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​Dedication
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Murder in the Goblins’ Playground is dedicated to C.A. Powell (AKA Retro Brit). I’m grateful for his friendship, and his continued support and encouragement to a poor colonial lad. Had we been on HMS Thunderchild no doubt we’d have made the Martians rue the day they decided to invade Earth.
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​Note to the Reader
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Because the characters in this novel are English and the setting is England, I have opted to use British English spellings in dialogue and narration. In vocabulary I have tried as much as possible to adhere to England’s national conventions and to regional variations found in Hammershire County. I have tried to do so consistently, and I apologise (especially to my British friends and acquaintances) for any lapses that crept in, despite my best efforts.
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​Some Notes on Hammershire County
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Hammershire is one of the least famous of the English counties. It has contributed its share of writers, philosophers, artists and poets to the national heritage, some enduring while others are forgotten, undeservedly or not, but it has avoided the fame of the Lake District or the Home Counties. Some scientists, engineers and inventors were born in Hammershire, but none achieved any fame or fortune inside its borders. Few of its numerous villages are destinations for the Briton on holiday. Even in the county seat of Stafford, once a centre of the textile and ceramic industries, most inhabitants tend to keep themselves to themselves, defining the basic character of county and village. If Hammershire is known for anything, it is for resisting change, despite the onslaught of modern times. The Parliamentary acts of 1888, 1965 and 1974 left its boundaries virtually unchanged. Home to some of England’s oldest villages, it has ruins that make even the most ancient settlement elsewhere seem quite recent, but few have undergone systematic excavations or analyses. Hammershire has long been of interest to antiquarians and folklorists, but extracting information from the insular villagers is difficult, sometimes even fraught with danger, for they tend to keep secrets in Hammershire, and keep them well. Hammershire is a place where the past endures, the present struggles to assert itself, and old things sometimes refuse to die.

—The English Counties: The Journeys of an Antiquarian

by Alfred Herron Altick, 

James Nisbet & Co., Publishers,

21 Berners Street, London

1979 (revised)
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​​Prologue:    
Beneath the Horned Moon
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The grave was nearly finished.

A crescent moon rose behind the Goblins’ Playground. Its dim light revealed three women. Shadows of the standing stones reached for them, almost hungrily.

One of the women was pregnant, but it was not she who wept silently, and neither of them did the hard spade work.

“Stop your blubbering,” the woman with the spade said.

In all of Red Cap Woods, the only sounds were the swish of the spade through dirt and loam, and a soft grunt with each spadeful that was lifted and deposited. There was no wind, no rustling of leaves, no scurrying of animals living their small lives in the lee of twisted moss-covered trees.

“Leave her alone,” the pregnant woman murmured, her voice hard but lacking reproach. She snaked a thin white arm around the shoulders of the blonde weeping woman.

She tried to pull away, but, as usual, failed.

“This is hard on her,” the pregnant woman continued.

The woman with the spade ceased her labour, looked at the two women a few feet away. They had not put the body in the truck, had not carried it deep into the woods, had not dropped the body into the hole or thrown dirt over his face. On the other hand, she had not killed him. Perhaps the tears were for something more than grief.

“Hurry,” the pregnant woman urged. “They will not tolerate us long in their realm.”

“Yes, please,” whispered the other, wiping away her tears.

In disgust, the woman with the spade moved to the other side of the grave, put both her companions and the Goblins’ Playground behind her, and thus did not see a small pale form flit amongst the megalithic stones. She concentrated on the darkness before her as she finished burying the body, watching for diamond eyes flashing furtively between mossy trees.

No, they will not tolerate us long in their realm, she thought.

Finally, she threw the last load of dirt into place. She covered the grave with leaves and loam. By the light of such a thin sliver of moon it was hard to tell if any trace of digging remained, but she did her best. She pulled off her work gloves and brushed the dirt from her trousers, the leaves from her jumper.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said, gripping the spade, starting toward the truck. “Come on.”

“Shouldn’t we...”

“No, we shouldn’t,” the woman with the spade countered.

“No prayers, no workings,” the pregnant woman added. “Too late for all that, isn’t it? What’s done can’t be undone.”

“There are no words or workings for what we have done,” said the woman who had stopped weeping. “No hope.”

The woman with the spade turned abruptly. If she did not leave now, she did not know what she would do. She headed for the truck back on the path. After a moment, the other two followed. Once they were gone, the silence was temporarily broken by an engine starting and gears grinding. Then the quiet surged back like the dark surface of a lake returning to normal after a rock had been dropped.

The figure hiding among the stones stepped into the moonlight and listened. Now that the three women had returned to Ashford the normal noises of the night again rose. Wind whispered through ancient boughs and somewhere off in the darkness a fox called for a mate. A white owl passed over the moon’s dusky orb, then swooped down to settle upon one of the weathered dolmens, watching.

The figure crossed to the grave, stood there a full five minutes with head lowered, then kneeled. Small hands smoothed over the dirt, scattered the leaves, erased all trace of human handiwork. At last, satisfied that the grave would not be discovered by chance, the figure rose and fled through the deepest heart of the forest in the direction of the village.

The owl returned to its night-long hunt for food.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Chapter 1:  
Trouble in the Snug
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The snug bar of the Three Crowns was filled with choking blue smoke. As in the public bar, there was a No Smoking sign tacked to the wall, but it had no force here, not among those who saw the snug as an extension of their own homes, where they did what they damned well pleased. They drank silently, sullenly, persistently, just as they would at home, keeping themselves to themselves. 

Peter Woodcock stepped from the narrow corridor separating the two bars. No one needed refills, but soon would, so he stayed.. The door closed behind him, but not before raucous laughter and cheers escaped from the public into the snug.

“Damn yobs,” muttered Alfred Winters. He was a small, pinch- faced man, perpetually angry at an always-larger world..

“Sodding gits,” Tom Rawlins agreed. His glass seemed small in his huge hands. “Wankers.”

“Now, don’t get started, gentlemen,” Woodcock warned. “Let’s keep it civil, shall we?”

“Down from the City or from Stafford, think they own all they see,” Lenny Child growled, not bothering to raise his head from the table where it had sunk an hour earlier. “Damn them.”

“You may not like the trade in the public bar, but they pay the bills more than you reprobates,” Woodcock pointed out. There was no tone of rebuke in his voice, for he had known these men all his life, more than he could say about the flash in the public bar. “They do bring in money everyone in the village needs.”

“Damn them,” Lenny repeated.

“And the changes,” Tom added. “Damn them to hell for all the changes they want.”

“Too many changes,” Alfred said. “It’s a sin and a shame what they want to do this village.”

“Money changing hands,” Lenny muttered. “Damn them.”

“All of them,” Tom agreed.

“Especially that Oscar Lent,” Alfred snarled.

“Damned bastard,” Lenny said, raising both his head and his glass, as if the epithet were a toast.

“City man,” Alfred snapped, as if it were a worse accusation.

“Now, now, give it a rest, gents,” Woodcock advised. “Young Mr Lent has a party with him tonight and...”

“Oh, he does, does he?” Lenny started to rise.

“You take one step in there and I’ll chuck you out,” the owner of the pub threatened.

Lenny continued to rise from his seat.

“And your tab will be due immediately,” Woodcock added.

Lenny slid back into his seat.

Woodcock nodded appreciatively. Lenny had shoulders wide as tree stumps and Woodcock knew he would come out second best in any altercation. Even Lenny’s drunkenness would not help him, he reflected, for Lenny was always well and properly pissed. The only time one might have an advantage over the man was when he was rock solid sober, subject to his meeker nature and Helen’s control, but when did that ever happen?

“Doesn’t make any difference what you do, gentlemen,” said John Westerham. “You can’t stop progress, not even here. It’s the way of the world, isn’t it?” He sipped his drink contemplatively, then sighed. “You can’t stop the wheel of progress.”

“Progress?” Alfred sneered. “Is that what you call it, Major?”

Westerham looked around, saw that all eyes were on him, even Lenny’s yellowish bloodshot eyes. They were all waiting for him to speak. Even Woodcock’s gaze was on him, though the publican’s expression was hardly laudatory.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Westerham began. He fought the urge to stand, as he might have when pontificating in the junior officer’s mess. “What Oscar Lent and his cronies have planned for Ashford is not right in any way.”

“Too right!” Lenny agreed, now half reclining in his chair.

“I merely point out it is unavoidable.” Westerham continued. “I think it is clear to everyone that the changes planned for Ashford are, for the most part, intended as a benefit for villagers, though the unintended results might...”

“What about the woods?” Alfred demanded.

“Yes, you can’t mess around with them woods,” Tom agreed.

“Red Cap Woods,” Lenny muttered, eyes closed.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about, mate,” Alfred snapped. “I mean, they’re Red Cap Woods, ain’t they?”

“Always been,” Lenny agreed. “Always will.”

“Not if Lent has his way,” Alfred shot. “Harmony Grove!”

“Sodding git!” Tom said, his sausage-sized fingers tightening around his glass.

After breaking a classmate’s jaw during an altercation when they were lads, Tom had learned to control his temper by squeezing his fists. It was a path to peace, more or less, Woodcock reflected, rubbing his jaw, but it was hell on glassware. It was not good for any of this lot to get worked up, especially when the object of their ire was hosting a do in the next room. The only one not getting lit up was the Major, but he always played instigator.

Westerham sat back, a sour expression on his face. Once again, emotion overruled logic and he was relegated to the background.

“Wants to carve up those woods, don’t he?” Alfred continued. “Wants to develop them, make them useful.”

“Put in houses and a big Tesco,” Tom said. “Won’t be anyone in those houses.”

“Just punters who haven’t been here five minutes,” Alfred said.

“Been here all my life, I have,” Lenny murmured. “And me dad, and his dad, all the way back to...”

“We don’t need more outsiders than we already got,” Tom said, casting a fell glance at the Major.

Westerham shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He had been a resident of Ashford for more than twenty years, but in the eyes of others he had moved in only yesterday.

“When we get a Tesco, we won’t need a green grocer or the market,” Alfred pointed out. “And what about the butcher?”

“Marion Stone been here for yonks,” Lenny said. “Her and all her people.”

“Out in the street she’ll be,” Alfred predicted. “And you know what she’s like when someone gets up her nose.”

“Oh, I’m sure some sort of arrangement will be made for...”

“And there’s the other two witches,” Lenny said. “When Lillian Nettle and Dylwyth Mayhew don’t want it done, it don’t get done, do it? You don’t cross the Weird Sisters, you don’t.”

“And what about them houses?” Tom demanded. “That’ll come to no good.”

“The village goes so far and no farther,” Alfred said, citing an argument often made at Council meetings where the well-meaning collided noisily with the well-entrenched. “It wasn’t meant that we should venture far into those woods, much less live there.”

“Nor cut them down,” Lenny muttered around the rim of his glass. “Foresters know to take them only from the edges.”

“Aye, they won’t like it none,” Alfred said.

“No they won’t,” Tom agreed, pronouncing each word slowly and succinctly. A smile curved his lips.

Westerham nearly shook his head, but stopped himself. After retiring, he moved house to Ashford. It offered quaint surroundings and the slower pace only found in a village. If he were honest with himself, and he rarely was, he would have admitted he was a large frog looking for a small pond. Of course, things had not worked out quite as he had planned. He was well thought of, most of the time, he assumed, but there were other times when he saw the vast gulf ever between him and others. He knew who they were, but he could not agree or condemn without earning scorn, because he could not cite a list of village progenitors back to Father Adam, so he held to an uncomfortable silence.

It had been a long time since he believed in fairies.

Besides, he reflected, they were not exactly fairies, were they? 

The connecting door opened. Tessie walked in, sounds of cheer and merriment following. Every voice in the snug stilled and every eye looked past her to the swinging door. She enjoyed the attention, till she noticed no one was looking at her. She knew she might be a bit past prime, but she was certain no one in this ratty old snug could afford to be choosy, not that she would have given any of them the time of day, much less a quick roll.

Woodcock scowled. At that moment he felt like braining the doltish wench.

“What is it, Tessie?” he asked.

“Mr Lent wants to cash a cheque,” she replied. “He wants...”

“What are you asking me for?” he demanded, a flush spreading from his collar to the top of his bald head. “Cash it!”

“But you said that we don’t...”

“Never mind what I said,” Woodcock snapped. “Just cash the bloody cheque, whatever he wants.”

“All right, all right!” She glared at Woodcock angrily. “Wasn’t me that said no cheques from no one, was it?”

“Just get back in there,” he said, suddenly weary. Yes, he had told her no cheques taken, no cheques cashed, but surely she should know that did not include Oscar Lent. “Don’t leave it untended.”

The blonde woman shrugged, turned and pushed through the door. Again, the snug was treated with a heady dose of high spirits.

“Special rules for Lent?” Alfred chided.

“You get a tab to run, don’t you?” Woodcock pointed out. “Or should I make it cash on the counter, like in there?”

The fire went out from behind their eyes. If the snug was pay-as-you-go and they were never allowed to be in arrears, their forays would be infrequent. They would spend evenings with wives and mothers. They liked to think they drank here as they did in their own homes, but Woodcock knew that no one would have put up with their antics for a half-second as he did. He congratulated himself on a minor victory, hoped they would now quiet down and return to the serious business of drinking themselves insensible.

“Harmony Grove,” Westerham sighed, shaking his head..

Woodcock rolled his eyes.

“No, it’s Red Cap Woods,” Alfred insisted.

“They can call it Harmony Grove if they want and even put up houses in there, but you know what?” Tom said. “It’ll still be Red Cap Woods, won’t it?”

“But they won’t put up the houses, nor the bloody Tesco,” said Alfred. “Chains will break and machines will fail, that’s what’ll be happening soon as they start flattening trees.”

“And what will they do with the bloody Goblins’ Playground?” Westerham interjected. “I’ll bet none of them have given any real thought to that bloody pile of rocks.”

Everyone in the snug looked at him as if he had just asked the vicar’s wife for a quick snog after chapel.

“You watch your mouth, Major,” Woodcock snapped before anyone else could cut in with something worse. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sorry, I just thought...”

“No, you didn’t think none,” Tom snapped, fists tightening. “If you’d have thought, you’d have kept your gob shut.”

“It’s not good talking about the stones like that,” Alfred said, starting to rise from his chair. “Not right.”

“Time for a drink on your host, and to settle down,” Woodcock said. He had no interest in saving the Major from his own folly, but he did not want anyone to go for six in the snug. “We’re all mates here, so let’s lift our glasses and...”

The door to the outside burst open. Every gaze whipped about at the sharp bang. It was ancient, heavy as a vault door with thick diamond-shaped panes of leaded glass set in a lattice panel, so smoked over they were almost opaque.

Back in more modest times, it was the door through which the parson or an unaccompanied lady might enter without being seen. Nowadays it served more to keep the flashier crowd from being offended by riffraff in work togs and muddy wellies.

At first they saw only misty darkness. Woodcock, thinking the door had somehow been blown open by a stray gust, came from behind the bar. A figure hove into view. He stepped back, then frowned when he saw who it was.

“You been barred!” the publican bellowed. “You get yourself back out of here, Allan Cutter! You’re not welcome here!”

Cutter stood just inside the door, left hand pressed to his chest. He looked slowly around the small room, but his eyes seemed unfocussed. His mouth was open, as if on the verge of protesting his being barred, again, from the Three Crowns, but no sound emerged. He reached toward Woodcock with his right hand.

“Listen, now, I don’t want no trouble from you,” Woodcock began. “You been barred for...”

Woodcock’s words ended in a ragged gasp. His eyes widened as he watched blood seep through Cutter’s fingers and drip to the rough wood floor. He stepped back, felt the hardness of the bar in the small of his back.

Cutter collapsed to the floor.

The men who had been frozen by Cutter’s sudden entrance into the snug now leaped from their seats, even Lenny who sallied forth unsteadily. Chairs tumbled. Only Woodcock did not rush to the side of the fallen man. He remained against the bar, still trying to push his way back, as if he could, through an act of will, pass through the bar and hide on the other side.

“Stand aside,” Westerham ordered, pushing his way forward. “Let me through. Give him some air. This man’s been injured.”

“No, he ain’t been injured,” Tom said, standing, taking several steps back, looking at the smears of blood on his big hands. “He’s been murdered.”

“Don’t be daft!” Westerham cried. “Who would want to murder Allan Cutter?”

Who wouldn’t? Woodcock thought.

And in that thought he was not alone.
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​​Chapter 2:  
The Path to Hob’s Lane
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“A single wound, narrow and very deep, at least eight inches, not a knife though,” said Lena Penworthy. She stood from the body. “At first I thought dagger, dirk, something along those lines, but it’s round. At first glance, you understand, nothing official.”

Detective Chief Inspector Arthur Ravyn nodded. He stood, brushed some imagined dust from his left knee, and took a step back. He stared at the body, taking in every detail of dress, every aspect of position. He looked around the snug, saw Stark interviewing the pub owner, saw the other witnesses set apart but still eyeing each other. He looked back to the pathologist.

“How long did he survive after being stabbed, Doctor?”

“I really won’t know until after the postmortem,” she replied.

“An educated estimate,” he urged.

“I’d really rather not guess, Chief Inspector.”

“An estimate is not a guess,” he pointed out. “The entry wound is near the heart, but obviously the heart was not penetrated, else he would have dropped immediately. It seems a precious small amount of blood, Might we conjecture a fair amount of internal bleeding?”

“Well, yes, the amount of blood is scant,” she admitted. “It’s certainly possible. If an artery were nicked, most of the bleeding might be internal.”

“And if it were indeed nicked?” he suggested.

She sighed, detesting the way he elicited generalities, when she preferred absolutes. He was a damned infuriating man, and most infuriating of all was the way his instincts usually led up the right paths. Prior to his comment, she herself was thinking of nicked arteries and internal bleeding. Were this the Seventeenth Century rather than the Twenty-first, she mused, DCI Arthur Ravyn might be swinging in a warlock’s noose. But in Hammershire County, the past had a way of intruding upon the present, so anything was possible. She had always been something of an optimist.

“If an artery were nicked, death would be slow...” she began.

“But sure?” Ravyn interjected.

“Very sure,” she replied. “Even a minor arterial nick would result in massive blood loss. The more he moved, the more blood lost, though if internal, as does seem to be the case here, he might not have realised the seriousness of his injury. Shock would ensue. He would become more confused, and by the time he understood he was dying, if he ever did, he might instinctively head somewhere he saw as a place of shelter.”

“Such as his local,” Ravyn said.

“Quite.” She looked at the way his bespoke dark suit clung to a body still mostly trim. “Most men would.”

“And how long would that...” He paused. “How long could that be, Doctor?”

She spread her hands before her, then clasped them together as if she were praying for escape. Ravyn’s steadfast belief in her skills was as flattering as it was frustrating.

“At a rough, very rough guess...”

“Estimate,” Ravyn corrected.

“As little as a few minutes,” she said. “As long as a half-hour.”

“No longer?” he asked.

She crossed her arms resolutely. She had given him what he wanted, and she was not going to let herself be badgered any further. She was already far enough out on a limb that she imagined she could hear it cracking under the weight of supposition.

“Very well,” he relented. “I suppose I’ll have to wait until you have conducted the postmortem.”

“I suppose you shall.”

“And when will that be?” he asked.

“Are you planning to attend?”

He smiled thinly. “No, Stark will represent me.”

“Yes, I am sure he will,” Penworthy said. “Tomorrow at ten.”

“You couldn’t make it eight, could you?” Ravyn asked. “I’d like Stark to get here as soon as possible.”

She sighed. “I suppose I could switch one or two of my other ‘clients.’ I doubt they will mind. All right, Chief Inspector, eight it will be.

“Good night and thank you, Doctor,” Ravyn said.  “A pleasure, as always.”

Leaving Penworthy to attend to the details of removing the body, Ravyn moved toward Stark and the pub owner.

Detective Sergeant Leo Stark saw Ravyn out the corner of his eye, leaving Dr Penworthy and moving toward him. He had heard rumours that Ravyn and the pathologist had been an ‘item,’ for all of two or three weeks, but saw nothing in their actions that gave the rumour legs. Besides, from what he knew of Ravyn and had heard of Penworthy, each was unlikely to penetrate the other’s shell. He returned his attention to Woodcock.

“So, Cutter was barred, you say?”

“Aye, for life,” Woodcock answered.

“Why come here?” Stark asked. “He knew you’d be hostile.”

“Hostile?” Woodcock said. “He’s come here all his life. Not likely to stop just ‘cause he’s dying, is he?”

“But you said he was barred,” Stark pointed out. “For life.”

“Well, it’s not like it’s the first time he’s been barred.”

“For life?”

“For life.” Seeing confusion writ large on the young man’s face, Woodcock added: “It’s what you have to do to a man like Cutter, to keep him in line, bar him for a few days when he gets rough.”

“And for life?” Stark prompted.

“Week, maybe two,” he replied. “Believe me, Sergeant, for a man like Cutter, a week is a lifetime, two borders on  eternity.”

“Heavy drinker?”

“Does the Queen have a hat?”

Stark frowned, jotting in his notebook. “Why the snug? Why not the public? More chance of getting help there.”

“Not his kind of people in the public,” Woodcock replied.

“In what way?”

“Well, most of them are respectable, aren’t they,” Woodcock said. “And the rest are flash, either part of the crowd that wants to develop the village or punters looking for a piece of the action.”

“Develop Ashford?” Ravyn asked, stepping forward. “Why in heaven’s name would anyone want to do that?”

Woodcock looked at the newcomer and shrugged his beefy shoulders. “Money. Isn’t that what everything is about?”

“Mr Woodcock, this is DCI Ravyn,” Stark said.

Woodcock squinted. “Do I know you, Mr Ravyn?”

“You know Aunt Althea,” Ravyn said. “There’s quite a keen resemblance, so I have been told.”

“Althea Haven?” Woodcock smiled broadly. “Ah, yes, I’ve known your aunt for donkey’s years. Taught me as a nipper at the primary school. I was in the last class before she retired.”

“Yes, she mentioned you during my visit,” Ravyn said.

Woodcock shifted nervously, remembering what a handful he had been, what they had all been. He wondered just what she had told the Chief Inspector, and when.

“We did not actually meet then, Mr Ravyn?” he ventured.

“Not likely, I think.” Ravyn knew for a fact that Woodcock’s face was not in his memory, though it would be forever now, but it was best to let the man wonder a bit. “I stayed with Aunt Althea a few weeks one summer many years ago. Except for running some errands for her, I tended to spend my time indoors. Auntie thought unoccupied boys got themselves into trouble, therefore she kept me occupied, old lesson plans, recitations and the like.”

Woodcock nodded. He glanced between the two men. They were a study in contrasts, Ravyn the older of the two, appearing as if he had stepped from a tailor’s shop, Stark wearing a suit a size too big and a grey overcoat that looked like it had been tossed by a charity shop. By his clipped tones, Stark marked himself an outsider, an outcast from London, while Ravyn spoke more slowly and had the slightly rounded vowels that marked the typical Hammershire accent. Stark was a know-nothing, while Ravyn was a man with a background very much like his own. He would much rather be questioned by a juggins like Stark than a man like Ravyn.

“Sergeant, I have a few questions to ask Mr Woodcock, if you do not mind,” Ravyn said. “Interview the other witnesses please. Get their stories, their contact information, then send them home. The snug is closed.”

“Yes, sir,” Stark said.

“After you’ve done that,” Ravyn added, “check with the two constables at the public door. If they’ve done what they were told, they should have a list of anyone who left or came in.” He looked to Woodcock. “Tessie still work the bar?”

“Yes, still working,” Woodcock answered.

“Get Tessie to make out a list of everyone in the public bar and about how long they’ve been there,” Ravyn instructed. “She’ll know the locals and how to contact them. If she doesn’t know someone, or how to contact them, ask for identification.”

“Yes...”

“Ah, Mr Ravyn, is that totally necessary?” Woodcock cut in. “I can help you with any Tessie doesn’t know. I was in there till just minutes before Allan Cutter came in, so there’s no need to have your sergeant bother my guests, is there?”

“Is there a reason he shouldn’t?” Ravyn asked.

“They’re just folk having a good time,” Woodcock explained. “This has nothing to do with any of them, surely.”

“Get going, Stark.”

“Yes, sir,” Stark sighed, moving off to do his guv’nor’s bidding.

“Who doesn’t need to be bothered, Mr Woodcock?” Ravyn asked when they were alone.

“I don’t get your drift.”

“Of course you do,” Ravyn said. “You don’t care about locals. Where else will they go for a pint that doesn’t involve a trek or a trip? The punters? Well, they’re like locusts, aren’t they? Good for a quid or five before they’re off to some other picturesque haunt. So, who is it in the public bar that you don’t want Sergeant Stark to annoy?” He waited a moment. “We don’t like to annoy people ‘less we have a reason, but we can always find a reason.”

“Oscar Lent,” Woodcock finally said.

“So, it’s Lent with his finger in the pie, is it?”

Woodcock nodded.

“What’s Oscar up to in Ashford?”

“It doesn’t have anything to do with what happened to Cutter,” Woodcock protested.

“I’m sure it doesn’t,” Ravyn said, smiling, his voice softer than usual, almost like a serpent’s hiss. “What’s his game?”

“The plan is to develop Red Cap Woods,” the publican said. “It’s a complete plan—housing estate, Tesco, retail park, even a green belt with trails and paths to keep the mentals happy. It’s a big thing, good for everyone.”

“Red Cap Woods?”

Ravyn pursed his lips contemplatively. Aunt Althea had filled his mind with dark tales of those woods and the beings who called the deepest part of the forest home. She called them Elementals, but other of his aunts had called them Elves or Goblins. Aunt Agatha told him they were survivors of ancient British tribes who had hid from the Romans and later invaders. Auntie Dorcus, however, claimed they were relics of a pre-human past, survivors from a time when monster-gods ruled the Earth. Of course, he had more than a few aunts who deemed them ‘stuff and nonsense,’ and by even harsher terms.

“I doubt that has endeared Oscar Lent to anyone here.”

“The Regional Planning Council is in favour of it,” Woodcock defended. “They’ve held public meetings.”

“I’m sure they are, and that they have,” Ravyn remarked. From personal experience, he knew the RPC could be easily bent one way or another, depending on which direction the money flowed. “But I imagine it’s a hard sale here?”

“Very hard,” Woodcock admitted. “I think I’m for it myself. ‘Bout time Ashford got dragged into the Twenty-first Century, I say. I’m looking forward to increased trade.”

Ravyn glanced at the rough-hewn men Stark was interviewing. “That what you tell your snug customers on a cold winter’s night when the wind is roaring through the woods?”

Woodcock grimaced, thinking of the drift the conversation had taken in the snug just before Cutter’s manifestation. Yes, they knew he rather agreed with the developer’s plans, but he made sure no one knew just how much he agreed. Accommodating the enemy by awarding special favours was one thing, he knew, but actually climbing into bed was entirely different. One was an infraction, the other a treasonous offence in a small village.

“I tend to keep my opinions to myself,” he said.

“Good for business?” Ravyn elbowed Woodcock in the ribs with easy familiarity, like two old mates sharing a secret.

“Uh, yes, uh, very good, Mr Ravyn,” he admitted uneasily.

“How long had your customers been in the snug before Cutter appeared?” Ravyn asked, his voice abruptly sloughing off any hint of affability. 

“They all came in early,” Woodcock answered, “about dusk or a little after. Once in, they stayed.”

“Just these four?”

“It’s always a small clientele for the snug, just locals,” the man explained. “I let them run a tab, pay as they can rather than as they go. Not the money-maker the public bar is, but they’re regular, and most of them wouldn’t want to go to the other side, any more than they would be wanted there.”

“Just want a place to get quietly drunk with people they know,” Ravyn said. “Say what they want away from wife and mum?”

“I suppose you could put it that way.”

Ravyn took another quick survey of the snug customers. Stark was on the verge of cutting them loose after the customary warning.

“One of these is not like the others,” Ravyn said.

“I don’t follow you, Mr Ravyn.”

“Come now, Mr Woodcock” Ravyn said. “You’ve played the children’s game. Tell me abut your odd duck.”

Comprehension spread across Woodcock’s face like a hot wave. “Oh, you mean the Major...Westerham, John Westerham.”

“Doesn’t have the Ashford look, does he?”

“Yeah, he’s easy to peg as an outsider, I suppose,” Woodcock agreed. “He’s a newcomer, moved here about twenty or so years ago. Retired from the Army. Royal Logistic Corps, I think, though he gets pretty vague when pressed for details.”

“Looks a little too reputable for the snug.”

“Likes drinking here.” Woodcock shrugged. “Truth is, I’d be just as happy to have him in the public, but...” Again, he shrugged.

“Oh, why is that?” Ravyn prompted.

“A bit of a troublemaker, he is,” Woodcock said softly, leaning forward. “A bit too quick to jump in when he doesn’t know what he is talking about. Like tonight, I had to get on to him about...” He paused as he recalled that Ravyn was not some bosom mate, but, rather, a copper. “Well, I don’t suppose that has anything to do with anything, certainly not the murder.”

“No, I don’t suppose so,” Ravyn agreed. “Bit of a row going on, though, was there?”

“Wouldn’t call it that, no,” Woodcock said. “As you say, the idea of developing them woods is a hard sell, and hardest with this lot. Entrenched. Set in their ways. Don’t like change.”

“Change is bad,” Ravyn murmured, invoking a common mantra in Hammershire County.

“That’s exactly right with these lads,” Woodcock confirmed. “They don’t have vision. I may be just as born and bred as they, but I don’t let that cloud my eyes.”

“Talking up Lent’s plan then, were they?”

“They got going when they heard merrymaking on the other side, then worked up when they learned Lent was hosting a do,” he said. “It was all I could do to keep them in their seats, and then the Major pops his corker.”

“Oh?”

“Out of nowhere, he tosses in a comment about...” Woodcock leaned closer and whispered, “...Goblins’ Playground.”

Ravyn arched his eyebrows.

“Troublemaker,” Woodcock grunted.

“What sort of man was Allan Cutter?” Ravyn asked.

“Bit of a cut up, could be mean when drinking, bit of a temper at times,” Woodcock answered. “That’s what got him barred now and then, that temper of his.”

“He was presently barred, I think you told DS Stark?”

“For life.”

The faintest of smiles almost made it to Ravyn’s lips. He well knew what these village pubs were like. The owner saw himself as lord of his domain, barring or granting favours on whims, yet always knowing he was more beholding to his regular customers than they to him. A customer might get barred, even for life, but a man like Woodcock knew that barring Cutter for any real length of time was nothing less than picking his own pocket.

“How often did Cutter come in?” Ravyn asked. “When he was not barred, I mean.”

“It was a rare night when he didn’t come in.”

“Heavy drinker?”

“He could be,” Woodcock admitted. “I usually cut him off or steered him toward a free shandy before he got too bad.”

“And when you couldn’t?”

“He had strong opinions and quick fists.”

Ravyn nodded. “He live in the village?”

Woodcock shook his bald head. “Some ratty old caravan out in the woods somewhere.” He paused the briefest of moments. “Don’t rightly know where. Allan kept himself to himself, and he wasn’t the kind to encourage visitors.”
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