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			1

			Invisible Hands

			Lost in the wild expanse of Dartmoor is the tiny village of Stapleford, where the church clock had just struck half-past eleven. The clutch of houses around it seemed to huddle closer; summer was drawing to an end, and a nighttime chill was creeping in.

			Among the few windows still lit was the study of Professor Victor Sitwell. The wrinkles on his brow suggested a contemplative nature, as did the blue eyes peering through pince-nez, unblinking. The professor’s conscientiousness, erudition and overall demeanour were highly regarded at the school in Tavistock where he taught philosophy. He was admired by colleagues, students and parents alike. Such unanimity is a rare and beautiful thing, and this esteem was shared – for the most part – by the residents of Stapleford. He was generally considered to be the village’s leading intellect and its most generous benefactor. He was always on hand to assist those in distress, and never failed to leave at least a ten-shilling note in the collection plate at Sunday service. 

			That evening he sat at his desk as usual. Unusually, though, he had neither pen nor paper to hand. Anyone who knew him would have noticed immediately that something was troubling him. He was about to retire for the night when he heard a knock at the front door. He glanced at the clock. A visitor at this hour? His annoyance quickly turned to apprehension. 

			On the doorstep he found John and Betty, local youngsters of around seventeen or eighteen. They looked deeply embarrassed and apologised for the lateness of their visit. Victor Sitwell reassured them and showed them through to his study. It took a little while longer, though, for them to get to the point.

			

			‘You must understand, Professor, that Betty and I can’t let our parents find out we’ve been… meeting in secret. We’d never hear the end of it. So we can never tell them about what we saw last night, especially considering when and where we saw it,’ John stammered, blushing slightly. ‘They’d know right away that Betty and I… that me and Betty…’

			The professor gave him an encouraging nod, and he paused to compose himself. ‘We’ve spent the whole day fretting,’ he added, more calmly now, ‘then we thought of you, sir.’

			‘You always know the right thing to do,’ Betty interjected. 

			‘If we hadn’t seen the light in the window, we never would have knocked, of course…’

			‘And if my parents found out, they’d never let me see John again…’ 

			‘You do understand, don’t you, sir?’

			Victor Sitwell cleared his throat, silencing them both. ‘I understand the situation perfectly. You care for one another, you wish to meet in private, and you’re anxious that your parents do not find out. However, the cat would be out of the bag if you were to report this mysterious “event” – presumably a very serious one – that you witnessed last night. Am I correct? Excellent. Then you have no need to worry, I will preserve your secret to the best of my ability. However, before we proceed further you had better explain the nature of this “event” you witnessed.’

			Neither of them could meet his gaze. 

			‘You won’t believe us, sir,’ said John. 

			‘It’s quite unbelievable,’ Betty added, ‘and yet…’

			‘We did wonder if we might be hallucinating, of course… but the two of us saw the same thing at the same time, so that’s impossible.’

			

			‘It made us think of some of the strange stories they tell around here… like the death of that young lady at the big house just outside the village… something Manor…’

			‘Trerice Manor,’ Sitwell supplied, disconcerted by the mention of this long-ago tragedy. Had they witnessed something connected to that mysterious incident? If so, what?

			‘Please, let’s get to the point,’ he said gently. 

			John glanced at his companion, gulped, then began to speak. ‘A girl was pushed off the edge of a cliff… but there was nobody anywhere near her.’

			In the silence that followed, the professor sat perfectly still, not taking his eyes off his two visitors. ‘Go on,’ he finally said. 

			‘It was around this time – that is, close to midnight. Betty and I had been up on Wish Tor for about fifteen minutes…’

			Wish Tor… Victor Sitwell now understood the youngsters’ reticence. There could be little doubt as to what they were doing there at that hour. Wish Tor was a popular spot for lovers; beautiful both by day and night, but especially at night, by the glow of the moon and the blanket of stars. It was an impressive granite ridge above a thin stream that babbled its way towards the village, less than a mile below. The rock was of a rather curious shape, vaguely reminiscent of the Sphinx. Some locals likened it to a wild beast, poised to pounce, its imperious features gazing down over the tumbling waters. 

			One could spend hours up there, listening to the water coursing between rocks against the splendid backdrop of Dartmoor; its ragged crests and gentle slopes, dotted with oaks and firs. The place had an extraordinary atmosphere; a combination of profound serenity and deep melancholy that was especially noticeable at dusk, when the recumbent sun blazed just below the horizon, hidden from view by the hills and peaks. By night, though the landscape was largely shrouded in darkness, its ancient magic was more powerful than ever. Few young couples could resist the musical sound of the stream, which summoned them like a siren song.

			

			Wish Tor acquired its name because of a supposed propensity for granting them. At its summit was a plateau scattered with rocks and a small cave, ideal for lovers sheltering from a storm. John began to explain this to Victor Sitwell, amid various awkward circumlocutions. ‘That’s where we were when we heard footsteps. It was a girl coming up the path, heading in our direction. The moon was beautiful and bright, so we could see her perfectly. She couldn’t see us, of course, because we were in the shadow of the cave. She was humming to herself quite happily, which seemed rather odd. You see, she was quite alone, although she acted as though there was someone at her side. We thought she might be meeting someone and had just got there early – we’d been up there for quite a while, and would have seen anyone else arrive. She walked past the cave and we’d just lost sight of her when we heard her call out, “Hello? Where are you?”

			‘Betty and I just looked at each other, wondering if there might be somebody hiding up there somehow. But the girl called out a few more times, always in that same cheery voice, as though someone was playing a trick on her. We slipped out of the cave to get a better view.’

			John glanced at his sweetheart, inviting her to resume the tale. Betty nodded gravely. ‘She was on the edge of the cliff, about twelve yards away from us. The moon was hidden by clouds, but we could still see her quite clearly. The girl, I mean. There was no one standing anywhere near her. Was there, John? And she called out one last time, “Hey, where are you?” then turned away from us, looking down towards the village. That’s when something pushed her from behind, and she went tumbling over the edge… I screamed…’

			‘Pushed from behind? And there was nobody else there?’ exclaimed Sitwell, turning to John for confirmation. 

			

			The young man nodded. ‘I know it’s hard to believe, but it was as if she’d been pushed by… a pair of invisible hands. She didn’t stumble by accident. And she didn’t jump. She reached forward, hands spread out, trying to save herself – just as if someone was pushing her in the back. Do you see what I mean, Professor? Only there was no one else there!’

			After a long, uncomfortable silence, Sitwell shook his head with a reproving look. ‘I rather think you two are spinning a yarn. How can you be certain you weren’t seeing things? Did you even hear the girl scream? Or the thud of a body hitting the ground below?’

			‘Yes! Well, no,’ John stammered. ‘Betty screamed just as the girl went over the edge, so that was all we could hear.’

			‘And what did you do then? Headed down towards the stream, I presume, at the foot of Wish Tor?’

			‘We retraced our steps back down the Tor, but we didn’t stop at the stream. Betty was scared to death and I… well, I wasn’t all that keen either. So we went home.’

			Sitwell gave a shrug. ‘I doubt you would have found anything anyway. I’m quite convinced you were both tormented by a guilty conscience, which caused you to see things that weren’t there. After all, no one has disappeared from the village since—’

			He froze, sitting in silence for several long seconds.

			‘Is something the matter, sir?’ asked John cautiously. 

			‘The girl… this girl… did you recognise her?’

			‘I’m not sure, but Betty thinks it was Constance.’

			‘Constance Kent?’

			‘I think so,’ said Betty, nodding vigorously. 

			Sitwell closed his eyes. ‘My God,’ he said, ‘I was just thinking about this before you got here, but it slipped my mind when you came in. I was at the Red Lion earlier this evening, and Constance’s father came in at around nine o’clock looking for his daughter. She’d been working at the inn the previous day, and he assumed she had spent the night there. But the landlord told him she went home and he hadn’t seen her since.’
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			The Search

			By five-thirty the following morning, Stapleford was aglow in the otherworldly light of dawn, a heavy mist drifting in from the stream. Three men busied themselves on the stone bridge across the water, scanning the surface with their torches. Their search had brought them all the way to the foot of Wish Tor and back again. 

			Among them was Dr Thomas Grant, the least talkative of the three. It might seem that the unceremonious wake-up call was to blame for his sour mood. However, this wasn’t the case; he’d been in his particular profession for thirty years and was quite used to early mornings. He cared for his fellow villagers with the utmost skill and dedication, but the warmth of his personality was his greatest asset – more so than any prescription. All his patients agreed that the mere sight of his plump figure and kindly smile at their bedside was sufficient to improve their condition.

			No, his sullen demeanour was the result of the shock he had suffered when Victor Sitwell came knocking on his door with that strange story some forty-five minutes earlier.

			Likewise Basil Hawkins, a stocky fellow in his thirties (but who looked at least ten years older) made no effort to conceal his prevailing mood. Unlike the doctor, though, he was not accustomed to venturing out at the crack of dawn. With his wild black hair, ruddy complexion and shabby clothing he looked precisely what he was: an alcoholic who had ceased to care for his appearance. His days were divided into three unequal parts: poaching, gardening, and drinking at the Red Lion. This latter activity took up the most generous portion of his time. He lodged in a small shed belonging to a local farmer, sleeping on bales of hay – an arrangement secured for him thanks to the intervention of Victor Sitwell, who wasted no time in hiring him as a gardener. This occupation took up only a few afternoons per week, but the Sitwells were seemingly satisfied with his work.

			

			No one knew where he had come from, nor did they bother to ask any more. He’d been part of the village scenery for almost ten years. It was practically impossible to imagine an evening at the Red Lion without his boisterous good cheer. The landlord, George Crawford, would have been very sorry to see him go. And in spite of his precarious living arrangements, Hawkins seemed to be one of the happiest men in Stapleford – particularly as he stumbled home each evening. Dr Grant thought so, anyway, which is why he was a frequent drinking companion – albeit in moderation. Curiously, Basil Hawkins’s most faithful comrade was Professor Sitwell, who stopped in for a tipple almost every evening.

			This friendship between the local drunk and the village intellectual had caused some intrigue at first, but even this had faded after a while. Besides, it was well-known that Victor liked a drink. It didn’t affect him in the same way as Basil, but it often induced him to make grand disquisitions on all manner of subjects, which the other regulars warmly applauded – though they rarely understood a word. 

			For now, though, no one was thinking about those warm, cosy evenings at the Red Lion. Victor Sitwell stood with his coat collar turned up about his ears, his features drawn. The beam from his torch ran over the surface of the water. 

			He had not slept at all the previous night. After sending the two youngsters home – with a promise not to say a word for the time being – he had sat back at his desk to reflect on the matter. He concluded that the best course of action was to try to ascertain the accuracy of their account by locating the body. Basil had proved difficult to rouse, his sluggishness matched by the stench of his breath. Dr Thomas Grant, however, answered his door promptly and joined the meagre search party without a fuss. 

			

			Shortly before five o’clock, the three men equipped themselves with flashlights and ventured up towards Wish Tor. They allowed themselves two hours at the most for the search; after that, their activities were bound to be noticed. 

			So far, though, they had turned up nothing. In spite of the lack of illumination, they were quite convinced there was no body in the stream at the foot of the Tor. An object had briefly caught their attention, drifting amid the eddies, but it was only a wooden stick.

			Recent rainfall had raised the water level, so it was quite capable of carrying a body away. With that in mind, the three searchers walked slowly alongside the stream, limiting themselves to a cursory investigation. The idea that the two teenagers had been mistaken was beginning to take hold – particularly in Sitwell’s mind. But a remark from Basil Hawkins dampened his optimism: ‘With this current, she could be miles away by now. Remember Eliza Gold last year… she turned up a long, long way from here.’

			‘Please, Basil,’ snapped Sitwell, ‘this has nothing to do with Eliza Gold.’

			After that, there was a silence, broken only when Sitwell met the curious gaze of Dr Grant. ‘Nothing? How can you say that? Eliza Gold was twenty – she disappeared, then turned up drowned three days later, her body all covered with bruises. And now here we are, barely a year on, looking for a young woman of the same age, who also mysteriously disappeared on a summer evening. How can you say there’s no connection?’ He spoke with uncharacteristic vehemence before continuing, ‘Forgive me, Victor, but I find that remark surprising, given your professional interest in logic.’

			

			‘No one believed me. Not one of them,’ murmured Basil Hawkins, his gaze fixed on the pink and gold light beyond the distant hills. ‘The horse. And the headless horseman. No one wanted to believe me.’ He turned abruptly to Sitwell, declaring, ‘And the cards! What about the cards they found on her?’

			A deck of playing cards had been found in Eliza’s pocket – this much was true. Completely waterlogged, of course, after being submerged as long as it had. And it was also true that Basil Hawkins made a claim the day after Eliza’s disappearance that he had seen a headless horseman, riding off into the sky at the presumed hour she was taken.

			But he’d been drinking heavily on the night in question – he never denied it. He couldn’t even remember where exactly this visitation had occurred, though he remained resolute in his claim that he saw a real horse with a headless rider, who came galloping past him before soaring up towards the heavens. He was quite convinced its appearance was connected to the missing girl, and that she would not be found – at least, not alive. Someone else speculated that they would likely find a pack of cards in the vicinity of her disappearance. And two days later, Eliza Gold turned up dead in the water – with a pack of cards on her person. 

			Her body had been in the water for about three days, neatly corresponding to the last time she was seen in public, at the inn. She’d been in excellent spirits at the time, which seemed to rule out suicide. She was also covered with bruises and various other wounds, not to mention broken bones. However, this wasn’t all that surprising, bearing in mind the likelihood that her body had been tossed back and forth between rocks by the cascading waters. The coroner’s jury returned a verdict of accidental death, but this did not prevent the circulation of certain ugly rumours.

			

			Sitwell drew a deep breath before declaring, ‘Calm down, fellows. This isn’t the time to succumb to hysteria.’ He turned to the doctor. ‘You’re right, Thomas. And, of course, I haven’t forgotten what happened last year. But it’s still premature to jump to conclusions. As for the horseman, Basil… well. The less said about that the better. That’s not a judgement, all I’m saying is that it’s best not to talk about it for the time being. Do you understand, Basil?’

			Hawkins stared blankly at the professor for a few seconds, then nodded. 

			At that moment, the doctor’s expression changed. He had just placed his flashlight on the ground for a moment to free up his hands. Its beam suddenly illuminated a roiling, bronze-coloured mass below the surface of the water. It was a woman’s head of hair.

			Within minutes, the three men hauled ashore the body which had lain suspended between two jagged rocks. It was indeed Constance Kent, and she was in a similar state to Eliza Gold when she was found the previous year. Haunted by their discovery, they spent some time gazing down at the unfortunate body, all bruised and broken. 

			Sitwell was the first to examine the surrounding area with his torch, and that’s when he spotted something unusual, clinging to a patch of moss. He approached it slowly, his companions close behind. 

			It was a playing card. 
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			History Repeats Itself

			It was early evening, and Basil Hawkins sat alone in a corner of the Red Lion. The place was unusually quiet. It had been a close, muggy sort of day, and the half-open lattice window behind him was the only source of cool air. He looked at the pair of empty tankards on the table in front of him before ambling over to the bar, where George Crawford, a burly chap with thick sideburns, stood cleaning glasses against a backdrop of bottles. In front of him gleamed a parade of copper taps, positively bursting with beer. 

			Basil’s face lit up when the door opened and in walked Professor Sitwell. Within a minute, the two men were sitting at the table, a pair of fresh, foaming tankards in front of them. 

			‘You seem distracted, sir,’ said Basil between sips.

			‘Distracted? Dear fellow, I am furious. I cannot fathom how the human race has survived as long as it has with only selfishness, aggression and ingratitude to sustain it. I’d always thought the McKenzies were a decent sort. After all I’ve done for them – their son would never have passed his exams without my assistance! – this is how they repay me. They won’t allow the gypsies to settle on their land. And they have an entire barn, lying empty! The Warrens, the Crooks and the Davises have all taken a turn, but the McKenzies simply refuse…’

			‘But… aren’t the gypsies quite happy where they are, in their caravans by the bridge?’

			

			Victor Sitwell gave an exasperated sigh. ‘Basil, I promised to help them find a new settlement on a farm. I promised them. And now I’m made to look a fool! I cannot bear the McKenzies and their ilk… wicked, selfish people!’

			‘Well, Professor, not everyone can be like you. I can’t think of many people who would have looked after me as you did…’

			‘Let’s change the subject, shall we, Basil?’ said the professor with a weary smile. ‘Besides, Florence and I are more than happy with your work; I hardly consider it “looking after” you. Anyway, let’s not talk about it any more. Another beer?’ He turned towards the bar: ‘George, two more!’ 

			It was not George Crawford who brought over the next round of drinks, but Annie Crook, a pretty sixteen-year-old brunette who’d been living under the Crawfords’ roof for five years or so. She was only eleven, and quite terrified, when the professor first brought her into the pub, explaining that she had lost her parents, who were local farmers. Since George and Alice Crawford were a childless couple, they had gladly taken her in. And they had never once regretted it. 

			Though she was understandably shy at first, Annie soon made herself useful, taking care of the stables with great enthusiasm and assisting Alice around the place – particularly on busy weekends when a sudden influx of tourists stopped off at the inn en route to Tavistock. 

			Basil watched her go before leaning forward to confide, ‘I think she owes you a debt of gratitude, too.’

			‘I only did my duty, Basil. But, as you rightly point out, it seems that some people don’t have the same idea of neighbourliness as I do.’

			Basil stared silently into the middle distance. 

			The professor frowned. ‘What are you thinking about, Basil?’

			‘In a few days it’ll be September again. A whole year since we found the Kent girl. And those playing cards…’

			

			Sitwell did not need to be reminded. He immediately saw the red hair rippling against the current, the body lying cold on the shore, the playing card close by, and then another…

			By daybreak, they had collected almost an entire deck which had been scattered across the pasture near their gruesome discovery. As with Eliza Gold, investigators returned a verdict of accidental death. Sitwell reported the tale told by the two young lovers, but the police officer in charge – a local man, and a longtime friend – had not included it in his report. Nor did he mention the discovery of the playing cards. He was equally reticent about another statement received from Annie Crook, who had been with the victim just before she headed up to Wish Tor. 

			‘So she was working behind the bar till eleven?’ the police officer asked. 

			‘Yes,’ Annie replied, ‘she worked every weekend because of—’ 

			‘I know about that, the landlord told me. What I’m interested in is the time. Did she leave at eleven o’clock exactly?’

			‘Yes. Well… give or take ten minutes or so. I’d just gone up to my room, and I saw her from the window. She was humming to herself. Like I said, she was in a cheery mood all evening. And she was walking towards Wish Tor when she stopped near a tree. I could see her speaking to someone, but I couldn’t tell who it was. Then she carried on her way. She was still talking – even laughing – but there was no one with her. I’m quite sure of that.’

			Victor Sitwell, Basil Hawkins and Dr Grant had all been present when Annie made her statement, and now Basil took the opportunity to recall it to the professor. Sitwell removed his pince-nez, unfolded a handkerchief to dab the sweat from his forehead, then said, ‘We’ve already discussed this, Basil. There’s nothing more to be done about it. Better just to try and forget. Anyway, I had better leave you now. I have some paperwork to complete. And right on cue, here’s Thomas!’

			

			Dr Grant took Sitwell’s place at the table and ordered a round, which Annie brought over. 

			‘The chrysalis has yielded a beautiful butterfly,’ he observed cheerfully once she was gone. ‘But for heaven’s sake, what on earth is she doing here, with only old fogies for company all year round? What say you, Basil?’

			‘Well, I reckon…’ Basil paused, watching Annie make her way across the rapidly filling bar. The room was getting warmer, the conversations louder, and the cigarette smoke thicker. ‘I reckon you’re right. She’s always had a kind of sadness about her. But these last few days – and tonight especially – she seems to have cheered up no end.’

			‘Indeed,’ said the doctor. ‘I wonder what’s behind it?’

			With that, Dr Grant got up and bade Basil a good evening. Finding himself alone at the table again, Basil headed for the bar to order another beer, which he downed in a single gulp. He then looked at the man to his right, a young shepherd named David Lynder. Lynder was handsome, but reserved. At that moment, he could not take his eyes off Annie. 

			Basil sang the chorus of an old love song, but David did not join in. ‘The fool,’ thought Basil. ‘Standing here like a dummy when it’s plain to see he’s head-over-heels.’

			Soon afterwards, Basil returned to his seat. The room had begun to spin, and he almost collapsed onto the bench. Then he glanced around and noticed that Lynder was nowhere in sight. He must have gone to check on his flock. After all, Annie was still here. 

			‘Strange,’ thought Basil, ‘I’ve never seen her like this before. She’s grinning, and humming as she carries around that tray of hers…’

			He didn’t leave until closing time. As he was having some difficulty moving without assistance, George Crawford helped him out to the street, whereupon he insisted that he be left to walk home in peace.

			

			Within minutes, he was on the path up to Wish Tor. Realising his mistake, he doubled back – however, this caused him to topple over sideways and into a thicket. His head was spinning, and the moon seemed to waver and ripple. That’s when he heard the laughter. A light, melodious sound. He peered at his blurred surroundings, finally spotting the silhouette of a young woman coming up the path. She was laughing and chatting… and yet she was entirely alone. There was no one ahead of her, or behind, or beside. 

			Annie? Yes, it had to be Annie. But what on earth was she doing up here at this hour? Basil’s mind, still brimming with booze, began to wander. Eliza Gold had been in excellent spirits the night the headless rider came for her… Constance Kent was cheerful, too, the night she disappeared, laughing and chatting to a person who wasn’t there, just before a pair of invisible hands shoved her over the edge…

			And now here was young Annie, gossiping away to nobody as she ambled up to Wish Tor…

			Basil opened his mouth to say something, to call out a warning. He wanted to tell her she was in danger, that she’d end up dead in the water like the other two… But he couldn’t muster a single word. It was as if his vocal cords were paralysed. 

			Meanwhile, Annie made her way cheerfully towards the summit. 
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			The Demon

			Victor Sitwell pushed open the gate and ambled towards the beautiful stone residence at the other end of the long drive. It was undoubtedly the most opulent home in Stapleford. The elaborate topiaries and exquisitely manicured lawn were among the best-kept in the area. And then there were the rosebushes: Victor’s pride and joy. He was the only one permitted to care for them; he treated them with almost paternal affection and often joked with Basil that the gardener would be sacked on the spot if he dared touch a single petal. No one but Victor had touched those rosebushes ever since he first moved into the house after his marriage to Florence. 

			Florence was an only child, and had not only inherited her parents’ property but also an extensive portfolio of valuable securities. These were now managed – profitably – by the professor. After surveying his domain with some satisfaction, Victor Sitwell entered the house and went through to the drawing room, where he and Florence practised the daily ritual of afternoon tea. 

			Though they were roughly the same age, Florence looked considerably younger. Her delicate features and excellent taste kept her remarkably fashionable, even after all these years.

			‘Any sign of her?’ she asked anxiously. 

			‘None. She’ll be long gone by now. The stream will have carried her to the Tamar, and then most likely out to sea. It’s been nearly a week, and all these rainstorms we’ve been having…’

			

			‘I spoke to Basil this afternoon.’

			‘Ah. Basil.’

			‘If only he wouldn’t drink so much. He was positively sloshed the night she disappeared.’

			‘Believe me, nobody regrets it more than Basil himself. He’s quite aware that if he’d been in his right mind he might have caught up to the girl, or at least warned her, instead of passing out in a ditch.’

			‘Now, tell me Victor, what do you think of that story of his?’

			‘I think he shouldn’t have let himself get so drunk. And while I know he’s quite incapable of lying, I doubt we can take his testimony at face value. But then, there’s also the matter of those playing cards we found nearby…’

			‘First Eliza Gold,’ Florence commenced, ‘then Constance Kent last year… and now Annie, last seen by Basil heading up to Wish Tor. Personally, I believe him. Someone was with Annie that night. The same person who was with Constance and Eliza when they disappeared. The same person who threw each of them into the water.’

			Sitwell met his wife’s gaze. ‘Someone? But who? Or rather, what? After all, each of the witnesses seems to think we’re dealing with an invisible man.’
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