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For Nadine,
for the next four centuries and beyond!










  
  

Welcome to Hawkinge-By-Hythe!


To make the most of your stay, please note that the spelling is UK English, the measurements are imperial and the temperatures are in degrees Celsius.

Any mention of “football” refers to soccer, and any beer you order will be warm.













  
  
When a demon takes over the body of a two-headed calf… 
it’s time for the heavy-duty rubber gloves.
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Sign up to Morgan Delaney’s newsletter and you’ll receive the Alumière sisters’ very first adventure FREE! 


You’ll also receive a weekly email with stories, tips, reviews… and all the latest news from Hawkinge-By-Hythe.


The Devil Rode Out is available EXCLUSIVELY to subscribers. 


Discover Curly’s origin story at


morgandelaney.info/newsletter/













  
  

Chapter 1

The Bowling Over Of Sniffacre





“Call me Jennet,” said Mrs Sniffacre, hefting her basket, laden with packets of assorted animal feed. Then she fainted.  

She had stepped from Mr Carde’s shop into a tide of swarming rats. It was almost like they had been waiting for her. One moment she had been chatting, the next the town was awash with vermin. Their fur – filthy black and matted brown – flowed over her feet and rubbed her ankles through  her stockings. 

She was a country woman, born and bred, and didn’t scare easily, but there were hundreds of rats, scritching their paws down the cobblestones of High Street. From the door of Carde’s Chandlery to the whitewashed wall of the pub across the road, seethed a bubbling stream of racing furry bodies and pink worm-like tails. Their claws scraped stone and boiled around Mrs Sniffacre’s legs, splashing through the blue, metal dog bowl outside Carde’s door. 

Her feet had disappeared under their feverish weight. They clambered over each other and under her skirts. A wet nose touched the inside of her leg and that’s what did it. It could have been a kiss. She swooned. 

Luckily, the old widow swooned into Jeb’s strong, smooth arms. He had opened the door to let her through with her purchases and stood  transfixed by the dank wash of rodents outside. He was barely aware of her even as he caught her, while rats poured past.

“Close the door!” shouted Mr Carde from behind the counter. But the tide had passed before Jeb could stir himself. Screams preceded the rats as they barrelled down the High Street. 

Mr Carde hurried to the door in time to see a yellow pellet of rock sulphur roll to a halt on the now otherwise deserted street. He added the rock sulphur as a service, free of charge to his customers. Left in a dog’s water bowl, it cooled the animals’ blood and rendered them docile and amenable. Owners – or rather, their dogs – could sample the marvellous mineral from the blue water bowl outside his door. Packets were available for purchase upon request. It did not, however, appear to appeal to rats.

Jeb assisted Mrs Sniffacre – Jennet – to a chair behind the counter. Mr Carde’s chandlery sold all manner of grains, brans, mashes and other animal feed. It also supplied the animals which ate it, in case a potential customer should try to argue that he did not need animal feed, for want of an animal to feed it to. 

The bitter ammoniac tang of chicken droppings mixed powerfully with the fruity, yet dusty aroma of grains and ageing  potatoes. Smelling salts were therefore unnecessary. 

Mrs Sniffacre came to and found herself looking straight into Jeb’s blue eyes. She forced herself to get up, but held onto his thick upper arm. For some reason, this close to Jeb, she still felt faint.

“Their little noses!” she said. “All twitching. It was too much. It’s a plague.”

“Just the heat,” said Mr Carde, careful of the fact that a man who sold animal feed cannot afford to get worked up about an overabundance of animals. He was also thankful that his shop had been spared, despite being a prime potential target. 

And there may well have been something in what she said. The summer had been an absolute scorcher, it was reasonable to assume that the heatwave might be affecting the rats. This had not been the first time they had been sighted.  

“You’re okay?” asked Jeb. 

Mrs Sniffacre looked herself over in wonder. “I am,” she said. “Not a mark. Thanks to you, Jeb!” She squeezed his arm. 

“No problem,” said Jeb. “It looks like they’re gone.” 

She shuddered. “You won’t make me go out there by myself, will you?”

“Jeb,” said Mr Carde. “Would you accompany Mrs Sniffacre home?” She was a good customer. Especially during the last few weeks, though he wasn’t aware that she had increased her livestock. 

He put that down to the heat, too. Several of his lady customers had recently upped their orders, and he congratulated himself on his business acumen. He had engaged the barrel-chested and good-natured Jeb right about the time his business had picked up. 

Speaking personally, he found Jeb to be sorely lacking in sensible conversation and the way he flicked back his thick black hair could not be described as anything other than foppish. But he was undeniably popular with Mrs Mudge, Mrs Sniffacre and Mrs Deverill, in addition to the Misses Tinfeld and Cornigan, among others. 

“I need a drink,” said Mrs Sniffacre. “And so do you!” she informed Jeb as she marched him out. Jeb cast an apologetic glance back at Mr Carde.

Business was booming, he had been spared the rats, and he personally enjoyed the heat, but still… Not once in over thirty years had he been invited for a drink. 

He picked a pinch of bran from a trough and chewed it as he stared after Jeb and Mrs Sniffacre as they disappeared into the lounge bar of The Damme Billett across the road, Jeb carrying Mrs Sniffacre’s laden basket easily on one arm. Mr Carde tried flicking his hair back as he turned and returned inside. Perhaps he would let it grow a little longer, once the heat had passed. 

The Bowling Over Of Sniffacre, as the incident became known, marked the day when the weeds of panic started to sprout in Hawkinge-By-Hythe. 

Farmers had reported sightings throughout the countryside for several weeks: rats swarming before dashing arrow straight towards some  destination of utmost rodent importance. Nobody knew where they were going, or if they did, they weren’t saying. The rats had startled farmers as they poured across the roads and laneways from one field to another. They had spooked cows and sheep as they scuttled through grazing fields, but the trail soon went cold. Speculation was rife, but the town council had put the problem aside as being basically agricultural. 

Now, however, the rats had invaded the town, and it was still only the end of July, with the heatwave set to continue. The thought that the sun-crazed rats might soon also become a feature of the town, and that the cream of Hawkinge-By-Hythe’s society would have to get through, at a minimum, the entirety of August before a respite could be expected was too much to bear. Especially, as Mr Oaten pointed out, as there was every reason to expect things would certainly only get worse: it was likely that the rats would become even more aggressive once the crops were harvested, and there was neither food nor shelter for them to be had in the countryside. 

Everyone reacted according to their character. Mr Carde had decided it was the presence of rock sulphur which had saved his shop and was quick to point out this supplementary benefit. Not only did it soothe dogs and other desirable animals, but was spectacularly efficacious as a deterrent of undesirable ones. Just as vampires shun garlic, so did rats shun rock sulphur, avoiding it whether procured in its standard- or economy-sized bags, both of which were available at very competitive prices. 

Jeb delivered sacks of the stuff all around town. Mrs Mudge was managing to get through two large bags per week, never tiring of hearing Jeb recount how he had barely escaped being eaten alive, though less interested in how he had saved Mrs Sniffacre, whose brush with the infinite had surely been even closer. 

Reverend Gresstart was quick to denounce the behaviour of the rats as immoral. His denunciation was of limited practical utility, but it did the townsfolk good to hear that the rats would get what was coming to them, as soon as the Lord showed up. 

Alderman Fawsick convened the council to discuss a plan, but was unable to decide on one course of action over another once his suggestion that the Alumière sisters be contacted was shot down by the reverend. 

Mrs Delbing disseminated folk remedies based on the usually unhygienic things that her grandmother used to do. 

Those of the town’s inhabitants who had relatives elsewhere remembered that it had been far too long since they had visited them, and the eternally absent Muirs, who had been expected to finally return to the town after an extended stay in Switzerland, leapfrogged it completely and made themselves comfortable with a Lord Something or Other in Scotland instead. They were not sorely missed, but poor communication of their change in plans led to initial rumours that they returned and been eaten by the rats shortly thereafter. 

Dogs and cats, who had been enjoying the freedom of the countryside, were required to stay indoors to avoid becoming victims of the rat poison, which was strewn everywhere. 

And a second, more insidious rumour started to gain traction in the town: The rats were Dame Holte’s revenge. 

Victoria Alumière had come across Dame Holte many times during her researches into the town’s legends: she had been hanged as a witch almost exactly four hundred years ago. Local legend ascribed her various powers, both before and after her death. She had been hung from the oak tree in Bagnell’s field before being buried between its roots, from which she occasionally escaped to turn milk, glare at drunks or gloatingly pass on bad news from the netherworld. 

Digging into the facts, it seemed likely that, if nothing else, she had survived rather too many wealthy husbands for her own good. And the reverend’s stentorian sermons against the rats only strengthened everyone’s conviction that the evil old witch must be behind matters. 

The Alumière sisters rather preferred to search for a more rational explanation. They were the proprietors of Hawkinge-by-Hythe’s apothecary shop and intensely interested in anything scientifically unusual. This surely qualified. They were new to the town, having arrived recently from abroad. They had no accent, but it was assumed they came from France. Their manner was certainly what one would expect from those used to mixing in Paris’s intellectual and artistic circles. They told it like it was. 

Together with their involvement in a handful of local incidents, which had escalated to an unfortunate degree, this was cause for them to be regarded with a certain wariness. Their striking similarity to one another – which is to say that Victoria, Gertrude and Colette Alumière looked absolutely identical – was another, though it didn’t appear to bother the sisters. In fact, they exacerbated the issue by dressing similarly – which is to say, identically – too. It was practically a uniform, one chosen to perfectly marry the requirements of comfort, ease of movement, and style. 

Black culottes, over steel-capped black lace-up boots. Black ruffled blouses buttoned to the necks. And black high-crowned pork pie hats with rakishly wide brims. 

Only the differently coloured feathers they affected, one per hat, made it possible for anyone to tell them apart at first glance. Victoria’s feather was safflower yellow, Gertrude’s was carmine red, while Colette preferred black, which shone silvery powder-grey in sunlight. 

They lived in a house on the outskirts of town, which they shared with their two-headed calf, Curly. His friend Chloe Dunsloe, the daughter of his previous owner, regularly visited him. It was from her that the sisters first learned that the local rats were exhibiting unusual behaviour. They were already on the case, therefore, when the alderman decided he would put the matter up to them, regardless of what anyone else thought. 

He himself had a particular horror of rats. Once, when a child, he had woken to find one on his pillow, twitching its nose at him. Its mouth had been open, revealing thin, curved teeth, perfect for burrowing into flesh. More worrying yet had been his conviction that it had in fact been trying to tell him something urgent. 

Meanwhile, the reverend was drafting a most strongly worded letter to The Hawkinge Times. He felt most sorely put upon as he was currently host to a visitor – a tourist, in fact. The first tourist anyone in Hawkinge-By-Hythe could remember – and a foreigner to boot, all the way from Luxembourg.
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