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DISCLAIMER

This novel is a work of fiction. All characters and places, especially Hammershire County and its villages, are fictional. No real people or places should be inferred from any of the descriptions. In the rare instances where actual historical persons or places are mentioned, they are used in a fictional context.

NOTE

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

FYI

The Prosperity Industrial Estate, an important locale in the story, is on a land parcel devoted to commercial development, specifically manufacturing and research. In America, it would be an industrial park. A smaller enterprise with retail shops and light manufacturing is a business estate/park (UK/US), but its purpose is the same – job creation and tax revenue. Well planned and effectively administered, such a concentration of commerce can be a boon to an economically blighted area, but not all enterprises work out as planned.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Some Notes on
Hammershire County


[image: ]




One of the traits of Hammershire County is its lack of progress, not just socially, but economically. During the Industrial Revolution, when every other English county throve and towns blossomed into cities, even sans a cathedral to validate the claim, Hammershire slid into depression. River ports such as Stafford, Ormston and Tellesford lost ground to seaports that could ship goods worldwide. Stafford’s textile industry, active since the Middle Ages, and the ceramic bloom of the late Eighteenth Century withered in the Nineteenth. Fortunes were lost and families ruined. Hammershire survived and Stafford maintained its prominence solely due to the railways and the county’s extensive canal system, now, unfortunately, fallen into complete decay. Despite the economic morass miring Hammershire, the county has seen more than its share of booms and busts, one Quixotic quest after another for ways to create prosperity from nothing. Still, the myriad villages of Hammershire continue as they have for centuries, perhaps millennia. Untouched by the winds of change, they exist apart from the modern world and much of its ills. There, bartering is still part of day-to-day life and at times a mechanic is more likely to be offered a lamb or a brace of coney for an engine tune up than he is five quid. But even in those bastions of economic sensibility, one is apt to come across someone willing to share the secrets of some fabulous get-rich-quick scheme, for a price. Those tempted to invest in Hammershire projects that seem too good to be true would be well advised to heed Solomon’s fervent admonition in Proverbs 13:11. 

—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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No customers noticed two strangers enter the Mad Badger or noted their departure. None paid them any heed in the interval between. They kept themselves to themselves at a dim corner table, and none cared what they discussed so passionately and furtively, this being quiz night and the final night of the World Cup, watched by only a rowdy few since England’s team had been eliminated by a totally biased call. The two men pushed through the diamond-paned oak door and vanished into the starless, moonless night.

Behind the bar, Jase Martin frowned. The way they fell silent when he was near convinced him villainy was afoot. He wondered if there might be some money in it for him, but he learned nothing. True, they looked innocuous, the taller man something of a toff, the shorter one reminiscent of every weaselly clerk who motivated him to count his change after a purchase. When the door closed, he put them out of mind. He did not know what they were up to – they were certainly up to something – but it was unlikely he would ever see them again.

The taller man walked a straighter line, but slowly. The shorter bumped into everything, including his annoyed companion.

“Oi, watch yourself now.”

“Don’t push me.”

“Sodding oaf.”

The shorter, huskier man stopped, turned and shoved a sausage-fingered hand against the other man’s chest. They were on the old brick bridge over the River Dresal, which separated Bagghythe’s bad half from its almost-as-bad half. There were no lights on the bridge. Below, the river’s swift black current gurgled and splashed.

They began to argue, each poking the other with forefingers like daggers, but their voices remained low. Any passersby would have heard nothing but angry whispers, as if hearing a confrontation between duelling cobras.

“Sod the bloody Stone!” The shorter man spoke in a low tone, but his voice still seemed to rive the clotted night.

“Keep it down, you fool!”

“I want my money back.”

“Quiet.”

“I need that money back.”

“Shut up.”

“Every bloody pound of it.”

“Careful. Someone might overhear.”

“Who’s to hear?”

The taller man looked around. They seemed alone on the bridge. Between the darkened village and the lack of any celestial lights, the two men could barely see each other, much less any interlopers. Still, it paid to be cautious about eavesdroppers, such as that nosey barkeep in the Mad Badger, when millions of pounds were at risk.

“I can’t give it to you, Myron. That’s final.”

“I just want the money I gave you.” The finality of the other’s words drained Myron’s hope. His bellicose tone was replaced by a pathetic whine. “Keep any profits. All I need is what I gave you.”

“There are no profits yet.”

“Well, just give me what I gave you then.”

“That is impossible,” the taller man said. “It’s been invested.”

“You have to get it back for me.”

“It’s being used to bring the project to fruition.” He shook his head. “Machines, materials, personnel – all cost money.”

“It’s been six months.”

“And it may be another six months before—”

“You told me, six months and I’d see at least a hundred percent return on my investment.” His voice still had a desperate bleat, but his aggression was surging to the fore. “That’s what you said. It’s what you bloody promised.”

“I also told you there was a chance we might not see any real profits for a year or two. I had hoped for success by now as well.” He shrugged. “It’s unpredictable. I cannot guarantee the future.”

“Better get a crystal ball or start reading tea leaves.”

“Don’t be stupid.”

“I’m going to be mad, that’s what I’m going to be.”

“We are sailing uncharted seas with neither map nor compass. The secret has been lost for thousands of years. You know we—”

“What I know is I need my money back.”

“Listen, if you’re really strapped for cash, I’ll loan you some, at no interest. Long term. Against your share.”

“Do you have fifty thousand pounds?”

“No, of course not, but I can advance you a few hundred out of my own funds.”

“Fifty thousand, not a few hundred.” Myron said. “I gave you fifty thousand and that’s what I need back. All of it.”

“I told you—”

“You told me I’d have it back by now.”

“Like all the other investors, you agreed to—”

“There’s going to be an audit!”

The taller man stared at him in disbelief. “A...what?”

“An audit.” His voice was low, almost inaudible.

“That’s what you’ve been dancing around the last hour?”

The miserable man nodded.

“You said that money was a legacy from your aunt.”

“Well, it wasn’t.”

“The bank?”

Myron nodded. “From the accounts I supervise.”

“That’s bad. Very bad.”

“You don’t need to bloody tell me that.”

“Can you get it delayed for, maybe, six months?”

“Not a chance.”

“Go to Golding and ask that it be postponed, make an excuse of some kind. Make it believable. Convince him it’s not necessary.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“It was Golding who ordered it.” 

“He suspects embezzlement?”

“Of course he does.”

“Does he suspect anything else?”

“What do you mean?”

“You haven’t told him anything about the project, have you?”

“Don’t be daft.”

The taller man sighed in relief.

“All right, now you know why I got to get that money back into the accounts.” Myron moved closer, but without hostility, merely a quiet desperation born of the knowledge that he was totally at the mercy of the other. “If I don’t get everything sorted out before the audit, there will be questions that neither of us want asked, that neither of us can afford to answer.”

“If there’s no link between what you did and the project...”

“I’m the link.” He poked himself hard in the chest with the templed fingers of his left hand. “I’m the bloody link.”

“Just keep quiet.”

“What?”

“Don’t worry about the audit.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“When they find the money missing, keep your mouth shut.”

“I’ll go to prison.”

“For what, four or five years? Less, if you plead guilty.”

“I’m not going to prison.”

“And when you get out, your share will be waiting.”

Myron crossed his beefy arms and lowered chin to chest as if contemplating the other’s suggestion. His brow was furrowed. He finally shook his head. He was not going to prison.

“You’ve made some, haven’t you?”

The taller man nodded. “A little. Unstable though.”

“Sell it.”

“No. It’s not ready. There would be too many questions.”

“I don’t bloody care. I’m not going to prison while you and the others stay out here, maybe take off and leave me.”

“We haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Haven’t you?”

The taller man drew in an indignant breath. “Not seriously.”

“We’ll see how seriously Her Majesty’s Government takes it when I start talking.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“I’m not going down alone.”

“Yes, you are.”

The taller man’s hand struck Myron’s throat with the swiftness of a viper. Myron, gasping, tried to fight off his assailant, but could not keep from being pushed to the edge. The soft, crunching, wet sounds his head made against the old bricks were lost in the rushing of the river below. He ceased his struggles, stopped breathing, and when he was let go slumped to the cobbles. Moments later, his body fell from the bridge and was carried by the Dresal towards the far sea, into which all rivers empty.

The lone man on the bridge looked around, satisfied he had not been observed. He hated to do that, but what other choice had he? It was Myron’s own fault. He brushed off his clothes, then paused as he felt a void on his waistcoat where a button should have been. He felt around on the cobbles but to no avail. He stood and gazed into the darkness downriver.

“Bugger.”
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​Chapter 1   
Death in the Canal
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Sim Wheeling walked dreamily along the tow path by weed-choked Beltam Canal, just off the Dresal. He drug a stick behind him, occasionally stopping to amuse himself by drawing perfect circles in the dust, but mostly pretending the stick was a tail.

If he were a monkey, he would probably keep it off the ground, he thought, maybe use it to peel a banana. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the wavy trail left in the dirt. A young dinosaur might leave such a track. Then he thought about being bigger, a saurian giant as in the Spielberg film he snuck off to see at the cinema in Bagghythe. The tail-track left behind by one of those big fellows might have been as wide and deep as the canal. And those feet! Were he such a big chap, he could step on Brock and keep right on going, not even knowing his sister’s husband was now flatter than a crepe, and his dragging tail would smear and bury him simultaneously.

The thought of Brock West flattened, smeared and buried gave Sim a smile of satisfaction, and a frown because Brock West had no business haunting him. When he was far from Brock, he wanted Brock far from him. Still, imaging such gory justice was gratifying, even if far less than that man deserved.

By now, Brock was passed out drunk. Were he to go back, he could probably get his homework done without fear of interference, but decided to wait till Maggie got home from her shift at the Green Man. Brock would not try anything with her there. It was, Sim knew, a tenuous protection. She was more fearful of her husband than was Sim, and was more afraid of losing him than anything else. Were Brock to ever reveal his true colours, he knew she would turn away, go to the bedroom, close the door and stick her fingers in her ears. He was her brother, but Brock was her husband. If a choice were mandated, he knew she would choose beast over burden.

He would delay heading home till later, when mist began to rise and hide the unsightly abandoned canal and the setting sun applied a fiery brush to crumbling walls at the ill-fated Prosperity Industrial Estate, evoking the aureate lustre of Cibola.

And, once again, he hoped Maggie would not ask him where he had been. She could not stop him from walking along the old canals, poking through the remains of the industrial estate and visiting the few remaining tenants, or stopping by the archaeological site where he ran errands for the professors and students. She liked to believe he heeded her warnings to avoid what she saw as a dangerous place. He did not like to disappoint her or lie to her.

Except, of course, the Big Lie.

But that was for her own good. 

Sim sat on a sawn-off trunk at water’s edge. Snared amidst the rushes and weeds was the bleached skeleton of a canal boat. It was half sunk into scummy water, and only a few minute flecks of faded red and blue paint remained. The carved name plate at the stern was worn smooth.

Sim wished his sister would think of him as much as he thought of her. Unfortunately, fear was the greatest motivator in her life, not love. She was a coward, fearful of a life alone. Panic drove her into a toxic marriage, and panic kept her in it.

He hated when he thought such things about his sister. Guilt clung to him. He loved her and he knew she loved him, but he also understood her fear. She was sixteen, him five, when their parents were killed. He thought they could get by in the world with nothing but each other, but Maggie knew better. Maggie always knew what it took to survive in an uncaring, often hostile, world. She had always been the sensible one, practical-minded to a fault.

“Maggie, a sweet girl, but not an imaginative bone in her,” their mum had said. “Simias, he’s got far too many for his own good.”

She knew Sim needed a man in his life to replace their father, someone strong enough to guide him into manhood. And she knew she needed a husband, for many reasons.

She had thought Brock West the perfect man for both jobs.

She was wrong, but rarely acknowledged it. She did not know how wrong she was. Brock has his faults, she would tell him when Brock was out drinking at the Green Man in Tellesford or the Mad Badger upriver in Bagghythe, but he meant well. He had his rough edges, she would say, but she knew her love would soften him. It was not his fault he had had such a hard life.

Whenever Maggie would extol empty virtues or try to convince herself she had not made a dreadful mistake, Sim would bite his tongue. How he wanted to tell her what her dream-man, her saviour-husband was really like. For her sake, he dared not.

Sim heaved the kind of world-weary sigh that should never be heard from a boy who had seen only eleven years of life. He leaned over till his reflection appeared in the water. The algae lent an odd cast to his bright ginger hair and made his unblemished slender face look like something out of a monster film. Even as he smiled at the idle thought, he wondered what would happen if he leaned forward till he encountered that other Sim Wheeling, the one who lived in the water far from Brock West.

If he tumbled into the scummy water, there would be a splash, but not a very big one because Sim was small for his age. The algae would part, the rushes would embrace him, and his watery brother would welcome him to a quiet realm where he would be safe.

Yes, but with no books, he thought. Even if I brought some with me, the water would dissolve the paper, the words carried off by the current, taking with them all my friends.

A life without books was a life worse than the life he led now, he decided, so he bade farewell to Aqua-Sim, leaning back till they lost sight of each other. Besides, he could not bring himself to leave Maggie alone with Brock.

Sim shot to his feet, alert, every nerve tingling. He was being watched. Something had alerted him, perhaps a sound at the edge of audibility. The canal at his back, he swept his gaze over the nearby industrial estate and the week-choked ‘green belt.’ Someone might be hiding among the buildings, maybe peering out one of the broken windows, or crouched down in the bushes.

Sim had always been quick to discount Maggie’s warnings of evil doings around the old canals and the failed industrial estate. He sometimes encountered travellers and vagrants, but they were only passing through. Besides, most were decent sorts, wandering out of choice or circumstance. Sim could always tell the ones whose eyes were filled with mischief, their hearts with darkness. When it came to evil, Sim was experienced far beyond his years. After all, he saw the face of evil daily.

He quickly looked behind him, but there were only the torpid waters of the canal and the wooded rise of the opposite bank that separated Beltam Canal from the River Dresal. Nothing there, just the darkness of the woods, dead and silent.

He turned his attention back to the wasteland. Nothing moved, nothing made a sound. After five minutes, he decided perhaps there was no one out there, that perhaps he had heard an animal scurrying through the brush or a bird taking wing. 

He returned to his seat at the canal’s edge, but kept a wary watch over the scrubland and dilapidated buildings out the corners of his eyes. Nothing and no one was going to approach him unseen. Despite his slight build, though possibly because of it, he was a scrapper. Sometimes larger, older boys made the mistake of picking a fight with him, a fight picked because a victory seemed assured, but it was a mistake they never made twice.

Scooping up a handful of gravel, he tossed pebble after pebble at random. Most splashed in the greenish water, causing ripples that quickly flattened, and a few clattered off the canal boat’s remains, and a great many landed amongst rushes where they plopped into dark, gooey mud or sent bright little geysers up from stagnant pools, disturbing water-skimmers.

One of the pebbles landed with a soft thud. He sent another pebble after the first, arching over a line of rushes. Again he heard it strike a solid object when it should have hit with a plop or a splash. Possibly the body of an animal, he thought, or maybe some debris that had floated in from the river.

Mud squished up around his shoes though he kept to the less watery ground. At the curtain of rushes he paused, uncertain if he really wanted to see what had lodged itself among the plants. Once, the body of an otter had been deposited against the reedy bank by the Dresal’s current. Day after day, he visited, charting the process of death and decay, observing changes with the dispassionate eye of a medical student. The final mystery, the moment when he might see the departure of soul from body, went unobserved, however, for one day the body vanished. There were no prints in the mud but his. Despite a thorough search of the area, he never discovered whether the body had been taken by a predator or removed by a cosmic force dedicated to preventing boys from solving mysteries of the universe. He suspected the latter.

He parted the screening reeds. He was, at first, disappointed by the sight of old clothes in the water. People were ever throwing the debris of their lives into the river. Most stuff probably washed into the far sea, some into one of the villages along the winding Dresal, but some flotsam and jetsam seemed attracted to the abandoned canal system, once a vast network of commerce, now a testament to the futility of toil and aspiration.

The clothes were not empty.

He noticed a hand touching the edge of the bank. Clenched, it had the appearance of a smooth white river rock. He looked from hand to arm to body, then saw a pale melon-shaped object half sunk in the greenish water, a lifeless blue eye staring at him. He surged back and would have fallen into the mud, but held onto rushes with a panicked grip. The tough leafless stems of the plants bent under his weight but did not break, and after a moment seemed to pull him back to where he could again see the dead man.

He thought about running, leaving the corpse to be discovered by someone else or disposed of by a predator or some cosmic force. But that would have been the act of a coward. None of the heroes in his books would have run off. Not Bulldog Drummond, not Sexton Blake, and not Simias Wheeling. He was never going to be given a white feather. But, then, what to do?

First, obviously, was to make sure the man was really dead. The body was the deadest thing Sim had ever seen, but he had to be certain. If the man were not dead, Sim could run for help, save the man’s life and become the real hero of his very own story.

He ungripped the rushes. The force with which he had held on was evidenced by deep cylindrical impressions in his palms.

Holding on to a fistful of root-grass so he did not join the body in the canal, Sim eased his way down the bank. He reached out and touched the man’s fist. The flesh was frigid, the skin translucent as tracing paper. It felt to Sim like pork taken out of the refrigerator. He slipped his hand between wrist and mud, feeling for any trace of a pulse, but this last indicator of life was not to be found.

Sim, finally giving in to revulsion, yanked his hand away, but his fingers caught the dead man’s fingers. The hand came up from the mud. For a desperate moment, Sim imagined the corpse had grabbed him, was trying to pull him to Hell, just like in the Johnny Depp film he had seen last month, unknown to Maggie.

He yanked with adrenaline-driven strength, freeing himself and possibly avoiding a one-way trip to the bottomless pit where there is gnashing of teeth and the worm dieth not, at least according to the vicar. As he scolded himself for childish foolishness, he saw his action had forced open the gripped fist. Before the lifeless hand plopped back to the mud, a bright and glittery object flew from its grasp, round and flat and tumbling end over end like a heavy gold doubloon tossed by Long John Silver.

Without thought or hesitation, Sim snatched it. He clasped it as tightly as Gollum ever clung to his Precious. He opened his hand to examine his prize. Dreams of treasure, pirate or otherwise, burst like a soap bubble. It was a button.

Though disappointed that reality did not match his imagination, something that happened daily to a dream-ridden boy like Sim, he scrutinized his discovery with the thoroughness of an archaeologist examining a relic taken from the tomb of a long-dead king.

He could understand why he had at first taken it for a gold coin. It was metal, was heavy and was decorated with heraldic flourishes. Unfortunately, the little half-ring and frayed threads on the reverse betrayed its true nature.

Just a button.

He suddenly smiled.

A button from the hand of a dead man.

Treasure, after all.

He looked around, then slipped it into his pocket. He knew he could not tell anyone about his find, could not let anyone see it. If he did, it would surely be taken away. No one could ever know, but he would always know. It would stay in his pocket, his secret.

His Precious.

He returned to the tow path. Although it would cause trouble for him with Maggie, the police had to be notified.

He looked across the overgrown green belt. If he cut across and made his way through the buildings at the edge, he could ask one of the remaining tenants to call the police, perhaps Lane Glassworks or Mr Worthington at Dagda Consultants. He was, however, still wary of an unseen watcher. Even before finding the dead man he had not totally convinced himself he had been alerted by a scurrying animal or a bird taking flight.

Now he was certain someone was out there, just as sure as he knew the dead man had not jumped from a boat or fallen into the river while fishing. He did not know how the man had died, but he was absolutely certain, no doubt in his mind, that it was murder.

And where there was murder, there was a murderer.

The roundabout way was a half-mile longer. The adrenaline sent surging through him was wearing off. If he did take the long route, he could go to Magab Lugh instead. He knew the estate tenants well enough, but he knew the archaeologists better, and they him since he was practically a staff member, or so he often told himself, though only Professor Wesley treated him as such..

He looked to his left and saw a figure approaching the way he had come. It had to be the murderer, he thought. His immediate urge was to run, but his feet refused to cooperate.

Then he breathed.

“Hullo, Sim, what are you doing here? Off on an adventure?”

“I found a dead man, Mr Hank.”

Henry Eld, chief administrator and only employee of  The Art Collective, frowned. The lad had quite an active imagination, had demonstrated it when given a brush and paper, and usually had his nose in one book or another, but he had never impressed him as being a liar or any kind of a joker. If anything, he had always found Sim too serious, as if there was some aspect of his life that injected a sombre note into a nature that should have been more carefree.

“A dead man?” Eld forced an indulgent smile. “Really?”

“Down there.” Sim pointed towards the disturbed rushes. “By the bank, caught amongst the plants.”

“Perhaps it’s a log.”

“No, sir, a dead man.”

“Or an animal that drowned and floated in.”

“I tried to take a pulse on his wrist, but there wasn’t one.” He then added: “A pulse, I mean. He had a wrist. Cold it was.”

Eld’s frown deepened. At first he was annoyed at Sim trying to involve him in some childish prank. Now he was concerned by the boy’s serious demeanour, the addition of practical details.

“He was murdered,” Sim said. “At least I think he was.”

“All right.” This had gone far enough. “Where is it?”

Sim again pointed.

“I’ll take a look.” When Sim started to follow, he snapped: “No. Stay back.”

“Yes, sir.”

Eld approached the reeds, then paused and looked back.

“The mud is slippery,” Sim warned. “I had to hold on to some grass on the bank to keep from falling in when I checked his pulse. It would be easy to fall in with the dead man.”

The sincerity of the boy’s tone made him doubt his own doubts. As he parted the rushes, he felt the presence of death, knew the boy spoke the truth. It had been a long time since he had known death, since those long days and longer nights in Afghanistan, but the aura of mortality was something never forgotten. The man in the canal was dead. Eld had no need to feel for a pulse.

“How did you find him?” Eld asked when he returned.

Sim told him about throwing pebbles to pass the time and how he investigated when two of the pebbles sounded odd. He did not tell the man about either the sound near the industrial estate or his acquisition of the gold button.

“Do you know who he is?”

Sim shook his head. “Not a clue, Mr Hank.”

“Stranger to me as well.” He thought a moment longer. “We’ve got to let the police know about this.”

“I was going to do that when I saw you.”

“All right.” He pointed toward the industrial estate on the other side of the green belt. “Go to my office and ask Zeke to...”

“I was heading toward Magab Lugh.”

“It’s quicker to...”

“I was going to ask Professor Wesley to call.”

“Mary? Good idea.” He smiled at the mention of her name. “What are you waiting for? Off with you!”

Sim ran.

“And say hi to Mary for me,” he called.

Eld watched till Sim rounded a bend and vanished from view. There was nothing to do now but await the arrival of the police. He moved to the same sawn-off trunk that had served as chair for Sim and started to sit. He paused halfway, then stood, letting his gaze sweep slowly over the green belt and the buildings beyond.

He saw no one among the bushes or buildings, no movement of any kind. Still, he could not shake the feeling he was being watched. The reflexes acquired in a decade of fighting for queen and country were with him yet, and he had learned not to ignore them.

Finally, he sat and waited for the police, but also kept a close watch on the area. They would probably bring Sim with them, he thought. And maybe, he hoped, Sim would bring Mary Wesley.

Beyond the green belt, hidden in the office of a defunct battery manufacturer, a man peered out a cracked and grimy window. Sim’s advent had interrupted him, forced him to retreat. He watched with mounting dismay as Sim found the body, then put something shiny into his pocket. Scenarios flitted through his mind. He did not want to kill the boy unless he had to. He felt the right approach might get him the button without trouble, but if all else failed...

Then Henry bloody Eld came along and dashed all his plans. He could handle Sim, but not a man who had served in the SAS.

The only good thing was that Sim still had the button. The boy could not tell anyone about it. Now, he only had to wait till the time was right. Cautiously, he made his way out the back.
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​Chapter 2   
Persistence of Memory
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Chief Detective Inspector Arthur Ravyn trembled as he left nervous behind and entered a realm of terror. He should have stayed in the waiting area, but had let Stark talk him into going in to see her. He could hardly argue he did not want to wish her well. But then he let Leo and Aeronwy Stark talk him into actually holding the baby. What had he been thinking?

“I think she likes you, Mr Ravyn,” Aeronwy said. “Look at that little smile.”

“She’s a charmer, all right,” Stark said.

Ravyn forced his own smile, though it felt more like a rictus to him. Gas. Just intestinal bloating. All medical experts agreed that newborns lacked the social mimicry skills that allowed smiling. It was gas, but the resulting grimace was interpreted as a smile by those who wanted it to be nothing else.

“Look how relaxed she is with you,” Aeronwy said. “You have a natural empathy, Mr Ravyn.”

“Do you want her back, Stark?”

“You’re doing fine, sir.”

“Really, Mr Ravyn!” The nurse shared a mocking smile. “One might think you had never held a baby before.”

“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Aeronwy said.

Newts, Ravyn thought. To him, it seemed newborns started on an evolutionary journey. As they aged, they acquired anthropoid characteristics, but just having swum out of the womb, definitely primitive amphibians. He was surprised there were no gills.

“She’s beautiful,” Ravyn said. “Takes after her mother.”

“Thank goodness for small favours,” the nurse said, looking at Stark. “Just what a lovely young girl doesn’t need – too thin, too tall and arms and legs like a scarecrow.”

“We’ve named her Catherine,” Stark said. “Catherine Cerys.”

“Catherine after Leo’s grandmother and Cerys after mine.”

Ravyn heard nothing after the baby’s Christian name. The room seemed to spin. Stark held his arm. He quickly passed the baby to Stark, who even more quickly gave her to Aeronwy.

“You all right, sir?”

“Yes, quite fine.” Ravyn gave mother and father a wan smile. “A little close in here, and the excitement...” He eased his arm from Stark’s grip. “Excuse me, I think I’ll get a bit of fresh air. I’ll meet you outside, Stark.” He turned toward Aeronwy. “Congratulations, Mrs Stark. She’s a lovely child. Good day.”

The nurse watched Ravyn flee. “What an odd man.”

“A lot on his mind. Recovering from a stab wound.”

“Oh, my! Well, I’ll leave the three of you for some quality time and bonding.” She fixed Stark with an intimidating glare. “Don’t be tiring her out by overstaying your welcome. She’s been through an ordeal, not that a man would ever know or care anything about it.”

Stark glared back as the woman left, but she ignored him.

He sat down, pulling the chair close to the bed. Glancing at the closed door, he said: “What a dragon.”

“Only to men,” Aeronwy said. “Otherwise, she’s quite nice.”

Stark grunted. “If you say so.”

“Leo, I thought your Mr Ravyn was going to swoon,” she said. “Has he never really held a baby before?”

“Of course he has. At least I think he has.” He frowned, then dismissed the question. “It was probably the name.”

“Catherine Cerys?”

“Catherine. I didn’t think to tell him, and I should have.”

“Why?”

“It was his wife’s name.”

“Wife? I didn’t know he’s married. Wait. You said ‘was.’ Are they divorced or did she...”

“She died.”

“Oh.”

“It was a long time ago, more than thirty years,” Stark said. “She was murdered. They had only been married three days when she was killed. It was never solved.”

“That’s so sad, Leo, so terrible.” She looked at the door through which Ravyn had departed and appeared on the verge of tears. “Still, it was so long ago. He should have got on with his life by now.”

“He has.” Stark thought of Ravyn alone in his house night after night, of all his relationships which had gone exactly nowhere. “For the most part he has, that is.”

“The past is better left in the past.”

He agreed, but he also knew the impossibility of it. For Ravyn, the past, no matter how distant, was only a moment ago.

Aeronwy yawned. “I’m a little tired, I guess.”

“As the dragon said, you’ve been through more than I could ever understand. She’s probably right.” He looked at Catherine and saw her eyes had closed. He leaned over and kissed them both. “Get some rest. Ravyn is probably waiting for me.”

She smiled. “Unless the nurse is in the corridor, reviving him with a snort of oxygen from having held the baby.”

“Ravyn is made of sterner stuff.”

“Are you sure?”

“Bye, luv,” he said. “I’ll stop back later this evening.”

“And you’ll come back in the morning when we’re released?”

“I’ll spend the night.”

She laughed. “You’d get dragon fire for that, sure.”

“Well, I’ll stay as long as I can.”

In the corridor, Stark paused and looked around. No sign of the guv’nor, but, then, Ravyn had said he would wait outside. For him, that could only mean outside the hospital. Over the past several months, Stark had learned that Ravyn always spoke with precise meanings, that words were as important to him as were the proper scalpels to a surgeon.

He looked back at the door. Their lives had changed and he was feeling emotions he had never before felt. Terror was one of them. It was not the same kind of fear that assailed him when going into an alley in which a knife-wielding maniac awaited or when entering a territory controlled by an East End gang that had put a price on his head. That kind of dread was understandable and manageable. The villains of the world held no real terror for him.

But the idea of being a father filled him with dread. What did he know about being a father? His only example was his own dad, certainly nothing to model himself upon. The little girl in the next room would depend upon him for so many things, and much of her life would be shaped by how he responded to that dependency.

At that moment of illumination, he vowed never to be anything like his own father, as had vowed millions of men preceding him. And like those good-intentioned legions he knew in his heart that he would likely fail more often than he would succeed.

But despite all the self-doubt overfilling him at the moment, he still felt a sense of fulfilment, one shared by Aeronwy. They had created a child who would represent the best of their natures and hopefully avoid the worst. A faint hope, he knew, but one for which he wished most fervently.

He knew what he wanted for Catherine Cerys Stark, but he had no idea how to achieve it. When he came right down to it, he did not know what it took to be a good father. Not a bloody clue.

He was scared.

* * *

[image: ]


DCI Ravyn felt himself a fool. How difficult was it, holding a baby? Millions of people with no more sense than a wombat did it every single day, and yet holding something so small and fragile filled him with trepidation and anxiety. And the whole matter with the infant’s name! Embarrassing. All the more awkward because Stark would know his distress had not been caused by closeness or the excitement of the moment. Worse, he would have to explain it to his wife. Ravyn felt mortified at the inevitable compassion that would fill the woman. He detested pity.
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