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​Prologue 
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“HURRY!“ We have to go!” Dad called from below.

“I’m coming!” Emily answered, searching her room with rising nervousness. Where had she put her bag?

Nancy had prepared her, but her death had shaken Emily so deeply that it had been difficult to bring order into her days. After the quarrel between Dad and Kellan, she had stopped believing he would ever find it. And so she had been utterly unprepared when Dad brought the book home earlier that day.

She found her shoulder bag under the bed. It was enough for light travel, and she reached for her little notebook to pack first. But in mid-movement she froze, for in that instant her guardian spirit flared before her inner eye; and she felt the attempted strike. Yet it dissolved into the aether before it could manifest.

Something has happened! Nausea overwhelmed Emily, and a sharp pang struck her heart. Her parents!

Sick with worry, she ran to the hatch of her attic room and all but tumbled down the ladder.

“Mom! Dad!” she cried. No answer. The living room was empty. Her gaze fell upon the book on the table – the very reason Dad had gone back to the library at all. The book Nancy had begged him for. The book that should never have been brought to Fenhole.

Driven by impulse, Emily slipped the Keymaster into her bag and ran to the bedroom.

“Mom! Dad!!” She flung open the door and screamed. “No!!”

An icy hand seemed to squeeze her heart, and tears streamed from her eyes. “No!!”

Her parents stood in the room, but all life had been stolen from them. They had not seen it coming, had not noticed how every drop of vitality was being drained away.

Emily dropped to her knees, sobbing uncontrollably. Why had she not protected them? Why had she not foreseen that She would do it! “Mom...” she sobbed. “Dad...”

Dead... they are dead...

Someone stepped onto the veranda, the wooden boards groaned under the weight. Emily flinched, clapping both hands over her mouth to stifle any sound. Wide-eyed, she followed the steps that moved across the porch toward the bedroom window.

A massive black shadow appeared at the opening, staring in with malevolent glowing eyes. Panic-stricken, Emily staggered back – only to whirl around as the front-door handle pressed down behind her.

They are here!
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16th November 1904

THE little girl opened her eyes. Only a thin sliver of moonlight filtered through the narrow gap between the curtains, slicing the darkness of her bedroom like a sword of light. A sound from the living room had woken her: a scratching, groaning noise, as though someone were dragging a heavy burden across the wooden floor.

Fear gripped her, and she hid beneath the bedcovers, yet she felt an irresistible urge to run to her parents – for there she would be safe, protected, and cared for.

Still, she dared not call out. The fear of whatever made those noises was too great.

Quietly, she slid from the bed, opened the bedroom door, and peered into the dark hallway. From below, she could hear her mother, but her voice sounded strange, as if she were suppressing a sob.

No, she sounded sickly, as though she were struggling to breathe.

The girl’s need to reach her and throw herself into her arms was driven by worry and fear. Compelled, the child crept down the stairs. At the foot of the staircase, she could see into the living room. What she saw burned itself into her memory forever.

Her parents lay motionless in the silver moonlight. The wooden floorboards were slick with black wetness, reflecting the moon. Like a malevolent eye, it seemed to stare at her from the liquid, as if waiting to present her with this scene.

Over her father bent a vicious creature, black as night, with large pointed ears and bristling hair that shimmered in the moonlight as though its skull steamed. In its right clawed hand it held a dagger, its slender blade dripping with a thick, dark liquid onto her father’s body. With its other claw, it rifled through his clothing, searching for something. Her mother lay on her stomach, her hands twitching uncontrollably, a ghastly wheeze crawling from her throat. Her final breaths.

Paralyzing terror held the child captive. It tightened around her throat, stealing her breath. She tried to scream, but only a sob escaped her lips.

The creature’s head snapped up at the sound, and it stared at her with huge black eyes, as dark as a moonless sky.

The girl screamed, and the black murderer lunged toward her with a vicious snarl.

“Nell?”

A voice called her name. Who was that? Her parents?

“Nell?” 

But they were dead. 

“Wake up.”

With a soft groan, she opened her eyes, and a blurry face appeared in her field of vision. Where was she? Who was this stranger?

Her consciousness fought its way back through the dream, slowly reclaiming the present. The hard seat beneath her rattled with the rhythm of the rails, smoke billowed past the window. She was on the train to Fenhole, a small town in northern Suffolk.

The man across from her was named Cole. He was around thirty, his brown hair neatly parted, his full beard perfectly trimmed. His dove-blue suit matched his eyes, and a black top hat completed his appearance. “We’ll be there soon.”

“Awake,” Nell mumbled, shifting with a sigh into a more comfortable position to ease the ache in her back.

“Did you have a bad dream?” Beside Cole sat his companion, Diana, a pretty young woman with watery blue eyes and beautifully vibrant red curls that framed her gentle features like a poem. She wore a high-necked blue dress adorned with black lace and gold floral embroidery.

“How is anyone supposed to sleep here?” Nell muttered, already accustomed to years of restless nights.

“What did you dream about?” Diana asked.

“That the train derailed.”

“Oh, I always worry about that when I travel by train,” the redhead agreed, and did not press further. Nell had no intention of telling her or Cole about her parents’ murder. She had known them barely three hours. They had met at Windchurch station, where Cole and Diana had been discussing the incidents in Fenhole. Cole was a private investigator, apparently personally summoned by the Chief Constable himself to come to Fenhole, and Diana was his... what, exactly? Assistant? She examined murder victims. That much Nell had learned so far.

Apparently, there had been murders in Fenhole that required closer investigation.

Normally, Nell would not have cared. She had more pressing matters. Money, for one. She was broke, surviving on bread and soup for the past days, and had recently washed her clothes in a stream – including herself. By now, the wear on her boots and throwing knives was taking its toll. It was high time she found work.

Her job search had led her to Windchurch, reading the employment boards at the train station. By chance, she overheard Cole and Diana. It was their casual remarks that caught her attention: enormous black dogs were said to roam Fenhole, as large as bulls, with glowing eyes.

Could this be her first real lead? At sixteen Nell had fled the orphanage and sworn to find her parents’ murderer on her own. That decision had been fifteen years ago, and she had wandered across England ever since, never coming an inch closer to her goal.

She had quickly counted her last shillings, skipped a potential job offer, and forced herself to approach Cole and Diana. It was not that she cared for their company, but through the private investigator, she might obtain clues otherwise unreachable. As always, she avoided revealing anything personal; years of experience had taught her to keep her past hidden. Too often she had been mocked as a wandering lunatic, drunk on visions of black clawed demons. At some point, she had lost her trust in people and resolved to pursue her goals alone; without ties, without obligations, without regard for anyone else.

She looked out the window at the first passing homesteads: farms, mills, charcoal pits, tanneries – everything that had no place in a town.

“Have you ever been here before?”

Nell shook her head. “No. Never.”

“Cole mentioned there’s a vast moor here,” Diana continued.

“The largest contiguous moor in all of England,” Cole added casually.

For Nell, it made a difference whether she had to search a thousand or ten thousand acres. “How large?”

“I couldn’t say exactly, but you must drive around it widely by carriage, and it takes the whole of a day to reach the villages on the far side.”

“And these dogs, they supposedly came from the moor?” Nell pressed.

Cole shrugged. “I don’t know the details yet. All I have is what the newspapers report. Perhaps an unknown species displaced from its habitat for some reason.”

Hopefully not! She had not spent her last shilling on a ticket for ordinary dogs. If this lead proved false, she would be back to sleeping in stables, stealing carrots from the horses’ feed. “But they’re said to be gigantic.”

“Well, ‘gigantic’ could mean calf-sized,” Cole corrected. “Irish Wolfhounds can reach a shoulder height of three to four feet. That’s even larger than some calves.”

Unconsciously, Nell began tapping her foot. She did not want his rationalizations, though she understood his logical approach. Nobody believed in anything supernatural. That was her constant reminder of how very alone she was with her past.

“Eyewitnesses have a habit of exaggerating,” Cole added. “You can safely trim a few inches off their accounts. Even calf-sized is still immense for a dog.”

“For Irish Wolfhounds, small, as we’ve just learned,” Diana said with a smile.

“Still a great size for a beast that’s supposedly been living unnoticed at our very doorsteps,” Nell insisted, a touch of defiance in her voice.

“That means nothing. Two years ago, an unknown species of elephant was discovered, and they aren’t exactly small either,” Diana interjected.

Good grief! Cole with his wolfhounds, and now she’s bringing up elephants! Nell sighed inwardly, but refused to let it discourage her. As long as there were only a few newspaper eyewitness reports, they could do little more than speculate wildly.

She forced her foot to stillness and looked out the window for a few heartbeats, letting her mind wander.

Cole had mentioned a moor, so she let her gaze sweep over the November-grey meadows and fields scattered between the farmsteads. How large must a moor be to sustain enormous dogs – or perhaps even more creatures?

Though she knew better by now, the desperate hope persisted – that she might one day meet someone with whom she could speak of it all. Without prejudice, without disbelief. But why had she hoped to find such people in Cole and Diana? To them these were mere fairy tales. They were realists, believing only in what they could see, touch, hear, and measure; everything else simply did not exist.

"But you're here for the dogs, aren't you?" Nell asked, still hoping to glean some police-insider information through Cole. For years she had stumbled in the dark, but she was certain the police knew far more than they ever admitted.

“We’re looking into the dogs as well,” Diana confirmed, though the 'but' was unmistakable. "Primarily, we have to deal with these mysterious murders, but we do know that the dogs are involved in some way." She placed her hand on Nell’s in a friendly gesture. Nell didn’t like it at all and tried, somewhat discreetly, to withdraw her hand. She had been a loner for too long to know how to respond to such gestures anymore. When men did that, they were usually after sex.

"We will find out if they were the same dogs that killed your brother," Diana promised.

Brother? For a moment, Nell was confused, then she remembered. Back in Windchurch, she had told them some fairy tale to explain her interest in the dogs. In that little fable, her brother had been badly injured by dogs, and on his deathbed, he had claimed the dog had been a huge black beast.

Nell had never had a brother, and she would do well to remember which tale she told to whom.

"Irish Wolfhounds or not, we’ll crack this riddle too," Cole promised, glancing outside as a shrill whistle pierced the air. The central town, with its massive stone houses, passed by the window, and the steam train began to slow.

"We’re almost there," Diana remarked. "What’s our next step? Should we find a hotel first?"

"We’ll meet a police officer right after we arrive, who will brief us on the cases and the progress of the investigations," Cole replied.

"You never mentioned the police," Nell muttered, displeased. She wanted Cole to glean what the police knew; but she preferred no direct dealings with them herself. Too many bad experiences with the police.

"I’m a private investigator, summoned by Chief Constable Craven. In his letter he wrote that an inspector would meet us and inform us of everything further," Cole explained.

"Do you know the Chief?" Nell asked suspiciously.

"Well..." Cole drew the word out.

"So, not at all."

“No, no, that’s not the case,” Cole countered quickly. “I do know Chief Constable Craven. We worked together some years ago, when I investigated a case here in Fenhole.”

"I hear a 'but' coming," Nell pressed.

"Craven places great value on discretion and doesn’t want the work of his police to appear poorly. The Chief Constable believes it reflects badly if the force must call in outside help. He fears it damages his reputation.”

"One of those, then," Nell muttered.

"I have his full support," Cole assured her, smiling slightly. "You really ought to be a little less suspicious."

Nell rolled her eyes lightly; she had no need for lectures.

"Craven may be an odd bird, but this case is very interesting," Cole continued, as if he had to justify his presence somehow, “and if he calls me in, the matter is serious indeed.”

The brakes squealed, and the train came to a stop at Fenhole station.

A thin mist hung over the grand, imposing station building, mingling with smoke and steam. In the dim light of the ornate gas lamps, travelers jostled on the platform, umbrellas and wide-brimmed hats shielding them from the chill. They hunched their shoulders and hurried toward the dry interior, while others rushed to catch the departing train.

"At any rate, Craven has given me the name of a police officer who will assist us with the case," Cole concluded, rising from his seat. Their luggage was stowed overhead, and he carefully reached up to pull down two cases.

Wonderful – a policeman stuck to us like glue,  thought Nell, pulling her old, worn duffel bag from under the seat. She adjusted her long black braid and wrapped her coat tightly around her, hiding the knives at her belt.

Outside on the platform, a damp, cold air greeted them, mixed with smoke, steam, and the smell of machine oil. They pushed through the crowd and hurried into the dry station hall. Inside, numerous electric lamps provided a pleasant brightness, leaving the dreary November weather visible only through the large windows.

As in every station, there were noticeboards offering work, advertising events, posting announcements and newspaper clippings, and of course, timetables. As always, crowds gathered before them; men and women seeking work, diversions, or news. Amid them, an old, bent man struggled with a worn broom to clear the leaves blown inside.

"He should be here somewhere," Cole muttered to himself. "He said he would meet us here."

"What’s his name?"

"Glenn Dellaware."

The only uniformed men were station staff. But years on the street had trained Nell’s eye for plainclothes police, and immediately she spotted the blond man with a impressive mustache and a cleft chin at the station gate. That was their officer.

"There," Nell pointed him out to her companions.

"That must be him," Cole agreed, and they headed in his direction.

"Mr. Miller Shepard?" The man approached, shifting his coat to reveal the police badge on his vest.

"That’s me." Cole and the officer shook hands. "These are my companions: Miss Diana Flanagan," he gestured toward Diana, then turned to Nell, "and Miss Nell?" He looked at her, waiting for her surname.

"Just Nell." She smiled politely. Her full name was nobody’s business. She had left her surname behind at the orphanage, ensuring no trace remained – once out of fear Lorenzo might track her down again, later simply out of habit.

"A pleasure. Inspector Glenn Dellaware," the policeman said, tipping his bowler hat charmingly. He accepted without comment that Nell withheld her full name. "Chief Constable Craven has already told me of the successful cooperation with the Windchurch police."

Oh? Was this Cole an inspector? Nell narrowed her eyes thoughtfully, then pushed the thought aside. Whatever Cole had been before mattered little to her purposes.

"It’s been a while since we last spoke. How is the Chief Constable now?" Cole asked.

"Not well. The incidents in the town are driving the townsfolk mad. We’re working day and night to prevent unrest.”

"That bad?"

"It’s like a madhouse. Just two days ago we had to stop a lynch mob from shooting stray dogs in the streets. Rumours spread that a gate to Hell has opened in the moor, causing mummified corpses. Now people fear the street dogs are possessed by demons."

"The poor animals," Diana murmured, distressed.

"Indeed," Glenn agreed, turning back to Cole. “And you must excuse the Chief Constable for not greeting you himself. He’s very busy." He gestured toward the station doors and invited them to follow. "Come. We’ll go to the station. You’ll be briefed on everything there.”

Nell exhaled sharply and followed reluctantly.

To the police station. She had no desire for that. They all looked the same inside, filled with the same uniformed buffoons; though Glenn seemed competent. Still, and she began searching for an excuse to slip away.

Outside, the station square was chaos. Horse-drawn and steam carriages jostled for space while crowds shoved and pressed past each other. Nell immediately noticed the men and women in sturdy leather and heavy coats, many openly carrying weapons at their belts. Among shotguns and revolvers, she also saw exotic arms: crossbows, arrow pistols, and net launchers.

They weren’t here for a holiday.

“There are an awful lot of armed people about,” Diana murmured.

Dellaware’s expression turned sour. "Indeed. Come along; I’ll explain it to you at the station." Casting a glance at the grey sky, where drizzle fell ceaselessly. “At least there we’ll be dry.”

Nell had to weigh whether her curiosity was strong enough to accompany them to the station, for she was keen to learn the reason behind the armed crowd. Or would it suffice to hear the whole story later from Cole and Diana?

Meanwhile, Glenn hailed the nearest carriage. "To the police station," he said to the driver, holding the door open for his passengers.

Nell paused, looking around, and a little further off she spotted the sign "Ironpan" on an old half-timbered building. "Is that an inn?" she asked Dellaware.

Glenn followed her glance. “Yes. Spacious rooms, hot running water, and a decent kitchen – but I don’t believe there are any vacancies."

I’ll find that out right away. Diana and Cole had no overnight arrangements yet, so Nell seized the opportunity to avoid the police for now. "Cole, Diana, I’ll take care of our rooms. We’ll meet at the Ironpan later."

"Where?" Diana got out again and looked toward the building. "Now? Aren’t you coming with us?"

"I’m hungry and need a hot bath." That wasn’t even a lie. "We’ll meet there later, and you can tell me everything. If there are no rooms left, I’ll come to the police station."

Cole pulled out his pocket watch and nodded. "Good idea. Otherwise, we might end up sleeping in one of the cells." He winked at the two women.

"The bunks are quite comfortable, though." Glenn grinned and closed the door, so Nell could no longer hear his reply. It didn’t matter. She turned and hurried toward the Ironpan.
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THE carriage had been rumbling over the wet cobblestones for only a few minutes, yet it felt like an eternity. Restlessly, Cole drummed his fingers on his case. He was burning to dive into this case at last, for he needed it more than ever. It was his last chance, and every silent minute felt like time lost from the investigation.

His desperation had grown so great that he had even brought along the woman he intended to impress with his success. If he failed here, it would be over for good. Returning to his former line of work was no longer an option; he had barred that road years ago.

"Mr. Dellaware, I don’t mean to press, but what can you tell me about the case so far?" Cole sked, unwilling to wait until they reached the police station. 

The inspector stroked his moustache and dismissed the question with a polite wave. "Everything is in the file in my office. Every detail recorded, in strict chronological order and is available to you."

“And I shall read it. But I’m more interested in your own opinion. You’ve worked the cases yourself; you must have your own assessment." Cole knew well enough that reports contained only what superiors wished to read. The true details came either from witnesses’ lips or whispered from police officers behind closed doors.

Dellaware understood at once. He twisted his moustache, as if trying to wring out his inner tension. "You want to know what I think?" he asked, visibly hesitant, like someone rarely believed.

Cole nodded. "Feel free to speak openly."

"Honestly, I don’t know what to make of all this."

"Why not?"

"Because these mummies are inexplicable. They shouldn’t even exist!"

Cole glanced briefly at Diana, hoping she might have something to add. But he would never press her. The beautiful young woman was sensitive and shy, qualities hardly expected when visiting her at work.

To him, though, she was his angel, his muse, his beacon in a storm-tossed life. Finding a way into her heart was his only motivation to take on even the most hopeless case, hoping to spark her interest. Even if it was only her interest in the corpses he carried to her dissecting table from particularly tricky cases.

Diana was the daughter of a famous physician, and her expectations for a future husband were high – or rather: her father’s expectations were enormous. Only great wealth or a remarkable career could impress him.

Luckily, he was not here, so Cole could hope for a dinner with Diana. Unlike in Windchurch, she could not hide behind excuses here. Perhaps this was his last chance; if he failed to solve this case, it would truly be over.

"Diana, my dear, you know more about this than I do," he gently urged her to contribute to the speculation. "How can mummies form?"

The young woman puffed her cheeks and started to answer twice. Cole smiled faintly; he found it charming how she searched for the right words. Like him, she disliked saying anything wrong.

Dellaware relieved her of the pressure, leaning forward and casting both a meaningful look. "These are not normal mummies. Otherwise Mr. Craven would have called in an Egyptologist or another expert in the field." He beckoned Cole closer with a finger, as though afraid of his next words: "The deceased had been seen the day before, and none of them seemed to have the devil at their heels. By the next morning, they were dead – completely dried out, as if they had lain in salt for years."

Mummified within twelve to twenty-four hours? Impossible! The simplest solution would be that the bodies had been swapped to create a false trail. But Cole could not imagine that had not already been considered.

"Was there any trace of salt?" Diana asked.

Dellaware shook his head. "Nothing at all. Only dust."

"What kind of dust?"

"From the mummies, of course," the inspector explained. "They were so dry that their skin broke at every touch, and it... um... dusted."

Cole looked at Diana, questioning whether she could make sense of this description, but she too probably struggled with the alleged timeframe. No adult mummified in a single day.

So it could only be a forgery. But for now, Cole kept that idea to himself. It would already be difficult enough to fish in the murky waters while at the same time trying to impress Diana. After all, she would tell everything to her father, who would ultimately have the final word on whom his daughter married.

If he voiced theories aloud, they had to be sound.

Diana leaned slightly toward the inspector. "Have you considered that it might be a disease?"

"A disease?" Glenn looked at her with concern. A faint pallor spread across his face as he sank back into his seat.

Impossible. Cole was no doctor, but he had never heard of a disease that drained all water from a body overnight. Even if it were so, there would have been traces left on the ground. In his view, everything had a logical explanation, though he had despaired over many cases. Criminals could be astonishingly inventive in hiding their tracks.

The inspector pursed his lips and stroked his moustache again. “Best not to speak the word 'disease' too loudly. There is already enough fear among the populace. Lately, the fear of curses has been spreading."

Now that was truly superstitious nonsense. Cole shook his head. "Whoever started that rumour should be fired."

Dellaware grinned. "That will be difficult with Judge McBridge."

“The judge is fuelling fear of curses?” Diana asked in disbelief.

"How did the judge come to that notion?" Cole asked, equally puzzled. "Is he so superstitious?"

Glenn snorted. "It’s a mad story. Egon McBridge has been our judge for ten years. He was always a down-to-earth man, strict but fair. He never believed in anything like witchcraft, magic, or such nonsense. But suddenly, he began to take quite a liking to it."

"When did this change become noticeable?" Cole pressed further.

"Well," Glenn stroked his moustache again, "it’s hard to say exactly. It crept in gradually over the year.”

“Did the judge suffer an accident, or something of the sort?” Diana asked. “Head injuries or other trauma can sometimes cause a change in behaviour.”

Glenn grinned again. "That would explain a lot in this town; but not Mr. McBridge’s behaviour."

So if there was no mental illness involved, there had to be another trigger. Money, for instance.

“You won’t find anything in the file about our judge’s change in character,” Dellaware said, beckoning Cole over once more and continuing in a conspiratorial tone. “In my opinion, it started around the beginning of the year, when our librarian, Mr. Alliston, retired early for health reasons.”

“Were they close?” Cole asked.

“No, quite the opposite. They were like cat and dog. It even went so far that the judge was banned from the library. Then Alliston left, and with the new librarian, Mr. Woods, Judge McBridge got on famously from the start. One might think they had known each other for years,” the inspector said. “They began meeting regularly in the library, and whatever they did there, it turned our honourable judge’s head. Since then, he’s spoken more and more of ghosts and witches.”

Very peculiar. Who would benefit from turning the judge into a superstitious fool? “Perhaps he became obsessed with something. There are plenty of tales based on real events,” Cole mused aloud.

“Like those horror novels with cursed dolls and such?” Diana interjected.

“For example.” Yet Cole was not so foolish as to dismiss the judge’s behavior as mere coincidence or gullibility. When a level-headed man suddenly immersed himself in ghost stories and stoked fear throughout the town, it warranted investigation. Whether this Mr. Woods had any influence on him was something Cole meant to discover in person.

In Cole’s experience, though, it would not be the first judge to veer into conspiracies and corrupt dead-ends. Usually, they followed hidden powers behind the scenes and were handsomely paid for it. But for what purpose would the judge spread this unrest? Who profited from it?

“Did this change of interest affect his work as a judge?” Sometimes the verdicts themselves betrayed who was pulling the strings.

Dellaware shook his head, then nodded as if unable to decide. “He always judged by the law – until it came to the witch.”

Witch? Did Cole mishear that? Diana, too, seemed confused, and they exchanged questioning glances. 

Even the inspector seemed to doubt his own words, rubbing his face as if all this speculation had exhausted him. “Yes, that,” he sighed heavily, “I never understood it either. Nancy had been our quirky old ‘village witch’ for over sixty years. People went to have their fortunes told, or to buy some potion when the hens weren’t laying enough eggs. She was completely harmless, and I think most people simply visited her to unburden their daily worries. Rumour has it even Sir Jones went to her from time to time.”

The name rang a bell in Cole’s mind. It had appeared in the newspaper. “Sir Jones?”

“That’s the man killed by the dogs. That’s where it all began to escalate in the town. Shortly after, the first mummies appeared, and the townspeople demanded someone to blame.”

The circle closed. McBridge fanned the flames of fear of curses and witchcraft and then presented the well-known witch as the root of all evil. Cole looked out the window and immediately spotted a few armed men on the sidewalks. Seems the so-called culprit had not satisfied the townsfolk for long, he thought bitterly. “Can I speak with the witch?” 

“Unfortunately, no.”

“Why not?”

“She was killed.”

“Who murdered her?” Diana asked. “Surely not the judge?”

Dellaware shook his head immediately. “Never. Witch Nancy vanished without a trace from her cell just two days after her conviction. McBridge gave Craven through hell, demanding she be found. And she was – but not in the way the judge wanted. They found her body in the moor.” He drew a finger across his throat, describing without words the old woman’s fate. “Just three days ago.”

“No sign of the murderer?” Cole asked.

“None. Absolutely nothing.”

“Can I see the body?” Diana wanted to know.

“Unfortunately not. She was burned the same day.”

So quickly? Very unusual. “I would like to read the indictment,” Cole requested. Somehow, it had a bad taste. No one simply vanished from a cell. Someone had intervened, and Cole would bet his eye there were accomplices within the police.

The inspector nodded. “It’s at the court. We can go there tomorrow.”

“Have there been any more mummifications since Nancy’s death?” Diana asked, which Dellaware denied.

“The mummies appeared between Sir Jones’s death and Nancy’s conviction. But as the dogs are still being sighted, it may only be a matter of time before more incidents occur. Sometimes there are several days between them.”

“What can you tell me about the mummified victims?” Cole pressed on. “Who were they?”

Dellaware shrugged. “Ordinary people. The bookbinder Mr. Henson, his wife, and a few days later, Notary Flynn.”

“Are there witnesses?”

“Yes and no,” Dellaware replied. “The Hensons had a sixteen-year-old daughter who disappeared the night of the mummification. We’ve been searching feverishly for Emily ever since, but have only vague leads on her whereabouts. Mr. Craven hopes for your assistance in finding her, as she is a very important witness.”

“What makes you so sure she is still in Fenhole?” By now she could be miles away, and a search of the surrounding countryside would be pointless.

“There have been thefts at several farms along the forest edge.” Dellaware ticked them off on his fingers. “The Morris Farm, the Stubbs family, the Elliott family, and the Blue Marsh Farm.”

“What was stolen?”

“Bread, fruit, cod liver oil, blankets, coal, matches, cider, and smoked sausage.”

All food and useful items needed to survive a cold autumn in the forest. Emily had no intention of fleeing altogether, so the chances were good that she would be found – or come to her own conclusion to seek out the police.

“I suspect she is being watched by the murderer and therefore avoids returning to town. But due to the fog, search parties cannot find her,” Dellaware speculated about her hiding.

This fact eliminated any suspicion toward Nancy. After her death, Emily’s danger should have passed; yet since she continued to hide, the murderer must still be at large.

“This bookbinder, Mr. Henson, did he have any business in the library?“ Cole asked, still focused on the new librarian.

“Certainly. He worked there.”

What a coincidence!

“In the months before Harry Henson’s death, there were frequent problems in the library,” the inspector continued. “I do not know the precise nature of them. But Harry often called in sick afterward and stopped coming to work. Rumor has it he did not get along with Mr. Woods. Things apparently escalated when Mr. Woods decided to dissolve Alliston’s private collection rather than deliver it to him in his retirement home.”

So the retired librarian was still alive. That presented an excellent chance to question him about Mr. Woods and his relations with the judge. “Where does Mr. Alliston live now?” Cole asked.

“You’ll have to ask Mr. Woods about that. He is in contact with Alliston.”

Well, Cole would not be so foolish as to let Woods know he was sniffing about in the library. If Mr. Woods and the judge were in league, then Cole had best tread carefully. Perhaps there were other staff at the library who could provide information about Alliston.

Then there was the other death. “And the other mummy? You said a notary?”

“Indeed, Notary Flynn. He died two days after the Hensons, but the two had never met and he had nothing to do with the library either,” Dellaware added, as if reading Cole’s thoughts. This shook his theory.

“Were Flynn’s clients checked?”

“No. Mr. Craven ordered that nothing be touched for now. A new notary will arrive in a few days to review the files.”

That would take far too long. “Who were Flynn’s last clients?”

Dellaware beckoned Cole closer again and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Sir William Jones and the lawyer Mr. John Jones.”

Cole raised his eyebrows. “John Jones? Was he related to William Jones?”

“No. They just happen to share the same surname. But another coincidence: both had appointments with our notary weeks earlier. Sir Jones wanted to buy a large piece of moorland to expand his horse breeding. Mr. John Jones had a similar idea, which led to a dispute. In the end, Sir Jones acquired the land and was killed right there by the dogs.”

“Interesting,” Cole murmured, rubbing his beard thoughtfully. That closed the circle around these incidents. What remained missing was a concrete clue linking the dogs and the mummies. Curses and witches would not help here.

“Just a day after Sir Jones’ death, Mr. Jones apparently visited Mr. Flynn again, claiming the land for himself. But Sir Jones had already bequeathed it,” Dellaware continued.

“To whom?”

“That should also be in Sir Jones’s file. But that—”

“—has not yet been reviewed. I know,” Cole could not quite suppress his annoyance at such bungling police work. How could Craven simply leave all the evidence untouched and wait for a new notary to arrive? That only gave the murderer more time to cover his tracks! Cole would have to handle those files himself. “And shortly after Mr. Jones’s visit, the notary died as well?”

“Yes, but...” Dellaware rubbed the back of his neck, searching for the right words. Cole suspected something very important was coming – something he would likely find missing in the case files. “On the same night that Flynn was murdered, Mr. Jones committed suicide. To my mind, it is no coincidence that he hanged himself on that disputed plot of land.”

What was buried there? Gold? Oil? Now more than ever, it was crucial for Cole to identify Sir Jones’s heirs. He would bet his eye that it would lead him to McBridge or Mr. Woods. “Has Mrs. Jones been questioned?”

“Mr. Jones took his own life, and Chief Constable Craven sees no need to investigate further or disturb the widow in her grief.”

Cole raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “The Chief Constable sees no connection? Then where are Mr. Jones’s papers? Why is this land so important that two men died over it?”

Dellaware shrugged helplessly. “Those things are probably still in Mr. Flynn’s office.”

Cole recalled Fenhole’s police work quite differently. He had once thought highly of their competence; but that now seemed wholly vanished. Even in his time as a constable, such incompetence would have been unthinkable! Why was no one following such obvious leads? Why was no one taking the initiative?

“Has the police at least determined why Mr. Jones took his own life?”

“Mrs. Jones said her husband had seemed very depressed and melancholy lately.” Glenn shrugged. “But Craven ordered us not to bother her. We only heard that there is a farewell letter.”

“Where is it?”

“With Mrs. Jones, of course. I haven’t read it, but Chief Constable Craven has. It supposedly mentioned financial troubles and despair.”

Craven forbade an inordinate amount, stalling the investigation at every turn. Everything about the Chief Constable screamed of a cover-up. If he too was involved in the murders, then Cole had to ask himself why Craven had summoned him to Fenhole in the first place. What was he really expecting of him?

Somehow, Cole had the feeling he was being sent in as a pawn. His instinct urged him to abandon the case, for everything about it screamed trap. Yet to do so would cost him everything – not just his career, but also any hope of winning Diana’s heart.

A dangerous position indeed. Cole glanced at Diana. The young woman listened with interest but largely refrained from speculating.

No. I must see this through. Yet he would do well to treat the police with great caution for now.

“Was the body examined?” Diana asked after Cole had fallen silent.

“No,” Dellaware replied. “Mrs. Jones refused. She did not want her husband cut open – which is her right. The only person who can tell you anything about the bodies is our undertaker, Mr. Fridman. He cremated Sir Jones, Mr. Jones, the witch, and the three mummies.”

And thus destroyed all the evidence.

“I want to speak with him,” Diana demanded.

“Certainly, my dear,” Cole said with a smile. Anything you wish.

The carriage stopped in front of a large brick building, which sat like a solid block among the smaller timbered houses. Narrow, tall windows lined the street side, and above the heavy double doors, the letters Fenhole Police Department were carved in stone.

“Follow me.” Glenn stepped out of the carriage and offered Diana his hand. A courtesy Cole would gladly have shown her himself, had he not been seated on the wrong side of the cab.

A damp, chilly wind struck him, and he had to hold onto his top hat until they reached the dry interior. Inside, they were met by the clamor of countless angry, anxious, or concerned citizens, each seeking help and justice from the municipal police. Complaints were made, curses were shouted, demands for punishment cried out. A grimy thug cursed and spat in every direction as officers pushed him forward. Uniformed men bustled through the crowd, taking reports, listening to grievances, or attempting to intervene. A dead black yard dog lay on a table, surrounded by several men gesticulating wildly and blaming each other.

It was clear that Dellaware had not exaggerated. The police station had indeed become a madhouse. Cole had almost looked forward to standing once more, after all these years, in that tidy open-plan office. But now, one could barely see the other side of the room. A particularly large, rotund man with a double chin and balding head went into a rage and knocked over a constable. Whistles shrieked immediately, and two more officers rushed forward to beat him with their truncheons.

Cole watched Diana with concern. She tried to avoid the furious crowd, clutching her suitcase as if it were a shield between herself and the dark figures surrounding her. This was no place for a young, beautiful woman like her, and he already felt a twinge of regret for bringing her along. He stepped protectively beside her, keeping an eye on the agitated crowd, as they followed Dellaware up a staircase into a long, paneled corridor.

Plain doors alternated on both sides until the inspector finally stopped before one and unlocked it.

“In the case file, you will find everything the police have officially recorded.” He turned to Cole and Diana once more. “I will also come to the matter of the hunt. But I can tell you now that Craven is on the verge of making his greatest mistake.”
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​03 – Nell: Little Lies 
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NELL made her way swiftly toward the inn, hoping the rooms had not been paid in advance; assuming any were even available. Regardless of the discoveries to come, she would need to find work if she wanted to make it through the next few days.

Damn it! She hated being without money.

Along the way, she assessed passersby, gauging where they kept their purses. Pickpocketing was an easy and effective way to get cash quickly – so long as one did not get caught.

In front of the inn, a group of men caught her eye. Their boots were caked with mud, and their trousers were dirty. Each carried a rifle slung over a shoulder and bore ample ammunition in visible cartridge belts. It seemed odd that such heavily armed men could linger here in the middle of the street without passersby taking notice. Of course, Nell was also armed, but she would never think to display her throwing knives so openly.

“I tell you, I’m going out again. Those beasts must be somewhere,” a large, stout man with a worn porkpie hat called out.

“Leave it, Walter,” an old man with a long beard and a creaking smoker’s voice replied. “Wait until morning. That’s when the great hunt begins.”

“You say that!” Walter spat. “My cattle are out there!”

“Walter, the dogs haven’t killed a single piece of livestock in weeks,” the bearded man continued. “Do nothing rash.”

“Listen, Greg!” A man with shoulder-length black curls and a three-day beard spoke up. “Tomorrow at least thirty men from the district will go hunting and give those dogs a good kick in the arse.”

Nell stood by the door, pretending to study the day’s menu written on a slate beside the hotel entrance.

So, a hunt for these dogs is planned tomorrow. Just the right timing for my arrival.

“Thirty? That’s laughable.” Walter spat again. “The swamps are huge – do you really think we’ll get one of those creatures in our sights?”

“Are you blind? Look around!” The dark-haired man gestured toward the station. “I’ll eat my rifle if there aren’t a hundred, maybe two hundred men out there tomorrow.”

“Yeah, two hundred men who won’t hit a single dog in that damned fog,” Walter said.

“These aren’t poodles,” Greg said. “These are enormous beasts straight from hell. Trust in God’s guidance.”

“Do as you please,” Walter said, turning to leave. “I’m going to my pasture, and if one of those black brutes dares show its hide, I’ll fill it with lead.”

“The Lord will guide you, trust in Him!” Greg called after him, then shook his head at the dark-haired man, who merely shrugged and glanced over at Nell.

Caught off guard, she flinched and slipped into the inn, immediately finding herself in the empty taproom. The air smelled of old fat, beer, and woodstove. Everything here looked worn and dusty. The stairs were well-trodden, the kerosene lamps dim, and the furniture scuffed and stained. Not exactly luxurious, yet somehow strangely cozy.

The inn’s namesake were the numerous frying pans decorating the walls in all sizes, colors, and shapes. Beneath each pan hung a small brass plaque with a brief inscription. Curious, Nell approached an old black pan with a crooked handle and read the line beneath it: “Duel: Pan versus head. Pan won.” Nell smirked.

“Can I help you?” A thickset man with bushy grey sideburns and equally bushy eyebrows had quietly appeared from the kitchen.

“Do you have any rooms available?” Nell assumed he was the innkeeper. His clean velvet waistcoat and white linen shirt made him look nothing like a cook.

“Not many left,” the man replied, moving behind the counter and opening a large, greasy leather-bound tome. “Since Chief Constable Craven announced this hunt, a lot of hunters have been arriving in town these last few days.”

“What’s so special about this dog hunt?” Nell sat on one of the many bar stools and shifted slightly to test its stability.

The man looked at her in surprise. “You haven’t heard about it?” He studied Nell, sitting there with her old duffel bag and worn clothes. “What brings you to town, then?”

Nell ignored his question – it was none of his business. “Is there a reward?”

“Of course. Fifty pounds sterling for every black pelt.”

“Fifty pounds?!” That was a whole year’s wage for some tradesmen. Even if her trail ran cold, she could at least earn fifty pounds sterling, and her money worries would vanish. She could buy new boots, new clothes, new weapons! And the very fact that such a reward had been announced showed there was more to the rumors than mere exaggeration. 

Oh, Nell, this sounds more than promising! “Why would anyone pay so much for a dead dog?” 

“Because these are no ordinary dogs.” The answer came from the doorway.

“And how does anyone know that?” Nell asked, turning slowly. It was the man with the black curls who had earlier stood in the small group. He wore beige trousers and, in addition to his normal belt, a cartridge belt slung casually around his narrow hips. The top buttons of his shirt were undone, revealing his chest hair. Over all this, he wore a worn parka with fur trim on the collar and back, giving him the look of a hermit who lived in a tent in the wilderness, earning his keep by tracking and hunting rabbits with bare hands.

“These beasts are enormous. Bigger than the judge’s bloody ego!” He sat down uninvited beside Nell, setting his heavy double-barreled rifle on the counter. It was surprisingly fine, clearly valuable, completely at odds with his rugged appearance. “A beer, Quinn,” he ordered.

“Wait.” Quinn raised a hand and turned to Nell, recalling her earlier room inquiry. “Double room? Single room? We only have two double rooms and one single left. Otherwise, we’re full.”

“The single and one of the doubles,” Nell said at once. Quinn gave her a questioning look. “I’m here with two, uh.... colleagues who have some business to finish, but they’ll join later. I should secure the rooms now.”

“What name?”

The lie slipped from Nell’s lips faster than she intended. “Miller Shepard.”

“Full name?”

“Nell Miller Shepard.” Why had she dragged Cole into this? She could have given any surname; no one could verify it.

Quinn slid the thick book toward her, pointing to the signature line. “How long will you be staying?” 

“For now, four days.”

“Then I’ll need three shillings in advance, and another nine upon departure.”

Damn! She needed an excuse to avoid paying. She smiled apologetically, looking up at Quinn with wide eyes. “My husband has unfortunately taken my suitcase,” she lied.

Quinn drew a deep breath, resting both hands on the counter, raising his eyebrows at her. Clearly he had heard such tales more than once, and Nell’s fluttering lashes made no impression on this seasoned innkeeper.

Oh, Nell, don’t blow the warm bath. She continued quickly before hesitation could betray the lie. “My husband is still at the police station, getting further details. He’s here because of those mummy murders, not the dogs.”

“Mummy murders?” Quinn’s one eyebrow lowered while the other remained sharply arched.

“She means the mummifications,” the man beside her explained. Nell nodded eagerly in agreement.

“Ah, and your husband...,” Quinn paused, letting his gaze fall over Nell’s hands, where a married woman would normally wear a ring. Nell had none. Perhaps she should have thought of that before hurling another white lie. Gloves would have solved the matter. “...he’s coming soon?”

“I don’t wear jewelry while traveling, if that’s what you mean,” Nell maintained her poker face, smiling apologetically. “You know – thieves. As a woman, one must be careful.”

Quinn drew a deep breath, and it was obvious he didn’t believe her. “And I’m supposed to buy that? Miss, you’re not the first odd bird to show up here with ‘My husband, my wife, my mother’ and the like, looking for a handout.”

The stranger beside her laughed amusedly.

“Leave it, Quinn. I’ll advance the lady the money. Her husband will pay me back later, right?” He gave Nell an amused glance, and she caught the subtle warning: he was no benefactor. If she didn’t return the money promptly, he’d demand some favor in return.

Nell put on a show of relief. “Oh, thank you, Mr...?”

“Victor Ravenwood,” the stranger introduced himself, producing three shillings and handing them to Quinn.

“Women will be the death of you,” he muttered, placing the two keys on the counter.

“Then it will be a pleasant death. Where’s my beer?”

Quinn closed the book and attended to Victor’s order.

“So, Mr. Ravenwood.” Nell tried to steer the conversation away from the awkward moment, knowing she’d face enough trouble later if Cole learned of her small fib.

“Just Victor,” he corrected.

“What sort of dogs are these?”

“Very large and bloodthirsty. First showed up three weeks ago,” he replied.

“Only three weeks ago?”

“Before then the worst you’d meet was a fox or a boar. Then suddenly, these enormous creatures appeared. Glowing eyes, jet-black fur.”

“And everyone here believes this? Glowing eyes?” Nell kept her questions as neutral as she could; she wanted the plain truth from the locals.

“Ordinarily no one would have believed such nonsense. Until the first murder. Then this Sir... Sir... what was that filthy rich bastard’s name again?”

“Sir William Jones,” Quinn supplied.

“He was torn apart by the dogs during a fox hunt. They had to gather the pieces of him from three hundred feet of moor.”

“Did anyone see that it was the dogs?” Nell pressed on. The story sounded promising. Newspapers might exaggerate, but so far the accounts matched.

“No. But the bite marks on the horse spoke for it. Jones they ripped to shreds; but they didn’t eat him.”

Quinn set the beer on the counter and stayed nearby to join the conversation. “The horse was barely touched by the pack. Just killed.”

“Horse meat doesn’t taste good anyway,” Victor grinned. “Especially that horrid horse sausage you always serve.”

“Oh, Mr. Ravenwood now dines only on sturgeon in a crust of poppy seed?” Quinn mocked.

“Exactly! Why don’t you have sturgeon on the menu?” Victor grinned broadly.

“Tomorrow there’s carp.”

Victor made a face and shuddered. “Ugh! Even worse! Disgusting!”

The innkeeper rolled his eyes as Nell grew impatient; her two sources were drifting off-topic.

“Perhaps the pack was disturbed?” she continued quickly, before Quinn could say anything more about the carp.

“If it had been a wild, hungry pack of dogs, they would at least have eaten part of their prey. But allegedly, they carried Jones in pieces out of the swamp,” the innkeeper explained.

“I suspect someone set the dogs on him. That money-grubbing bastard Jones had plenty of enemies,” Victor grunted.

“But raising such beasts would draw notice,” Nell countered.

“The moor is vast. There’s plenty of room to hide,” Quinn added, not ruling out the possibility. “Old Fenhole, for example.”

“Old Fenhole?” Nell asked.

“That’s a ruin somewhere in the moor. I’ve never seen it myself,” Victor explained.

“Why? Are there no paths?”

Victor looked every inch a man of the wild. Surely he knew the terrain. Not that an old ruin was of real interest; but perhaps there was some truth to the idea that the dogs had come from there.

The answer came from Quinn: “About twenty-five years ago, as the moor spread further and the paths to Old Fenhole disappeared. Without tracks or a map, it became too dangerous – and with the fog, everyone is lost after only a few steps. Even our seasoned peat cutters and hunters, who used to navigate the ruins blindfolded, now walk in circles. They say it’s as if a curse lies over the moor.”

“Exactly, curses. Soon there’ll be witches flying on broomsticks,” Victor muttered sarcastically.

“What’s with the fog?” Nell asked. Fog was nothing unusual for a moor, but the way the two men spoke, they believed some unnatural power behind it.

“Mrs. Miller Shepard, that is one of Fenhole’s great mysteries,” Quinn began, his voice dropping into a conspiratorial tone. “About twenty-five years ago, fog suddenly rolled in over Old Fenhole, and the ground sank.”

“The ground sank?”

“According to scientists, Old Fenhole was built on soft soil. At the time of its founding, the moorwas little more than a water pit where they cut peat. Then, they claim, some spring was struck; water flooded the area, and the entire area turned into swamp. That was about two hundred years ago. But the land was fertile, though, so people resettled and built the present Fenhole further south.”

“No one cares about that. Tell her about the fog,” Victor interjected.

“I am telling her!!” Quinn snapped. “Anyway,people had made their peace with the moor. But twenty-five years ago, the ground sank again, and with it came the fog. Scientists came, declared that some underground chamber had collapsed and was leaking gas that formed this mist.” He raised both hands. “That is the official explanation. But folk whisper of witchcraft.”

“Oh, spare me the witchcraft,” Victor snorted.

If Nell had not known better, she would have dismissed it as nonsense herself.

“Many claimed to see men and women in the moor back then,” Quinn insisted. “Witches and warlocks practising their sinister magic at the menhirs.”

“Booze-fueled ghosts,” Victor muttered.

“Keep mocking me, and you’ll get nothing more to drink,” Quinn growled.

“What menhirs?” Nell asked.

“The stone circle that surrounds the entire moor,” Quinn went on. “Huge upright stones. Folk say that twenty-five years ago men and women were seen moving among them. And I tell you, it was no natural business – for soon after, the fog came. I swear there was witchcraft at work. I saw it myself! A gate to hell opened, and through it these beasts pour into our town.”

Victor rested his chin in his hand and grinned at Quinn like a grandfather listening to a child’s tall tale. “Believe your story, I’ll stick with the official version: someone is hiding their dogs in the moor.”

Nell wasn’t sure what to make of it. If no one could reach Old Fenhole, how could the dogs? They surely hadn’t been hiding there for twenty-five years only to find their way back now. “And you really believe someone lives in the ruins, breeding enormous dogs?”

“Where else would they come from?” Victor asked. “Everyone’s scared, and since Jones’s murder, people have been spotting the beasts prowling the woods at dusk.”

“As if they were searching for something,” Quinn added mysteriously.

“Yes, exactly. A curse.” Victor grinned again.

“Keep that up, and I’ll cut you off from the schnapps too,” Quinn muttered, annoyed that Victor kept mocking everything.

“And what else have the dogs done? Have they killed anyone else?” Nell pressed on.

Quinn waved his hand immediately. “No, no! But they’ve lost their fear. It’s only a matter of time before they start taking children. Recently, a few gunslingers began shooting at every black dog that crossed their path.”

“Since then, there are no black yard dogs left in Fenhole,” Victor remarked without a hint of pity. Quinn gave him an incredulous look – shooting poor dogs was hardly amusing.

“Chief Constable Craven therefore decided to call this hunt,” the innkeeper explained, turning back to Nell. “The dogs are to be put down once and for all, before the first citizen ends up with a bullet in the head”

“Or teeth in the butt,” Victor added, entirely unnecessarily.

“And Craven is paying fifty pounds per pelt for that?” Nell asked. So far, the dogs had only one death on their account, but the mood grew hotter with every sighting. And then there were still those mummies...

“Well, apparently so. That much money draws anyone who can handle a gun. I’ve heard even a bear hunter from Siberia is in town. Fifty pounds sterling is a lot,” Victor said.

Just like me, Nell thought. She desperately needed money, and she had to find out if there was more behind these dogs. Either she’d end up wiser – or richer; ideally both.

“Do you have any idea why this Sir Jones was killed?” she asked.

Victor took a deep swallow from his glass and shrugged. “No idea. Don’t care what that bastard got up to.”

“Who was this Jones?”

“A rich—” Quinn began, but Victor cut in sharply:

“Money-grubbing prick!”

Quinn ignored the interruption and continued: “—property owner. He had estates all over England, including here in Fenhole.”

“And he stepped over corpses to evict insolvent tenants,” Victor snorted.

“Victor, enough,” Quinn growled, annoyed.

“It’s true! All the same, this lot.”

“Could someone have sought revenge for that?” Nell asked further.

Quinn puffed out his cheeks. “I didn’t know Sir Jones personally. Many complained, but I never heard of anyone plotting revenge.”

“He was corrupt.” Victor emptied his glass, slamming it on the counter. “Like all the rich snobs.”

“Some of them, yes.” Quinn was visibly trying to keep calm despite Victor’s rant.

“They don’t hide it. Come on, Quinn, name one rich sod in Fenhole who isn’t corrupt! Money, money, always more money. Jones would have dug up his dead mother—”

“Victor!” Quinn shouted, but Victor continued:

“—and sold her if only the price was right!”

Nell watched the two in silence. At times it was entertaining to watch others work themselves into a rage, but Victor’s endless hot air did nothing to help her.

“And I tell you, Quinn, one day people will have had enough and they’ll hang these slave drivers. Then, I tell you, I’ll be out front and—”

“When does it start tomorrow?” Nell interrupted. She didn’t care about their tirade against the rich.

Quinn looked visibly relieved. It was clearly not the first time Victor had worked himself into such a fury. “At five o’clock in the morning, at the north gate of the town.”

In the dark, and into a fog-covered moor? The thought left Nell with a bitter aftertaste. “Good,” she replied simply.

“You’re not coming on the hunt, are you?” Quinn asked skeptically.

“Why not?” Nell countered, lifting her chin challengingly.

Quinn raised both arms defensively. “I’m just saying. It could be quite dangerous – and you’re married.”

“Yes, and?”

“Well, as long as your husband doesn’t mind,” Victor chuckled.

“My husband certainly doesn’t mind,” Nell said in the same tone as Victor. It was truly time to leave this little circle before Victor grew any bolder. She doubted Quinn would fuss over the lie afterward – payment was payment, no matter who it came from – but she didn’t want to take any risks.

“I’m coming along, and my reasons are private,” she said, picking up her duffel bag. “See you by tomorrow morning at the latest.”

“I hope before sooner. After all, you still owe me three shillings!” Victor said with a grin. Nell rolled her eyes and hurried up the stairs.

At the top, she paused outside the single room, hesitating. If she was going to spread the lie that she was married, she had to see it through.

She sighed and moved on to the double room, which, despite its old-fashioned furnishings, was actually quite cozy. The bed sagged a little, but it was clean – a luxury Nell had learned to value. By the window stood a simple wooden table with two equally plain chairs. The wardrobe was functional and unadorned. Behind another very narrow wooden door lay a tiny room with a washbasin and a small tin tub, barely large enough to sit in. But with warm water! Just the thought of it was delightful. Diana and Cole would likely take a while yet, so there would be enough time for a proper soak.

She tossed her sea bag on the bed and flopped down beside it. Just a short rest, then a bath.

Just a little moment...

***
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The eyes were black as night, so black that they seemed to swallow even the bright moonlight. With a hiss, the creature lunged at her.

“Nell?”

What?

“Nell!”

There was a knock.

“Nell, are you there?”

Nell opened her eyes and stared at the wooden ceiling. After sixteen years of turning in circles, life took an increasing toll. Each day seemed the same, with no hope of insight, and her memories were slowly beginning to blur together. She needed a moment to reorient herself.

Fenhole, Ironpan. Another knock at the door.

“Yes. Yes, I’m awake,” she mumbled, sitting up. Damn, she had fallen asleep. She had meant to take a bath.

“I told you she’s here.” The voice belonged to Diana. A male voice grumbled nearby, clearly annoyed. Cole.

Oh damn, that as well! Had Quinn already passed on the delightful news that his wife was waiting upstairs?

“She can explain herself,” Diana whispered to him.

Yes, he had. Cole had every reason to be in a foul mood. But it didn’t matter. Nell would have to give him some kind of explanation if she wanted to remain part of his investigation. She was tired of constantly chasing shadows. She knew she couldn’t shirk responsibility this time.

I’ll come up with something, she decided, still annoyed at missing her bath. What time was it, anyway? There was no clock in the room, and she hadn’t owned one for years. Through the floorboards came a tangle of voices, laughter, music, and the smell of rich stew. It must be late in the evening.

Panting, Nell swung her legs out of bed and opened the door. Cole, standing just behind Diana, was anything but cheerful. He looked exceptionally grim beneath his top hat, arms crossed over his chest. His mood might have been justified, but Nell felt no regret for having borrowed his name for her lie. If the ground swallowed her up for every lie she told, she’d be halfway to the earth’s core by now.

“Hello, Cole,” she greeted cheerfully.

“We need to talk,” he growled.

“Of course.” Nell stepped aside so they could enter.

“Why did you do this?” he demanded immediately. “You cannot simply claim to be my wife. That is unacceptable!”

“It’s not that big a deal,” Nell waved it off, trying to ease the tension with her nonchalance. “Do you think anyone checks? Did the police ask to see marriage certificates?”

Diana smiled, covering her mouth with her hand.

“That’s not the point!” Cole’s voice rose. “It’s the lying!”

“No one was hurt, were there?” Nell could understand his irritation, but she would not admit that she had used Cole’s last name out of financial necessity. If only Victor had arrived a few minutes earlier to lend her money, this wouldn’t have happened. But it was too late now.

“You hope for cooperation while spreading lies!” Cole continued, scolding. “I cannot come here to assist with an serious case and simultaneously play along with your web of lies.”

“Only two others besides the three of us know about this. Calm down,” Nell muttered.

“No!” he barked.

“This will be set straight at once. We go downstairs now, and you explain that we are not married!”

“Seriously?” She placed her hands on her hips, staring at him challengingly. He could try to force her. No one enjoyed being lied to, true – but life was hard, even for fine gentlemen detectives from Windchurch.

“I don’t want to know what else you’ve lied about! How am I supposed to trust you?” Cole continued.

Apologizing to others was unbearably difficult for Nell. To her, it meant admitting weakness, and she could not afford to appear weak; life on the streets punished it at every turn.

“All right, all right, I’ll make it clear,” she appeased him, though she had no intention of doing so. His tantrum was not her problem. If I didn’t need his help so badly, I’d let him drown in his own whining, she thought.

Cole drew a breath to protest again, but Diana spoke cautiously while lifting her suitcase onto the bed. “Please, let’s not ruin the entire evening over this.” She opened her luggage and began removing neatly folded clothes. “We are all tired and stressed from the journey. Nothing will happen tonight.”

Well... unless Victor shows up demanding his money back.

“So now you’re defending her?” the investigator asked indigantly.

“No, but I think tomorrow is soon enough. Please, Cole, I want a quiet evening. The train ride was long and uncomfortable, and the weather is dreadful. All I want now is a warm meal and then bed,” Diana pleaded.

For a moment it seemed he would rather continue raging, but one enchanting glance from Diana softened his stubbornness to pudding.

“Tomorrow,” he yielded at last, although he shot Nell a warning look. “No more lies.”

She raised her hands innocently. “Of course, naturally.” Best to keep silent about her debts and hope they remained under the table long enough. Ideally, she would earn a dog pelt during the hunt, and her money troubles would be solved.

Cole cast a sour look up and down the hallway. “Where’s my room?”

Nell wordlessly handed him the key, its wooden tag showing the room number, and closed the door behind him.

“He’s a bit touchy, isn’t he?” she asked Diana.

The young woman smiled faintly and slipped into the small bathroom, beginning to arrange her hair. “Oh, don’t mind him,” she said. 

Nell lingered in the doorway, wondering what there was left to arrange. Diana’s red curls fell perfectly over her shoulders, framing her beautiful face like a painting. Any other woman would likely have turned pale with envy, and Nell had to admit, begrudgingly, that she was not excluded from such admiration. She herself had neither such flowing hair nor a perfectly shaped body, though she had muscles, more than the average woman – and more scars.

But she would never trade places with Diana; she took pride in her combat skills. Still, Nell found herself glancing at women in lavish dresses from time to time. She had never worn such garments, nor did she particularly like them. Yet they sang of ease and lives unburdened by care.

A day free of worries. Yes, that would be a wish of Nell’s.

“Cole had a difficult divorce,” Diana said as she pinned her hair with delicate slides. “I think marriage is not a topic he cares for at present.”

Nell laughed. “I’m not trying to marry him.”

“He knows that,” Diana smiled. “It’s just the lying. His divorce was nasty, with many false accusations against him.”

“What happened?”

“Cole didn’t tell me much, but his wife accused him of becoming a private investigator just to meet other women. She clung to this story and continued spreading it after the divorce, claiming he was a philanderer who pursued women. In the end his business suffered badly, and he blamed her lies for it.”

Nell rolled her eyes. “Good grief.” Rotten luck indeed. Yet she would not apologize. Once their work together was done, each would go their separate ways. Cole and Diana would be nothing more than pale faces from one of her many stations in life. No reason to alter her principles.

“He’ll calm down,” Diana reassured, adjusting her collar one last time. “I’m ready. Let’s go fetch Cole.” She looked stunning, and in case one of the gentlemen downstairs in the tavern misbehaved, Nell always had a dagger at the ready.

***
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Down in the taproom, nearly every table was filled. At the bar, musicians played a lively dance on fiddle and guitar, while drunken guests beat time on the boards with their palms. The mood was exuberant, almost as if everyone knew the coming hunt would end badly and were singing away their fear.

Hardly had Nell, Diana, and Cole entered when a few drunkards roared in their direction, raising their beer mugs. Two of them whistled at Diana and blew her kisses. Diana smiled, embarrassed by the clumsy flirting, and Cole stepped in front of her to shield her from the stares. Nell remained unbothered, having encountered such situations countless times. The drunker the crowd, the dumber the advances. At the latest, when her dagger scraped across their nether regions, they usually remember their manners.

“Nell!”

She searched for the source and recognized Victor, who had risen and was waving at her.

Lucky me, she thought sarcastically. Of course he was here, waiting for his money.

At his table, cluttered with empty tankards and a couple still full, sat three other men. Nell recognized only the bearded one. It took a heartbeat for the name to come to her: Greg. The second was a giant, his booming laughter easily drowning out all the noise in the tavern. Nell had never encountered a man so enormous and wondered how he had even fit through the door. Even the large beer mug looked like a teacup in his hand. His round, jolly face was lined with creases of mirth, a neat grey side-whisker framing it, the rest of his hair hidden beneath a porkpie hat. He wore a wide leather vest that barely contained his equally large and rounded belly, stretching the buttons to their limit.

The last man at the table, with long greasy hair, had obviously drunk too much and had passed out with his head on his arms.

Nell would have preferred another table entirely, but it was unwise to cross Victor. He would join the hunt, and she had no desire to be shoved into a bog over three unpaid shillings. For many, that was a fortune – and she knew it too well. With a sigh she went over.

“Sit down!” Victor shouted, shoving the drunk off the chair. The man was so plastered that he rolled to the floor and continued snoring.

“This is Billy G. Hutch,” Victor introduced the giant. “And Greg Treeman.” 

The bushy-bearded man nodded in greeting.

“My name is Diana Flanagan,” Diana introduced herself with a charming smile.

“And this must be Mr. Miller Shepard.” Victor turned pointedly to Cole.

“That would be me,” he replied through clenched teeth, pulling over two chairs for himself and Diana.

“Fine suit you’re wearing, Mister Detective,” Victor teased at once.

“Does it matter?” Cole asked coolly.

“Not afraid it might get dirty?” Victor’s voice was heavy with alcohol, and in this state, he seemed only to be waiting for Cole to give him a reason to quarrel.

“Enough, Victor. Here! You must be thirsty!” Hutch slammed a beer mug in front of Cole, sending froth spilling over the rim.

“Indeed,” Cole said, maintaining a strained composure. He wiped the foam from his jacket and nudged the mug slightly away.

“Oh, come now. Pete never even touched it,” the giant grinned, nodding toward the snorer on the floor.

“You can’t drink both rum and beer, it knocks you flat,” Greg confirmed with a serious nod, as if imparting wisdom to his grandson.

“No thanks, I’ll pass,” Cole declined again.

“What? Too fine to drink with us?” Victor goaded merrily.

“I prefer wine or whisky,” Cole explained matter-of-factly.

Nell rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so fussy.” This grump seemed to find fault with everything.

Cole shot her a dark look but picked up the beer mug and drank, pulling a face of distaste. “There, satisfied now, gentlemen?” he muttered, pushing the mug away at arm’s length.

A waitress came to clear the empty mugs.

“A beer, please!” Nell placed a fresh order at once.

“Red wine for me.” Cole turned to Diana, who looked visibly uncomfortable. “My dear, what—”

“Nonsense! Beer for everyone! This round is on him!” Victor pointed at Cole.

“What?!”

“Just do it.” Nell nudged him with her foot. “Only this one.”

“You and I still have a word to settle,” the detective growled.

“No problem,” Nell chirped. With that, the detective unwittingly paid off Victor’s debt, while Nell herself won a brief reprieve to find some money. 

Cole pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his beard. “In my opinion, it is unwise to drink so much before the hunt.”

“What harm in one or two beers?” Nell shrugged. She had no intention of getting drunk like the other guests. If they shot themselves, that was not her concern.

“Is this to be a sermon?” Victor sneered, only to fall silent when Hutch’s heavy paw landed on his shoulder.

“A successful hunt requires a proper draught of beer. Loosens the joints and sharpens the senses,” Greg declared with raised finger, passing down his piece of wisdom.

“In truth, reflexes grow slower, and in the cold the body loses warmth more quickly. You’re more likely to freeze to death in the moor while drunk than hit a hound,” Diana murmured softly so Greg could not hear.

Hutch drained his mug and studied the vessel thoughtfully, then gave a resigned twist of his mouth. “With enough drink, any hunt looks fine.” The waitress arrived with six fresh mugs, and his expression brightened instantly. “Cheers, lads!”

“And ladies,” Victor added, clinking with everyone at the table. “And the lady here?” He raised his mug toward Diana, who held her own beer to her lips, eyes wide as she surveyed the group. Her discomfort was evident under the attention.

“What is your profession, that brings you to Fenhole?” Victor asked with amusement.

“I dissect corpses,” Diana replied bluntly, with all the casualness of someone saying they scrubbed windows for a living. Greg, Hutch, and Victor stared as if they had just seen a flying pig.

Greg crossed himself. “Sacrilege!”

“Blimey!” Hutch thumped the table flat-handed. “Didn’t expect that.”

Diana shrank slightly in her chair, clearly uncomfortable with the sudden attention.

“You cut open the dead? And you make a living from it?” Victor pressed immediately.

“No one will cut into me when I die!” Greg raised his index finger. “The human body is a temple!”

“Perhaps a temple for your lice, Greg!” Hutch laughed so loudly it temporarily drowned out the tavern for a moment.

“Why do you dissect corpses?” Victor frowned, unsure if Diana had misspoken.

“To solve murder cases,” Diana explained succinctly.

“Oh?”

“A corpse takes a certain time to decay depending on the environment. The place of discovery and state of decay point to time of death, and certain injuries suggest certain weapons. Thus the crime can be reconstructed.”

“With that knowledge, I can identify potential suspects during an investigation,” Cole added, steering attention away from Diana.

Victor looked between them. “So you’re colleagues?”

“We’ve been working together for about two years,” Cole confirmed.

“And it works? Finding a killer by poking around in a stinking corpse?” Victor lifted an eyebrow.

“In many cases, yes,” Cole replied, glancing at Diana for confirmation. She only nodded, so he continued: “Ms. Flanagan assists me with her expertise in solving the mysterious murders in Fenhole.”

“Yeah, your wife mentioned you were here because of the mummies,” Victor nodded. “But she seemed more interested in the dogs.”

Bloody bastard!

“Indeed” Cole looked as though he meant to say more, and Nell already had her foot poised for a kick – but no further words came.

Greg jumped in, taking the topic of the dogs and defusing the tension. “These hounds; I saw them with my own eyes!” 

“You saw wild boars, Greg,” Hutch corrected.

“I know exactly what I saw!” the old man protested. “Giant beasts. I tell you, the Devil himself sent them!”

“Oh, you shouldn’t listen to him.” Hutch waved dismissively. “A fellow sees a big dog in the fog, scares himself, and too ashamed to admit he near soiled himself, he spins it into a hell-beast tale. The next man adds glowing eyes, and so the stories grow. All nonsense.”

“Hutch, it was real!” Greg jabbed a bony finger at the giant as if to threaten him into belief. “You’ll see for yourself tomorrow.”

“Pfff.” Hutch waved it off. “The only thing we’ll find are wild boars.”

“Then why are you coming along if you don’t believe the stories?” Nell asked.

“I hunt boar,” Hutch explained. “When dozens of men tromp through the moor tomorrow, they’ll stir up a sounder or two, that will hopefully cross my sights.”

“Cheers to that!” Victor raised his mug. “Tomorrow, we’ll get those beasts. I need to refill my household coffers urgently. So two dogs should be in the bag.”
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​04 – Arsonists 
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17th November 1904

THICK, damp fog drifted through the streets, coating every surface with heavy droplets that slid from eaves and lanterns like ghostly rain, gathering into large puddles along the cobbles. At this early hour, no decent citizen was abroad, save for a few late hunters who now had to hurry to avoid missing the start of the hunt.

No one noticed the man at the intersection. His brown coat and wide, floppy hat made him almost merge with the darkness, his face little more than a shadow. A small, simple pipe rested at the corner of his mouth, which he nervously shifted from side to side, sometimes taking it out to inspect the cold tobacco, as if hoping to make the time pass more quickly.

Finally, he pulled matches from his coat and lit the pipe. For just this brief moment, as the match flared, his face became visible, dark circles under his eyes prominent. He looked anxiously along the street, checking for unwanted witnesses. Droplets of fogwater ran from his hat brim as he exhaled smoke through mouth and nose. With a loud, wet snort he hauled the slime into his throat and hacked it out onto the street.

“What’s taking so long?” he muttered nervously, turning toward the post office he was keeping watch over. During the day, the street had buzzed like a beehive, but now everything was swallowed by complete darkness.

Then he noticed a fire blazing in the narrow windows of the telegraph tower, from which a forest of cables vanished into the night. “At last,” the man muttered, pulling the collar of his coat higher. 

From another street came the sound of horse hooves, and he glanced along the road, alert. A carriage with yellow lanterns on the box approached the main street at some distance but, fortunately, turned off in another direction, vanishing into the darkness.

The man had little fear of policemen; their employer had assured them the constables would be stationed at the North Gate, busy overseeing the hunting party. That left the hour for men such as himself, who had come for one particular purpose. The nature of the job mattered little to him; only the payment did.

Three figures emerged from the post office’s cellar. Two carried lanterns. All were clad in black coats, hoods or hats pulled low to obscure their faces. They hurried over, and without a word, the lookout joined their flight. 

Street after street they left behind at a run, until at last they neared the meeting place in the northern quarter, not far from the North Gate. Their employer waited at the end of the alley stacked high with barrels. As at their first meeting in the tavern, he concealed himself behind a broad gray scarf and a hat pulled low. But he was a bear of a man, his coat stretched across broad shoulders like a sack filled with coal.

Beside him on the ground was a kerosene lamp, its dim light casting long, dark shadows in the alley. In one hand, the employer held a leather bag; the other was buried in the hair of a bound woman. She was gagged, her eyes covered with a tear-soaked blindfold, quietly sobbing.

For a brief moment, a flicker of pity stirred in the man, but he brushed it away in irritation. Everyone took what they could. There was no room for softness in this trade.

“Were you successful?” asked the employer.

“The whole place will be ablaze soon,” the man with the pipe promised. “No one saw us.”

“Good.” The employer dropped the bag at his feet. “As agreed: eighty pounds, and this little apple tart as a bonus.” He tilted the woman’s head to present her more clearly, then let go. She immediately tried to crawl away, but one of the accomplices, a heavyset fellow, stepped in swiftly and cut off her attempt.

The employer turned to leave. “When you remove the blindfold, silence her afterward, or I will silence you.” The warning was clear, and all four exchanged knowing glances. None of them would risk angering this stranger. Besides, the commission had been immensely profitable. A man willing to part with so much coin surely had plenty more. They all hoped that by proving themselves loyal and effective, they had earned a chance at further employment.

“I hope we’ve done this to your satisfaction,” the man with the pipe called after him.

“Naturally,” the employer replied before melting into the darkness. Immediately, the four opened the small bag and counted the money. Eighty pounds! Twenty apiece, plus a free fuck as a bonus. Could the day get any better?
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​05 – Reece: Just Another Job 
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AT five o’clock in the morning, the night train from London rolled into Fenhole station. With a hiss and a blast of steam, the driver vented the pressure from the boilers. Most passengers still lay in their sleeping compartments, leaving Reece largely undisturbed apart from a ticket inspection. Few dared take a seat near the grim-faced man in the long leather coat with the conspicuous scar across his face.

He had arrived in Fenhole, the destination of his assignment. The vaunted hunt for dogs had not lured him here, though with his arsenal he could easily have mingled among the hunters. The dogs, however, were part of the business. His mission encompassed not only the alleged hellbeasts and the mummies, but above all a map – one that must under no circumstances remain in Fenhole. Thus, his first target in the city was the cartographer Dourif. Only then would he turn to the informant who was to provide him with the details he required.

Reece exhaled. He was already fed up with this shit. He had only just returned to London from his last mission, and without so much as a pause was dispatched straight on to Fenhole. Sleep? Who needed sleep? Grossly overrated, he thought with biting sarcasm.

“Welcome to Fenhole. Please disembark; the train stops here.” A conductor made his way down the aisle, checking each row for sleeping passengers. With an irritated grumble, Reece removed his boots from the opposite seat, rose, and slung the leather rucksack over his shoulder. The conductor stepped aside, wishing him a pleasant stay.

As if assignments were ever pleasant. They all ended with some kind of mess, leaving a bloody trail behind.

On the platform, he was greeted by the typical Fenhole weather. It smelled of the moor, and a drizzle that soaked everything in clammy cold.

“Shithole,” Reece muttered, producing a silver case of cigarillos from his pocket and sliding one of the brown sticks between his lips. The informant would not appear at a hotel near the station – the Ironpan, if he remembered correctly – until eleven o’clock. Six goddamn hours to kill. Well, enough time to take a look around. He had been to Fenhole before, but if the rumours about the Cú Sìth held any truth, a sweep through the main streets might prove useful. The walls were plastered with broadsheets and posters; they would give him a swift sense of recent events.

First, he set his backpack down on a bench in the dimly lit station and retrieved the three components of his repeating shotgun. With quick, practised motions he assembled the weapon and slid it into its holster on his back beneath the rucksack. He checked the two pistols and considered whether to use Osman; but decided against it. That was to remain his ace in the hole; for now, there was no immediate threat.

Shouldering his backpack again, Reece stepped out onto the deserted forecourt at this hour. Only under two streetlamps stood a pair of metal carriages, steaming quietly, waiting for passengers.

"Eh, th’ hunt’s sh... sh... started," someone slurred. Beside the entrance crouched a filthy little man, his mouth lined with a few sad, stubby teeth, wrapped in numerous hole-riddled blankets. A thin, dirty dog huddled beside him, shivering under the rags with the old man.

“Where?” Reece asked. It could not hurt to take a look. He had the time, and it was always better to have a target rather than wander aimlessly.

“Up there.” The old man pointed north with his skinny arm. "North gate. They’re a... all shootin’ each os... other up."

Reece gave a single nod and set off in the direction. Nearly an hour later he reached the North Gate, sparing little attention for the imposing menhirs. The two stone monuments belonged to the vast stone circle that encompassed the entire moor and was the origin of many local legends and ghost stories. 

At the edge of the last house he paused, gazing into the pitch-black forest. A pair of riderless horses lingered there, but of the hunters there was no sign. They had truly ventured into the darkness of a moor where a supernatural fog had lingered for twenty-five years. Were the Cú Sìth involved? But what did they hope to gain if a hundred hunters lay dead in the bog? It made no sense. In the end, they surely knew that it would not summon one paladin, but at least a dozen. 

Reece briefly considered going to the forest edge when he saw a light approaching from there. If it was one of them, he should avoid being seen for now. Better to observe from above.

He turned from the gate and sought out one of the taller houses that crowded against the menhirs like waves against a cliff, though no building dared break the line between the stones. Reece was certain that people still possessed an instinct for when they entered forbidden ground. Especially after Fenhole’s history, no farmer would dare lay another foundation within the stone circle.
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