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DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. All characters and places depicted, even Hammershire County and its villages, are fictional. No real people or places should be inferred from any description or comment. In the few rare instances where actual historical personages or places are mentioned, they are used in a fictional manner.

NOTE

Because the characters in this novel are English and the setting is England, use of British English spellings in dialogue and narration seemed appropriate. In vocabulary I’ve tried as much as possible to adhere to England’s national conventions and to regional variations found in Hammershire County and have tried to do so consistently. I apologise (especially to my British friends and acquaintances) for any lapses that crept in, despite my best efforts.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

Helpful to me were Parabola’s “Solitude” issue (Spring 1992); The Handbook of Solitude: Psychological Perspectives on Social Isolation, Social Withdrawal, and Being Alone (Wiley & Sons, 2014), edited by Robert J. Coplan and Julie C. Bowker; True Magick by Amber K (Llewellyn, 1990); The Magician’s Dictionary by E.E. Rehmus (Feral House, 1990); and Magic: An Occult Primer by David Conway (Bantam, 1973). Regarding the mantra “I do  not believe,” I first heard the phrase used in the 1962 film Night of the Eagle (American title, Burn, Witch, Burn), based on the novel Conjure Wife by Fritz Leiber.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Some Notes on Hammershire County
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The effects of isolation are more acutely felt in Hammershire than elsewhere in England. In other counties, we also find lonely moors, dreary wastelands and uninhabited woods, but only in myth-haunted Hammershire do they induce such intense feelings of melancholia, loneliness and desperation. What is amazing to visitors, however, is not that such places exist, but that there are those who actively seek them out. Every village in Hammershire has its outliers, not just hermits but entire families shunning human contact. Take any rough path from even the smallest inbred village and you are sure to come across a cottage embraced by primeval woods, a moss-covered house in the lee of great rocks at the edge of a dreary moor, or a lone farmhouse surrounded by fields unsuitable for even subsistence agriculture. Though the inhabitants possess a wealth of knowledge for researchers seeking legends, lore and folk magic, approaching them can be frustrating and at times perilous. Isolation and solitude can bring spiritual enlightenment, as witnessed in the ascetic lives of Christian hermits and mystics, but among the lower orders can cause festering hatred and suspicion, perverse religious and societal aberrations, and even criminal acts that the self-exiled will view as normal and justified. At its worst, isolation can cause a condition known in the Dominion of Canada as “Wendigo Psychosis.” In such cases, isolation and desperation cause a reversion to a subhuman state, the kindest of men becoming murderers and devourers of human flesh. A Wendigo, according to indigenous tribes of Canada, is a demon able to possess the bodies of lonely people. Although not all psychologists view the abnormality as a valid mental disease, I felt its possible reality a compelling enough reason to give some habitations in Hammershire a wide berth during my many extensive walking journeys there. 

—The English Counties: The Journeys of an Antiquarian

by Alfred Herron Altick, 

James Nisbet & Co., Publishers,

21 Berners Street, London

(revised)
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​​​​Prologue
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The elementals were either excited or furious. Neither state was good as far as Dale Stryker was concerned. If agitated, they would engage in mischievous deviltry more annoying than dangerous. As the youngest, he would be tasked with cleaning up after them.

But if they were flushed with anger...

Dale feared what might happen if the elementals summoned by Grandfather Ezekiel were wrathful. Twice, he had endured magical workings gone awry. There had been pain and suffering, misery and brutality. No one spoke of those failures. No one dared. Grandfather Ezekiel forbade it. True, there had only been destruction and injury, but if things went wrong again, who knew what might happen? This time, even death might come calling.

Huddled between bed and wall, fists pressed to his ears, he still heard the demonic beings shriek near the barn where Grandfather Ezekiel chanted binding spells in the Elder Tongue. Failure was always a possibility, whether admitted or not, but Dale fervently hoped this would not be one of those nights.  

In the guise of a windstorm, the elementals flung debris against barn and farmhouse. The building shook to its foundation.

Dust sifted down from exposed beams, their dry tang mixing with the sourness of his sweat. The floor shuddered. In his panic he thought he felt the wood rippling.

Dale hated his grandfather’s magical workings. At the moment, however, his existence depended on them. If not for the old man, the farmhouse might crash down around them all.

Why can’t Grandfather leave them alone? Dale thought. Why disturb them? Why draw them from the Other Realm into our world? Great Goat God, please make him stop! Make him stop!

Silence abruptly descended upon the farmhouse. Dale opened his eyes. Dust still drifted down, but in silence. The windstorm had ceased utterly. Dale listened intently.

The elementals and the old man quieted simultaneously. That which had first seemed an answer to his prayer now troubled him. The calm was not simply a cessation of noise but an utter absence of sound, a hush so deep it hurt his ears.

Though they were now still, Dale did not think the beings had returned to their realm. He felt them close by, watching, waiting.

Watching for what? he wondered. Waiting for what?

Even more troubling was the old man’s sudden silence, halted in mid-incantation, the final binding left undone. Never before had Grandfather Ezekiel failed to complete a magical working, even when one had gone wrong. He knew the dangers.

Unrestrained by Grandfather Ezekiel’s will, they would answer their own malevolent natures. Dale shuddered. Elementals, whether of fire, earth or air, were inherently malevolent toward humanity. Free to wreak havoc in the world of men, they were deadly.

Waiting in silence, he felt the walls close in. Starlight sifted in through tattered curtains of the room’s sole window, but illuminated nothing, made encroaching shadows even deeper. Dale felt small in a cosmos that hated him, that dreamed of murder.  

He had prayed for the old man to stop, but now, smothered in a dreadful silence, he prayed Grandfather to resume his incantations. Given a choice of evils, he would gladly choose his grandfather, even though the old man was mad as a badger.

He thought of his mother, how she held him as a child. In vain, he wished he could run to her now, feel her soft and warm embrace, hear her whispered words of comfort. But only innocent children were held by their mothers. That innocence ended with his initiation into the mysteries of magic at five years.

Besides, he thought, his mother had no time for any of them, not anymore. A hot flush of resentment sluiced through his cold fear. With the coming of Grandfather’s disciples, everything had changed. He hated them all. But his heated emotions died in the continuing silence, submersed beneath freezing terror. 

Dale reached into his pocket, pulled out a small box of Bryant and May matches and lighted the stub of a candle he kept under his bed. He reached between frame and mattress. The feel of the old book bound in cracked leather was reassuring. He felt the Elder Sign incised into the cover. The book was his by right of discovery and his by right of secrecy.

He flipped past the pages penned by hands other than his own, at least two others, he reckoned, each centuries dead. He had found it when clearing an outbuilding for Grandfather Ezekiel. A brief look and he knew he had come into possession of something special. He had jammed it down his trousers, all the while knowing the old wizard was about to strike him dead for his deception.

That Grandfather Ezekiel remained ignorant of his sin was a greater wonder than the old man’s magic. From that day, Dale wrote in secret all he heard and drew all he saw. He did so now. The scratch of the pencil against the paper seemed deafening in the profound silence. He prayed it did not attract unwanted attention.

A scream shattered the quiet with the suddenness of breaking glass. It began on a sharp note, then turned ragged as it rose in pitch. It came from the direction of the barn and ended abruptly.

Dale dropped his pencil. It rolled to wall. He clutched the book to his chest and scrunched down deeper in his huddling place.

The ensuing silence lasted less than two heartbeats. Dale heard slamming doors, pounding feet, a rising babble. In the maelstrom of sound, he recognised the voices of his family.

A shotgun boomed.

Dale pushed the book back into hiding, then ran and jammed a wooden chair beneath the green-flecked doorknob. Something had entered the farmhouse. If not an elemental, he thought, then some kind of demon or other evil spirit. The sounds of its rampaging provided his imagination a form denied his eyes.

The cries of his family seemed to blend into a single shriek, punctuated by occasional booms of his father’s shotgun. Then Dale heard the weapon clatter to the floor.

Dale wondered why Father would use an earthly weapon, one good only for discouraging curiosity seekers, on an unearthly being. While Lemuel Stryker was hardly a patch on Grandfather, he still knew the spells of binding and submission. Why, Dale wondered, had he not heard his father’s voice incanting?

One by one, their cries ended wetly. At the end, the lone voice was that of his mother, sobbing, screaming, pleading. She was so mad with fear he could not make out her words. It was Dale’s duty to run to her, to protect her from whatever fell being had invaded the farmhouse. His muscles refused to move.

Martha Stryker’s cries moved through the besieged farmhouse, nearing Dale’s room. He had to open the door, let her in, then bar it again. Though inexperienced in the ways of magic, he knew that if he established a warding he could offer his mother sanctuary. First, though, he had to remove the chair from under the doorknob.

He felt sick.

Something slammed against the wall by his closed door.

“Why are you doing this?” Martha demanded, voice gasping and tremulous. “We have always...”

Her words were replaced by a low, gurgling moan. In less than a moment, even that fell to silence. Dale was perplexed. Speaking to a demon except in terms of binding and banishment was foolish. Dale at least knew that much. His mother knew it as well.

Darkness flowed beneath the door. Blood’s coppery scent filled the room. Fearful lest his mouth betray him, Dale clamped his hands to his face and gave silent voice to his protective incantations.

The door shuddered. Its hinges rattled with each assault. The legs of the chair dug into the wooden floor. The crack of splintering wood overcame Dale’s paralysis. He pushed aside the curtains and threw open the window. Behind him, the door broke to pieces, the chair flew away.

As Dale clambered into the night, something caught hold of his left foot. He kicked back with his right foot, solidly connecting. Three blows and he was free, tumbling to the ground.

Though the air was knocked from his lungs, he forced himself to his feet, forced himself to run. His first instinct was to go to the barn, but in his heart he knew Grandfather Ezekiel had been the demon’s first victim.

Legs windmilling, Dale ran toward the Sacred Oak beyond the well. If he could jump the boundary fence he was sure he could find sanctuary amongst the infidels in Knight’s Crossing.

Heavy footfalls pounded behind him. He did not look back lest his fear root him to the ground. The thuds grew louder in his ears. It was no use, he realized. The demon would be upon him long before he escaped the limits of the farm.

By starlight, he saw the sacred portal to the underworld and the standing stones around it. The magic symbols incised into the rocks seemed to glimmer. There was power in the primal stones. Dale did not know if he knew enough magic to call forth their destructive energies, but he had to try. It was his only chance.

He stumbled toward the megalithic structures, careful to avoid the gaping pit. Turning, Dale raised his hands defensively, ready to chant incantations in the Elder Tongue. He opened his mouth, but no sound emerged. He dropped his hands to his sides.

“You!” he gasped, then gasped again as a knife plunged into his chest. A coldness spread through him. He staggered back, watching the red-smeared knife pull out. He fell into an endless black gulf.
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​​​​Chapter 1  
Missing Boy



[image: ]




“It’s one boy in a postage stamp village,” Superintendent Giles Heln said. His telephone on speaker, he kept his eyes on the overtime spreadsheet he was reviewing for the ACC. “How many places can a boy possibly hide? Look for him. How hard can it be? Get volunteers from among the villagers.”

“Sir, I haven’t enough volunteers to cover the outlying areas,” Police Constable Hillary Ware said. “Too many places they won’t go. Plus, there’s trouble in the village, yobs harassing...”

“No excuses, Constable.” It was hard to focus through her yammering. “I did not take your call to listen to excuses.”

“Yes, sir.” She had no idea why her call to the constabulary in Stafford had been shunted to him. She had asked Control for the Regional Sergeant. Heln was the last person on earth she wanted to talk to. “It would be easier if we brought in uniformed officers.”

“Easier does not get you noticed, Constable Ware,” Heln said. “Not in a good way. Complaining is not efficacious.”

She pushed on. “There are not enough strappers to cover places where the rooted refuse to go.”

“Strappers? The rooted?”

“Newcomers, sir, as opposed to people who’ve been here for generations,” she said. “I don’t know how familiar you are with Knight’s Crossing, sir, but...”

“I know it’s fairly small, less than a couple thousand inbred and superstitious fools,” Heln said. “Only worth a resident constable.” He paused less time than it took her to draw a breath to make protest. “A resident constable who is supposed to show initiative, handle all the mundane problems of the day without bothering the constabulary for every little thing.”

Ware bit her lips to keep  ill-chosen words from tumbling out. She did not like the way he referred to the villagers, and her. He knew full well Knight’s Crossing was her home.

“Small, but with outlying areas,” she repeated. “People who’ve been here donkey years are wary about going near some of those places. Call it superstition it you want, but...”

“I will call it anything I damn well please, Constable Ware!”

After a long moment, she said: “Yes, sir.”

“You are the resident constable for Knight’s Crossing.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Assigning resident constables is outdated,” Heln said. “Not good law enforcement nor an accepted best business practice, but it has the power of tradition. It’s the norm in Hammershire County, at least until a more progressive administration makes better policy.”

Ware knew Heln was not soliciting her opinion about anything, much less official policy. If Heln had asked her about resident constables, she might have told him she thought it a good system for villages not large enough for a division. After all, it made sense, putting the affairs of a village in the hands of someone who knew the village. Even as she thought this, however, she knew that if he had asked she would still have imitated a stone. She had not yet learned the complexities of station politics, when to stick her neck out and when to keep her head safely tucked between her shoulders, but she decided this was no time rise to the axe.

“Until then, certain responsibilities reside with you.”

“Yes, sir, I know that, and I take those...”

“Chief among those responsibilities is the mandate to handle all the minor problems,” Heln said. “If we must divert personnel and resources to Knight’s Crossing for each piddling little thing, why have a resident constable at all?”

“A missing child...”

“Is merely a lost thing that needs finding.” 

Again, Ware bit her lips.

“Find it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Use the resources at hand,” Heln said. “Use your initiative. Come up with innovative ways to solve problems. That will impress those in a position to help you. You still want a promotion?”

“Yes, sir,” she said. “Very much so.”

“How can I possibly promote interest in you if you can’t handle a trifle like a lost boy?” he demanded. “Asking for help is a sign of weakness, which is why I am going to forget you called.” He paused. “You should forget as well.”

“I’m not sure I...”

“Begging our help for every minor problem makes you seem ineffective at best, incompetent at worst,” Heln said. “Ineffective or incompetent, I’d be a fool to mention your name to those who can help you. Do you think me a fool, Constable?”

“No, sir, absolutely...”

“There are others seeking advancement, who would appreciate their names being whispered into the ears of the right people.”

“I do appreciate your help, sir.”

“Then show it, Constable, by doing your job.”

“Yes, sir.” She wanted to ask what to tell Mildred Drinkwater, mother of the ‘lost thing,’ but dreaded the answer. “I will do my...”

The line was dead.

PC Hillary Ware put the telephone down and sighed. She had met Heln three times, the first before her interview, a ‘casual and off-the-record discussion’ about her goals. She assumed it standard for all applicants, but later learned it was not. That was a week after submitting papers to take the place of PC Albert Dorry, retiring after fifty years as resident constable, who now frequented the Broken Lance Pub where he ‘held court.’

Overawed that she, a mere village girl, had been summoned to the office of a Superintendent, she did not at first notice his stature, or lack thereof. She herself was only five-foot-five, but she could have balanced a lunch plate on Heln’s head. She listened to the little man expound on progressive police policies, the need for proactive recruiting, and a regrettable lack of cultural, ethnic and gender diversity in the Hammershire Constabulary. Most of the time she had no idea what he was on about, but managed to nod in all the right places, and not smile even once.

Then came the interview itself, sitting in a windowless room in a too-hard chair before a panel comprised of Heln, a thin man with a kind smile who told her he was Chief Superintendent Henderson, and a frightening old dragon who was introduced as Assistant Chief Constable Karen Ramsey. The interview lasted thirty minutes, the most harrowing half-hour of her life. Even now, she recalled neither their questions nor her answers. She remembered how out of place the little man looked, like a schoolboy who had wandered over to the head table. And she also recalled her own terror.

She had no idea how many others were interviewed, but she knew for an absolute fact she was the only applicant actually from Knight’s Crossing. Had there been any other she would have known. It was that kind of village.

The call that she had been selected left her no less gobsmacked than it had Albert Dorry and the other nay-sayers. It was not until six weeks later, after her basic police training and upon the eve of her installation, that she saw Heln the third and last time.

“Congratulations.” They were in his office. The station in Stafford was dark and quiet. “Looking forward to the job?”

“Oh, I am, sir,” she had replied. “Very much so.”

“Not everyone thought you the best candidate, PC Ware.”

“Oh?” She liked the sound of ‘PC Ware,’ but not the idea she had been a dark horse. “But obviously a bit more than the others?”

“Eventually, but not at first.”

“May I ask why, sir?”

“Others were more experienced or more connected,” Heln said. “They also interviewed better.” He paused. “Much better.”

She shifted nervously in her chair.

“Some thought you too naive.” Heln said. “Modern police work is more than pinching villains and tossing them in the nick.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, eager to seem more sophisticated. “I see the role of police as protecting the weak, maintaining order.”

He bestowed an indulgent smile. “The goal is to create a more inclusive environment. People with a sense of community will not indulge in antisocial behaviour. You see that, of course?”

She nodded, though she was not quite sure she saw it at all.

“When we’ve eradicated conventional crime by eliminating the roots of such activity,” Heln said, “we can then proactively move forward to tackle other, even greater policing problems.”

She leaned toward him, eager for knowledge.

“Issues such as cultural insensitivity and social injustice.”

She sat back, forced a slight smile and nodded.

“Fortunately, I saw a potential in you I found lacking in all the others,” he said. “I brought the board around to my view.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said. “I appreciate your belief in me.”

He smiled. “Tomorrow, you will officially take over from your predecessor, PC...” He fumbled for the name.

“Dorry, sir,” she said. “PC Albert Dorry.”

He waved aside the detail. “The old giving way to the young, a chance to shed the past’s bigotry for enlightened tolerance.”

Ware bit down on her lips. Albert Dorry was a crusty old man, as full of faults as a rejected cornerstone, but he made sure no man in Knight’s Crossing beat his wife, no drunk went on violent jags, and yobs knew better than to cross him. He kept the peace.

“I understand resident constable is a lowly start, but I want you to look beyond that, Ware,” Heln continued. “I want you to consider the future—your future.”

“Oh, I have, sir,” she said. “I hope to be a detective one day, to work in the CID.”

He waved his hand dismissively. “With your youth and gender, you can be fast-tracked into administration. I can help you.”

Ware smiled thinly. She was sure Superintendent Heln had her best interests at heart, but she failed to see how she could help people by chaining herself to a desk.

“I appreciate your offer, sir, but I have my heart set on...”

“Or you might fail probation.”

Even now, months after he had said those five words in the most affable of tones, she recalled the feeling in her stomach, as if she had swallowed a pound of cold lead. He had smiled all the while, a smile that recalled to her the expression once seen on the face of a weasel toying with its prey.

“Good luck with your appointment,” he said. “Should you need wise counsel, feel free to contact me. I’ll be watching your progress with interest. Dismissed, Constable.”

A loud banging brought her back to the present. Before she could answer the pounding, the door flew open.

“Is this how you look for my Harold?” Mildred Drinkwater put bony hands on bony hips and thrust her angular face forward. She had the appearance of a stork ready to devour a bug. “Sitting at your desk doing nothing?”

“I called Stafford to ask for more searchers, Mildred,” Ware said. “You know we don’t have near enough people for the outliers. They just won’t go where we need them most.”

“Lubbering cowards, the no good lot of them,” Mildred said. “But Harold wouldn’t go near those places. He’s a good boy.”

“He’s a young boy,” Ware said. “They’ll go anywhere.”

“No sense in a mite’s head, sure,” Mildred said, citing a village adage.  “But Harold is a good boy. He listens to his mum. Anyways, I don’t know I want more strappers in poking around. Likely it was a strapper what took him, it seems.”

“We have no evidence of that.”

“What are you doing about Henry Winsell?”

“There’s nothing to do about Mr Winsell,” Ware said. “He let me look through Venture Cottage, which he did not have to do. No sign of Harold, or that he had ever been there.”

“Lebbie Rodgers says...”

“Lebbie Rodgers is a prat, and so are all his yob mates,” Ware said, her tone sharp. “If it was night and he or his mates said it was dark outside, I’d look, just to make sure. Always trying to make trouble, and not above telling porkies to get a good row going.”

“Well, he is a mooncalf,” Mildred admitted. “But maybe this time he’s right about...”

“If I had even a sniff that Mr Winsell was involved, he’d be in my holding cell,” Ware said. “Lebbie and his mates don’t like him, that’s all. He’s just a man who keeps himself to himself. He don’t make trouble for others, and he don’t look for any himself.”

Mildred frowned. “Ain’t natural, him never going out. Always has everything delivered. Pays cash too. Notice that?”

“Nothing against the law,” the constable said. “Besides, if he never goes out, how would even know Harold?”

Mildred’s lips twisted in frustration as she tried to find fault in Ware’s logic. Finally, she vented: “He’s a strapper!”

Ware sighed and shook her head. Henry Winsell’s real crime was in being an outsider. She thought about pointing out that half the villagers now living in Knight’s Crossing started out living elsewhere, but that would have been akin to pouring paraffin on a smouldering fire.

“So, when do they get here?” Mildred demanded.

“Who?”

“The police from Stafford,” Mildred said, regarding Ware as she would a slow-witted child. “When do the other searchers get here to look for Harold? You said you called for help, so when do the bloody strappers get here?”

After a moment, Ware said: “No one is coming, Mildred.”

Mildred’s face darkened. Her skin, stretched like parchment over sharp bones, seemed on the verge of ripping.

“I asked,” Ware said. “My request was denied.”

“By who?”

Ware hesitated. “One of the people in management. I’m not sure of the name.”

“I have half a mind to report this to the Chief Constable.”

Ware stood, feeling tired and sick. She grabbed a scrap of paper and a biro, then scribbled a number she had committed to memory, but never thought she would use. Her radio crackled.

“This is Ware.”

“No trace along Valen Lane, Hillary,” reported a tinny voice.

“Very well, Howard.” She turned away from Mildred, from the hope that had flashed across her face. “Move your group north.”

“Okay.”

Ware turned back to the missing boy’s mother. The hope that bloomed had vanished. “I have to go, Mildred.”

“Please find him, Hillary,” Mildred said. “He’s all I have.”

“I’ll do the best I...” Ware’s words trailed off. How hollow they sounded, even to her own ears. “We’ll find him.”

Ware departed, leaving Mildred alone in the tiny office behind the Village Hall. The distraught mother sighed. She knew the girl was trying her best, but she would have much preferred Albert Dorry on the job. He was a drunken git with his best years decades behind him, but if anyone in bloody Stafford had told him no about anything he would surely have had their guts for garters.

Mildred started to leave, then looked at the paper Ware had left on the desk. Her lips moved as she read the name, but no sound emerged. Moving around, she sat, picked up the phone and punched in the number the new constable had jotted. She hesitated before the last digit. She had never called Stafford before, much less talked to anyone important enough to have his name in the papers. She pushed the last number before her nerve fled.

A telephone rang in faraway Stafford, then Mildred heard a crisp voice say: “The Chief Constable’s office. Whom may I tell Sir Geoffrey is calling?”

* * *
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“Let me explain this to you, both of you, very carefully, lest either of you misunderstand your roles in this case,” Superintendent Heln said. “You are to observe only, not participate to any degree. You are to advise and assist the resident constable, PC Hillary Ware, as needed and as requested. You are not in charge, Chief Inspector. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir, perfectly,” DCI Arthur Ravyn said. “The resident constable of Knight’s Crossing is new and needs to earn the respect and trust of the village. We will certainly help any way we can.”

Heln gazed across the massive desk, searching for some trace of mockery or resentment. He frowned at Ravyn’s mild face. Some claimed he faintly resembled the actor James Mason, though Heln saw nothing of it. His stance was relaxed, hands loose at his sides. Ravyn had always been good at hiding his feelings. Too good.

“And I expect you to keep your sergeant under control, Ravyn,” Heln continued. “I want no more complaints about him.”

Detective Sergeant Leo Stark felt tension across his shoulders and gritted his teeth, but otherwise remained motionless. In the past, he might have come across the desk at the little martinet, but now merely stared ahead, looking out the window at some complex clouds decorating the morning sky.

“There have been no complaints, sir.” Ravyn paused to allow Heln an intake of breath, then added: “Of which I’ve been made aware. If you would be so kind as to forward them to me I will of course address any issues, any I feel merit attention of course.”

“Sergeant Stark should keep in mind he is no longer in London, Chief Inspector,” Heln said. “Country folk have country ways. He forgets how intimidating he can seem.”

Ravyn glanced at Stark. “Ah, well, this is Hammershire, isn’t it, sir? Nothing we can do about local prejudice, is there? Expecting long-time residents to change their ways is a tall order, isn’t it?”

Heln’s brow furrowed slightly at the faint emphasis he thought he heard on the word ‘tall.’ Stark was too tall by half, with long arms and legs, and Heln resented the snarky smirk he imagined on the sergeant’s lips most of the time. With a coat like a charity shop reject, Stark looked nothing like a Scotland Yard detective. Heln still did not know what Stark had done to get chucked out of the Met and banished to the wilds of Hammershire, but he resented that Stark had served in the Capital at all. That Stark had lost something that Heln would have trod over any number of bodies to attain infuriated the superintendent to no end. 

“Sergeant Stark has never been anything but professional in his dealings with the public,” Ravyn said. “In fact, I’ve placed several letters of commendation and appreciation in his personnel jacket, so he must be doing something right.” He paused. “As I said, if you will forward the complaints to...”

“Another time, Ravyn,” Heln snapped. “This is a minor case, and I want it closed quickly. Back at the end of the day, case solved, with none of your usual grandstanding.”

“If there is nothing else, sir,” Ravyn said. The chief inspector turned to leave, and Stark followed suit.

“I’d like a word with you, Sergeant Stark,” Heln said.

“Sir, when a child is involved...” Ravyn started to say.

“He will turn up, with or without your help,” Heln said. “This will take only a moment. Please close the door behind you.”

Heln waited for the solid click of the lock. “Have a seat, Stark.”

“Since it will only take a moment, sir, I’ll stand.”

Heln shrugged. “How are you getting along, Stark?”

“I’m fine, sir.”

Heln gave him a smile without warmth. Stark felt as a mouse might have felt before the obsidian eyes of a grinning stoat.

“Are you really?” Heln asked. “When Ravyn is asked, he says the same thing. According to Dr Lehmann, the chief inspector is not ‘fine’ at all. He says the chief inspector is repressed, withdrawn, very much a... What were Dr Lehmann’s exact words? Ah, yes, a ticking time bomb.”

Stark frowned. Information like that was confidential. After the murders in Little Wyvern he had had an unimpressive compulsory session with Lehmann. Evaluations were available to administration, but Heln had crossed a line that should not be crossed.

“It’s not anything you don’t already know,” Heln said, quickly. “You, of all people, know how he is. I am concerned about you. Despite your refusal to help us, I’ve no desire to see you hurt.”

“I’m touched by your compassion, sir,” Stark said.

“The thing about time bombs is they do explode,” Heln said. “You don’t want to be next to one when it does. It might not be today or tomorrow, but it will eventually explode.”

“Maybe not,” Stark said. “I’ve seen men break, but I don’t see that in Mr Ravyn. He can handle anything Hammershire offers.”

“You think so?”

“I do. After all, Hammershire isn’t London.” A corner of his mouth lifted in the faintest of smirks. “And this Constabulary isn’t Scotland Yard, not by half it isn’t. Especially in the higher ranks.”

Heln reddened. 

“DCI Ravyn is a very capable detective,” Stark said. “I count myself lucky to be assigned to him.”

“Others are not as complementary. He goes through assistants like tissues, for a reason. Will you evince the same loyalty when he falls and threatens to take you with him?”

“I’ll be fine,” Stark said. “Mr Ravyn will be fine.”

“According to Dr Lehmann, Ravyn’s tendency to repress...”

“I don’t give a flip what that spade-bearded little monkey has to say.” Stark’s voice was like a cracking whip. Though he stayed rooted where he stood, Heln’s chair rolled back almost an inch. “I wouldn’t buy snake oil from the gormless tosser, much less an educated opinion...about anything.”

Heln stood, pushing his whitened knuckles against the desk-top. “You are speaking about a man well regarded by his peers, and a personal friend of mine.”

“And a manky wanker, to finish out his list of virtues.” In for a penny, in for a quid, Stark thought. When digging a grave, no use going half-measures. “As far as him being your friend, I don’t know whose problem that is, but it isn’t mine.”

“You’re very close to insubordination, Sergeant.” The cords in Heln’s neck stood out and his words escaped through gritted teeth. “That would negate any number of letters of commendation falsely placed in an already-dubious record.”

Stark shrugged. “Wouldn’t do me any harm. I’m just the bloke who maybe got sacked by the Yard, got sent to Coventry for reasons unknown, and for penitence has to carry a cross-eyed-bear named Ravyn. Insubordination might even make my stock rise.” He paused. “Of course, it’s just you and me here, mate.”

Heln’s eyes narrowed to accusing slits at Stark’s impudent familiarity, but he held silent.

“On the other hand, me knowing what your little friend said about Mr Ravyn, it might make people wonder about their own secrets.” Stark shook his head. “Not good, sharing information like that with a lowly sergeant. Might even be a law against it, if I recall the classes I took at Hensley.”

“Police College?” Heln sneered. “I’m a qualified solicitor.”

“Good for you, sir.” Back when he had been fast-tracked into the CID, Stark had been told that studying for the bar was almost as important for promotion as joining the Masons. “I bet you know the secret squirrel handshake too.”

Heln sat. By degrees, crimson drained from his face and his breathing slowed. “Throwing in with that dinosaur Ravyn was a cardinal error. You should have taken the opportunity offered.”

“Grassing on him?”

“Telling us what’s left out of reports and what’s not committed to recordings—small things,” Heln said. “Did you tell your wife how you did yourself out of any hope for promotion? What does she think of your misplaced loyalty to Ravyn?”

Stark had not told Aeronwy everything. With her pregnancy well along, he did not want to further burden her. It would be a difficult enough birth, so family history suggested and their doctor had confirmed, without adding his worries to hers. Also, he feared she might think him a fool. After all, what was Ravyn to them?

“I am disappointed in you, Stark,” Heln said into the silence. “When you fell from the Met into Hammershire, I thought, ‘Here’s a bright young chap trained in the latest techniques, indoctrinated in socially progressive principles.’ I did not know the reason for your transfer—still don’t—but I was willing to overlook all for your help in modernizing the Constabulary. Then I learned you were an old-fashioned copper with a nick-the-villains-and-sod-all-else mentality. Still, I thought there might be a place for you, if you could help knock off Ravyn.” He shook his head. “Brutally disappointed.”

“You and me mum, sir,” Stark said with a tilted smile. “Can’t please everyone. If that’s all...”

“Get out.”

Stark got.

* * *
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It was criminal to delay, in any way, the search for a missing child, at least in Ravyn’s opinion. Time was always of the essence. Far too often, he had seen hesitation bring tragedy. Heln, however, had not solicited his opinion, and never would. The reality was that every objection he might raise against this short delay Heln could dismiss. The hunt for the child was already underway, and neither his nor Stark’s presence was likely to bring a conclusion any sooner.

Still, standing at a window that overlooked the car park, Ravyn chafed to be on the hunt.

Only a moment, Heln had said. Ravyn had to believe him. The superintendent was always a man of his word, when there was more than one witness. But it was becoming a very long moment.

He knew from bitter experience that chaos could scatter facts and expectations to the winds. The resident constable of Knight’s Crossing lacked the experience Old Dorry would have brought to the task. He was a decade or two past his sell-by date when he gave in to the inevitability of retirement, but nothing and no one would have deterred him from doing whatever he had to do.

Ravyn did not know PC Ware, but he had glanced at her file after she was chosen as Dorry’s replacement. Her test scores were no better than the other seven applicants, but she was actually from Knight’s Crossing, the real reason for votes of confidence from ACC Ramsey and Chief Superintendent Henderson. It would be hard enough replacing Dorry, who had looked after Knight’s Crossing for a half-century, without bringing in an outsider.

Letting Ware lead the search for the child was, loath though he was to admit it, a good idea. As usual, Heln took a good idea a step-and-a-half too far. No matter what Heln thought, or Ware wanted, she could not do it alone. They would give her as much credit as she needed, but she might never fill Dorry’s enormous shoes, never be seen by the villagers as anything but a raw upstart.

“I thought you’d be halfway to Knight’s Crossing by now.”

Ravyn did not turn from the window. “Waiting for Stark.”

Assistant Chief Constable Karen Ramsey said: “Oh?”

“Superintendent Heln,” Ravyn explained.

The tall, silver-haired woman looked down the corridor. “What are they discussing, Arthur?”

Ravyn shrugged.

“I think you might be putting too much trust in Stark.”

“His nature does not get along well with Heln’s,” Ravyn said.

“You can’t always know what a man keeps in his heart,” she said. “A man’s nature is not always what it seems.”

“I believe in what I can see.” He glanced at her. “The trick is to see beyond the masks that other people don.”

She uttered a small laugh. “Only you saw past that chip on my shoulder. If you hadn’t, I might never have made the jump from police constable to detective constable.”

“As usual, you give me too much credit and yourself too little, Karen,” he said. “You’d have made your mark, sooner or later. It had nothing to do with me, everything to do with you.”

“At least I didn’t fall into the trap of being fast-tracked.” She paused. “Has he told you why the Met transferred him?”

“Not yet,” Ravyn said. “He might never.”

Ramsey let out an exasperated whoosh. “If you want, I can ask Sir Geoffrey what he was told about...”

“No need,” Ravyn said. “But thank you.”

“The mother called the Chief Constable,” Ramsey said. “On his private line. Few have access to that number.” When no response was forthcoming, she added: “It all rolled downhill to Heln. I told Henderson I wanted you and Stark on the case.”

“We shall do all we can,” he said. “As usual.”

A door opened and Stark stomped out.

She touched Ravyn’s arm, murmuring: “Be careful, Arthur.”
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​​​​Chapter 2  
Constable on Edge
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PC Hillary Ware gave the yobs their marching orders. She lacked the wary respect they had accorded old Albert Dorry, but even a ponce like Lebbie Rodgers knew she need only call Stafford on her mobile to summon enough rozzers to manhandle them all.

When Rodgers and his mates ambled toward the Broken Lance, peppering their exit with ribald comments about the new resident constable, the hangers-on also drifted off. They would gladly watch their shenanigans, even egg on the yobs, but would take no action on their own if they could not surrender personal responsibility to the anonymity of a mob.

Finally alone, Ware glanced back at Venture Cottage. The edge of a curtain swung into place. There was no evidence against Henry Winsell, but he had become the focus of suspicion for a few in the village. He was not the only newcomer in Knight’s Crossing these days, but his newness (resident only seven years), combined with his quirks and eccentricities, made him an easy target.

Poor old sod, she thought. If only he wasn’t so, well...queer.

He had no visitors, rebuffing those who tried, and he rarely went out, just on foggy nights while the village slept. He let Ware search his cottage, did so willingly. She sensed his anxiety, but felt it stemmed from his fear of the outside world, not any guilt.

She hated to leave. Eventually the yobs would return, shouting taunts, inciting others against the inoffensive little man. She had suggested a brief absence from the village, but Winsell paled at the thought, nearly fainted at the prospect of walking in the open day.

Ware lingered as long as she dared, then returned to the search. Had she an extra body, she would have detailed someone to keep watch, but she did not have enough searchers as it was. Her main concern was to find Harold Drinkwater, and if that meant leaving Winsell to fall back into peril, that was the way it had to be.

She contacted the search parties on her radio, but one did not respond, the group detailed east of the village. Probably dropped and broke the blasted radio, she thought, putting the car into gear. Or maybe off swigging a flask. On the other hand, the old Stryker place was out that way. Most of the group were outsiders, but even they had heard stories. Fear, she knew, was infectious.

Her mobile chimed. She swore as she one-handed it open, then swore again when she saw the caller’s name on the screen. She took a deep breath, then thumbed the accept button.

“PC Ware.”

“What the hell have you done, Ware?”

Ware nearly dropped the mobile at the blast of noise in her ear. She hit the brakes, then swerved off the path onto the verge.

“Superintendent Heln,” she said, then felt like a fool. “What do you mean, sir? I haven’t...”

“I told you to handle this case on your own.”

She held the mobile away from her.

“I am, sir,” she replied. “I’m on my way now to check on...”

“I go out on a limb for you, give you a chance that no one else would, and you repay me with treachery.” Heln’s voice had started loud, but now he was practically screaming. “Stab me in the back, will you? Damn little Judas bitch!”

She switched off the engine. “Sir, please calm down. Truly, I do not know what you are talking about.”

“You know full well.” His voice had changed from a shriek to a growling monotone. “You went over my head. When I turned down your pathetic plea, you called the Chief Constable.”

“I did no such thing, Superintendent.”

Silence reigned at the other end.

“I am handling this case with the resources at hand,” she said. “I am doing exactly what you instructed. I have not talked to anyone in Stafford, except you.”

“You haven’t?”

“No, I have not, sir.” She tried to sound indignantly respectful.

“Then, how did the Chief Constable hear of this case?” Heln demanded, his wrath now tinged with doubt. “If not you, who?”

“I can’t say, sir,” she said, “but it wasn’t me.”

“No?”

“Sir, I’ve been too busy coordinating searches and keeping the peace to do anything else,” she explained. “You told me what you expect of me. Fair enough. I’ve done what you said.”

“I was told someone called Sir Geoffrey on his private line.”

“I have never called him or his office.”

“Then you told someone to...”

“Sir,” she said, her tone sharp. “I did not ask anyone to call.”

“Perhaps someone you gave the number to?”

“I’ve never given anyone the Chief Constable’s number, public or private.” Technically true, she thought. Once she was out of the office, anyone could search her desk. Knight’s Crossing was not a village known for locked doors. He did not immediately respond. “Sir, how would I even know his private number?”

“I suppose so.” His voice was still laced with suspicion.

“They wouldn’t come to me anyway, sir,” she said. “They all know me because I’ve lived all my life in Knight’s Crossing, but there’s no one here who believes I’m even  a patch on PC Dorry.”

“Ignorant old git, I had forgotten about him.”

Ware held back a relieved sigh.

“I suppose he’s still bitter, being put out to pasture,” Heln mused. “He might feel justified tossing a spanner in the works.”

“He’s old and set in his ways.” Ware closed her eyes and sent a plea for pardon heavenward. “Of course, he’s retired, so there you are. He can do what he wants...not saying he did anything.”

Ware listened to the brooding silence at the end of the line. She hoped it did not portend retaliation against a man who had done nothing since his retirement but try to help her.

“I’ll let it go,” he finally said. “It wouldn’t look good if...” He paused. “The old man must be humoured, for now.”

She was uncertain which ‘old man’ Superintendent Heln meant, but was certain she did not want to know.

“All right, PC Ware.” His voice now lacked any trace of rage or malice. “Two detectives from CID are being sent to you.”

“I don’t understand, sir,” she said. “Just two? What about...”

“No matter the source of the call or its intent, the result is you appear incompetent, totally underwater,” Heln said. “I was told by Chief Superintendent Henderson to send someone from Professional Standards to look into your handling of the case.”

“Professional Standards?” Her heart dropped to her stomach. Inquisitors from that office of the constabulary were known for chopping off heads, with or without cause. “But you said...”
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