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      But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death.

      
        
        Revelation 21:8

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Midsummer’s Eve, 24 June

          

        

      

    

    
      THE GIRLS JUST stood there, on the pebbled shore, watching her drown. They weren’t her friends. Not really. The orange glow of the campfire flickered on the surface of the water, which bubbled and roiled around her. A black plume of smoke billowed into the sky. They shouldn’t have come into the Cuckoo Wood. She regretted telling them about the angel now. They would never believe her. Why hadn’t he come?

      Samantha Jaynes thrashed her arms, trying to propel herself through the water, back to the shore. No use. Exhaustion took over. She’d been stupid to drink. It had only been a few sips. Still, the unfamiliar alcohol weighed her down, letting the water close in around her like hands grasping her arms and legs, pulling her under. She was sure she would die tonight. Right there in the cold, dark lake.

      She sank into the depths again, water filling her lungs, choking the life out of her. Coughing and spluttering, she found the surface, trying to get air in to her burning chest, but it was no good, she couldn’t breathe. The lake had already won.

      As the world slipped from her grasp, she saw him step out of the trees and onto the shore behind the other girls. The Kirkdale Angel. He had come. But he was too late. Too late to help her, anyhow. Samantha wished she’d never started all this. She wished she’d never heard about the angel. More than anything, she wished she could tell someone what she knew now. But it was too late.

      Samantha Jaynes stopped struggling and let the water take her down. In those final, fleeting seconds as her consciousness faded, she felt a hand take hers and give a gentle, reassuring squeeze. It would be okay. She wasn’t alone. Her angel was with her.
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      THE LONG GRASS was damp with dew and clung to Rosie’s bare feet, cold and wet, numbing her skin where the nettles had stung her and the thorns had cut. Icy mud squelched up between her toes with every step, as though the earth itself was pulling her in, guiding her. He was in the wood tonight too—they’d seen him. Perhaps this time they would catch him.

      The moon hung fat and full, casting a silver light through the thinning autumn canopy whenever it burst through the heavy, dark clouds. Rosie pushed a branch aside, letting it thwack back behind her as she ran deeper into the musty gloom. The bushes closed around her, shutting off the way and blocking all light.

      Jagged thorns clawed at her skin, drawing out tiny pinpricks of scarlet on her white arms. She didn’t feel the scratches. She didn’t feel the cold. And she wasn’t aware of her teeth chattering, or her short, cotton dress—wet and torn—clinging to her skin. All she knew was the voice inside her, like a deep bass rumbling, shaking her organs, drumming alongside her heart, filling her, possessing her. She quickened her pace. Her heart beat faster, her breath shortened. She was close.

      She slipped as she crossed the shallow stream and landed on her knees on the rocks. Her fingers scratched at the muddy bank, breaking her coral painted nails. Rosie wiped her hands across her face, down her neck and chest, spreading the mud across her skin and staining her dress. She felt wild. Part of the earth.

      A dazzling light flashed up ahead, piercing through the trees, brighter than the moon. The angel. Showing her the way? Thunder rolled overhead, making the woods shake and rumble. Rain needled the ground. Autumn leaves danced and whirled, silver backs glinting in the moonlight. Not much further now. But she must be quick. She mustn’t fall behind the others.

      She crawled up the slippery bank of the stream and pushed on through the undergrowth, stumbling over roots, following the light as it raced on ahead, drawing the calls and laughs of her friends behind it. Breathless and shivering, she arrived at the edge of the wood, where the trees let out into the clearing. She had made it. But the light had gone, the thunder was fading. Was she already too late? She was so tired.

      Stepping tentatively forward, she joined her friends in the clearing, dancing around the fire, laughing and shrieking. Their white skin shone in the pale light as they cast off their dresses in heaps on the floor beside the flames. The firelight flared in her eyes, bright and painful.

      She started singing, her voice growing stronger, the old song rolling from her tongue like honey. She heard the others join her, their voices high and sweet, calling the angel, just as Sam had shown them. He would forgive them.

      Exhaustion washed over her again. Stumbling, she dropped to her knees, needing to sit. Through darkening vision, she saw Caitlin fall too, plonking down heavily on her bare bum, like a broken marionette. Caitlin laughed as she flopped back, lying with her arms outstretched, staring at the sky. It was a good idea, Rosie thought. Lie down and wait for the angel. He would come. She closed her eyes and all sound receded.

      Somewhere in the darkness, the angel’s voice called her name, low and quiet—little more than a whisper. Hands beneath her back now, lifting her. She opened her eyes to see who was there, but darkness crowded in around the edges of her vision, and all she could see was a feathered wing, so white, so beautiful, wrapping her in a warm embrace and carrying her away. She was forgiven.

      All around, echoing through the trees, she could hear a wailing song. High-low, high-low. It reminded her of something, but she couldn’t remember what. Coming from all sides. Nearby and far away. A chorus of angels, perhaps. And, carried on the breeze behind the wailing song, she could hear other voices calling her name, far, far away.

      It was unlike anything she had heard before: a song of exquisite beauty and tortuous pain. It whirled around her, grabbing at her, ringing in her ears. A deep, animal part of her wanted to run to the voices, but she couldn’t—she was floating.

      Her feet and hands felt cold. Freezing. Wet. Ice crawling up her skin, across her back, over her stomach. Making her gasp and flinch. She was in the lake. A great weight pressed down on her shoulders, the heaviest of all loving embraces. Despite the icy cold, she felt safe, loved, whole—bigger, even, than just herself. It was her time.

      The water consumed her, filling her nose and mouth, flooding her lungs. Her own voice rose in her throat, wanting to join with the wailing chorus, eager to be part of something important. But the lake drowned her song. Panic gripped her chest as she tried to cling to life. It was too late.

      As her own light left her, floating alone in the cold, black water, Rosie heard her mother among the other voices calling her name as they searched for her in the wood, and the wailing sirens of the police cars and ambulances, high-low, high-low. It was too late to go back. Too late to tell them what she’d done. What they’d all done. It was just too late.

      There was no eternal light, no warm embrace, no angel to hold her hand as she ascended. None of her friends had stayed behind to walk with her. The angel had gone, her friends had gone, and all that remained for Rosie was darkness. And then, nothing.

      PC Daniel Cotter sprinted as fast as his legs would carry him through the dense undergrowth, jumping over fallen branches and ripping through the smaller ones by sheer momentum. Brambles tore at his trousers, clawed at his face. But he didn’t care. He’d heard a cry. A scream. Coming from the direction of Brathigg Tarn and, as he sprinted towards the small lake, he strained to hear it again above the sound of the thudding clatter of rain on the tree canopy overhead.

      If only Rosie’s parents had reported her missing right away, instead of going out to look for her on their own. They wouldn’t have wanted to draw attention to her errant ways, but it frustrated him that they had put the family’s reputation ahead of their daughter’s safety. He only hoped they would find her in time.

      His best friend, Luke—Rosie’s brother—had been the one to call it in, and Cotter knew Luke would never forgive his parents if anything had happened to her. Even though Luke was almost ten years older than his sister, he was fiercely protective of her, and often shielded her from their parents’ over-bearing religious views. It would kill him if Rosie got hurt.

      The sky was already lightening although daybreak was still hours away. Cotter hoped that young Rosie Trimble would live to see it. Other voices were calling her name in the surrounding woods: Rosie! Rosie? A haunting, repetitive echo.

      The whole village had turned out to search, including Rosie’s parents, even though Cotter had advised them to stay at home. Given the shocking state in which they’d discovered the previous girl, the last thing he wanted was one of Rosie’s friends or family to find her first. He hoped he was wrong, and that she had just snuck off with a boy. But Luke had already warned him that she’d not been herself recently. Please just let her be okay, he thought.

      He crossed the brook in a single leap, slipping and stumbling up the low, muddy bank on the other side, pushing his hands into the soft ground to pull himself up the slope. He cut across the clearing before bursting out of the trees onto the shore of the lake where he stopped dead, panting hard. His stomach hitched.

      Rosie! Rosie? The staccato of voices echoed around him.

      She was there. Face down in the water, just beyond the shoreline, naked, her dark hair wrapped around her neck and arms, bobbing and swaying gently on the surface like seaweed.

      “Rosie!” Cotter shouted as he splashed into the lake, but she didn’t move. “Oh God, no. Rosie!”

      He was waist-deep before he reached her, the cold water stealing his breath, making him gasp. He grabbed her arm, pulled her in close to him, and dragged her backwards towards the shore.

      “Please, Rosie,” he shouted. “I’ve got you now, girl. Come on. You’ll be all right!”

      He dragged her up the shore, hands locked under her armpits, the dead weight causing him to stumble and fall.

      “Help!” he shouted. “Over here. I’ve found her. God, help!”

      He laid Rosie on her back and started resuscitation, pumping down on her chest, pausing only to breathe into her mouth. Her lips were blue, her skin like ice.

      “Come on, Rosie,” he whispered, mouth close to her ear. “Stay with me.”

      Feet clattered across the stones behind him, and he looked over his shoulder to see a paramedic running along the shoreline.

      “Help!” Cotter yelled again, still desperately pumping Rosie’s chest.

      He didn’t stop his resuscitation until the paramedic knelt beside him and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I’ve got this,” he said and Cotter stopped, but didn’t move.

      The paramedic checked for a pulse for what felt like an age before turning back to Cotter.

      “She’s gone, Dan.”

      Deep down, PC Daniel Cotter knew he was right. Still, he took a moment to lift his clasped hands from Rosie’s chest and admit there was nothing more he could do.

      He sank back on his knees, exhausted, frozen, defeated. Rosie Trimble was dead. The second local girl to take her own life in the same lake in just four months.
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      DR ALEX RIPLEY silenced her ringing phone and tucked it back into her handbag. It wasn’t a number she recognised, and she was in no mood to field calls from reporters looking for a soundbite right now.

      “Sorry,” she said to the make-up artist, who leaned across in front of her again.

      “Don’t worry, love,” he said. “Better it happens in here than live on air!”

      “True,” she smiled.

      She was nervous enough about appearing live on national television, without embarrassing herself by forgetting to turn off her phone. This wasn’t her first live appearance by any stretch, but she got butterflies every time.

      A renowned skeptic, specialising in investigating purported miracles and divine interventions from the logical perspective of science and reason, you could rely on Dr Alex Ripley to be a rational voice when questions of faith overlapped with media sensationalism.

      She was about to appear on a regular Sunday morning debate show where, on this occasion, the panel discussion was about faith healing. It was the kind of programme she couldn’t stand watching. She hated these divisive shows, with their angry audiences shouting their opinions over each other, and guest speakers brought in to provoke the worst reactions in the crowd. Sensationalist crap. But she had a new book about faith healing to promote, so she’d jumped at the chance to quash a few myths and misconceptions live on air.

      In a debate on this subject, she knew she could hold her own, no matter what they threw at her. Her books always ruffled quite a few feathers, and this one would be no different. People often got angry when their beliefs got challenged, and that, after all, was Dr Alex Ripley’s speciality. She could even treat this as audience research.

      The show’s host had greeted her as she’d arrived and made it obvious that he was not expecting her to pull any punches. He was an intelligent-enough man in private, but he was one of those hosts who loved to provoke his guests. He made bold, sweeping statements, deliberately twisted answers, and provoked conflict at every turn. That’s what made good telly.

      He had gleefully informed her that one of the other guest speakers this morning was the Reverend Bobby Swales—one of the many self-proclaimed healers that she had lambasted in the opening chapters of her book. She wasn’t worried about meeting him again—the encounter would be more uncomfortable for him than for her.

      She’d seen right through him, and would have no trouble outwitting him in this debate. Sure, he could quote scripture to suit his ends and he was a charismatic performer, but he hadn’t fooled Ripley for a moment. He was a cynical, self-serving man who preyed on the weak and desperate, and gave them false hope, simply to line his own pockets.

      Ripley wasn’t anti-faith or religion. Nor did she have anything against those who held particular views. In fact, it was quite the opposite: she dreamed of finding something that could satisfy her own desire to believe in a higher power. What Alex Ripley railed against was the use of religion as a shield for cruel, vicious, selfish and, above all, stupid deeds. Regardless of their position or standing, if someone had set out to deceive in the name of any god, Alex Ripley made it her mission to expose them.

      She was often employed as a professional devil’s advocate, using rationality and science to argue against claims of miracles. Over the years, parties on both sides of the argument had hired her, and she was one of the few experts in the field recognised for having no agenda, other than to get to the truth. It was whispered that if Dr Alex Ripley were ever to say that you had a miracle, then you had a miracle. As yet, she had found nothing to convince her. But it wasn’t for lack of effort.

      To date, she had published three books on different aspects of the miracle question, and each of them had caused enough controversy to make her a well-known name in the right circles. Each investigation had ended with the same conclusion: there was no miracle. She had always found a rational explanation for the healings, the weeping statues, the divine apparitions, the stigmata, the visions and even the voices.

      It wasn’t always the case that those proclaiming miracles had set out to intentionally mislead. Sometimes, their steadfast faith blinded them to the truth. Other times, there was neither a rational answer nor evidence of divine intervention.

      Nothing was ever black and white. Regardless of how carefully she phrased her findings, Ripley knew she was either accusing someone of lying or being hopelessly naïve. She had learned to deal with the inevitable anger and criticism aimed her way.

      Over the years, she’d been accused of profiteering, hypocrisy, devil worship, and of using her own lack of faith to extort corroboration from confused and disappointed believers. She brushed off most reproaches, but sometimes she felt as though she was the only sane and rational person in a world of deluded fanatics.

      These days, she only worked on more complex or higher profile cases. No matter the scale or significance, she found the same underlying principle in all of them: people just wanted to believe. They liked to think they had been chosen to receive a special gift or that they finally had proof there was more to life than just the here and now.

      Her latest book was another tough exposé. It had taken two years to research, and had made her several enemies along the way, from those at the top of the Catholic Church to the disgruntled charlatans who realised that their cash cow had just been publicly slaughtered. The Reverend Bobby Swales fell into the latter category, which explained why he was on this show today. Doubtless, he had brought some of his faithful flock along to corroborate his wild claims.

      Ripley hadn’t set out to do an exposé of faith healing. It was exactly the kind of phenomenon she usually avoided, because it was impossible to ever say whether a miracle had occurred. There were always too many other factors to consider.

      During her research, she had even locked horns with the Vatican over healing miracles attributed to Pope John Paul II, which had led to an on-going fight about the politics of canonisation. There were pending libel cases from three different healers, two of which she was confident she would win.

      She’d been punched in the face and now carried a neat little scar over her right eye after being assaulted by one particularly irate healer, the irony of which had not passed her by. She’d had death threats, been propositioned with bribes and even offered her own slot on a weekday television show. All before the book had hit the shelves.

      “They’re ready for you in the studio, Dr Ripley,” a young production runner called through the door.

      The make-up artist fluffed her cheek with a powder brush and nodded.

      “All good,” he said, beaming. “Knock ‘em dead.”

      Ripley followed the runner down the corridor and into the wings of the studio. The buzz of last-minute preparations was electric, with people in headsets dashing about, either being or looking busy, producers snarling urgent instructions at anyone in sight and the last members of the live audience being ushered into their seats.

      The red light flicked on and everyone fell silent. She could hear the host reading from the autocue.

      “This morning we’ll be talking about miraculous healing. We’re joined in the audience by The Miracle Detective herself, Dr Alex Ripley, whose latest book, A Leap of Faith, attacks everyone from TV evangelists to the Vatican itself for what she will tell us are false claims of divine healing. Dr Ripley will lock horns with the Reverend Bobby Swales, whose ‘healing spectaculars’ draw crowds in their thousands from around the world. We’ll also be talking to people who have been healed, and meet a man who says a fraudulent faith healer killed his wife. We’ll be fielding all the tough questions from our live audience here in the studio and, of course, from you at home via all the usual channels. Join us live after the break for The Righteous Truth.”

      Ripley had grown used to the nickname, The Miracle Detective, though it still rankled. It wasn’t accurate, and it made light of her work. But it gave her a popular identity that people could hang on to and, in the broadest possible sense, it explained what she did.

      It had started as an insult in a scathing review of her first book. Since then others had picked it up as a convenient shorthand to introduce her. It had stuck for enough years now that she’d come to expect it.

      The red light went off, and the flurry of activity kicked up around her again. The runner led her onto the studio floor and directed her to her seat. She noticed that they had positioned Reverend Swales opposite her on the other half of the semi-circle. He sat in the front row, a squat little toad, with his fidgeting hands clasped in his lap. His lip curled when he saw Ripley take her seat. She smiled at him as benignly as she could muster. This would be fun.
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      EMMA DRYSDALE STOOD on the shore, near the edge of the tree line, dressed in her white paper suit and clutching her forensic kit bag. She appraised the scene from afar, getting a broader perspective before she made her presence known to the rest of the forensic team. Even from this distance, she could see Rosie Trimble lying on her back on the stones, arms tucked in by her sides. The rain was just beginning again, and the occasional heavy drop bounced off the still surface of the lake. They’d had a brief respite from the earlier downpour, but it wouldn’t be long before the heavens opened once again.

      Her assistant, Matt, moved closer to the body, photographing all angles of the scene, wide and tight, macro and micro. They wouldn’t be able to move her until the medical examiner arrived anyway, and Emma always appreciated having this moment to inspect the bigger picture.

      Two paramedics stood nearby, talking and glancing back at the body, mid-conversation. Two uniformed police community support officers were helping to keep villagers from the search party away from the scene. Concern had already melted into voyeurism, and most were just trying to get a look at the body or watch as grief overwhelmed Rosie’s family. Emma wanted to cover her up, protect her from the eyes all around her.

      Emma saw a woman she assumed to be Rosie’s mother, crumpled on her knees at the edge of the group, howling—the pained, animal wailing of a mother who had just heard the worst news. Behind her, a man and younger teenage girl held each other, distraught. Rosie’s father and sister, she presumed.

      The broken man tried to shepherd his family away from the scene, helped by a younger version of himself. His son. Rosie’s older brother, already a man in his mid-twenties. He pulled them all close in an awkward embrace, trying to hold them together. Another family that would never be whole again.

      Not far from Rosie’s body, PC Daniel Cotter sat on the beach, hunched up tight, wrapped in a foil blanket, with another paramedic tending to him. Emma had met young Dan Cotter when he’d first joined the force, straight from school on some fast-track programme. He’d wanted to try his hand at forensics, but it turned out he didn’t have the stomach for it. That had been six years ago, and he still looked impossibly young to be doing the job. Despite his keen mind and a sharp eye, he had remained a local bobby. He understood this strange little village and knew they preferred having a local boy as their policeman.

      In the past four months, she’d had more dealings with Cotter than throughout his entire career. Kirkdale was usually a quiet place, and yet they’d stood in exactly this spot, four months earlier, when another teenage girl had died in the lake on Midsummer’s Day. It had been a beautiful, sunny morning. Unusually warm for June, she remembered. Not at all like the solid bank of grey sky and heavy rain they faced today.

      Thanks to swathing cuts in the funding of national police forces, Daniel Cotter represented a sad return to a time gone by—a local constable, born and raised in the same village that he now policed, with limited support from elsewhere in the district. Seeing him now, growing into the job, Emma realised that he was one of the few front-line police constables that she actually liked. He worked hard, he followed procedure diligently, and he was an intuitive policeman—a rarity in such a rural part of the country. If he could only cut himself free of Kirkdale, she reckoned he’d have a good career as a detective. But he’d never leave. Kirkdale had a habit of hanging on to its own.

      Despite never having moved away, Cotter didn’t seem as closed-minded as most villagers here. When Emma had talked to him after the first suicide, he had agreed with her that Samantha Jaynes’s death was, first and foremost, a tragic loss of a young life and not a rejection of God like the rest of them were saying.

      Looking at him now, sitting alone beside the lifeless body of a second local girl, Emma could only imagine how shocked and frustrated he must feel that it had happened again.

      “Well, this is becoming something of a pattern, isn’t it?”

      The voice made her jump. She turned to find Jim Forde, the medical examiner, standing at her right shoulder. She hadn’t heard him approach.

      “Jesus, Jim! Why must you always sneak up on me like that?”

      “I’m just light on my feet,” he smiled tightly. Always the same joke.

      Jim Forde was anything but light. How he moved so quietly for such a big man was a mystery, but he caught her out with alarming regularity, and it always made him giggle. It was the only nod to a sense of humour he had ever shown her.

      “Another teenage girl, I hear,” he said.

      “Rosie Trimble,” said Emma. “Reported missing in the early hours of this morning, though it turns out she hasn’t actually been seen since mid-morning yesterday. She was found in the water after an extensive search led by Constable Cotter over there.”

      “Poor bugger,” said Forde. Emma wasn’t sure if he meant Rosie or Cotter, but she agreed, either way.

      “Let’s see what we’ve got then, so we can get her in out of the rain, and away from this lot,” he said, stepping onto the beach, almost snarling at the gawping spectators.

      Emma followed him down onto the slippery pebbles, automatically checking for footprints, before correcting herself. Another teenage suicide, and a stone beach trampled over by everyone here. What was she hoping to find?

      “How’re you holding up?” she asked PC Cotter, crouching down beside him as Forde began his examination of Rosie’s body. The young man’s face was set in a grim frown, wet hair stuck to his forehead, lips tinged blue. He was still shivering, despite the foil blanket and the plastic cup of steaming tea clasped in his hands.

      Cotter just shrugged, staring at Rosie’s corpse, blinking slowly as though trying to make the whole thing go away. It was always hard being the first to discover a body. When you knew the victim, as he no doubt did, it must be even worse.

      The biggest problem with a suicide was always the unanswered questions it left behind. Behaviour that should have been noticed. Moods read. People rarely kill themselves on a whim, even teenage girls. So how had Rosie got to this point without her family or friends noticing?

      Emma cast her mind back to the girl who had killed herself in the summer, Samantha Jaynes. Everyone had seemed shocked by her suicide. Especially coming on the night of the summer fair—a happy time for the whole village, and a celebration of youth and vitality. Everyone had said what a quiet, normal girl Samantha had been, but Emma had tasted their disgust when they spoke of her suicide—her so-called sin.

      Now they were looking at two teenage suicides in the same place, in the same way, just a few months apart. That was more than a coincidence, surely? Would this be dismissed as a sin, too?

      “You should get yourself off to the hospital, and get checked over,” she said to Cotter. “You’re no good to anyone with hypothermia.”

      He shrugged again, nodding. He wasn’t going anywhere yet. Emma saw him flinch as Forde knelt closer to Rosie’s body and continued his examination. She shifted her position so that she was blocking most of his view.

      “It’s not your fault, Dan,” she told him, trying to get him to look at her instead, but knowing that her platitudes wouldn’t make any difference to the way he was feeling.

      When he did finally look at her, she saw the pain in his expression. He didn’t try to wipe away the fat tear that brimmed his eye, spilled down his cheek and was quickly washed away by the rain. With a huge, shuddering sigh, Cotter tore his eyes from Emma's and looked out at the lake, sniffing sullenly, trying to pull himself together.

      “You were the first on the scene?”

      She thought it might help to focus on the job for a moment.

      “That’s correct,” he replied, quietly, as though fearful of disturbing anyone.

      “And she was in the water when you found her?”

      He nodded, still staring out at the lake.

      “I heard her scream, I’m sure,” he said, frowning. “While I was cutting back through the woods from Gibbs’ Farm. I heard a scream, and I ran up here, straight through the trees. Couldn’t have been more than ten minutes. But I was still too late to stop her. I pulled her out the water, dragged her up here, and tried to resuscitate her. That was probably wrong, wasn’t it?”

      He looked at her beseechingly.

      “You did everything you could, Dan,” she said again. “None of this is your fault.”

      “Thing is, I know her, see?” he said, his voice breaking again. “She’s my best mate’s little sister. We used to babysit her when she was a nipper. We walked her to school on her first day and almost every day until we left, and even sometimes after that.”

      Emma looked back at the family on the shore, at Rosie’s brother, Cotter’s friend, trying to hold them all together by brute force.

      “It make no sense, this,” Cotter continued. “Not our Rosie. She’s just not the kind of girl who would do this.”

      He turned his eyes back to the lake, waiting for it to throw out its answers. Emma didn’t know what to say. She patted him on the knee, and then realised that it was a strange thing to do, so she stood up. She really was no good at this kind of thing.

      “We’ll get to the truth, Dan,” she said firmly. “But, if you want to be any help, you’ll at least let the paramedics check you over and get you warmed up. We’ve got a lot of questions to ask, and it’ll help to have someone on our side that knows her family and friends. All right?”

      Cotter sniffed again, but she could see him steeling himself. She nodded to the paramedic waiting nearby, who helped Cotter to his feet and led him away. He didn’t argue. Once he was out of earshot, she turned back to Jim Forde and Rosie.

      “What have we got then?” she asked.

      “Death by drowning, again,” he said, still examining the body. “Could well be another suicide, but I can’t confirm that until we’ve got her back to base. There are no obvious signs of struggle although she is covered in all these cuts and scratches. Soles of her feet lacerated. Looks like she’s been dragged through a hedge backwards.”

      Emma looked at Rosie properly for the first time. A pretty girl, with elfin features, pale skin, and a neat, pointed nose. She was naked, as Samantha Jaynes had been. Emma bent closer, examining the cuts and scratches on Rosie’s arms and legs, her torn, dirty nails. She looked young for eighteen, but then death had a way of making a person look smaller and more fragile than they appeared in life.

      “How did she get in this state?” Emma asked, aloud.

      “That’s for you to find out,” Forde replied.

      Emma lifted the girl’s arms, checking for marks.

      “No bruising on her wrists or ankles to suggest she was restrained, dragged, or forced,” she commented. “What on earth possessed her to run barefoot through these woods?”

      “I refer you to my previous comment,” said Forde. He never engaged with speculation.

      “Any idea on a time of death?” Emma asked.

      “Hmm,” mused Forde. “Hard to tell because of the water temperature but, all things considered, I’d estimate between four and six this morning. I don’t know what she was doing out here, but she might not have been alone: the firepit is still warm,” he said, nodding towards the woods.

      Emma looked at her watch. Nine o’clock. Rosie had been dead for hours. Too long for her to still be lying here on these cold stones. As if reading Emma's thoughts, Forde stood up, arched his back, and nodded.

      “That’s me done,” he said. “I’ll be in my office when you’re ready.”

      As he stalked off across the stony beach, the splattering rain turned into a proper deluge. Great, thought Emma, as she turned back to kneel beside the body on the stones.

      “Now, Rosie my love,” she muttered, blowing rain off her top lip. “What have you got to say for yourself?”

      Emma already knew that Rosie was last seen by her parents as she’d headed out to school the previous morning. She had seemed normal, they said. She had planned to stay the night with a friend, Caitlin Rogers, also from the village, and both were due to come over for breakfast. Saturday breakfast was a big thing in the Trimble family.

      When Rosie didn’t show up, her parents called Caitlin’s house to find that they had thought the girls were staying at Rosie’s house. Caitlin had apparently come back in the early hours of the morning, claiming she had felt too sick to sleep and had wanted to be at home. She wouldn’t say what they’d been doing, but she seemed genuinely unwell.

      Caitlin would need further questioning, but Emma doubted they’d get near her unless her parents agreed. And, given how the community had reacted to Samantha’s death, she’d be lucky to get near her.

      Opening her case, Emma slipped on a pair of latex gloves and set to work. Moving slowly, she circled the body, searching inch by inch for anything that might be a clue.

      She examined every cut and scrape, every bruise, every graze, every dirty mark. The fine scratches from the briars and brambles looked livid against Rosie’s pale skin. There were bruises on her shins, scrapes on her knees, raised patches where nettle stings had set off a reaction.

      She must have been in a hurry to get to the lake and had either oblivious to the pain or too preoccupied to care. Strange, thought Emma. Suicide victims rarely run to their deaths. Especially not if they are planning to drown themselves—that was a much quieter, more deliberate death.

      Yet, here they were, looking at the body of a second teenage girl to drown herself in the same lake and it was ringing alarm bells for Emma. Samantha had borne no signs of a struggle and had none of the scratches and marks that Rosie had. Emma had argued that her death may have been an accident, and Cotter had originally agreed with her. But the community, Samantha’s own father included, had agreed that it was a straightforward suicide. Emma had found herself under pressure from a local sergeant, Steve Walcott, to conclude her examination, deliver the report, and leave them to brush the whole affair under the carpet. Cotter had persuaded her, with some difficulty, that it was the right thing to do.

      She would be sweeping nothing away this time. Would they be able to ignore the coincidence, or would they start talking to their daughters about what was going on?

      Something was driving them to take their own lives—if that was what had happened. There always was. Drink, drugs, boys, stress, attention. Even those typically routine assumptions seemed inappropriate in Kirkdale, so devout was the community here. Suicide was seen as the ultimate denial of God’s love, and most of the villagers couldn’t overlook such a betrayal of their faith.

      So, whilst Samantha’s family had reeled from the shock of losing their daughter, their neighbours and friends had turned their backs, not wanting her sin to taint them. The family suffered from all sides; they’d lost their daughter, their friends and their God in one fateful night. Yet not even her parents had questioned the verdict. Emma had got the feeling Samantha’s mother would have believed them. She had seen how the poor woman had been stifled by her husband in their interviews.

      The final verdict had been: Death by drowning. Presumed suicide. Based on testimonies from family and friends suggesting Samantha had become withdrawn. Different somehow. Troubled by insomnia and night terrors. She had turned her back on her community, and on God and taken her own life. Emma had never felt it fitted, but it was where the evidence all pointed.

      Would Rosie be judged the same way? As a good, devout girl, who suddenly and selfishly turned her back on God? Would they ostracise Rosie’s family too? Were there more deaths to come? Was there some kind of suicide pact at play?

      There had been a case in Scotland almost a decade before, she recalled, where a number of teenagers had formed a suicide pact through a social network. In all, thirteen of them had taken their own lives within the space of a year. Police surmised that the teens had seen the collective outpouring online after the first death and had wanted to become part of it—craving the perceived immortality of a digital memorial wall. So fragile is the teenage mind.

      There must be a reason these otherwise happy girls in Kirkdale had chosen to kill themselves in such a deliberate and difficult way. Would Sergeant Walcott agree to her opening a deeper investigation, now? She doubted it. Aside from Kirkdale’s unwillingness to discuss the girls’ deaths, they were also reluctant to have outsiders poking around in their shame. Then again, Cotter knew Rosie personally, and he’d already said he didn’t think she was the type to take her own life. Perhaps his desire to see justice done would override his loyalty to the village.

      A commotion from across the clearing snapped Emma's attention back to the present. A tall, gangly looking boy, in his mid-teens, had stepped out onto the gravel beach and stood frozen like a rabbit in headlights, soaked through with rain. A portly, uniformed officer pushed the boy forcibly forward. Sergeant Walcott. Emma recognised him immediately and her heart sank. What now? The boy dug his heels in, and Walcott grabbed him by the arm and dragged him forward.

      “No, Dad,” the boy protested, trying to wrench his arm away from his father’s grip.

      Walcott scowled and pulled his son further down the beach, closer to Rosie’s body. Emma stood up defensively. Walcott looked straight past her, eyes locked on the girl’s naked body. He sneered, glancing at his son and realising that the boy had his head bent and his eyes closed.

      “Look at her, Callum,” he said.

      Callum wouldn’t raise his head, so Walcott grabbed his face roughly and lifted it up.

      “Look at her!”

      When the boy opened his eyes, Walcott nodded.

      “That is the price of sin,” he said. “Do you hear me?”

      Callum nodded, snot and tears bubbling from his nose, mixing with the rain. He looked forlornly at Rosie’s body.

      “She just wanted to see the angel,” he said. His eyes flashed angrily, meeting Emma's for a split second.

      Emma noticed Walcott flinch. He quickly composed himself, staring straight at Emma, but talking to his son.

      “You keep away from them. All of them. Do you hear me?”

      Callum nodded. A curt, sullen nod.

      As Walcott dragged his son away, muttering about sin and stupidity, Emma couldn’t help but feel part of the warning to keep away had been directed at her, too. She turned back to Rosie and took a final look.

      There was nothing more she could do here, and her head was spinning with something Callum had said: She just wanted to see the angel. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard mention of an angel in Kirkdale. Just four months earlier, it had been one of the only things Samantha Jaynes’s mother had actually said in their interview.
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      ALEX RIPLEY CLOSED THE DOOR to her apartment and leaned against it for a moment before kicking off her shoes and leaving them on the tatty welcome mat. She padded down the hallway in her stockinged feet and dropped a fat pile of Sunday papers on the dining table, before turning toward the kitchen with one thing in mind: a nice, strong coffee. It was cold, she was feeling crotchety, and she’d been craving a decent cup for hours. The stuff they gave out in the studio had been undrinkable. Clutching the warm mug, she headed into the dining room to wade through the reviews of her book.

      As expected, the debate show had been fraught. The audience was angry and fired up and, with the host’s provocation, Ripley had come under a lot of flak. They had accused her of belittling people’s faith, of denying God, of being bitter and hateful. All fair enough, as comments went, and nothing she hadn’t heard before. They’d brought her on to play devil’s advocate and most of the audience was heavily skewed to the pro-religious side.

      What had knocked her somewhat was the testimony of a man named Ian Hewitt, who claimed his wife had died after visiting an alleged healer. His pain was raw. It had been awful watching him share his story with such a hostile audience, and to see how they’d bulldozed over his feelings to defend their own beliefs.

      Ian Hewitt’s wife, Jane, had been suffering from cancer of the spine and confined to a wheelchair. They had reached a crossroads in her care, and Jane had refused to undergo another round of chemotherapy. She had persuaded Ian to accompany her to a faith healer, and they were amazed to find that after just one visit, Jane felt able to move, to walk, even to dance. Jane was convinced that her faith had been rewarded.

      But the following day, Jane had collapsed. They’d rushed her into hospital but she died within hours. What made Ian angriest was that they had stripped his wife of her faith in her final hours. Because the healing turned out to be a con, she died feeling betrayed. Forsaken by God. Ian vowed to sue the healer for her fraudulent claims and stop her from preying on others.

      The case intrigued Ripley. She had slipped her card to Ian Hewitt after the cameras had finished rolling and told him to get in touch. She hoped he would.

      By the time Ripley settled down at her dining table and lifted the first of the Sunday papers, her hands had warmed up a little. Opting for a gentle start, she opened The Observer. She knew the reviewer and was aware that he shared her outlook on many things.

      A Leap of Faith: Dr Alex Ripley is back to her usual scathing form in this attack on the world of faith healing and the charlatans who prey on the desperation of others in the name of religion.

      The review was inflammatory in parts, painting her as some kind of anti-theist, which wasn’t accurate. Still, it was supportive overall, and he presented the crux of the argument well enough. Ripley picked up the next paper, jumping as her phone’s upbeat, chirpy ringtone cut through the stillness. She grabbed the phone and checked the screen, ready to mute the call. It was Emma Drysdale, a forensic officer up in the Lake District, and one of Ripley’s best friends.

      “Emma,” she answered, smiling. “You have a knack of calling at exactly the right time. How the hell are you?

      “Alex, hi. I’m good, thanks. You?” Emma sounded weary.

      “Also good, thanks,” Ripley answered. “Busy, but good. Where are you? Still our lady in the Lakes?”

      Theirs had always been a friendship that didn’t require constant contact. They could go for months without talking and pick right up where they left off. Ripley would often call her for forensic advice, and they had worked together properly on several occasions in the past, too. The first was when Emma had a case up in the Highlands of Scotland that involved a killer who had been recreating stigmata on his victims, and the second when a series of holy relics had gone missing from a Cumbrian cathedral. It turned out a group of geneticists had been trying to extract DNA from the relics in the hope of one day cloning a second coming. Needless to say, they were a long way off.

      “Yes, I’m still in Cumbria,” replied Emma. “What about you? Are you in the country?”

      “I take it you weren’t watching The Righteous Truth this morning, then?”

      “The Self-Righteous Truth, more like. Why, were you on it again?”

      “You make it sound like I’m a regular. I’ve only done it twice.”

      “Twice more than I have. Did you get slaughtered again?”

      “I didn’t get slaughtered last time, cheeky cow. Anyway, no, this time I was talking about faith healers, in light of my new book, which is in the shops from tomorrow. I take it you’re calling to secure a signed copy?”

      “Damn, you got me,” said Emma, lightly.

      Ripley let a moment of silence hang in the air between them, she had already guessed that this wasn’t an entirely social call.

      “Listen, Alex,” Emma began. “I’ve got a case up here and I think there may be more to it than we first thought.”

      “Tell me,” said Ripley, leaning back in her chair, coffee in hand.

      “It’s all a bit tenuous for now,” she said. “But we’ve had two almost identical teenage suicides, local girls, in the space of four months.”

      “That’s not good,” replied Ripley.

      “Both from a tiny and very religious farming community. The word sin is being bandied around a lot. And no one will talk about their deaths, let alone discuss why they might have drowned themselves.”

      “Suicide is a tough one in any faith,” Ripley agreed.

      “Well, there are a few things that make me wonder whether there’s not someone or something else involved.”

      “What kind of things?” Ripley sat forward, intrigued.

      “Well, for one, there’s been talk of an angel.”
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      AS RIPLEY EASED her old Audi back out onto the motorway, the fresh coffee she had just bought filled the car with its rich, bitter aroma, tempting her to take a sip. She had been caught out too many times by the scalding liquid served up by motorway services—she could wait. The conversation with Emma Drysdale hadn’t lasted long before Ripley agreed that she could spare a few days to head up to Cumbria and look over the case.

      Teenage suicides, collective hallucinations, alleged angel sightings, in a remote rural community centred around the church. She hadn’t needed to hear any more—her interest was piqued.

      Emma had told her that they were struggling to break through the wall of silence this deeply religious community had built around themselves, and she was worried that more girls would follow if they didn’t figure out why this was happening. Ripley agreed. Whether their deaths were copycat or part of a pact, the underlying motivations for suicide very rarely healed themselves by being ignored. Besides, there was an outside possibility that there was more than suicide at play here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Keep Reading This Book

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Liked what you’ve read so far? To read the rest of The Cuckoo Wood, click here to buy and download it right now:

      https://amzn.to/2LM1zTb
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