She’d been banging on and on about the same old thing, over and over. He’d tried to fob her off, to say exactly what she wanted to hear. But it still wasn’t enough for her. She was really starting to annoy him now. 


What hv u done wth all th cash?


He sighed deeply. Today it was the amount of money they’d got saved up in the bank. She wanted a new three-piece suite and there ought to be enough cash to buy it by now. But some of the money had gone from the account. She had no doubt who was to blame. It was always his fault.


A red BMW coasted by in the outside lane, overtaking his truck and the Scania with ease, accelerating away until its tail lights vanished into the darkness. Grasping the steering wheel with one hand, he picked up his phone. He began to tap out a reply, awkwardly fumbling at the buttons, his words driven by a burst of anger and exhausted frustration.


The juddering took him by surprise. The vibration under his wheels was the only warning he had that his vehicle was straying off the carriageway. He fumbled at the steering, confused by the phone in his hand, not knowing what to do with it and failing to get a proper grip on the wheel, turning the Iveco further to the left instead of back into lane. Trees loomed dangerously close to the cab as he strayed over the white line and towards the verge. For that heart-stopping moment, his truck was out of control.


And then the lay-by appeared ahead and for a second he thought he was safe. 


‘Oh, damnation. That was close,’ he said.


He sucked in air to breathe a sigh of relief and reached over to put his phone down on the passenger seat. 


So he hadn’t even begun to brake when the front of his truck hit the car. The impact threw him forward onto the wheel and his phone dropped to the floor as the lorry ploughed onwards, driving the mangled car in front of it. Shards of metal bounced off the road, glass shattered to glittering fragments in the rain, a broken bumper cartwheeled past his windscreen and disappeared into the night. 


Then the rear of another truck appeared in his headlights and he finally jammed on the brakes. Too late, of course. Far too late. His wheels locked and his tyres screamed as he skidded on the slick surface. The rear of the parked truck lifted into the air and crashed back onto the road as the car was crushed into a shattered concertina between them. 


His air bag deployed as his cab smashed into the other truck. He felt as though gravity had been suspended as the weight of the Iveco’s trailer swung it round behind him in a violent jack-knife and swept it into the traffic. Its impetus twisted the cab on its axis and bounced it away from the wreckage, until the tail end of the trailer crashed into the central barrier and shuddered to a halt.


Dazed, he tried to sit upright and push the limp remains of his air bag aside. A shocking pain ran up his leg as he moved, making him cry out loud and clench his fists. The stink of petrol leaked into the cab through a shattered window. 


Slowly, he opened his eyes. He found himself staring into the undergrowth at the side of the road, his lights illuminating the trees and the fields beyond, steam billowing from his radiator like fog on the set of a horror film, awaiting the arrival of a monster. His engine was still ticking over, his radio was still playing the Stones. Yet somewhere he could hear the sound of an appalling silence.
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Monday 9 February


Detective Inspector Ben Cooper paused before he stepped through the open door. He took a few deep breaths, inhaling the smell and the taste of the air. You could tell so much about a house by the way it smelled. Dust and old carpets, damp and broken plaster. A picture was already forming in his head, a strong hint of neglect and hidden corners of dereliction. 


Then he detected an underlying odour, a faintly medicinal tang that reminded him of hospital wards. It was something powerful, an embrocation or liniment. Eucalyptus oil or wintergreen, menthol and camphor. Even before he entered the hallway, he would have known it was an old person’s house.


‘Hello?’ he called. ‘Hello?’


There was no reply. He pushed the door wider and took a couple of steps into the narrow hall. The old floorboards groaned under his feet. Their creaks echoed in the empty passage, as if the house was responding to his presence. 


Two doorways stood to his left and another at the furthest end of the passage. To his right a flight of stairs ran up to the first floor. On some of the steps the carpet had got bunched up and pulled loose from the stair rods, exposing the felt underlay. It was old and worn, and the pattern was barely visible in places. But he could see that something heavy had been dragged down the stairs recently, leaving indentations in the carpet and a long scrape in the wallpaper. 


There seemed to be no one here, though the door had been standing open, as if waiting for him to arrive.


‘Hello?’ he called again.


He headed down the passage, stepping cautiously over a broken section of floorboard, through which he glimpsed a dark void. He pulled out a small LED torch from his pocket and shone it into the gap. Ancient wiring snaked along the floor joists to a junction box that was surely made of bakelite. When was that installed? Probably in the 1950s. It would be considered a death trap now. 


He pushed the first door open. This room looked out onto the street. Light filtered in through lace curtains on the window. A few remnants of furniture stood against the walls. 


The room was strangely familiar, despite its emptiness. He’d been here before, in a different time, a different stage of his existence. A lot of things had happened since then. Death had come into his life, the way it had to this house. 


He stood for a few moments in the centre of the room, gazing at the window, watching the shadows of people passing outside. They were like a distant dream, a glimpse of a world he could never be part of again. 


Though the house was silent, the bare walls seemed to whisper and murmur. The room had a life of its own, isolated but contained, like a prison cell. All the things that had gone on in here still whirled around in the dust, a memory of the people who’d lived here continuing to stir the air. A starling whistled in the chimney, a car sounded its horn outside. But they failed to penetrate Cooper’s reverie.


He was still standing in his trance-like state when the front door slammed. He jumped guiltily, not certain for a moment where he was or why he was standing in someone else’s house. He reached automatically for his ASP, his extendable baton, which he carried deep in a pocket of his jacket, hidden from sight but always accessible. 


But his hand fell back. There was no threat. There was a good reason why he was in this house. In fact, he was expected.


‘Ah, Ben,’ said a voice. ‘There you are. So what do you think?’


A balding man in his early fifties was standing in the doorway watching him. Guy Thomson. A flushed complexion and ingratiating smile. Cooper had never liked him, but this was the man he was obliged to deal with.


‘How much are you asking for it again?’ asked Cooper.


‘A hundred and fifty thousand.’


‘It’s a bit on the high side, given its condition.’


‘But there’s the garden, of course.’


‘True.’


They walked through the rest of the downstairs rooms before returning to the hallway and the worn stairs.


‘As you can see, we got all the furniture out,’ said Thomson. ‘Though some of that heavy Victorian stuff upstairs was tricky. There was an enormous mahogany wardrobe. I thought for a while we were going to have to smash it up. But we got it downstairs in the end, with a bit of manoeuvring.’


‘I think I heard you,’ said Cooper.


‘What, even through these solid walls?’


Thomson laughed as he thumped the adjoining wall, disturbing a thin trickle of plaster from one of the cracks. 


‘Is that a new car outside, by the way?’ he said. ‘I don’t recognise it. Got rid of the old one, have you?’


‘Yes, I’ve just bought it,’ said Cooper.


‘Toyota RAV4, isn’t it? Nice.’


‘Thank you.’


Thomson threw him a shrewd sidelong glance.


‘You must have come into a bit of money, then?’


‘I got a promotion.’


‘Ah. Shall we have a look upstairs?’


Cooper had never been upstairs at number six Welbeck Street before. In fact, he’d hardly ever gone up to the first floor of number eight next door, even though he lived there. He’d always met the various tenants in the first-floor flat, but there had been quite a number of them over the years. They’d come and gone pretty quickly, and he’d never got to know any of them properly. He’d been told that was just the way it was in rented accommodation. Now he was beginning to feel like an oddity for having stayed so long. 


He wondered if the neighbours in Welbeck Street regarded him as strange, a single man who lived on his own and kept himself to himself. Perhaps they’d all forgotten by now that he’d almost reached the altar, that he’d been ready to walk up the aisle and start a perfectly normal married life. 


But nothing was normal now. Not any more. He might have begun to look a little odd and solitary to his neighbours – but they’d begun to look strange to him too. He no longer felt he understood some of these people, the ones living in comfortable domesticity on the side streets of Edendale, with their curtains closed against the world. Somehow his curtains didn’t keep the world out, the way theirs did.


It was ridiculous, he knew – but he was starting to feel that he was too far into his thirties to start all over again. He’d convinced himself that he’d be a father by now, settled down with a home of his own. It felt too late to think about planning a family with someone else. 


Cooper followed Guy Thomson up the narrow stairs to the first-floor landing, listening to him rattling off the patter as if he was a born estate agent.


‘Well, I’m sure I don’t need to tell you about how convenient the location is,’ Thomson was saying. ‘Since you’ve already lived here for a few years.’


‘No.’


‘How many years is it exactly?’


‘I can’t really remember,’ said Cooper, though he knew to the day how long he’d lived in Welbeck Street. Moving into the flat had been a major event in his life, a step into freedom from his upbringing at Bridge End Farm.


‘It’s quite a while, though,’ said Thomson. ‘I remember my aunt talking about it – how she’d just let the flat to a nice policeman. She was thrilled.’


‘She was very nice to me.’


‘Good old Aunt Dorothy.’


Guy was the oldest of his former landlady’s nephews and nieces. Since Dorothy Shelley’s death, the distribution of her estate had been complicated by the absence of a will and no doubt a certain amount of the usual in-fighting between potential beneficiaries. Cooper couldn’t imagine that she had much to leave, apart from these two adjoining terraced houses. But it meant both houses had to be sold to enable the proceeds to be shared.


‘It’s the condition of the property that concerns me mostly,’ he said.


‘Oh, they were built to last, these houses. Not like the modern stuff.’


‘They need a lot of maintenance, though. Modernisation. This place would need some money spending on it to get it up to scratch.’


Thomson was still looking at him curiously, his face creased in effort as if he was trying to remember something.


‘You knew Lawrence, didn’t you?’ he said eventually.


‘Yes, that’s how I came to hear about the flat in the first place.’


‘That was very sad about Lawrence.’


‘He was your cousin, of course,’ said Cooper. 


‘Yes. It’s a long time ago now. But still…’


Mrs Shelley had never mentioned Lawrence Daley to him, at least not after the funeral had taken place and Cooper had moved into the flat at number eight. She’d probably kept quiet out of a sense of propriety, a feeling that it wouldn’t be quite nice to talk about such a tragedy. Or perhaps she’d been considerate of Cooper’s feelings, given his own involvement in what had happened to Lawrence.


He remembered Mrs Shelley now, as she’d stood waiting in the hallway of number eight that first day to look him over. He could even recall the cashmere cardigan she’d been wearing, with another slung over her shoulders. The cardigans looked a bit frayed round the edges, giving her an air of decayed gentility. She took to him straight away, perhaps because he was the right sort of person and met her requirements for a tenant. Reliable and trustworthy professional people only. Or perhaps it was because he was willing to take on the lazy cat that came with the flat. Yes, that was probably the clincher for Mrs Shelley.


‘My Uncle Gerald had plans to knock these two places together,’ said Thomson. ‘Unfortunately, he never got round to it.’


‘I remember Lawrence telling me that. But there were only ever the two of them living here, weren’t there? Your aunt and uncle, I mean? No children?’


Thomson eyed him suspiciously, as if Cooper had just cast doubt on his right to inherit the property as a mere nephew.


‘No, there were no children,’ he said. ‘None.’


‘Shame. She must have been quite lonely in her later years.’


Cooper felt a sudden wave of guilt at his own words. The old girl had been very good to him, but he hadn’t been paying much attention to her when she became seriously ill. She’d treated him pretty much as a grandson and he was sure his rent ought to have gone up substantially in the past few years, but for her indulgence. He should have returned the consideration by keeping a closer eye on her as she got increasingly frail and confused. 


He certainly ought to have been there the night she needed him. She could have just banged on the wall and he would have gone straight round. But Mrs Shelley’s stroke had been a serious one. She’d looked more than just frail as she lay in her bed in the intensive care unit. She looked so thin that her fragile bones protruded from the sunken skin on her shoulders. One stroke was followed by another and the last one was fatal.


It was shocking how much that had changed things. Even when she was living next door, he’d hardly been aware of Dorothy Shelley’s presence most of the time. But when she was dead, it made all the difference. From that moment, living at number eight no longer seemed the same. Death had crept a little bit too close to his walls, reminding him once again that there was no escape. 


Thomson had moved into one of the bedrooms and was waiting for him with an impatient cough, while Cooper made a pretence of studying the walls, tapping the plaster with his knuckles. He’d never liked this man. He’d never had any interest in his aunt until she was dying. The prospect of inheriting her two properties in Welbeck Street had brought him to her hospital bed. If Cooper didn’t buy one of these houses himself, he had no doubt they would be sold off to the first property developer who came along. 


He could afford the house now – or at least, he could afford the monthly mortgage repayments. What he hadn’t decided was whether he wanted to stay in Edendale. On the one hand, it was a great place to live and work. But did he really want to continue living in Welbeck Street, with all the memories and living in these walls? It was a question he kept asking himself. And he still didn’t know the answer.


Cooper took a surreptitious glance at his watch as Guy Thomson continued his sales pitch. He had plans for this evening. And tomorrow was Tuesday, the start of a new working week after his rest day. 


He wondered what would be waiting for him in his office at Edendale CID. Whatever it was, it would involve blood. There would always be blood. It was one of the facts of his life. 
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The noise was Mac Kelsey’s first warning. It was like the scrape of claws against metal, a screech echoing inside his cab, loud enough to set his teeth on edge. 


Kelsey could see the road was already too narrow. The undergrowth on the banking reached out onto the road and made it seem even tighter, branches scratching their way along the curtain sides of his DAF, leaves slapping his windscreen, the thump of what sounded like a stone but was probably just a conker from one of the chestnut trees.


It wasn’t the first time Mac Kelsey had been lost when he was delivering for Windmill Feed Solutions. Even with a satnav, he often seemed to find himself straying off the route into some unmarked back road. In fact, today it was because of the blasted satnav. 


That last turning had been wrong, he was sure of it. He’d known it as soon he squeezed the truck into a narrow gap between two dry-stone walls. In parts this lane was barely wider than single track. He hadn’t met any cars coming the other way yet – but if he did, they’d have to back up to a gateway to let him pass. 


So Mac wasn’t happy. He was running late with a delivery already and he had no idea where this road would bring him out. He jabbed at the screen angrily for an alternative route. The smug voice told him: ‘Perform a u-turn as soon as possible’. He gazed at the walls closing in on either side of the cab. Some chance of a u-turn. This was the last time he was going to follow instructions without question. Definitely the last time he was going to get lost in the Peak District. 


He could only hope that when he reached his destination, there’d be plenty of room to turn the truck. If he ever did reach his destination. But these little hill farms were notorious for their difficult access. They were built on steep slopes and had narrow entrances, usually on a blind bend. They were designed for use by horse-drawn carts. The twenty-first century hadn’t reached some of these places yet.


Kelsey checked his delivery docket. Bankside Farm. He’d delivered to places called Bankside Farm before. The name told you everything you needed to know about them. 


He stamped his foot on the hydraulic brake. Where had all these sheep come from? There was no sign of a farmer, or shepherd, or whoever was supposed to look after these things. And there were hundreds of them, milling about aimlessly, not going anywhere in particular, just standing there blocking the road from wall to wall, bleating their silly heads off. Mac revved the engine, hoping the sudden noise would scare them off. 


‘Roast lamb for dinner tonight, then?’ he yelled through the windscreen.


But the sheep just rolled their eyes and gaped at him. They didn’t care. He could see they couldn’t give a damn. He’d heard that sheep had a suicidal instinct, and this lot were practising to be roadkill. If he ran over a few of them, the others would probably just stand and wait for their turn to go under the wheels. 


‘Blasted woolly buggers! Get out of the way!’


The light seemed to have gone from the valley suddenly. Kelsey leaned forward on his steering wheel and looked up at the sky. A mass of dark cloud was surging in from the west. The few patches of blue he’d been looking at previously were rapidly disappearing. 


‘Damnation,’ he cursed under his breath. ‘Hell and damnation.’


A mate of his who knew this area had once told him the weather was so unpredictable in the Peak District that you could get all four seasons in one day. Kelsey had thought he was exaggerating. But now, from sweating in his cab half an hour ago, he found himself shivering and squinting into the sky for the first drops of rain. A gust of wind rattled the tarpaulin sides of his truck. It was like being trapped in a tunnel, a live specimen for nature to experiment on. 


He glanced at the satnav again. This section of the route wasn’t at all clear. In fact, the screen seemed to be showing that he was on a non-existent road a few hundred yards to the north. The blasted satellite must be out of alignment or something. Either that, or the earth had shifted suddenly under his wheels and he’d driven into a parallel universe. In another minute he might emerge from a bank of supernatural mist into an impossible world, like an unsuspecting tourist in a creepy horror film.


Kelsey had been checking his satnav when he passed the diversion sign. He’d reacted too slowly, though he was sure the arrows had pointed down this side road. He was already a couple of miles along it before he started to think it might be wrong. Too late to reverse his way out.


He winced as he passed into darkness under the first section of a bridge. He wound down the window. But all he could hear was the slow rumble of his own engine, the chug of the diesel exhaust echoing back at him from the arched stone walls. Fumes swirled into the cab, unable to disperse in the confined space. Kelsey coughed as he slid the window shut again. 


He was down to first gear now, the transmission grumbling as he edged the truck forward. He cursed as something thumped against the chassis, a tree stump or a loose rock falling from the banking. 


His scalp was itching under his baseball cap. He was supposed to wear it all the time when he was working, because it carried the company logo on the front, that stupid windmill. But the caps were cheaply made and they didn’t let enough air to his head. Something was giving him an itch all over the back of his neck too, a painful prickling that made him shift uneasily in his seat. Perhaps he was allergic to cattle feed. Or windmills.


Kelsey jumped as the anguished screeching echoed through his cab. It was so loud that it nearly split his ear drums. He looked up, half expecting to see a creature with red eyes and bared fangs staring through his windscreen, a monster leaping out of the mist. But instead he saw that his truck had rolled slowly under the railway tunnel. Though the arch was high enough in the middle, the frame of the truck body was scraping along the edge of the brickwork. He braked to a halt, feeling the bridge already squeezing his front wings like a giant pincer. 


‘Double damnation.’


So that was it. He was wedged in solid. What should he do next? Well, he ought to call the office and tell them he was stuck. But that recent incident had got him a dressing down from the manager and the other drivers had been talking the piss out of him about it ever since. His reputation was already at rock bottom and Kelsey knew he was on the brink of losing his job. He couldn’t go through that again. Not after the last time. 


Eight years ago his whole world had almost shattered. Every time he thought about it, he felt sick with despair, terrified by a glimpse of that black pit he’d fallen into for a while. The guilt had eaten at him so badly – far worse than anything that had happened to him, the police and the courts and the newspapers, and the split with his wife. He could put some of those things behind him. But one thing he could never escape was the guilt.


Something thumped onto his cab roof and scrabbled on the surface. An animal of some kind? Kelsey had done enough driving around remote areas of the countryside to know that there was more wildlife out here than people in towns cared to think about. He’d hit deer, badgers, foxes – and once a wallaby while he was driving over the Roaches into Staffordshire. From time to time, in the dusk, he’d glimpsed what he’d convinced himself was one of those mysterious big cats. A panther or a puma. Something that shouldn’t be lurking in the English countryside, but was definitely out there.


Kelsey picked up his phone and gave a deep sigh. There was going be so much fuss. But he couldn’t sit under this bridge for ever, like a peak-capped troll. It was already starting to get dark and he was blocking the road. If he didn’t act now, he’d be here all night. There was nothing for it but to bite the bullet and take what was coming to him.


But he didn’t complete the phone call, didn’t manage to call for assistance. Mac Kelsey never locked his cab doors when he was driving. He had never seen the need. But he still turned in surprise when he heard the clunk of a handle and saw the passenger door begin to open.


Amanda Hibbert was late getting home to Shawhead that afternoon. She’d been helping out backstage at the Arts Theatre in New Mills, where the Amateur Operatic and Dramatic Society were holding a casting read-through for Blood Brothers. When rehearsals started they would continue three nights a week for six weeks. She was just realising what a commitment she’d signed up to. And she was anticipating what her husband might have to say about it when he found out.


When her headlights picked out the tail of the truck under the bridge, she frowned with irritation. Yet another hold-up. Cloughpit Lane was so narrow that anything could block it. A branch, a rock, a badly parked car. Even, once, a dead sheep that no one wanted to touch. The last thing they needed in this area was people just stopping in the middle of the road.


Amanda pulled up in her car a few yards short of the bridge and sounded her horn. The lorry had no lights on, which was ridiculous. Somebody could be seriously injured if they drove round the corner a bit too fast and went into the back of it. She hit her horn again, more angrily. When the driver appeared, she would give him a piece of her mind.


But there was no sign of a driver. Was he asleep, or what? She could see the name of the company on the rear door, over one of those little forklift trucks mounted on the back. Windmill Feed Solutions. She would be phoning them to make a complaint tomorrow.


She looked at her watch. Ian would already be jumping up and down with impatience wondering where she was. At this rate she wasn’t going to get home for a while yet, even though she lived only a few hundred yards past the bridge. 


She dialled her husband’s number and he answered almost immediately. She could hear the dog barking in the background, its claws rattling on the kitchen floor. And wasn’t that their youngest boy, Adam, shouting petulantly from somewhere in the house? Ian had probably lost control by now. She hoped he hadn’t lost his temper, either with the children or the dog.


‘Where the hell are you?’ he snapped.


‘Can you believe I’m stuck at the railway bridge?’ she said, trying to sound breezy. ‘Some idiot is blocking the road with a feed lorry.’


‘What, delivering to Higher Fold? Have a word with the bloody Swindells.’


‘No, before that,’ she said. ‘He’s just stopped in the road. No lights or anything. I haven’t a hope of getting past.’


‘I’ll come down there and give him a piece of my mind.’


As so often when she talked to her husband, Amanda found her annoyance being replaced by anxiety about what he might do if she didn’t stop him. He was so easily provoked that she had to be careful what she said all the time.


‘Don’t do anything silly, Ian,’ she said. ‘It’s nothing for you to worry about. He must have lost his way, that’s all.’


‘He’ll lose his head if I get hold of him.’


‘You just stay there. I’m sure we’ll sort it out soon.’


He was silent for a moment. ‘No, I’m coming down,’ he said.


Amanda ended the call. ‘Oh, Lord,’ she said.


Quickly, she turned off the engine of the Ka, released her seat belt and climbed out. She hesitated over whether to leave the headlights on. They would drain her battery without the engine running and Ian would be furious with her if that happened. But it was much too dark up there by the bridge. 


She had a sudden rush of unease. She’d felt reasonably secure while she was sitting in her vehicle. But now apprehension began to overwhelm her. The night was so dark, the road so quiet, the undergrowth so close as it crowded above her. There were no street lights within half a mile, so this was proper darkness. Without those headlights she would be plunged into intolerable blackness, with no idea who was waiting for her up there at the bridge.


Perhaps she should wait for Ian to come down from the house after all. It would certainly be safer. But she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cowering in her car while she depended on him to sort out a problem. And it was something and nothing, really. She could deal with it herself.


Amanda walked up to the lorry and banged on the side. She caught sight of something strange on the ground. Flakes of something green lying around her feet. It was only then that she realised the problem. The roof of the truck was stuck under the bridge. In the glare of the headlights from her car, she could just make out the marks gouged into the arch above her. The flakes were green paint that had been scraped off by the stone. 


Cloughpit Lane Bridge had a double arch. It looked as though the cab had passed through the first arch, but the body of the truck had jammed fast behind it. With a sinking heart, Amanda realised that she wasn’t going to get past this obstruction any time soon. It was going to need a very large tow truck to release the thing. And if the bridge was damaged, that would create a whole new nightmare for the residents of Shawhead.


She felt her way along the side of the truck, cringing at the feel of the cold, damp stone on her back. She could taste the diesel exhaust fumes that the lorry must have been pumping out until the engine was switched off. She was starting to feel foolhardy now, but decided to press on rather than going back. The cab was just ahead of her, in the open section between the two arches. 


Feeling breathless with tension, she thumped on the driver’s door. But it was obvious by now that the driver wasn’t with his lorry. She tried the handle and was surprised to find that it wasn’t locked. Cautiously, Amanda peered into the cab, half expecting someone to jump out at her. But all she saw was an empty driver’s seat and a clipboard full of paperwork. 


What should she do next? Well, it would help if she knew where the driver was supposed to be delivering to. He’d probably gone on foot to warn them, so the chances were that he was either at Higher Fold Farm with the Swindells, or the Lawsons’ place further up. It was odd that he’d left the lorry unlocked, though. Surely he couldn’t have been fooled by the quietness of Shawhead into thinking there was no possibility of crime.


She pulled herself up onto the metal step. She could see a sleeping compartment curtained off behind the seats. Anything or anyone could be behind that curtain. Nervously, she reached into the cab. It was a long stretch for her and she was balanced precariously on the step. When she drew her hand back suddenly, she lost her balance and slipped back onto the road, twisting her ankle on the tarmac as she fell. 


Amanda Hibbert stared up at the lorry, wondering whether she’d really seen what she thought. When she lifted the clipboard, a thin red trickle of blood had run across the paper like an insect. She could still see it in her imagination, as the blood dripped slowly onto the floor of the cab.
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Tuesday 10 February


It wasn’t the sort of surprise you wanted first thing on a Tuesday morning. Or at any time, come to think of it.


Not for the first time, Ben Cooper was driving back from Nottingham when he took the call. It was a long trip, nothing like the distance to West Street from his flat in Edendale, which he could walk in a few minutes if necessary. So he’d set off bright and early. He didn’t feel too bright when he first climbed into his new RAV4 Icon to face the traffic. But on the start of his journey he passed a sign telling him it was four miles to Gotham, which always made him smile.


It was a cold, wet February after a cold, wet winter. Christmas had glistened, but not with snow. The New Year had come in with a downpour. Ben Cooper wondered if it was a sign of approaching middle age that he could remember winters when snow lay on the ground for weeks. Kids used to build snowmen and go sledging. They had snowball fights and never went out except in scarves and gloves. Perhaps it was just his imagination. An idealised picture of winter had implanted itself in his mind from all those Christmas cards with scenes of Victorian carol singers. Had it ever been like that really?


He’d been told by a counsellor that it could be one of the symptoms of a post-traumatic condition, the inability to distinguish clearly between real memories and imagined ones. It could make it difficult to recall exactly what happened during the incident that had caused the trauma in the first place. 


Of course, that might be a blessing for some people. His idealised memories of Christmas were definitely just age.


Cooper was about to start his week’s work after his rest day. But back in Edendale his boss was already at her desk. Detective Superintendent Branagh must have his number on speed dial. Since his promotion to DI, he had barely been able to escape her attention. Hazel Branagh loved to communicate with her junior staff. Perhaps she’d done a course on it at some time. The longer you worked for Derbyshire Constabulary, the more courses you’d done. By the time you completed your thirty years’ service, you were trained for everything but no longer wanted for anything.


‘You’ll have a new team member arriving this week,’ said Branagh. ‘It seems like a good match. I hope you’ll agree.’


Cooper detected a familiar firmness in her tone on the last few words. She was indicating that it was more than a hope. It was an expectation. In fact, there were currently two vacancies in his CID team at E Division. Since his own promotion to inspector rank, there was an opening for a new detective sergeant. And his old-school DC, Gavin Murfin, had finally retired and was off to pastures new as some kind of private enquiry agent. 


Cooper reminded himself that it was Murfin’s retirement party tonight and he mustn’t miss it. Gavin was long past his sell-by date as a serving police officer. He’d never adjusted to the modern approach to policing and could never hope to pass a fitness test. Worse, he was often guilty of that most heinous of twenty-first-century crimes – being ‘inappropriate’.


But Cooper had been his supervising officer for some time now, and there was such a thing as loyalty. Besides, he had a sneaking liking for Murfin that was risky to acknowledge too openly.


There had been a presentation to Murfin in the office on his last day. Superintendent Branagh made the presentation herself and even the Divisional Commander had come along for a few minutes. It was the end of an era, after all. Or ‘the end of an error’, as his youngest DC, Becky Hurst, kept calling it. 


Murfin had provoked exasperation and disapproval from the command structure, because he was the type of detective who no longer fitted in with the modern ethos. His chances of promotion had long since disappeared down the plughole, leaving him cynical and embittered in his last few years, with an ingrained disregard for authority and procedure.


But Murfin was viewed with great affection by his colleagues, despite all his foibles and failings. Becky Hurst had done her best to change him and shape him into a modern man. She’d tried, but failed – and she was in no doubt it was Murfin’s fault. He was a lost cause, she said. He was an idle, sexist, politically incorrect anachronism who should have been kicked out years ago. But even Hurst wiped away a tear as he walked out of the door for the last time. 


‘So you’re getting a new DS,’ Branagh was saying. 


‘Where from, ma’am? Is it an internal promotion?’


‘A transfer from D Division.’


‘Derby?’ said Cooper.


‘I know what you’re going to say, Ben. Another city cop, eh?’


Cooper had pulled up at traffic lights on Middleton Boulevard, indicating to turn right into Wollaton Road, which was already solid with cars backing up into the junction. He had the sudden feeling of a weight sinking to the bottom of his stomach. Superintendent Branagh only called him ‘Ben’ when she was trying to soften him up for something.


‘No, I wasn’t going to say that…’


‘Mmm. You’re a bit too easy to read sometimes.’


He could hear Branagh smiling. It was a rare enough occasion. In fact, it was really only noticeable on the phone, since her voice changed slightly but her face hardly moved. 


And she was right, of course. He couldn’t deny that sinking feeling. He was already dreading the task of coaching someone in the very different conditions of policing in E Division. Police officers in Derby referred to their rural colleagues in a variety of disparaging terms. The ‘E’ was said to stand for ‘Easy Street’. Cooper knew that was far from the truth. But who had he been sent and why were they being transferred from the city?


‘I was rather hoping…’ he began.


Branagh was slow to respond, as if she was doing some other task at the same time, perhaps talking to someone else in her office. 


‘I know, Ben,’ she said. ‘But sometimes we just have to accept things as they are. We can talk about it when you get in.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


Cooper owed a lot to Superintendent Branagh and she knew it. Obligations tended to eat at him until he felt he’d repaid them in full. Sometimes, he thought, it would better not to feel obligated to anyone. It would make life much simpler.


The lights had changed to green, but the traffic still wasn’t moving. The roads around Nottingham city centre were always choked in the morning. For Cooper, the urban rush hour was one of those horrific experiences that he’d happily avoided most of his life by living in a rural area like the Eden Valley. The town of Edendale could be busy, but only at peak tourist times. You could usually rely on being able to get to and from work without sitting for hours in a queue with hundreds of others, impatiently going nowhere.


When he finally got moving towards the A610, his phone signal began to break up. He could hear Branagh speaking, but he couldn’t make out the words and wasn’t even sure whether she was talking to him any more.


‘Ma’am,’ he said, ‘who is it we’re getting? Do we have a name?’


But his superintendent was no longer there. Cooper ended the call and concentrated on driving. There was no point in worrying about it now. Well, was there?


Sometimes blood was exactly what Detective Sergeant Diane Fry wanted. There were cases that were so difficult to deal with that her personal feelings welled up in outrage. 


Fry had already reached her desk before Ben Cooper made it across the border into Derbyshire. She didn’t have as far to travel. Fry was a city girl and she was back in the city now, though it was one she wasn’t familiar with. Nottingham. Robin Hood and lace making. And a terrible reputation for gun crime. But so far it was looking better than she expected. 


She was working for Major Crime at the East Midlands Special Operations Unit, based at EMSOU’s Northern Command at St Ann’s police station in Nottingham. The remit for Northern Command covered the whole of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire. But it was events in the neighbouring city of Derby that had caused ripples throughout the region.


Fry’s head was full of the details from the intensive briefings she’d sat through during the past week. Some of the specifics she would prefer to forget, if she had the choice. The unrelenting descriptions of multiple offences described in victim statements. The sheer number of victims and the one characteristic they all had in common – their vulnerability. And of course there were the photographs. The endless parade of desperate eyes. Those eyes were the hardest thing to look at, the most difficult to forget. 


The first prosecutions for child sexual exploitation in Derby had taken place a few years previously. Operation Retriever involved thirteen defendants who had worked together. Over the course of three separate trials, nine of them had been convicted of systematically grooming and sexually abusing vulnerable teenage girls. They were jailed for up to twenty-two years for a total of seventy offences.


Almost all those perpetrators were Asian. They were considered devout Muslims and family-orientated men, but away from their homes they would cruise around the streets of Derby in a BMW, wearing designer clothes and targeting young girls. 


After the jailing of two of the sexual predators, a Home Secretary at the time had suggested that some men of Pakistani origin saw white girls as ‘easy meat’. A serious case review found agencies had missed opportunities to help the victims.


The details were harrowing. The men would pick out girls at train stations, or walking home from school. The gang would first befriend them, inviting them out for a drive in a flash car, plying them with alcohol and drugs. The grooming process would then intensify. The girls were invited to parties and met more men. Witness statements had described how victims were sometimes driven to secluded areas, where they were sexually abused and raped. But the abuse also took place in houses and hotels across the Midlands, and even the victims’ own homes. CCTV images had even captured some of the men driving around Derby, stopping girls on the street.


It was only a chance arrest that halted the Derby gang. Staffordshire police stopped a car in nearby Burton-on-Trent which was carrying three men and two young girls. They were suspected of shoplifting. The girls were taken back to Derby, where they told officers what was going on. 


It was the start of a huge undercover operation involving a team of a hundred detectives. Even now it was believed that not all the girls ensnared by the gang had been found.


A later inquiry, Operation Kern, secured the successful prosecution of another eight men, who had operated independently of each other. But this time seven of the men were white. The multi-agency task force had been forced to confront two facts. Many of the sexual predators in Derby weren’t Asian, but white middle-aged men. On the other hand, briefings said there was now a specific problem of Muslim men targeting Sikh and Hindu girls. 


Proof, if ever they needed it, that there was no way of creating a typical profile of an offender. No simple causes and no easy answers. 


Fry considered her role in the multi-agency team that had been set up to identify and bring to justice the remaining offenders. There were men still believed to be grooming vulnerable girls in the region, but they were now operating much more covertly after the high-profile court cases. No blatant activities on the street for CCTV cameras to catch.


She hadn’t for a moment considered trying to refuse the job, but she did wonder why she’d been chosen. A reputation for toughness and a lack of emotion had probably followed her from her previous posting in Derbyshire Constabulary’s E Division. She could imagine what some of her ex-colleagues might have said about her. 


But she wasn’t as cold as everyone thought. Occasionally, someone had the rare ability to find that out about her. But only occasionally.


St Ann’s was a modern police station, unlike the building she’d worked in at Edendale, with its leaking roof and drafty corners. Fry glanced at the small window, screened by blue louvre blinds, which was all she had in this office. It was hardly worth looking out, of course, since all she would see was a road and a sprawling housing estate, with perhaps a glimpse of the office blocks in the city centre, or the old cinema that was now a cash and carry warehouse. 


Fry wondered how far away Ben Cooper had got from her by now, whether he’d reached Derbyshire yet and was back in the hills he loved so much. 


She wondered, too, whether he would come back again. She questioned that every time. And she wasn’t used to being in doubt.


There was one other issue on her mind. Her sister Angie was due to have a baby soon. Somehow the idea of a baby threatened to change everything for Fry, even though it wasn’t hers. It meant there was a future, something to look ahead for that she hadn’t planned herself. There were different, unexpected possibilities in the world. Life didn’t have to stay the way it was now. And perhaps things could be put behind her so she could concentrate on what came next. 


But what did come next? Fry was aware of a swirl of mixed emotions when she thought about the subject. Some of those feelings were negative, bitter reactions that she tried to shy away from but was forced to acknowledge.


Of course, she loved her sister. But Fry was conscious of a small stab of resentment, perhaps even envy, whenever she thought about the baby. Angie hadn’t made many good choices in life, not since the day she ran away from their foster home in the Black Country. Why should Angie’s future be the one they always talked about on the phone? Why wasn’t Diane’s future considered? What was her future? 


Well, one thing was certain. It was up to her to take her life into her own hands and make the best decisions. 
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Before he could reach Edendale, Ben Cooper’s route was diverted. Instead of descending into the town he could already see lying below him, he found himself turning and heading west towards the A623 and out of the Eden Valley. 


His duty DC, Carol Villiers, had been called to a scene outside New Mills, a town way over in the north-west of the county. She’d been there since the early hours of the morning, attending an incident that had gradually been escalated and was causing local complications.


Cooper had known Villiers for years. They’d grown up in the same area and had gone to school together. She’d been through an entire career and marriage since then, spending nine years with the RAF Police, and gaining and losing a husband, before she came back home and was recruited into Derbyshire Constabulary. He’d come to rely on Villiers a lot, valuing her experience and maturity to balance the young DCs in his team. The trouble was, he had something to tell her now that she wouldn’t want to hear.


‘Does it look bad, Carol?’ he said.


‘There’s an awful lot of blood. A lot more than the woman who called it in noticed. She said she thought the lorry driver must have cut himself. If so, it was one hell of a cut.’


‘And no sign of the driver?’


‘Not a whisper. Our problem is that the lorry is jammed under this bridge and it’s completely blocking the road. I’m talking about a tractor unit with forty-foot trailer. Nobody’s getting past this thing, in or out. It might just be an accident, but we don’t want to call out a recovery vehicle to shift the lorry if it might turn out to be a crime scene. No one here wants to take that responsibility, so…’


‘So that’s my job,’ said Cooper.


‘You’re the DI.’


‘Don’t I know it. I’m on my way.’


‘How long will you be?’ asked Villiers.


‘Twenty minutes maybe. Why?’


‘It’s just that we’re dealing with a bunch of irate residents here.’


‘What’s the problem?’


‘Like I said, no one is getting past. Well, you’ll have to see it for yourself, Ben. Just don’t take too long getting here, please.’


‘I’ll do my best.’ Cooper paused. ‘But what does your instinct say, Carol?’


He could hear Villiers breathing, the distant murmur of voices in the background, the cackle of a rook overhead. He pictured her standing on a road somewhere in the middle of nowhere, members of the public and uniformed officers alike looking to her for a quick judgement. It was a position that came with additional responsibility. Villiers could do that. He’d always had confidence that she could.


‘I wouldn’t move this lorry,’ she said at last. ‘And, Ben – I think time might be running out for the driver too.’ 


‘Thanks, Carol.’


Cooper put his foot on the accelerator and climbed out of the Eden Valley. As always when he crossed Tideswell Moor, the landscape opened up and the sky became bigger than anything he was used to in the valley. Today clouds streamed in from the western horizon, tinted in shades of blue and grey like a vast watercolour painting. He could see all the way ahead, over the limestone quarries in Doveholes Dale to the slopes of Black Edge and Combs Moss. 


He hit the A623 near Peak Forest and swung onto the main A6 at Higher Hallsteads. New Mills was about eight miles north from here, past Chapel-en-le-Frith and Chinley. At Whaley Bridge the road overlooked a stretch of the Peak Forest Canal where it diverged into basins at Bugsworth and Whaley. 


As he crossed over Charley Lane, he could see over Chinley towards the distinctive shapes of Chinley Churn and Mount Famine. One was cut into ridges by the quarrying on Cracken Edge, the other a prominent flat-topped mound at the end of South Head.


But by the time he reached Furness Vale, the character of the area had changed and was looking much more built-up. Of course, New Mills was close to the borders of Cheshire and Greater Manchester, and that made a big difference. This part of the county was rapidly becoming a commuter belt for workers in the urban sprawl beyond the Pennines. People here knew very little about Derby or Chesterfield. They looked to Manchester for their allegiances. They did their shopping at Trafford Park rather than at Westfield or Meadowhall. They followed United, instead of County or Wednesday. 


Only a few fields in this area actually fell within the Peak District national park. When the boundaries were drawn in the 1950s, planners made a dramatic sweep around New Mills and the neighbouring towns of Whaley Bridge, Hayfield and Chapel-en-le-Frith. They were too built-up and too industrial to be subject to the stricter planning regulations. That deliberate gash on the maps ran all the way south past Buxton and the quarries along the A616. 


The resulting outline of the national park resembled a leaping salmon, its head pointing into Yorkshire, its tail sweeping across the Staffordshire moorlands as its surged northwards. New Mills lay just off the tip of the salmon’s tail, a semi-urban fragment that might have broken away from the dark mass of Greater Manchester and drifted into the Peak District to escape.


Cloughpit Lane led off away from the A6 towards the foothills around the vast, dark plateau of Kinder Scout. Cooper drew his car as far into the side as he could when he saw the collection of vehicles up ahead. And there was the railway bridge Carol Villiers had mentioned. The rear end of an HGV protruded from the arch like an animal that had failed to make it all the way into its burrow and had died there.


There was barely enough room for a normal-sized person to squeeze through the gap between the lorry and the stone wall of the bridge. Cooper had to get up onto the banking and push his way through the branches of elder saplings and clumps of bracken to reach the cab, supporting himself with one hand against the side of the truck. He noticed that some of the straps holding down the curtain sides were unfastened along one section, creating just enough space for someone to crawl inside. It might just be carelessness by the driver.


When Cooper reached the cab, he found himself staring at a giant cartoon windmill painted in bright green. It was obviously the company’s logo. Windmill Feed Solutions. He didn’t recognise the name. Back at Bridge End Farm, his brother Matt used a company based in the Eden Valley for his animal feed deliveries. 


The lorry was a typical cab-over-engine design, with a driver’s position above the front axle and access to the cab via a couple of steps. That flat-nosed look had become almost universal since HGV lengths were strictly regulated. Its extra turning ability made it better suited to delivery conditions in areas like this with narrow, winding roads. The only problem was getting access to the engine, which required the whole cab being tilted forward. 


He knew Carol Villiers was already at the scene and he could see Luke Irvine had just arrived too. Irvine followed him along the side of the truck.


Cooper wondered how he was going break the bad news to Villiers. She would be disappointed, though not perhaps as much as he was himself. He’d been through the same experience a few years ago, when someone else got the promotion he’d been hoping for – had been depending on too much, in fact. But things came right in the end, didn’t they? 


It wasn’t too late for Villiers, though her previous career in the RAF Police meant she was already of an age when promotion came, if it was ever going to. For some it never did, of course. But it was hard to imagine Carol Villiers becoming another Gavin Murfin. It just didn’t add up.


Villiers looked remarkably alert considering how long she’d already been here. She never seemed to mind early mornings. Even when she wasn’t on an early shift she was usually out for a run at the crack of dawn. Perhaps it was a leftover habit from the military routine she’d lived with for eight years. It seemed to suit her anyway. She still had that fit, sporty look that he’d always associated her with. Villiers was brisk and businesslike at work, but able to relax outside the job. He liked that ability. 
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