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This one’s for Emma.

My wife and best friend.

I wouldn’t want to share this

life with anyone else.


Author Note


All of the locations found in this book exist; however, some minor details have been changed or expanded to better tell this story.




The Bone Keeper’s coming.

The Bone Keeper’s real.

He doesn’t stop.

He doesn’t feel.

He’ll snatch you up.

And make you weep.

He’ll slice your flesh.

Your bones he’ll keep.



Before


Her story begins in the tunnel.

The soft ground underneath her feet as she walked through. The calm swoosh of air, lightly caressing her face. The sounds coming from the darkness. The echoes. Rage. The smell of death, clawing at her skin.

That’s what she’ll always remember.

The tunnel.

Four of them would walk through it. Silent and alone. One after the other.

Three would come out.

Before the tunnel, it had been a different evening. Crisp autumn air swirled around the group as they walked into the woods. She was eleven years old, following her brother Matty. He was three years older, but not much wiser. Two other kids shuffled alongside them, Lee and Faye, her new stepdad’s niece and nephew, around the same age as them. It was nothing more than a game, an adventure of sorts. They weren’t supposed to be playing out this far away from the house, but it was half-term in October and they were kids.

They were invincible.

‘Come on,’ she said, taking the lead and walking with what she wanted to look like confidence. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

She passed the sign that said ‘Dibbinsdale Nature Reserve’ and the picnic tables on the right and followed the path into the trees. Overhead, it was growing even darker. Black clouds gathering. If they had come a week later, it would have been almost night already, but there was still some light left as the evening drew on.

It wouldn’t last.

‘It’s going to rain.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Matty said, catching up to her. ‘We’ve got the trees. Nature’s umbrella.’

She saw the grin appear and then vanish. A last remnant of the pre-teenage boy she used to know. They crossed a wooden bridge, Matty and Lee throwing small, thick branches into the water as they did so. She paused, watching the water bubble and quiver occasionally.

‘Think there’s any fish in there?’

‘Nah,’ Faye said, standing beside her as she rested her hands on the old wood. ‘They wouldn’t survive.’

The bubbles came up and made concentric circles in the water. She stared at it a little longer, squinting as the light continued to fade around them. Then she followed the rest, as their voices continued on the path. The path became a little wider, before shortening up again as they followed it around tall reeds, sunk into marshland.

It became slushier underfoot as they approached the place they’d come there to see. She brushed her foot against a single grey feather, slowing her pace.

‘This is the place.’

A hush fell over them. The wind rippled unseen trees, leaves and branches coming to life. The air grew colder as they came to a stop ahead of her.

‘You think it’s real?’ Matty said, trying to sound jokey and brave. She knew it was an act now. The previous confidence slowly evaporating, as reality set in.

‘The Bone Keeper lives here,’ Lee replied, his whisper almost lost in the movement of the trees above them. ‘People have seen it.’

She reached the other three, standing on another wooden bridge looking away from her approach. The tunnel came into view as she stopped beside them.

‘Who’s going in first?’ Matty said, the bravado slipping from his voice now they were there.

‘I reckon it should be Matty,’ Lee replied, turning to look at the other teenager. ‘Ladies first.’

She shivered as a slow breeze came through the trees and the air grew colder still. A few raindrops fell in the water, the pitter and pat breaking into the suffocating silence.

‘Why should it be me? Are you scared?’

‘You think I haven’t done this before?’

‘Yeah, right,’ Matty said, a smile creeping across his face. ‘You would never dare do anything like this . . .’

‘I’ll go first.’

They turned towards Faye, eyebrows raised at the small voice suddenly piping up. If she’d had to bet, she would never have guessed it would have been the little waif of a girl, a year younger than even she was, who would have volunteered to go through first.

In front of them, a short walk from the end of the bridge and a stone path just like all the other paths before, were two tunnels. One half was bricked up, the other . . . the other was not.

It’s called Otter’s Tunnel, Fake-dad had said to her earlier that day. Used to be water running right through it and they reckon otters lived in there once upon a time. Couple of hundred years since then though. Now, it’s just a few bats and maybe a couple of rats.

She’d shuddered at the thought then and did so again now. Matty gave her a look, so she rubbed her arms as if she were cold.

‘I’m going through it now,’ Faye said, beginning to walk away. ‘Can’t be bothered standing around just looking at it.’

She watched as Faye continued to walk towards the path, Matty and Lee exchanging looks and then shrugging.

‘You’re really going to let a ten-year-old girl do it before you?’ she said, suppressing a giggle. ‘Yeah, you two are dead hard.’

Matty and Lee shot her a look, disgust and annoyance. A little fear still there too, just on the edges. They waited for Faye to leave, each taking up a position almost in single file.

She went through the tunnel third, after the other two idiot kids went first. She would have happily done it sooner, given how stupid the entire thing seemed to be. No excited shrieks or howls of fear. It was a little boring, if she was honest. It seemed to be a short walk, given the muted shouts she heard once the others had made it to the other side.

Then, it was her turn.

She stepped towards the tunnel, straining to see the pinpoint of the exit at the end of it. Only dim light was around them now, as the evening drew in. The darkness beginning to take hold, sunlight disappearing and making the air thin and lifeless.

‘Are you scared?’

She turned towards Matty, who was swaying from one foot to the other. ‘No, of course not.’

‘Why are you just standing there then? It’s your turn.’

‘Do you want to go first?’

Matty smiled back at her – that sickly one he always used when he had the upper hand. ‘And leave you on this side alone? Bet you wouldn’t like that. Just get going. We’ll have to go back soon.’

She didn’t know the time, but she expected it was past that magical time parents had, when it suddenly went from being fine to being FAR TOO LATE. She tried to work out how long it would take them to get back from where they were, but couldn’t remember the length of the walk now. They would probably have to come back through the tunnel as well. Maybe all together this time, although she expected the boys would take the opportunity to make it appear more scary than it actually was.

‘Come on, are you going to do it or not? Getting bored now.’

‘I’m going, I’m going,’ she replied, her voice echoing around the silent woods. ‘You’re just scared yourself, that’s all. Want me to back out, so you don’t have to do it.’

‘That’s stupid, I was happy to go first, if those two hadn’t wanted to show off.’

‘Yeah, I believe you. Honest.’

‘What do you think of them?’

She studied her brother, recognising the way he had thrust his hands in his pockets and was kicking the ground. This was Matty wanting to know if things were going to be okay – whether he should be worried about what was to come.

He was the older brother, but more and more it seemed like she was supposed to look after him.

‘They’re annoying Wirral brats,’ she replied, a grin appearing on her face. ‘They would last five seconds on our side of the river. But, they’re all right. I suppose. Not like we have to spend too much time with them.’

‘I hope Mum isn’t thinking of moving over here,’ Matty said, still looking towards the ground rather than at her. ‘Not sure I could deal with that.’

‘We’ve been through worse.’

This time Matty did look up at her, a pained, scrunched up look on his face as he shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’ Then he gave her that smile she always looked forward to.

‘Come on,’ he said, taking his hands out of his pockets and pointing towards the tunnel. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

She turned and began to walk, allowing herself to cross the threshold into the tunnel. At first there was still some light behind her, so she could see where she was walking. It didn’t take long for that to change. The light disappeared, making it difficult to keep her bearings, as the darkness within the tunnel took hold.

The water beside the path was still, no sounds coming from that direction at all. She concentrated on walking forwards, squinting into the distance to focus on where she expected the exit to appear.

She was halfway there when the smell hit her.

It turned her stomach, making her gag. She stopped walking, bending over with her hand over her mouth. It was a revolting stench, her eyes watering instantly. She shuffled forwards, ready to have a go at the two little brats who hadn’t warned them of it.

Then she heard a noise.

A shift, nothing more. A small sound, which would have been unnoticeable outside. Inside the tunnel, it was as loud as a roar.

For a moment, her body betrayed her. She stopped in her tracks, unable to move. Her heartbeat increased tenfold, a churning feeling in the pit of her stomach. The small hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, whipped up by the draught of breeze that came through the tunnel.

The sound came again. Turned into a whistle. A breathy tune.

A tune she recognised.

The Bone Keeper’s coming. The Bone Keeper’s real . . .

‘Lee,’ she whispered, too afraid to raise her voice any louder. ‘If that’s you I’m going to kill you.’

The whistling stopped, replaced by another sound. A growl? A laugh? She couldn’t tell anymore.

This time, her body obeyed her and she found herself able to move. She didn’t think twice, breaking into a jog, hoping she was facing the correct direction. She could feel the ground beneath her grow softer, muddier, as she moved along it. She was worried about slipping, but couldn’t stop herself now.

If she fell in there, she wouldn’t know what to do.

She imagined the sound was following her, but didn’t stop moving in the direction of the pinpoint of light, now growing larger.

There was something in the tunnel. Something watching, lurking in the shadows. Now, she could almost picture whatever it was following her as she broke into a run. Could hear it slithering along the path, ready to catch her.

She burst out of the tunnel, collapsing to the floor in front of the other two children and dropping at their feet. She turned back around, expecting there to be someone emerging. Ready to catch her, now her legs had finally given way.

‘What’s up?’ Lee said, grabbing her by the arm. ‘Got scared, did you?’

She couldn’t speak, breathing heavily, long gasps of fresh air. Instead, she stared towards the tunnel, unable to see anything within.

She wanted to scream Matty’s name. Warn him, tell him what she had heard, seen, felt.

She couldn’t make a sound.

Couldn’t tell Matty to stop. That something was in there.

Warn him not to go through.

Warn him that it wasn’t safe.

She would never see her brother again.



Now



It is as if the world shifted in its sleep, and one of its ideas escaped and became real.

Steve Mosby, Black Flowers




One

Louise Henderson was sitting in her car, trying to breathe, when the call came in.

She didn’t believe in fate or being able to see the future. Yet, it was almost as if her body had known what was about to happen. That it was trying to sound a warning to her. Maybe she knew on some level that it was coming.

A danger ahead sign, which she always seemed to ignore.

At that moment, she just wanted to be able to breathe properly. A simple act – something that goes unnoticed until you suddenly can’t do it.

Is this what dying feels like?

Before her mobile had cut the radio off mid-song, ringing over the speakers in her car, she had been sitting at the side of the road. Parked up, the engine idling as she gripped the steering wheel; the sun disappearing behind grey clouds, as if it was playing its own part in her drama.

She had been thinking about fire. That was the reason she’d pulled over. When the smell of smoke and ash assailed her. A flash of light, red and orange, then black. Then, in seconds, she was gasping for air. It was as if someone had their hands around her throat, a weight on her chest. Her stomach churned, a thousand butterflies taking flight inside her. Cars passed by in a blur, a couple of people walked on the pavement beside her, as she closed her eyes and tried to breathe in and out. In and out. Calm. She was safe, nothing could harm her. Not now.

Not now.

You’re okay. Nothing is wrong.

The soothing tone of her inner voice helped a little, but it could barely be heard over the roar of so many other thoughts running through her head.

It was getting worse. These moments were becoming frequent; the bouts of terror and of not being able to breathe threatening to become the norm. The night before, she had stared at the glow from her mobile phone screen, lying in bed unable to sleep. Scrolling through a list of counselling services in the local area.

As if she needed it.

She didn’t, she’d decided. No one ever did, she’d thought, lying to herself. It was all a con, a ruse, a way of extracting cash from your wallet. Money for old rope. The idea that any of it would make the slightest bit of difference to her life was beyond any logic she could recognise.

Yet, she was beginning to think it was the only way. The only thing that could help at that moment. Telling a stranger your deepest and darkest feelings. Bringing out forgotten and suppressed memories.

No.

She had shut off her phone at that point, stared into the dark and shook her head. It would be a meeting filled with pointless questions. Making her examine feelings and all that rubbish.

She was better than that.

Yet it was becoming more difficult to ignore what was happening to her. What had always been there, beneath the surface. Or that it was getting worse. It wouldn’t be long before people at work started to notice. If they hadn’t already, of course. She had no idea if people were talking behind her back. If she was the subject of gossip being passed around.

She thought Shipley would have told her if that was the case.

The sound of the phone ringing still filled the car, as her focus came back. Reality began to sharpen, her breathing returning to normal, as she pressed on the screen and answered. Wished she’d checked who was calling before she’d keyed the button.

‘Hello?’

‘It’s me,’ said the voice on the other end of the phone. ‘Are you on your way down?’

Louise bit down on her bottom lip before responding to the detective sergeant. ‘On my way where?’ she replied, catching a glimpse of herself in the rear-view mirror as she checked behind her and pulled back into a gap in the traffic.

‘No one else has been in touch yet? Bloody hell . . .’

‘What’s going on?’ Louise said, cutting off the beginnings of what sounded like an oncoming rant.

‘A woman found wandering the streets in Melling. She’s been assaulted and paramedics are working on her now. Doesn’t look good. You need to get yourself down here.’

‘What’s the address?’

DS Paul Shipley reeled off the road name. ‘How long will you be?’

Louise looked around her, the unfamiliar street she was on not exactly helping. She tried to remember where she’d been heading before she’d pulled up, but was struggling.

‘I’m on my way, sir,’ Louise said, and ended the call. She continued to drive in as straight a line as she could, hoping to find a familiar landmark or road sign. Eventually she gave up and pulled over again. Pressed the address into her satnav and got back on the road.

The radio had kicked back into life, some mindless, soulless track playing. She ignored it, concentrating on what was in front of her. Anxiety was quickly being replaced with anger, the two emotions more interchangeable than ever, it seemed.

She hoped the person who had attacked a woman on the street was still around when she got there. That would be helpful.

Another twenty minutes and she was arriving at the scene. All previous thoughts disappeared from her mind – professional mode kicking in. Boxed off her personal feelings and focused on what lay ahead. The crowded street, the multiple vehicles, police livery stark and on show.

Her job.

A residential area with a few shops scattered here and there. The old corner shop, now a Londis. Post office next door. Old-style zebra crossing, globular lampposts on either side. Waddicar Lane, which Louise enjoyed whispering to herself as she sat in the car.

Waddicar.

She left the car parked up on a side street, half on the road, half on the pavement. She could already hear someone standing outside their house grumbling at her arrival as she made her way towards where the main hive of activity seemed to be concentrated. She pulled her coat tighter around her body as the wind picked up and swirled around her.

‘DC Louise Henderson,’ Louise said to the closest uniform to the crime-scene tape still being strung up. She held up her ID for him when he gave her a withering look. ‘Victim still on the scene?’

The uniform gave her a nod, then looked towards the ambulance parked up nearby. ‘They usually take people in her state with them when they go back the hospital.’

Louise stopped herself replying with a similarly sarcastic remark, and instead made her way towards the figure standing a few yards away, ending the power trip the uniform was displaying for no one’s benefit but his own.

‘Sarge?’

‘Louise, finally,’ DS Shipley replied, glancing in her direction and then back towards the paramedics she could now see more clearly. ‘Start taking statements from the closest witnesses. I don’t trust these uniforms to catch everything. And get that lot over there to stop bloody filming everything we’re doing.’

Louise looked across the road to where a group of people had gathered. A few had mobile phones raised up, pointed in her direction. She instinctively raised a hand in front of her face, but dropped it before – she hoped – Shipley noticed.

‘What have we got here?’ Louise said, trying to work out what exactly was being asked of her. ‘Just so I know what to ask.’

Shipley breathed heavily through his nostrils and placed his hands on his hips before crossing his muscular arms over his chest, all in one supple movement. He was taller than Louise – him being just over six foot, her in the mid five range – but he didn’t loom over her as other superiors had in the past. He was lean and simply unthreatening. ‘Young woman, found walking up this road. She’s in a right state. Paramedics were on the scene first. Looks like she collapsed right around here. Someone has done a right job on her. Beaten and stabbed by the looks of it. There’s a trail of blood up the road. They’re trying to stabilise her now.’

Louise scanned the surroundings, trying to spot anything out of the ordinary, but it couldn’t have looked more usual if it had tried. A normal road, lined with houses. White double-glazed bay windows at the bottom, a double pane above them. Red bricks and a patch of grass in front of most of them. It would be idyllic at another time, but now, the police vans and cars, an ambulance and a bunch of onlookers spoiled the quiet.

‘What’s her name?’

‘No idea,’ Shipley said, already eager to get on, she thought. He uncrossed his arms and ran a hand through his hair, mussing it up a little, the side parting not settling quite right. ‘She didn’t get to the point of introducing herself to us.’

Another sarcastic remark, Louise thought, but didn’t show any reaction. This was how it always was. Everyone hid their true feelings from each other.

As coppers – detectives – they were better than most at doing that.

Without saying another word, she left him to it, walking towards the group on the other side of the road. Not before she took a short detour, past the paramedics working on the woman. She couldn’t see much, but enough to know it was bad.

Ripped clothes, torn and almost shredded. Blood on the ground beneath her, but not enough to pool – just spots, patches. Her eyes were closed, but she could see the rise and fall of her chest, which seemed non-erratic. The paramedics kneeling beside her worked in silence, the occasional murmur of support almost whispered into the woman’s ear.

Louise looked away, scanning around her, looking for something. Anything that might give her a clue how the woman had ended up there. She had a vague sense of the area, but wasn’t as familiar with it as she now wished she was.

She stared up the road, imagining the woman’s journey to the place where she collapsed. Ahead, she could see houses stretching into the distance, the look of the road not changing dramatically. Behind those, she could see green fields. Trees.

Woods, she thought.

She will have come from the woods.


Two

A light breeze rippled the police tape strung up across the road as Louise crossed over to the other side. More people were turning up at the scene. Some she guessed had just been passing by and wanted to see what was going on. Others would have been told about it and had come specifically to see what was happening on their doorstep. As she crossed she had caught herself before she looked both ways, realising there wasn’t any traffic able to travel down the road at that point. Not with all the police vehicles blocking the way. It took seconds to reach the growing number of people gathered there, all of whom were beginning to look a little uncomfortable. A uniform she recognised fell into step with her.

‘That’s enough now,’ Louise said, holding up her hands to the various members of the public standing around. ‘Going to need you to move further back over that way and stop filming.’

‘It’s our right, isn’t it,’ a voice said from the back. ‘Can’t stop us doing it. We’ve got rights. It’s a public place.’

‘Just listen and let us do our jobs,’ the uniform next to Louise said. PC Robertson, she thought. Her first name came to her mind just as easily. Andrea. A tall, stocky woman in her mid-thirties. Long, dark hair, tied back out of her way. ‘Let’s not create more of a scene.’

Louise was about to speak again, but the loudmouth towards the back piped up again.

‘Can’t force us to do nothing. We’re not doing anything wrong. What’s the matter, you worried we’ll see you doing something you shouldn’t be?’

That’s how it was now, Louise thought. Every move recorded, scrutinised. The victim didn’t matter to these people, just what they could capture on video or in pictures. They were more interested in posting on social media and gaining as many shares, likes, comments, whatever, as they could. They didn’t care who was affected.

‘Come over here,’ Louise said, her eyes growing darker. The tall lad at the back gave a quick smirk to one of his mates, then peeled away from the group and made his way over to the side where she was waiting for him. ‘Put that down for a second.’

The lad couldn’t have been more than twenty, the cocky air of the young and foolish surrounding him. Black tracksuit pants on, one of the legs tucked into a faded white sock. He was holding his phone up, pointing it at her. ‘Don’t see why I should.’

Louise smiled at him, which had the effect she wanted. A flush of red rose in his cheeks as he lowered the phone, switching it off and placing it back in his pocket.

‘Listen, we’re just trying to give her a bit of dignity,’ Louise said, her voice low so she couldn’t be heard by the rest of the people gathered. ‘You understand, right?’

The lad hesitated, quickly looking her up and down. He grinned as his eyes rested on hers again. ‘You’re fit for a copper you know.’

‘Did you see anything, at least? Make yourself useful to me.’

‘I got here the same time as the first ambulance,’ he replied, his voice thick with accent and entitlement. ‘Just the bird on the floor, that’s all.’

Louise tried to ignore the bird word, clenching her jaw to stop herself from saying something she’d regret later. ‘Are you going to stop getting in the way and back to whatever you usually do?’

‘What do I get out of it?’

Louise could feel herself losing control of the conversation as she glanced back across the road, to the main hive of activity. She imagined grabbing the lad by the throat, slamming him into the ground. Smashing his head off the pavement, watching him cry, beg, plead for mercy. The images flashed through her mind in an instant. An explosion of violence she couldn’t control. She’d often heard it described as red mist descending – usually from some no-mark defendant in an interview room – but that wasn’t how she experienced it. It was more like darkness. The world turning black, punctuated by pockets of light, which contained horror within them.

‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do,’ Louise said, blinking away the images and remaining calm. ‘I won’t search through your pockets and find the weed and whatever else you have on you.’

‘I’m not stashing anything—’

‘Save it,’ Louise replied, stepping closer to the lad now. ‘You reek of it. Just do us both a favour, get on your bike and bugger off out of here. We’ve got enough to deal with.’

The lad thought about it for a few seconds, then walked away, jerking his head to a couple of the other men who’d been standing at the back of the group watching them intently. Louise waited for them to round the corner and then started breathing again.

The rest of the group milling round looked back across the road as she returned to them. The phones had disappeared now, but she knew they wouldn’t wait long to start up again. It would be too late anyway, she thought. They would have enough to get as many likes and retweets as their hearts desired.

‘Can we help?’

Louise turned to the two uniformed officers who had been waiting for her to come back. She looked them up and down, wondering how much use the dozy-looking pair would be, and shook her head. ‘Help Robertson there move the tape back. At least out of sight of the ambulance.’

She didn’t hear their response, her attention drawn to the shop opposite. A few feet from where the ambulance was parked up, yet seemingly ignored. A figure stood in the doorway and caught her eye as she looked towards him, then turned away, disappearing into the shop. Louise frowned, then crossed back over, leaving the uniformed officers to sort themselves out. A few seconds later, she was stepping into the shop.

‘Hello?’

There was no answer, so she continued to walk further in. It was a convenience store, which seemed to contain everything anyone could ever need for any eventuality. An alternative to one of the bigger supermarkets, which she knew were a hell of a walk from there. She imagined it was a favourite for the old dears who probably made up a high percentage of the local populace.

‘Hello?’ she tried again, raising her voice a little more. ‘I know you’re in here. I saw you in the doorway. I just need to ask a few questions, that’s all.’

As she reached the counter, Louise heard the laboured breathing from behind it. The man she’d seen in the doorway was standing off to the side, hidden by the oversized scratch-card dispenser.

‘Hello,’ the man said, shuffling towards the counter now. He was older than she’d expected, face creased by lines and age. Leathery skin, which kept going back from his forehead, grey unkempt hair sprouting from the sides of his head. There was an almost imperceptible shake in his hands as he raised them and pointed towards the outside of the shop. ‘I don’t know what’s going on out there.’

‘Have you been here all morning?’ Louise asked, ignoring his plea. ‘You saw what happened?’

The man shook his head, the shake in his hands becoming worse the longer Louise looked at them. ‘Please, I don’t know anything.’

He had the look of someone from her past – an old guy who had run the local corner shop. Weathered and dishevelled. ‘There’s no trouble here,’ she tried, cocking her head and smiling tightly. ‘We just need to make sure we don’t miss anything, okay? We want to help. I’m Detective Constable Louise Henderson. What’s your name?’

‘George,’ the man replied. It was clear from his tone that that was all she was going to get at this point.

‘Okay, George, we just want to help the woman who’s been injured, now—’

‘I can’t help you.’

Louise stopped smiling, working hard to keep herself from giving the man a good, hard shake. ‘Why don’t you just tell me what you saw before we arrived. What happened?’

The man shook his head, more forcefully now. ‘I don’t want to get involved, I’ve already told them I didn’t see anything. I’ve heard the stories. You ask for my help and then suddenly I’m a grass, a snitch. Next week, they’ll put stuff through my windows and I can’t have that. You’re only placing me in danger. I’m not going to speak to you.’

‘What are you talking about? I don’t understand—’

There was movement at the back of the shop, a sound like something shifting on one of the shelves. ‘Are you hiding someone back there?’ Louise said to George, who didn’t respond. She looked at the doorway quickly, then turned back in the direction of the noise. She walked towards it, waiting for any more movement or sound.

A head poked around the door, saw her coming and disappeared again. Louise straightened up from the bent-over crouch she’d been walking in. ‘You can come out now, I’ve seen you.’

A small boy, no older than eight or nine, peered around the shelves and then withdrew, but not as quickly this time.

‘I won’t bite,’ Louise said, stopping a few feet short. ‘I want to make sure you’re okay, that’s all.’

The boy shuffled out, staring at his feet as he did so. She could see some resemblance to George, who was still behind the counter but watching her intently.

‘What’s your name?’

The boy didn’t answer, so Louise squatted down, finding his eyes and not looking away. ‘Mine’s Louise. Are you okay?’

He thought for a moment, then nodded his head.

‘Shouldn’t you be in school?’ Louise asked, trying not to sound like a teacher as she did so.

‘Teacher training day,’ the boy replied, his voice soft, a slight trace of a local accent, but nothing like some of the kids of that age she’d dealt with in the past.

‘You can check with the school,’ George said, appearing behind them. ‘They’ll tell you he never misses a day. I’m just helping out my daughter, that’s all. She can’t take him into work with her, so he’s come here to be my helper.’

Louise ignored the interruption. ‘Have you been back there this whole time?’

The boy shook his head. ‘I was in the doorway when the woman went past.’

‘So you saw her?’

‘Yes. She was bleeding.’

‘She was, but we’re helping her now. Did you see anything else?’

‘No,’ the boy replied, shaking his head. He was small, but stocky for his age. A hardness to his posture. ‘She was singing.’

Louise felt her legs begin to protest as she continued to squat on her heels. She wasn’t ready to stand up yet, though.

‘What was she singing?’

The boy’s eyes flashed to his grandfather’s, a watery film appearing over them and then being blinked away. Louise turned to George and met his stare. He gave a nod to the boy.

‘Was it a song you know?’ Louise said, prompting the boy now. ‘A pop song, or something like that?’

The boy shook his head. ‘Not that kind of song. It’s one the other boys in school say in school, to frighten everyone.’

Louise frowned, wondering what the hell she’d got herself into. Never take the word of a child, she heard DS Shipley say in her mind.

‘What’s the song?’ Louise said, ready to give up and go back outside and make herself useful.

‘The Bone Keeper song,’ the boy replied.

Louise rocked back on her heels slightly, but didn’t show any other reaction. She remembered the song; it came to her mind quickly and easily. The familiar rhyme, the sound of the voices that had sung it all that time ago. She hadn’t heard it in years, but just this reminder was enough for it to replay clearly in her mind.

‘The Bone Keeper song?’ Louise said, wanting to be sure.

‘Yes,’ the boy said, his eyes now locked on his grandfather’s. As if he were scared of his reaction, or maybe just wanted his approval. ‘She was saying it over and over. Then she fell over, just outside the shop.’

There it was in Louise’s mind. The song, being sung off-key. A child’s voice, thick with scorn, trying to scare her. The horrible rhyme, full of death and fear.

‘Did she say anything else?’

The boy looked back at the floor, scraping his shoes against the linoleum. ‘She said he was coming back for her. That he was going to get her. I ran away and hid at the back of the shop.’

Louise stood up, her knees clicking as she did so. She turned back to George, who was standing behind her, arms folded, but unable to keep the fear from his face. She looked back at the boy, who had shrunk further into himself.

‘You did good, lad,’ she said. For some unknown reason she had the urge to ruffle his hair, but she resisted. ‘Thank you.’ She turned back to George, giving him the same smile she’d given the boy, but he didn’t return it. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone you said anything.’

She left them there, her mind racing as memories flooded back to her. Children’s voices, singing and playing. The squeak of swings and the braying of boys’ laughter. The sounds you only hear deep in the woods, as the trees become closer together and the wind struggles to dent them. One single thought came through more than any other.

Why would a grown woman be singing that song?


Three

Louise stood in the hospital corridor, a bored-looking detective sergeant opposite her, pacing up and down and muttering to himself. She couldn’t make out what he was saying, but she didn’t imagine it was anything good. Her experience of DS Shipley told her that he was annoyed and that he wouldn’t calm down any time soon. They had only been there for an hour, but already it was beginning to feel as if it had been ten. Nothing to do other than stand, lean against the wall and wait.

Waiting was the worst part.

‘This is the part they leave out in training,’ Shipley said, looking at his watch for the hundredth time since they’d arrived. ‘All this standing around doing bugger all.’

‘Someone once said to me that the job is ninety-five per cent boredom, five per cent actual stuff happening,’ Louise replied, remembering the old inspector who had passed on that nugget of wisdom to her. He was dead now. Heart attack two years after retirement. She still remembered the look of disbelief on his widow’s face at the funeral, as if she couldn’t understand what she had done to deserve it. ‘You wonder why they don’t tell us that sooner.’

‘Probably worried about putting people off. Not that I would have walked away at that point.’

‘Neither would I.’

She had never questioned her decision to join the police. It had just been the logical conclusion; given how mixed-up her childhood had been, and the trouble she’d got into as a teenager, it had seemed only right that she would finally find a home in the police service.

No one had told her it was just as dysfunctional as real life.

Now, she found herself staring at a wall, trying to work out what colour it was. Anything to take her mind off the smell. Was it white or cream? Off-white, maybe?

‘Not going to make the gym tonight at this rate,’ Shipley said, interlocking his hands in front of him and stretching. ‘About time I just put some equipment in the flat and stopped pretending this was a nine-to-five job.’

‘You’re getting addicted to the place anyway.’

‘I just like the way it makes me look,’ Shipley replied with a smile. He checked his phone again as Louise looked away. He was looking better for it, she thought. He’d never been overweight, but had been getting podgier in his mid-thirties. In the past year he’d joined a gym, shed the extra pounds and looked younger and better for it.

The only issue was that he wouldn’t shut up about going to the damn place.

‘I don’t know why we’re even getting this involved, now I think about it,’ Shipley said, walking slowly over and coming to a stop near her. He folded his arms and leaned against the wall. ‘Yeah, it looks bad, but odds are, a partner or an ex has beat her up and tried to properly mess her up. That’ll be all. We could do first statement tomorrow morning, instead of waiting around this late.’

‘Yeah, well, you’re probably right,’ Louise replied, not believing her own words. ‘But you tried that line on the boss and it didn’t work then either. Your instinct back at the scene was right. We were always going to end up here.’

Shipley didn’t answer, just made some sort of guttural noise and resumed pacing up and down again. As if that was helping. He fiddled with the phone in his hand, turning the screen on, stopping to scroll through something, then pacing again.

‘Why don’t you just stop for a second?’

‘I don’t like this place, Louise,’ Shipley replied, coming to a stop next to her. Louise looked down at the phone in his hand as the screen came to life. He caught her looking and smiled. ‘Nothing substantial on the Echo website yet, just the bare bones. They’ve got a live update page going, but it just seems to be some reporter with a phone taking pictures of our vans.’

‘I’m sure that’ll change soon enough. Something more interesting will happen and they’ll move on.’

Louise went back to staring at the wall, knowing she was stalling. She wasn’t allowing herself to remember the words the young boy back at the shop had said to her. Wasn’t going to allow those thoughts to return.

History to come flooding back in.

It was no use, of course. As much as she thought she was ignoring the thoughts, they were still there. Lurking behind a facade of carefully constructed bricks. A wall she had built purposefully, over a long period of time.

She was an adult now. She didn’t believe in fairytales or myths anymore.

They were fake memories, made into something more by a young mind, desperate for any sort of magic, or just attention. She couldn’t trust them. Louise felt her hand ball into a fist, banging against one leg, as she stood with her back against the wall. She uncurled it, glancing in Shipley’s direction to ensure he hadn’t seen what she’d been doing. His back was to her, his head shaking slowly from side to side as he checked his phone yet again.

Louise turned back to the opposite wall. More beige than white, she thought. That was as close as she could think.

It wasn’t real.

It was another hour before they were allowed into the room. Somehow, even with hospitals as they were, they had managed to keep her off a ward for now. In her own private room in the A&E department of the largest hospital in the city. A nurse was still there, scribbling notes on a clipboard before placing it over the end of the bed.

‘She’s still quite out of it,’ the nurse said, speaking to Louise after taking a tired look at Shipley. ‘Not sure how much sense you’re going to get out of her.’

‘How is she doing?’ Louise said when it became clear her DS wasn’t going to ask. ‘What injuries does she have?’

‘It’s bad, I can tell you that much. She’s in a right state. Beaten black and blue, bruised ribs . . . that’s not the worst of it though.’

Louise affected a look of concern, which she hoped didn’t convey her true thoughts. Just get out of here so I can ask her who did this. ‘What’s that then?’

‘She lost a lot of blood. He sliced into her,’ the nurse replied, almost spitting the words out. ‘Cut off the skin from different parts of her body. Like he was flaying her alive. Unbelievable what someone can do to another person.’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll catch whoever did this to her,’ Shipley said, moving closer to the bed and standing over the woman lying there. ‘That’ll be all.’

Louise eyed the woman in the bed as she slowly opened her eyes. She wondered how much she had heard as they had stood there, talking as if she wasn’t in the room with them.

The nurse was about to say more, but moved towards the door instead. She turned as she got there, still only talking to Louise. ‘Make sure you do. Not sure I want to see what someone like this does next.’

The door closed behind her, leaving Louise still hovering behind Shipley as he looked down at the woman lying in the bed. She could see some effort had been taken to clean her up, but there were still the remains of dried blood on her face. The room was stark in its blandness – a single window giving a little light, but not much, through the closed blinds. A couple of notices on the walls, a sink and a seemingly empty hand-soap dispenser. There was a single chair for visitors, but neither of them sat down, Louise choosing to make her way to the other side of the bed. She squeezed some alcohol rub onto her hands from the bottle hanging at the foot of the bed and covered her hands in it, being careful not to touch any of the equipment surrounding them.

‘CSI have already taken what they could,’ Shipley said, looking across as Louise continued to rub her hands. He shook his head at her. ‘Hopefully it gets us something useful.’

‘Maybe we should ask her first,’ Louise replied, raising her eyes towards the woman in the bed, who was now staring at Shipley. There was a translucent quality to the look, as if her eyes were unfocused, seeing right through him. ‘If it is someone she knows, it’ll make this much easier.’

‘Can you hear me?’ Shipley said, looming closer to the woman. His voice was unnaturally loud in the small space, almost echoing off the walls. ‘What’s your name?’

The woman continued to stare at Shipley, seemingly trying to work out who he was. What he was saying. He looked across at Louise, giving her the nod to try herself.

‘Hello, I’m Detective Constable Louise Henderson, this is Detective Sergeant Paul Shipley,’ Louise said, waiting for the woman’s head to turn in her direction. ‘We’re here to help you, okay? We just want to ask you a few questions, then we’ll get out of your way and let you recover.’

Louise heard a sniff from the other side of the bed, but ignored it. Sometimes, it was left to her to work out the best way of approaching things, but she knew what Shipley would be saying as soon as he got back to the station. She imagined ‘woman’s touch’ would feature in that monologue.

The woman was now staring at Louise, blinking up at her. Her eyes became more focused as she seemed to understand who they were. Why they were now on either side of her bed.

‘What’s your name?’

The woman opened her mouth, then closed it again. She tried once more. ‘Caroline,’ she said, her voice a whisper. It seemed to take her a lot of effort to speak, but Louise could see she was ready to do it. ‘Caroline . . . Rickards.’

‘Hello, Caroline,’ Louise said, trying to give her a reassuring smile, even as she registered the pause before she’d revealed her surname. ‘Do you know why we’re here?’

Caroline frowned for a second, looked past Louise and around the room a little. ‘I’ve been hurt.’

‘Yes, you have. We just want to ask a couple of questions about that, for now. Nothing major. We’ll let you recover a little more first. Is that okay?’

Caroline gave her a small nod, her movement crinkling the thin pillow beneath her head.

‘What do you remember before getting here?’

‘I . . . I don’t know.’

‘Do you remember the ambulance?’

A shake of the head from Caroline. ‘I was running.’

‘Do you know where you were running?’

‘Down the road,’ Caroline replied, breaking her gaze from Louise’s and staring up at the ceiling. ‘I was hurt.’

‘Yes, that’s where you were found. What about before then? What do you remember before then?’

Caroline’s face began to crumple, but no tears appeared. ‘There was grass and mud around me. Trees. It was there. It was hurting me.’

‘Who was, Caroline?’ Shipley said, ignoring Louise’s pleading looks to let her carry on. He was a battering ram sometimes, when what was needed was a light knock. ‘Who did this to you?’

‘It was him, it was him,’ Caroline replied, her voice rising to a shout now. ‘It’s real.’

‘Was it your boyfriend or husband, Caroline?’ Shipley continued, placing one hand on the bed next to her. ‘An ex or something? What’s his name?’

Caroline ignored Shipley, turning back towards Louise. ‘It’s real. Everything they said was right. It lives there. In the woods.’

‘Okay, take it easy, Caroline,’ Louise said, reaching a hand out towards her. ‘Take your time.’

Caroline’s right hand shot out and clutched Louise’s, with a tighter hold than she’d been expecting. The skin on her wrist shouted in pain as it was twisted in the woman’s grip. The room grew colder as Caroline forced herself closer to her, gritting her teeth with the effort.

‘It was the Bone Keeper. It did this to me. It’s real. And it’s going to come back and find me.’


Four

Louise rubbed at her wrist, glancing down at the redness that had sprung up there, silently admonishing herself. Caroline had been through something horrific, yet still had the strength to grip her wrist hard enough to leave a mark.

It had been too soon, they should have known that. The two of them going in there asking questions was probably the last thing she had needed.

Still, that was the job they had to do.

‘Bloody lunatic, if you ask me,’ Shipley said, driving back towards the north of the city with little care to the rest of the road users. ‘She’ll be sectioned and we’ll never know who did this.’

‘Maybe not,’ Louise replied, rolling her sleeve down and trying to ignore the stinging sensation she still felt. ‘Maybe something happened out there. There’s farmland and woods all around that area.’

‘What, you believe her?’ Shipley said, punctuating his point with a laugh. ‘She’s gone doolally, that’s all. Someone has beat the hell out of her and cut parts of her skin off.’

‘The kid in the shop—’

‘We’re not going to take that kid’s word for it, are we? So what if she was singing about the bogeyman? She wasn’t exactly in the best frame of mind, was she?’

‘I’m not saying she was, but the kid wasn’t lying. And she said as much back there. She thinks she was attacked by . . . by whatever. We can’t exactly ignore that,’ Louise tried, knowing what the reaction would be before it even came.

‘Yes we bleeding can,’ Shipley said, then leaned on his horn as the car in front didn’t move away quickly enough from the lights they’d pulled up at. ‘Just the babblings of a mad woman. Don’t get sucked in, we’ve seen this loads of times. It’ll be some bloke who couldn’t handle a break-up or something. It’ll be off our desks by tomorrow morning, I bet.’

Louise didn’t answer, instead thinking of the fear that had been emanating from Caroline, lying helpless in that hospital bed. Scarred for life, but lucky to be alive. She wasn’t as certain as Shipley that this would be shifted over to some unlucky team to deal with, along with all the other domestic incidents they had to investigate.

‘They’ll have found CCTV by now,’ Shipley continued, shifting into a higher gear and overtaking a slower car in front of them on the dual carriageway. ‘That will clear things up more.’

He carried on talking but Louise stopped listening to his droning voice, preferring to stare out of the passenger-side window. The green fields, as they moved further out of the city, towards the wide-open spaces no one realised existed in Liverpool. The various woodlands and farming areas. The greens and browns replacing the grey and white of the city buildings.

‘. . . and you should have seen his face,’ Shipley was saying as Louise tuned back in. He pounded the steering wheel a couple of times as his laughter grew louder. ‘Honestly thought he was going to die or something.’

‘Hmmm,’ Louise replied, wondering what she had missed.

‘You can make kids believe anything. Especially with a story as good as that one. Haven’t thought about that in a long time. Poor lad wet his pants, he was that scared. I’m telling you, the woods were great for that sort of thing.’

‘What type of thing?’ Louise said, turning towards Shipley.

‘Were you even listening?’ he asked, shaking his head at her. ‘I’m talking about the time we made some stupid kid who used to follow us everywhere think he was about to be caught by the Bone Keeper.’

‘Sorry, mind had wandered, that’s all.’

‘Well, it’s not as funny when I have to repeat myself,’ Shipley said, almost pouting at the gall of her not listening. She liked this side of him. The injustice he felt about her ignoring his braying. It made him more human. ‘Anyway, there’s this little kind of cave thing, in the middle of Sefton Park. We took this kid there and told him that’s where the Bone Keeper lived. You have to squeeze through these metal bars to get inside. Once you’re in there, it’s pitch black. Anyway, we let him go through first, then ran off shouting we’d seen him. You should have heard him squealing. We couldn’t stop laughing.’

He was laughing now, but Louise didn’t join in. Instead, she thought of a frightened little boy in the dark. Feeling those walls closing in on him, the fear of the darkness and what it could hold. What horrors lurked in the unseen.

Shipley wasn’t to know. To him, it would have just been a childish prank, playing on the fears of others.

She was aware he had stopped laughing and was instead looking at her.

‘What’s the matter with you? It was just a little joke on some kid. You’re not going to start crying over that, are you? That’s the last thing I need.’

He grinned at her, showing he wasn’t being serious. It did nothing to quell the feeling bubbling inside her. Louise started to answer, but decided against her first instinct. She took a second instead. ‘Sorry, I wasn’t listening properly. I was just thinking of that woman in the hospital. What she’s gone through.’

‘Oh,’ Shipley said, his voice growing quiet. The reality of the situation coming back now. ‘Listen, we’ve dealt with this kind of thing before. It’s probably exactly what it always is. Some horrible little scrote of a boyfriend, who’s decided to do a number on her. She doesn’t want him arrested, so makes up a story instead. Same old, same old. I don’t think it’s going to be some fairytale we used to tell each other as kids, do you?’

‘Suppose not,’ Louise replied, but she didn’t trust her own words. ‘What’s the plan then? We just ignore it, or do we at least look into her claims?’

‘We’ll take a look around, but from the word I’ve received from the ground, the blood trail didn’t lead any further than the road. Not into any woods or the like,’ Shipley said, after thinking for a few seconds. ‘Not that we’ll be able to see much at the moment. Not in this light. If we hadn’t been stuck in that hospital for hours, maybe we’d have had time. I’ll let uniform know it’s an area of interest for now. Do a proper search in the morning.’

Louise went back to staring out of the passenger window as the streetlights began to slowly disappear. The road went from two normal-sized lanes to the less wide country lanes. She knew the scenery outside would have become more interesting too, if she could have seen it.

She thought of what the woman had said. How scared she had been. As if everything she had ever considered to be real had been stripped away.

Louise knew that feeling well.

‘What are we going to be looking for exactly?’ Louise said, filling the silence between them. ‘There’s not likely to have been much left behind, if she was telling the truth—’

‘She isn’t telling the truth,’ Shipley cut in, his tone probably an attempt to lighten the mood, but just coming across to Louise as patronising. ‘She can’t be.’

‘What if she is though? What if someone was keeping her somewhere and she escaped?’

‘Well, I bet he panicked. Left everything behind and went on the run. Which means there’ll be evidence – wherever the scene is. If she’s telling the truth, we could be looking for a needle in a haystack and I don’t like our chances. Given how little she’s actually told us.’

Louise took her phone from her pocket, bringing the screen alive, then tutting when she saw the percentage of battery remaining. She left a finger over the home button, allowing the phone to read her fingerprint, then clicked on the Maps icon.

‘Tracing her steps?’

‘Something like that,’ Louise replied, finding the road where Caroline had been discovered wandering, then scanning back down to where she guessed she had walked from. ‘There’s a number of fields nearby, but they wouldn’t give you much privacy. I think we’ll be looking more for some kind of woodland. Trees to give you cover, if you’re keeping someone captive.’

‘Could have been a back garden for all we know. It’s not like we can rule out the idea that she may have been confused.’

‘Here,’ Louise said, zooming in on her phone to the closest wooded area she could find to where Caroline was found. She had been right. No more than a mile from the spot on the street where she’d collapsed. ‘Next to the canal. Drive to the bottom of Tithebarn Lane, near the Bootle Arms pub. You can access it from there.’

Once the road had widened a little Shipley pulled the car over, then looked at the phone screen as Louise pointed it in his direction. ‘I know that area,’ he said after a pause, turning back to the road and pulling away again. ‘There’s no chance we can cover any of that alone. Not to any useful extent. We’ll have to wait until morning and get a few uniforms sent that way.’

Louise said nothing, just moved around the map on her phone a little more for show. Silence fell on them once more, until Shipley turned in her direction again.
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