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The Start of a Shift

“For what daft reason would a wispy chit like you join the police force?”

These words were spoken by Constable Krege. The crusty old codger sat on an ashcan by the bicycle shed in the yard of Burghal Police Station, his legs spread out in front of him to catch the last rays of sun of a crisp autumn day.

The wispy chit was Constable Tara Sundry. Sundry was a new recruit who had reported for her first shift. She was barely a woman, skinny, with gray eyes and mousy hair. And she had started her shift by making a first mistake, approaching Krege as if he would be of any help.

Sundry had volunteered and signed up at the Vancera central police station. There she was given her papers and told to report to the Burghal district for the night shift. When she arrived, she had approached the most senior-looking constable to ask for directions.

Constable Krege ensured that his seniority in no way influenced his mission. He meant to be only as adequate as he had to be so as not to place his pension in jeopardy.

“Well?” said Krege, “if you have no voice, you won’t last the night.”

“Look at Mars,” said Krege. “Not a man of many words which, combined with his dour countenance, ensure that he is a man to be overlooked at every turn. You would not give him a second glance, unless you were a horse, now would you?”

On the other side of the yard, Constable Egon Mars brought a bay horse out from the station stables to hitch her to the inspector’s gig.

Mars had heard it all before. There was no way not to hear Krege pontificate if you hung out in the yard. But he merely shook his head as he threw the straps across the mare and carried on with the harnessing.

Constable Sundry was still searching for a way to respond. Nothing came to her except a feverish dry clot in her throat that she could not swallow down.

She searched the faces of the other constables hanging about having a short respite at shift change. None of them offered any advice.

As if summoned, Inspector Weston Hugon stepped out of the station and into the yard. The constables, one after the other, became aware of the Inspector’s looming presence. The boisterous conversation in the yard petered out.

Inspector Hugon had a reputation that extended beyond the boundaries of The Burghal district. Taller than most men with a meticulously trimmed mustache he was a man who would do right for you, no matter what your history. A former military officer, he had served the Herenovia border patrol for many years, and The Burghal he served for a decade as part of the Vancera City police force.

 His reputation had entered the kitchens and hearths of many households. Even to the other side of the river, where one’s history can be a muddle, and to one household in particular. The common cottage in which Tara Sundry had grown up.

Seeing the man was not the same as hearing tales of his exploits.

Constable Mars finished the last tightening of the reins. He held the horse by the bit as she was eager for the trot home.

Hugon inspected his horse and gig before mounting. While he was doing so, before he could get on his way, Sergeant Shaffer walked into the yard. Hugon turned as the burly sergeant approached him.

“You should have a quiet night, Sergeant,” said the inspector.

“Yes, we should, sir. But, may you speak a word to the present company?”

“Why is that needed?”

“We have a new recruit, sir.”

“Ah,” said Hugon, and he turned to face the assembled constables. He walked to a spot in the middle of the yard with his gig behind him. With his hands clasped behind his back, Hugon surveyed the combined day and night shift of Burghal station, like a farmer who would diligently survey his lucerne, holding back the fear that the rain had been a bit sparse for a bumper crop. “The new recruit, Sergeant?”

“Trainee-Constable Sundry, step forward,” said Shaffer in a louder voice. His command almost reached parade ground quality. Hugon sighed when it did not.

Sundry approached the inspector until her legs quivered from the proximity to authority. There she stopped, trying to stand up as straight as she could.

The uniform she had on was still brand new, smelling of dye and starch, and ill-fitting to her slight frame. The yellow trainee-constable sash over her shoulder marked her out to be spotted from a fair distance.

Inspector Hugon stood for a while, looking her up and down. Then he turned to Shaffer with a frown on his face. He had to hide the deep dismay he had in the pit of his stomach when considering the nondescript Sundry. What good was this little matchstick capable of?

Sergeant Shaffer stared over the heads of the other constables. Beyond the yard was the warmly tinted sky as the sun set over The Burghal and greater Vancera. He remained deliberately oblivious to the inspector’s state of mind. 

“Constable Sundry,” Hugon said, his tone measured and slow. “We welcome you to our ranks.” Then he paused, searching for words. “For your own reasons, you have chosen to join the Vancera Police. You are now a member of a police force with a hard job and a great responsibility. A very big and dangerous job.”

Sergeant Shaffer tilted his head and stared at the inspector. Was he going to make the girl quit on her first day?

Hugon kept going. “As a member of the Vancera Police, you are now the protector of every citizen in this city.”

Then he paused so as to let his words sink in. Sink into what he did not know. Come the first riot, and he would be finding this flimsy waif on a slab at the morgue. What was she going to protect? The blooms on the hedges of Ichendoff?

The yard remained silent and expectant. The constables waited for Hugon to carry on. Or, at least, to get it done so they could finish their smokes.

Hugon sighed. “In the days ahead, you will face challenges that test your resolve. Like your fellow constables here, you will encounter an instant when you will have to protect a citizen and put your own life in doubt. That is when you will truly know yourself.”

Sundry listened intently to every word. Krege and the others, not so much, as they rolled their eyes. The inspector spoke of things he had scant knowledge of. He had not been on patrol himself for many years. Did they not know such from every wry tale they spun to mock the man?

Hugon pulled his eyes away from Sundry and studied the other constables. All solid blokes, though a bit ragged and ill-disciplined. “All of you must remember that your job is to serve The Burghal. Every action you take is judged. It is not enough to simply uphold the law; you must also uphold it with integrity.”

There was an indistinct murmur obscured by the shuffling of feet.

Hugon took a step closer to Sundry and pinned her attention down. “Constable Sunday. Serve with honor, and let your actions speak louder than any words.”

Sundry did not hear her name misspoken. She was only aware of the clarion call in Hugon’s voice. It harked back to that ancient yet elusive truth of honor above all.

With that, Inspector Hugon turned on his heel and walked away. He left Sundry standing tall.

Most had no recollections of Hugon’s words, but for Tara Sundry, it was the first milestone on a long journey. Twenty-two years later to the day, as the first female inspector of Burghal Police Station, she would give her own welcoming speech to a trainee constable.

Inspector Hugon mounted his gig and took the reins. With a casual flick of his whip, he left the yard. There was a drawn-out silence, broken by Krege’s grumbling drawl.

“And there goes our brave Inspector, off to whatever fanciful notions he inhabits, finished with his moral duty for the day. We will not see him again till the morning,” he said.

Krege’s words confused Sundry, but only for a moment.

“Constable Krege,” said Sergeant Shaffer. “It appears you have taken a liking to our new recruit. I’ll have her with you to patrol the south of the Burghal. From Fennec Street on the Ichendoff all the way around to Orlyn Way.”

The Ichendoff was the hill that circled around the Burghal. The old defensive wall built by the founders of the city adorned it like a crown.

Krege threw his hands in the air. “Come on, Sergeant. The hills are a young man’s ride. I just walk the Thicket.”

“Not tonight, Krege. Tonight you get to impart some of your vast wisdom to young Sundry here.” Shaffer did not give Krege more time to respond. “Jabuk, you take bridge patrol, of course.”

Krege sat forward on his ashcan, one elbow on a knee. He studied Sundry as if he were considering her a chicken unfit for supper. “Come on, Sunday,” he said at last. “Let’s scour the shed to see if we can find you a bicycle on which your sticks can reach the pedals.”

There were a couple of half-hearted chuckles from the other constables. These were cut short by Shaffer. “Shift has begun,” he said..



A Fossil and a Bicycle

As their shift crawled to its end, Constables Krege and Sundry pedaled south along the wide Rosewood Lane. Their breaths were visible in the chill air. The journey back to the police station was muffled in silence. A wispy mist crawled above the cobblestones, slick with dew.

It was the darkest hour before dawn. Constable Krege pedaled at a steady, methodical pace, his posture stiff and weary.

Constable Sundry lagged behind him and struggled to keep up. She had been improving her cycling through the night.

There was a moment early in their shift when she wobbled so badly, weaving so much across Elkern Street that she nearly knocked over Madelin Remki, the dressmaker. If Krege had not called out a warning and Miss Remki had not stepped aside so deftly, there could have been a serious accident. Krege rejoiced in the thought that this was one dreaded report he was spared from writing.

He had stopped by Madelin Remki. “My apologies for the near accident, Miss. This is only her second time riding a bicycle. I suspect she is doing splendidly so, don’t you?”

Madelin chuckled. “It does look like it,” she said. “But don’t let her get out of your sight.”

“Oh, may the Tetrad forbid if I get her killed on her first night,” said Krege as he pushed off on his own bicycle.

He could have imagined Miss Remki giving thanks to Saint Gept when she got home. The danger this night in The Burghal was real and it was a girl wobbling about on a bicycle. She had been making progress but still, it was good that nobody could see her weaving across the road. Her skinny frame and frantic efforts gave her the appearance of a stork running over a bed of burning coals.

At the corner of Rosewood and Wanderer Street, Constable Krege stopped. He had been lingering at corners and turns all night to wait for Sundry. He leaned his shoulder against a lamppost, the flickering light drawing deep shadows down his weathered face.

Sundry caught up with him a while later. She was riding the best of the worst bicycles from the shed. The back wheel was off kilter and the saddle was loose, so she had ridden most of the night standing on the pedals.

“Consider myself, Sundry,” said Krege, “past sixty, and still pounding these damned streets in the dead of night.”

The trainee-constable did not have enough breath to speak. She leaned over the handlebars, gulping up air.

“The force ain’t what it used to be. Too much bureaucracy, too many rules that protect the wrong people. Half the time, we clean up messes made by the very folks Inspector Hugon thinks we are duty-bound to watch over. And the higher-ups? They’re more interested in politics than in doing any real police work.”

“We’ve done real police work tonight, haven’t we?” asked Sundry.

“Guarding a murdered high blood until the coroner arrives? Grand work, ain’t it?”

Sundry opened her mouth but had no reply. She had seen her first dead body, and the sight lodged in her mind unsettled her stomach even now.

“I tell you, it is because of the new household servants law. Supposed to make us poor people feel better about ourselves. What do I care that the Fyrn cannot have too many personal servants? Now the police have to pitch in to do their bloody errands.”

Krege spat on the ground. “I’ve seen too much, Sundry. There is a vile hollow in most every man. It’s like this crocked body of mine. One day you wake up, and every joint aches, every muscle protests. When your own gut guts you like a pig, you lose faith in most anything you once held dear.”

Krege’s eyes met Sundry’s. “Sundry, keep that in mind. If you allow it, this job will eat you alive and spit you out. I’m a living fossil, some kind of relic.”

The shrill sound of alarms shattered the calm. It sliced through the stillness like a saber. Sundry turned her head back and forth to try and figure out from which direction the whistling whines came. She almost lost her balance, her bicycle tottering precariously.

Krege swore under his breath. “Thunor’s balls, not again,” he muttered. From the look of Sundry she’d have collapsed only getting back down to the station.

“Where is it coming from?” she asked.

Krege stuck a finger in his mouth, licked it, and then held it up in the air. “Higher up and just north of us,” he said.

Sundry shook her head. She could not understand how a wet finger could determine the direction of a sound.

Krege pushed himself away from the lamppost and squared his shoulders. He turned his handlebars to point the bicycle right and uphill on Wanderer Street. “Come on, Sundry, let’s see what new calamity awaits us this morn.”

With her mind tripping over all the possibilities, Sundry’s heart thumped fiercely. She asked, unable to contain her trembling voice, “What do you think it is?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Krege said. “Could be a burglary, a fire, or some idiot setting off false alarms. Same rubbish, different night.”

His cynicism weighed on Sundry, but she pushed it aside because of what he did not say. Murder. Then she followed Krege, her bicycle creaking in protest against the steep incline. 

At the top of Wanderer, they turned right onto Carraway. Now, on the crest of the Ichendoff, the going was flat, so they could pick up the pace. As they neared the source of the alarm, the sounds were still going, petulantly and insistent.

Sundry couldn’t help the smidge of fear that made the corner of her mouth twitch. She’d already dealt with one murder tonight. She did not know if she could stomach another dead body this soon.



For Want of a Stick

Adela Florel drew her braid over her shoulder. An amulet attached to a leather skein was woven into her hair. The amulet had Saint Stice’s eye entwined with Saint Gept’s leaf. She touched her lips to it and murmured a blessing.

Afterwards, she had no difficulty opening the simple lock on the gate with a wire twist. Adela eased the gate open. It did not squeak. She stepped into the rear yard and closed it behind her. Then she slipped across the backyard and into the darkness behind Hossak House.

The kitchen would have been the easy way in if it hadn’t been for the Strigiform, a ward owl, in the washroom. The owl was visible on purpose through the glass panels of the back door. Its flat, unblinking eyes made from honey crystals shone with an amber light.

The Strigiform was not a homemade trinket but a carefully devised ward construction made by a professional. Unlike human eyes, the crystals could see beyond the real. As it would activate upon a criminal entry, so it would from a supernatural incursion. Should anybody uninvited set off the ward, one would be trapped. The washroom would become a prison, with the intruder petrified in place.

The main entrance to the residence had a similar ward. So did all the sets of glass-paneled doors that led out to the garden. These protected the house from all intrusions.

Adela would not even bother to try and bypass any of them. She made her way to the eastern side of the house, where there was a singular portico. Under the portico, behind a privet bush, she stopped and waited to make sure it was all still quiet around her.

She searched all the way up to the top of the portico for any weak spots. The stonework around the window was decorative, providing handholds. The untamed ivy had grown robustly. The gap between the wall and the portico pillars was measured right to wedge in a toe. With nothing amiss, Adela rubbed her hands together. She took half a step back, jumped, and climbed up.

In a trice, Adela swung her legs over the top edge of the portico. The cool night was clear, and she could be easily spotted against the sky. She quickly moved and pressed her back against the wall.

The window latch only needed a nudge and a twist from her screwdriver. But she winced when the wood cracked like a nut under a boot. Damage to property was the opposite of her intentions.

Before she could climb in, she needed to neutralize the minor threshold ward. For this she lit a saffron candle. She cupped her hand to shield the flame from the wind, as well as prying eyes. With a tilt, she let the melting wax drop on the window sill.

It took some patience until she had a thin film of wax that covered the window sill from corner to corner. To get inside now was an act of faith, because there was no way to check if the ward had been negated.

She stepped into a drawing room. A half-finished jigsaw puzzle of The Burghal caught her attention. She paused to study the image.

The picture was a quaint view of The Burghal looking to the northwest at the highest point of the Ichendoff. It must have been a reproduction from an old painting. It only showed the Fyrn estates, and those larger than reality. There was nothing of the current tangle of buildings and slanted rooflines that crowded together in the Thicket, north of the Plaza.

For a second, she forgot that staying in the room for too long might trigger a ward. Keep steady, Adie. This is not a parlor game you can restart if you make a muddle of it.

Adela crossed the room and slipped through the door and into the hallway. Here, she could breathe.

It was troublesome enough to install the delicate and fickle interior wards in private rooms. It would be a complete waste to put any in common areas. Especially if you expected that all the thresholds of the house were secure.

She mentally checked the floor plan of the house. There was a short passage ahead of her. Then, the landing at the top of a main stairwell. The particular study she was heading to was downstairs and across the house, on the northwestern corner.

On a table in the middle of the landing stood a large ceramic vase of roses, daffodils, and lilies. She gave these a wide berth.

Adela stopped at the door and took a deep breath. The interior wards with the most lethal traps would be on the study door. But Adela was not the only one who had to enter the study. That meant that somewhere there was a way to disarm the ward from the hallway.

She pulled a slim metal case from a satchel she had over her shoulder. It was the size of a book and also gave the appearance of one, especially when she opened it as if she was about to read for a bit. The left inside of the case had a set of delicate instruments strapped in over a backing of black velvet. The right inside was an iridescent mirror.

Adela leaned back against the wall and peered at the reflection of the hallway in the mirror. She intently studied all surfaces as she turned her body back and forth. With a careful tilt of the mirror, she could see them from different angles.

The spark of an aetheric charge was visible in the crevice between the door and frame. Of course, the door would be impassable if she could not find the mechanism to still the ward. Now, where would that be?

After a number of passes, Adela found nothing. This might be a puzzle beyond her. Except that it wasn’t; she only had to get into the right frame of mind. With what crafty cleverness would the designer hide the switch?

The paintings and lamps were out of the question. It would be nothing that obvious. But what was left? Adela dropped the case and lens and swiveled slowly. With deliberate pauses, she let her eyes linger without trying too hard.

Of course, the double doors of the hall cupboard across from the study. There was no need for a keyhole on both doors. One had to be for the switch. But would she need a key for it?

Adela dropped down on a knee and lifted the lens to her eye. Now the aetheric charge in the left keyhole was completely self-evident. She smiled. No, she would not need a key. She would only need a shaft that would not be magnetic or able to conduct electricity. She needed a wooden stick.

She opened a pouch of larger tools attached to her belt. The pliers, screwdrivers, and other tools were each in their own sleeve. All metal, and nothing made of wood. Unless?

Adela pulled out a pair of side cutters and walked back to the landing above the stairs. She drew a deep breath and then rushed forward and pulled a long-stemmed rose from the vase. With a quick snip of the cutters, she removed the head of the rose from the stem. She had her stick.

Quickly, she turned around and went back to the study, but not quick enough. The dusty claws of pollen clung to her. Her nose started to itch. Time was now very much of an issue. Soon her eyes would start watering.

With her rose stem stick, Adela disabled the study wards. A quick check with her lens confirmed the ward had been stilled, and she opened the door. It was not locked. It would not need to be locked if everybody in the house was warned not to enter the room uninvited. Not that any would do so at odd hours. The Fyrn did not have live-in servants anymore.

Nevertheless, Adela still paused in the doorway. She gave the room one last check with her iridescent mirror. One can never be too careful because a good ward system has a redundancy to catch the foolish. And the best, of course, had two to catch the clever.

The first redundancy was a Cuckoo, a ward installed in the body of a small wall clock. That was easily disabled with the turning of the hands. Then she surveyed the study. It was the private space of a meticulous individual. Which was very much a good thing because there was no dust to aggravate her tickling nose. The furniture was placed with precision to transect a precise mathematical pattern. The second redundancy would meet the same requirements.

When she spotted the Grimquire, she almost burst out in laughter. On the middle bookshelf, a whole collection was bound in oxblood leather. One book protruded the width of a finger from the others. A sensible person would have a book on the shelf to nudge in for a ward activation. The owner of this room does not have the capacity to settle themselves with anything out of place. Not even something as innocuous as a book.

So, the book could only be out of place when the room was not occupied. Adela crossed the room and pushed the book in to align with its fellows. There was a click, and she smiled with satisfaction as she turned around. Now for the final prize.

A green ledger bound with a black ribbon lay on the desk in the center of the blotter. It was the designated prize, and taking it was the purpose of her incursion.

Adela unbuttoned her jacket with her right hand. She had to pause and pushed her index finger against her nose. The first sneeze had been delayed as she leaned forward to pick up the ledger with her left. The moon dipped behind the horizon, and without its light, the room descended into a deeper darkness.

There was a faint discharge of aetheric energy as her finger tips scratched over the blotter. Her hand closed on the corner of the ledger, and she froze in position. Her attention strained to prevent herself from a sneeze, and to listen so hard for any telltale signs that she immediately got a headache.

One redundancy for the foolish, two for the clever, and a third for the arrogant. There must have been a ward ensconced under the top of the desk.

A soft whir of gears came from above the bookshelf. With a rapid reflex, Adela snatched the ledger from the desk, clutched it to her chest, and dropped down.

There were some soft thwacks, followed immediately by loud cracks. Bolts had fired across the width of the study, from the bookshelf and into the opposite wall.

Crouched on the ground, she stuffed the ledger into her jacket and buttoned it up. Then she swiveled around, bent over double to be below desk height, and dashed towards the door.

Halfway to the door, the deadbolt engaged with a thud, and then there was a hiss as the door froze into place.

Adela turned around and crawled across the floor towards the window on her hands and knees. Along her journey she discovered that there was some dust in the study after all. But it was not the time to worry about that. Not with all the traps in evidence.

It was not standard to have a second trap installed. But standard flew out the window the minute she had triggered the third redundant ward. Now she also had to fly out the window, and she did not relish the prospects thereof.

While she pulled on a pair of thick leather gloves, Adela checked the window frame. There was hardly any need to. The window would be warded, and the alarm would be active. She reached for the large globe that stood on a stand beside the desk. The instant she moved, there was another series of thwacks and cracks as a second set of bolts shot across the room. One passed right through the globe.

Then Adela pulled back and lobbed the globe through the window with a straight arm as if she was a human trebuchet.

She took no pause and grabbed hold of the window sill with her padded gloves. None of the glass shards should pierce them. Then she flexed her knees and jumped, launched herself over the sill, and dove out.

Below the window was the edge of an expansive lawn. As her hands brushed the grass, she tucked in her head. With a fluid motion, she threw her body forward so that she tumbled head over heels. She rolled over until the momentum of the dive had been spent.

She flopped to a stop and lay on her stomach on the lawn with her nose pushed into the grass. She became aware that it had been cut that day.

That was the last straw.

She sneezed loudly and violently. Then she pushed herself upright and staggered to her feet. She sneezed again. This threw her off balance, and she stumbled sideways into an azalea bush.

By now, there was not a dog in the surrounds that had not started to bark. The remainder of the wards of Hossak House were activated. A multitude of whines and whistles sounded. It was a cacophonic concert.

Adela picked herself up out of the garden bed and struggled upright. She wiped the back of a glove across her nose. “I have to get out of here!” she said.

Adela walked to the corner of the building. The alarms and hounds had not petered out, but somehow it still was calm and quiet beside the house.

Before she turned the corner, Adela paused to remove the gloves and rebutton her split skirt. She also stashed the ledger in her satchel and turned her short jacket inside out. The jacket changed color from a charcoal gray to a floral pattern in cream and rose.

Lastly, she slapped open a small ribboned hat, which she rakishly pinned onto her head. It promptly fell off when she sneezed again.



Moral Obligations

Constable Krege turned his bicycle and sped through the sladestone arch and onto the grounds of Hossak House. He peered ahead through the false light before dawn.

An older gentleman with black hair stood at the front door. He wore a dressing gown and boots with the laces undone. He fumbled with a large set of keys.

Krege’s bicycle rattled to a stop, and he approached the front door. He had his hand on the handle of his revolver. “Barch Hossak, sir?” he called.

Barch Hossak took a step down towards Krege, his neck stiff and the irritation clear in his manner. “A bloody good morning to you, Constable,” he said.

“We were alerted by the alarms, sir. Is everything well here?”

Barch Hossak flipped the keys back and forth on the ring. He stared over Krege’s shoulder. “We?”

Krege turned around. Only then did Trainee-constable Sundry puff her way in from the street and through the arch. “Yes,” he said with a sigh, “we.” He walked up the steps. “A noisy inconvenience, sir. Those alarms are fearfully loud. Shall we search the building for an intruder?”

Before Barch Hossak could respond, a young woman appeared from around the corner of the house. She was fashionably dressed for this early in the morning, except that she had her hat in her hand. The first thing she did was sneeze.

Her arrival seemed to have completely confounded Sundry. Sundry dropped her bicycle and cupped her hands over her ears when she reached the bottom step. She did not look as if she knew whether to join Krege, stay back, hold onto her truncheon, or panic.

The young woman was too petite to be a threat, even smaller in build than Sundry. She also carried an air of determination, despite the flush on her cheeks from her haste, and a runny nose. She smiled up at Constable Krege.

Krege tipped the edge of his cap, but she hardly noticed as she had to grab hold of her nose to prevent another sneeze.

Barch Hossak smiled awkwardly in her presence. “There seems to be quite a commotion here, Miss Florel,” he said.

“Barch Hossak, I am very sorry about that. It appears the wards are more sensitive than I anticipated. If I may, Barch?” she said as she wiped her nose and then reached for the keys.

With frustration, Hossak shoved the bundle into her hands. In an efficient manner, Miss Florel selected a key and inserted it into a slot in the doorframe. One of the most persistent alarms stopped chiming.

Barch Hossak took Constable Krege by the shoulder and walked him down the steps. “Miss Florel has been here assisting me with security enchantments. She was testing the installed wards. I assure you, Constable, there is no cause for concern.”

Krege wanted to confirm this, but Miss Florel had disappeared inside. In two ticks, the last of the alarms stopped sounding. Silence returned to the morning, interrupted by a loud sneeze from the other side of the door.

Miss Florel came back outside and handed the keys to Barch Hossak. “There are quite a number of concerns regarding your wards,” she said. “There has also been some damage that will be repaired under our contract. I might suggest a few minor improvements. If you want to discuss these, may I make an appointment for you with my father?”

“Indeed,” said Hossak.

 Krege shrugged. “Very well then, Barch Hossak,” he said. “Maybe next time the alarm should not be tested so early in the morning? I am certain all your neighbors are now awake.”

Miss Florel offered a small, apologetic smile. “Of course, Constable. I shall see to it we are more careful in the future.”

With the alarms sorted, Krege turned to Sundry. The crisis had been averted, but she still stood shivering like a frightened rabbit. He shook his head in dismay.

Miss Florel turned back to Barch Hossak. Her voice took on a more businesslike tone. “About the meeting with my father—“ She stopped to put a finger under her nose, breathing deeply.

“Yes?” said Hossak.

“When would be a convenient time for you to discuss the adjustments to the wards?”

Barch Hossak’s brow furrowed. “Perhaps later this afternoon. I could—“

“Wait,” interrupted Sundry. “Your name, Miss, is Florel?”

Miss Florel turned to Sundry, and a light frown hovered on her brow. “It is. I am Adela Florel.”

Krege held up a hand to stop Sundry should she cause a scene that would no longer serve any purpose. “Your father would not be able to have a meeting today, Miss. I believe he was arrested earlier tonight.”

“Arrested?”

“For murder.”

Sundry’s words hung in the air like a leaden weight. Adela’s face drained of color, which made her inflamed nose more obvious, her eyes widening in shock and confusion. “What? There must be some mistake. My father would never—“

“Ah,” said Krege. “You would not have been informed. But I can confirm it. Your father has been detained on suspicion of the murder of Marchen Alan Heydel.”

Barch Hossak extended a hand to steady himself against a pillar. “Marchen Heydel?” he stammered.

Miss Florel staggered back a step. Her lips quivered as she held onto Hossak’s arm. “My father?”

Barch Hossak reached out and placed a hand on her elbow. “This is indeed troubling news. Miss Florel, please know that I will do everything in my power to assist you and your father in this matter.”

“If there’s anything you require, Miss Florel,” said Sundry, “do not hesitate to ask. We are here to serve the citizens of The Burghal, and that includes ensuring justice is done.”

Krege pulled Sundry along. “Come on, Constable. You cannot satisfy all your moral obligations in one night.”

“Thank you, Constables. Barch Hossak, by your leave, I must go to see my father.”

“Indeed, Miss Florel. May I offer you a carriage to take you to the police station?”



A Preponderance 

The Burghal Police Station was a narrow building on Bonek Street, east of The Burghal Plaza. The building’s unassuming façade was accidental but fortuitous. It kept the station unobtrusive amid The Burghal’s bustle. Most people passed it by without a glance, unaware of the yard and cells behind it.

Inspector Weston Hugon was in his office at the back, on the first floor of the building. A pale sun cast oblong light patches of light across the room. One block crossed the desk, warming his right shoulder.

Hugon completed the last of the morning paperwork. These included signing off on the nightly report, the duty roster, and the shift changes. He placed all these in a neat pile on the left front of his desk. Except for the blotter, pen, and inkwell, the desk was barren.

Sergeant Linus Shaffer knocked on the frame of the open door. “You wanted me to come upstairs, Inspector?”

Hugon gave a curt wave for Shaffer to enter. “I wish to review the evidence from last night, Sergeant,” said Hugon. He folded his hands together on his blotter. “We need to be certain of our facts and assumptions before we proceed any further.”

Sergeant Shaffer opened his notebook. The pages rustled as he flipped to the relevant entry. “Constable Jabuk was on patrol on the Ichendoff, going north on Carraway. He came upon a break-in at Heydel House, just before midnight.”

“You spoke to him, Sergeant?” Hugon asked, and his fingers drummed on the desk.

“I did, sir.” Shaffer adjusted his seat, leaning forward as he squinted against the light.

“How was he alerted?”

“The sound of broken glass, sir. Somebody had smashed in a window pane. The constable found the front door open and entered the house.”

“No alarm sounded?”

“No, sir. Not until he got inside. Only then were the wards triggered.”

“He entered alone, Sergeant?”

“Yes, he said that the residents might be in danger of violence, and he could not wait. But with the alarms going, Krege arrived minutes later. Once they had searched the house and found the suspect, Jabuk brought him here. He is in lock-up downstairs right now. Krege and Sundry waited with the body until the coroner arrived.”

Hugon’s voice turned to impatience. “So, the first constable caught the suspect at the scene with blood on his hands. What is his name again?”

“Mister Auberon Florel?”

“No, the Constable.”

“Jabuk, sir.” Shaffer paused. There was a small frown on Hugon’s forehead. “The stocky one with the dark hair. He always has a grin on his face.”

“Right, Jabuk,” said Hugon. “Rarely has his uniform pressed properly.”

Shaffer stared over Hugon’s shoulder, out the window, avoiding his gaze.

“There was also an early morning disturbance at Hossak House, Sergeant. That is just two blocks south of Heydel House, is it not?”

“It is. It seems that unlike Marchen Heydel who only stay at Heydel house infrequently, Barch Hossak lives in the city.”

“But this also involved a member of the Florel family.”

“Correct sir, but nothing untoward though.”

“So,” said Hugon. “Constable Jabuk came upon Mister Auberon Florel in the Marchen Alan Heydel’s bedroom. His hands were bloodied. At what time was that?”

“Jabuk wrote the time as just after midnight, sir.”

Hugon’s eyes flicked to the corner of the room, where a wall clock stood ticking. “Just after is not an accurate statement of time, Sergeant. Please confirm with the constable the precise details.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hugon sat back, placed the tips of his fingers together, and propped up his chin. “The new constable, Sunday, how did she fare last night?”

Shaffer closed his notebook and sighed, his shoulders sagging. “I don’t think she’s cut out for police work, sir.”

“Well, she has a week to impress you, Sergeant. If that is still your opinion next week, then we will let her go.”

There was something in Hugon’s tone that worried Shaffer. “You are not happy about this, sir?”

“We are the smallest station in the city, Sergeant. Five constables only: three for the day shift and two for the night. Yet we have the whole of The Burghal district to watch over. You know that The Burghal Guard were a company of two hundred men?”

“I’ve heard that none in the Guard’s Cemetery died from wounds suffered in battle. Only old age and other diseases.”

Hugon rubbed his chin as he stared across the room at a past that was never coming back. “They had to patrol the walls against an invasion, and yet an invasion never came. The city merely swelled with the persistent arrival of interlopers and more. And today The Burghal is a little island in a sea of people.” 

“Is that all, sir?” asked Shaffer.

“This case with Marchen Heydel suffers from an abundance of evidence,” said Hugon, staring off into the distance. “Perhaps rather too much of it. If we were investigating an occurrence in a street alley, I would be satisfied with this preponderance of evidence, and you would be on your way to hand it over to the courts.”

Shaffer was getting impatient. He had a bed at home and a desperate need for it. His shift had ended an hour ago. Yet, he had to ask. “You are not satisfied, sir?”

“I am not, Sergeant. Have you interviewed the suspect?”

“No, sir,” said Shaffer. “I thought to leave that to you.”

“Hmm,” said Hugon.

 “The murder weapon, a knife, was also found on the floor.”

Hugon waved his hand as if swatting away a pesky fly. “That is just another piece of evidence that does not explain any of the current discrepancies.”

“Judges like knives with blood on them when the victim has been stabbed,” said Shaffer.

Hugon furrowed his brow as he considered this. “That will, for the present, be a distraction for our investigation, Sergeant. We will talk again after I have had a chance to interrogate Mister Florel.”
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