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​

“He’s got no face!” exclaimed Argana Zeit, aghast.

Where one might be expected, the child had a fuzzy, featureless blur. Her gaze slid over it as she tried to look at him. The boy lay sleeping in his hospital bed, adorned by an array of tubes and instrumentation. A fly in a spiderweb of medical technology.  To avoid freaking the other patients out, the hospital had given him a private room. It was just him, Argana and the nurse.

She sucked in her lips, the expression on her freckled face thoughtful as an obvious problem occurred to her. “How does he breathe?” she asked.

The nurse, a tall man with heavy, well-inked arms and tied-up hair, grunted. 

“We performed a tracheotomy when he was brought in. How he managed before that, we’re not sure. He had acceptable oxygen levels in his blood, so he got it somehow. He gets most of his nutrients from the IV.”

“He’s in a coma?” she asked, hoping that he was. The alternative - to be awake and aware of having no mouth, nose or eyes - was too grim to contemplate.

“Yes. He came in that way. We suspected a persistent vegetative state. Like, vegetable state, get it?”

Argana stared at him, her green eyes narrowing in uncertainty. Clearly he was serious, in the sense that he was seriously joking about something. She just had no idea what. 

“You’re going to have to run that by me again.”

He waved his arms noncommittally, backpedalling. 

“Because he was picked up in... he was found... he was sort of folded up in a giant plant. Venus fly trap sort of a thing. Didn’t they tell you anything?”

“Of course they did!” she snapped. But in truth, she’d been called in without any explanation. Had hoped to meet Constable Berkshire before she reached the Northern General. He’d been waylaid. Apparently, he had responsibilities, or some such excuse.

The nurse busied himself checking the tubes that ran through the boy’s hospital gown. 

“So, anyway, we ran him down to the basement for an MRI. He may be unconscious, but he’s dreaming. Vividly.”

Argana made herself look at that missing face again, as if she would see flickering behind the non-existent eyelids. What would a faceless boy dream about?

“Has he got a name?”

“We know as much as you do. We’ve been calling him Elmo. On account of that was the character on his t-shirt when he came in. But no face, obviously! No dental records either. Not even – hey, have you seen his fingers?”

He took the boy's hand in his own and turned it over for her to see. Argana took a magnifying glass from her backpack to be sure, but her first impression proved right. The fingertips were smooth. Nothing to ID him at all.

“Curious,” she said, having long since mastered the art of understatement.

“And you’re, what, some kind of weird things specialist, are you?” asked the nurse, uncertainly.

Argana felt a prickle of annoyance. In her early twenties, with home-bleached hair, blue jeans, and casual shoes, she doubted she fit his stereotype of an expert. There was no justice. After all, she’d been happy enough to accept that this tattooed hulk was a nurse.

Argana gave him an abrupt smile. 

“I’m a paranormal investigator!”

She flipped out her Astral University of Tibet credentials for good measure. “Look! Dr Mazruk invited me because of the highly unnatural nature of this case.”

“Is that right? Well, good luck! Just keep it off the internet, okay? We don’t want the hospital flooded with vultures and sightseers.”

“Hey, I’m not an amateur!” It was a reflexive objection. She emphatically was an amateur, occasionally hired by Trotterwell police force because they were too small to have their own paranormal investigator. It was her separate day job that kept a roof over her head, but the nurse didn’t need to know that.

A shout echoed down the corridor. 

“Rakesh, can you come to the desk a minute?”

“Yeah!” hollered the nurse, loud enough to make Argana jump. The boy in the bed didn’t even twitch, his sleep undisturbed. “I’ll be back in a minute. Don’t touch the machines, y’hear?”

The moment the nurse was gone, she felt an instant desire to go and read the LCD displays. Maybe press the buttons. Turn that complicated-looking dial. Why did people insist on putting these thoughts in her head? It was cruel! She distracted herself by going through the boy’s belongings. A pile of neatly folded clothes. Next to those, a pair of weirdly clean trainers. Also, a zip-lock bag containing items that had come from his pockets. 

She started with the bag. When whatever had happened to him had happened, he’d been carrying a yale key, two of last year’s conkers, a tissue, and a five-pound note. She didn’t take any of the items out, in case she left her fingerprints on them. There was something odd about the note. For one thing, it didn’t have the Queen on either side of it. Nor King Chuck.

The clothes were next. They were stained with sap, presumably where he’d been cut free of the plant that had entangled him, but seemed otherwise clean. His blue t-shirt had a cartoon muppet on it, a big-eyed creature with a red face and semicircle mouth. That explained the boy’s adopted name, anyway.

She turned at the squeaky sound of police boots against disinfected vinyl, accompanied by the skitter of dog paws.

As the boots' owner entered the room, she smiled instantly in recognition. 

“Berk!”

“Hello, Ms Zeit,” the newcomer responded. Constable Frederik Berkshire, a tall, square-shouldered man with a likeable face that stopped just shy of handsome. He’d been two years above her at school, but their lives had taken very different paths since. “Hey, I brought someone up with me.”

He hadn’t finished the sentence before a collie dog pushed past his knees, bounding into Argana’s arms when she stooped down. Her dog Max, his tail wagging with excitement, whom she’d had to leave outside by the main entrance.

Berkshire went over to the bed, looking with obvious discomfort at the stricken child. “Have you had time to form an opinion on this?”

“How’d you get Max in?” she asked, ignoring his question.

“I told them he was a police sniffer dog, obviously. Just make sure he behaves himself.”

“As if he’d do anything else!” She ruffled Max in the thick fur behind his black ears.

“They found the kid on our patch, you know. The moorland above Grindleford.”

“Oh. The nurse didn’t tell me that.” She put the T-shirt back on the pile of clothes, leaving it crumpled.

“He’s freaking me out a bit, to be honest,” said Berkshire. “Lying in the corner not staring at us. We should go somewhere else to discuss the case. On the way here, I saw something that might have been a cafeteria. Wanna get a coffee?”

Argana tugged off the hairnet the hospital had made her wear, shaking out her bleached tresses into their usual mess. She stood up, smiling at him. 

“You take me to all the best places!”

​

What Berkshire had described as a cafeteria didn’t live up to even that limited label. A place where the main corridor swelled out to become a sort of a room, it hosted plastic chairs and two vending machines. The kiosk in the corner was shut, a plastic mesh drawn down to keep thieving hands from an array of unappealing muffins. The two of them had it largely to themselves, sharing it with only a couple of elderly patients at the far end, poring over a crossword.

“I thought maybe it would be rude to discuss the boy in front of him,” he said. He pumped a succession of coins into the coffee vending machine.

“I’ll take a latte,” Argana told him. “You mean, like he’s got locked-in syndrome? He can hear, but he can’t communicate?”

“It’s unlikely, but it’s possible. He’s still got ears.”

The machine poured a nondescript liquid in a thin jet into a cardboard cup. Berkshire put the cup on top of the machine, and placed a second into the hatch, punching in his own choice.

“I’ll find us some seats,” she said.

“Ha! You do that. It’s heaving.”

She took Max to a table with a window view, coaxing him to sit under her chair. She’d chosen the one under the air conditioning not because she was too warm - she still wore her customary orange body warmer - but because its badly maintained rattling would guard their conversation from being overheard.

“One latte, one flat white,” said Berkshire, arriving with the drinks. He took the chair opposite her.

“Which one’s which?”

“Search me, I’m pretty sure it does the same thing no matter which button you press.”

She laughed, picking the closest and sipping it. It burned her tongue.

He blew carefully on his own. 

“So also, I wanted to check, are you okay?” he asked.

“Sure. It’s just a bit hot,” she said uncertainly.

“No, I meant after what happened with your flat. I heard it burnt down. People are saying it was a seance gone wrong.”

She gave him a wry smile. 

“Yeah, that was a bit hot too.”

“Have you got somewhere to live?”

“No, these last two days we’ve been staying in a B&B. We’re on the first floor. It doesn’t suit Max.”

“Well, if you need anything...”

She shifted in her seat. It wasn’t the offer of help that she was uncomfortable with, but the knowledge that people thought the fire might have been her fault. She shifted to her most professional tone of voice. 

“That boy up there? You’re in charge of the police investigation, then?”

“For now, yes. If I find enough leads that it gets interesting, it’ll go up the chain. Sometimes I envy you that you don’t answer to anyone.”

“Except you, when you’re hiring me.”

“We both know that’s an academic distinction.”

She laughed and looked away through the window, conceding what she took as a compliment. The view outside was mixed, overlooking one of the hospital’s carparks. Surrounding it were the repurposed industrial buildings that the age of steel had left behind, like a retreating glacier. The fact that Sheffield was one of the North’s hilliest cities meant they also had views of the tree-studded parkland beyond. Among it all, the brightest object was Berkshire’s police interceptor. It sat in a reserved bay, its blue-and-yellow neon markings glowing in the sunlight.

Turning back toward him, she asked, 

“Not that I mind, but why are the police involved? It looks like a medical case to me.”

Berkshire’s voice turned grim. 

“Are you serious? A boy’s got no face. If that isn’t grievous bodily harm, then it’s theft!”

“I suppose,” she said ruefully, sipping at her cup. It was warm and caffeinated, and it was best not to expect any more than that.

“Have you - have we - got any leads?”

“A couple of tourists called the ambulance. They said they were staying at the Big Man Inn, Hathersage, but there’s no pub of that name. I’d like to call them back in, but they left false names. Obviously, we’d like to keep a lid on this. It’s not exactly normal. The paramedics who were first on the scene are signed off with stress now.”

“What scene?” asked Argana, alarmed. Had this happened in an accident?

“He was found in a clump of bushes, up near Owler Tor.”

“What, just lying there?”

“Apparently. The tourists took the paramedics to him, where they collected him, along with the plant he was wrapped in. We sent botanists back later, but they couldn’t find the site.”

“You know botanists. They couldn’t find their bot with both anists,” she said, chuckling. “Did they say owt about it?”

“When we’re back at East Street Station, I’ll play you what we’ve got of the interviews with the medical staff. We’ve no idea who the kid is, by the way. No face, no dental records. No fingerprints.”

She leaned forward, whispering in quiet awe, only half serious. 

“Are we sure he’s human?”

“As opposed to what? The docs took a DNA sample to see if they could get a match with an individual. Long shot, but they could have. Now, I didn’t ask if he was human, but is there a scientist alive who would sit on that information if he wasn’t?”

Argana stared back out of the window, rattling her fingers against the table. 

“And just like that, they found him in the grass?”

“The undergrowth. The report says it was well overgrown.  Didn’t look like it had been disturbed in a long while.”

“It’s a well-trodden path, that one out by Grindleford. Why didn’t anyone see it before?”

“Beats me,” he gave an amused shrug. “People see what they want to. You learn that as a copper, y’know. People miss whatever’s right under their nose.”

“I guess.”

Berkshire slurped at his drink, now cool enough to be gulped. 

“Did you see that fiver he had?”

“Yeah. It was dodgy, wasn’t it?”

“Kind of. Honestly, we thought it was a bad forgery until some bright spark pointed out it was a 1957 print. Lion on one side, Britannia on the other.”

Argana’s curiosity was getting the better of her. 

“When I’ve drunk this, I’m going back up for another look at him.”

Berkshire shook his head. 

“No. We had to pull a lot of strings to get you even the twenty minutes you got.”

She gave him a pleading, mischievous look. 

“I could sneak in.”

“I believe you could.” He nodded, his face conflicted. “But let it go, this time. Don’t do anything that will draw attention.”

She slapped her cup down on the table, making the sludge at the bottom spatter out.

“You’re paying me to investigate! If I can’t see Elmo again, then exactly what do you expect me to do?”

“I don’t know. That’s your bag. Sit in a dusty library. Go and see that grumpy old mentor of yours.”

“Mentor...?” For a moment she was flummoxed. The only people in her life with that title were at the Astral University of Tibet, with whom she was doing a parapsychology diploma. She never saw them in person, and she had the growing suspicion they weren’t even Tibetan. Then it struck her.

“You can’t mean MacGillycuddy!” she scoffed. “What’s that old goat know that I don’t?”

“Forty years in the exorcism business, I’m guessing. All I’m saying is, if you need to reach out to your contacts, you should.”

Admitting when she was out of her depth was not something that came easily to Argana. Realising that she was, even less so. 

“It’s a classic story of a boy without a face. How complex can it be?”

Berkshire’s pocket rumbled. His moustache twitched with irritation.

“Ah, excuse me,” he muttered, pulling his phone from his breast pocket.

“Constable Berkshire,” he said, followed by a short conversation consisting mostly of code-words and electronic beeps with someone who Argana couldn’t hear. She feigned disinterest, staring away at the old couple at the end of the room. Really, though, she was trying to catch snatches of his exchange.

“That was Inspector Cianciolo,” he said, saving her the effort. “I’m sorry but I’ve got to run. I’ve got to go check out some fresh vandalism.”

“Back in Trotterwell?” she asked. The bus to Sheffield had taken forever, and she didn’t plan to repeat the experience. “Can I grab a lift?”

“Ah...” Colour accumulated behind his ears, the way it always did when he sounded awkward. “The thing is, I’m not strictly allowed to let you into a police vehicle until the investigation into the fire at your flat has concluded,” he said, only meeting her gaze when he’d finished talking. There was frustration in his brown eyes.

“Not strictly...?” she prompted mischievously.

“I believe what I meant was: strictly not.”

“Sometimes I wish you were more maverick-cop-on-the-edge, Berk.”

​
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It took him a while to get out of the city, but once he had, Constable Fred Berkshire enjoyed driving through the Peaks. He’d grown up in Trotterwell, a market town surrounded by countryside. Returning there, the narrow country lanes and undulating hills calmed his soul. Given the stresses that could come with his job, he’d learned to seize his moments of relaxation when he could.

Brink Hall and its unkempt grounds were a little outside of Trotterwell itself. It was the kind of Victorian manor house that suited the word sprawling in the same way that a collapsing drunk did. Smoke rose from it as he caught a glimpse of it in the distance, making his heart race. For five long minutes the road dipped below the hill, hiding it from view. When he crested it, he was relieved to see he was mistaken, and the smoke came from a nearby field.

Someone must have seen him turn into the long drive, because the heavy iron gates scrolled apart by themselves, without him having to talk to the intercom. Even in its run-down state, Brink Hall was an impressive sight. Stone built, with tall windows, and extensions on its extensions, it was haunted by the ghost of its former magnificence.

People thronged on the gravel turning circle out front, busily pointing at the end wall. Their animated body language made their agitation clear. As he brought the car to a halt, Fred sighted the hall’s owner. With his spiky blue hair and suit tailored to make him resemble a manga character, Akira Pixels was unmissable.

“Hello sir, what’s going on?” Fred asked, climbing out of the car. Without its air filters he was struck by the strong scent of woodsmoke, apparently drifting through the trees that lined the drive. The summer sun beat on his black uniform.

“Awright, Berk my dude, come along around the edge, they’ve tagged up my crib good.”

That was the thing with Akira. He changed up the way he talked every few weeks, forever chasing the zeitgeist, or even just the last film he’d watched. His job title changed just as frequently but was always a portmanteau. Crypfluencer one week, Digisigner the next. He led Fred around the end of the building.

A brick lean-to, the lowliest of the Hall’s extensions, had been defaced. White letters, each a metre high, had been daubed along the entire length. It didn’t look like the work of a graffiti artist, though. It was neat and readable. The uprights even had serifs. Along the way the word went over a side door, that probably served one of several utility rooms. Fred read it aloud. 

“Satanist?”

“Yeah, it appeared overnight. That’s a crime, innit?”

“It’s generally considered that way, yes.” As he talked, Fred started taking photos of the damage.

“So...” Akira’s smile gleamed, his eyes suddenly cheeky. “You’re not going to ask me if I am a Satanist?”

But Fred wasn’t going to rise to that. 

“No, it’s not relevant. Whether you are you aren’t, they’ve still defaced your property, right?”

“Hmmm. Well, I’m going to enjoy watching you arrest them. Toaster, get over here!”

The side door opened, effectively changing the vandalism to say sat nist, which sounded to Fred like an off-brand navigation system. A thin man, a little younger than Akira with sandy hair, emerged from the doorway. He balanced a camcorder on one shoulder. Which, in an era where perfectly virable videos could be made on a phone, seemed more of an affectation than a statement of competence. 

“Hi,” said Toaster.

“Hello sir.” Fred gave him a nod, having met him before. “Have you got any CCTV of this going up?”

“No, none of the cameras face that way. Anyway, Akira had the servers for them repurposed.”

“I needed more machines for mining,” Akira confirmed with a shrug. “You know, making Crypto. I’ve got my own coin. How do you not know this?”

“I’m not in the habit of following your antics, Mr Pixels.”

“Oh. My. God.” Akira shoved his fingers into his spiky hair and rocked his head from side to side. Toaster filmed him as he dragged his hand across his forehead as if swooning. “I’m wounded! Kiss me, Hardy!”

He fell dramatically into Toaster’s arms, displacing the camera as he did so. Toaster almost dropped him.

Fred sniffed at the air. The scent of smoke was getting stronger. The wind had changed direction, blowing it vigorously through Brink Hall grounds. It was blacker than it had been, the smell of woodsmoke overpowered by the pungent stench of burning rubber.

“That’s not your fire, is it, Nelson, sir?” he asked the cryptfluencer.

Akira shook off Toaster’s embrace, standing up.

“No, it isn’t! They’re harassing me, I tell you!”

Fred peered through the trees lining the drive, spying flames in the field beyond them. 

“Perhaps I’ll go and have a word.”

“You do that!”

“This is me doing it!”

Straightening his uniform and clip-on tie, Berkshire strode towards the property boundary, following the smoke toward its source.

He glanced back, taking in the semicircle of Akira’s followers that had formed around him. Toaster with his camera running, Akira rubbing his hands with a sort of manic glee.

“You all stay here,” he said firmly. “I’m the police officer; I’ll deal with this.”

There wasn’t an obvious way through the hedge. And even had there been, the smoke had become so dense it would have driven him back, eyes watering. Still, going the long way around at least gave him the opportunity to scope the situation. From the glimpses he got through the trees, a large fire had been set on cleared ground in the field next to Brink Hall. A man tended it.

The farmhand, leaning on the bonnet of his ancient tractor, watched impassively as Fred made his way down the drive, along the road, and then through the four-bar gate. 

“Close it behind you!” he yelled, but Fred already had.

“Morning, sir,” he said as he got close enough to see the other man properly. Dressed in a checked shirt with the sleeves torn off, he was in his thirties with a wide-brimmed hat over pinched eyes. He had a patchy beard that put Fred in mind of a scarecrow. Apart from the tractor, he had a serious poking stick consisting of a pitchfork gaffa-taped to a scaffold pole, which Fred eyed but assessed as too unwieldy to be considered a weapon. 

“I’m Constable Fred Berkshire. This, er, is this your fire?

“There’s a law against burning waste on land I’m responsible for, is there?”

Berkshire grimaced. 

“Well, yes, if it’s causing a nuisance.” Which was true, but it wasn’t the kind of law you could arrest someone for.

The man shrugged, but he first had to straighten up from his slouch in order to do so, robbing the gesture of its intended nonchalance. 

“The wind changed direction. You going to arrest that too?”

“I’m not here to arrest anyone.”  

Around ten thousand people lived in Trotterwell, and Fred proudly boasted that he could recognise half of them. But he didn’t know this man, which didn’t necessarily mean he was new, but it did mean that he wasn’t the farmer in charge. He’d be an employee, or a tenant.

“Who do you rent this farmland from? Is it the Jeffersons’?” He asked.

“Maybe.”

“Okay.” Fred bobbed his head noncommittally. He wasn’t getting anywhere with this line of inquiry. The Jeffersons were the second-largest farming clan in the valley and had a lot of clout in the parish. They’d married into the Hardcastles, who had been MPs and councillors in the area for generations, and cared little for change. In a country beat like Trotterwell, there were two types of families that gave him grief. There were honest troublemakers, like the Scholes clan, forever getting into scrapes with their neighbours in the rougher end of town. And then there were the officious ones, who made trouble with their endless complaints about other people’s imagined infractions. The Jeffersons were a fine example of the latter, and the Hardcastles won their elections by appealing to that demographic.

As a youth, Fred’d had his run-ins with them. Mostly sneaking into their hay-bale stores with the other teenagers. His parents had been keen for him to integrate with rural life, although that wasn’t what they’d had in mind. Mostly they’d insisted on taking him to agricultural shows.

Where, as it happened, he’d learnt a great deal about vintage farm equipment. And that, he thought, might just give him a way in with the farmhand.

He walked closer, patting his palm against the bonnet of the tractor so that it rang like a steel drum, which is basically what it was.

“Massey-Ferguson, 1968. You don’t see a lot of them around. Good nick, too. I’m guessing you have to get the enamel paint specially mixed.”

The man took a breath, ready to protest the contact with his machine. But his surprise at Fred’s knowledge reached for the clutch of his mind and switched gears. 

“You’ve got good eyes there, Constable.”

“You don’t forget them. I saw my first one when I was 12, at the Derby County show. Oswald Turner had a collection of them.”

“You’re kidding me! That might even be the show where my father picked this up.”

“It couldn’t have been,” said Fred, laying on the earnestness. “That one didn’t look half as good as this.”

The farmhand fought with himself to stop his smile from showing, failed, and beamed with pride. Fred took his opening. “What’s your name, fellah?”

“I’m Gilbert Brown.”

“Now, what you’ve got here Gilbert is a fire which, as you say, you can happily burn on land you’re tending. But what I’m seeing on the top is old tires and those  — those you need to dispose of properly. Otherwise, the Department for the Environment gets involved.”

“They caught fire by accident...”

Fred raised his hands, elbows loose, indicating generosity. 

“Relax. Believe me when I say I don’t enjoy paperwork. So, if you were to, I dunno, hook some more of those off before they catch fire by accident too, I think we could call it quits.”

“Yeah, okay. But don’t tell Mrs Jefferson, alright?”

Moving with the caution the fire demanded, Gilbert used his combi-pole to hook the first of the tires down. One side had melted and smelt foul but wasn’t yet ablaze. He started on the second.

Fred rubbed his square chin thoughtfully. Mrs Jefferson. That would have to be Gracie Jefferson, eldest daughter of Caleb Jefferson, who himself had run the clan for as long as Fred could remember. He knew that the patriarch had been ill; he hadn’t heard that the old man had passed.

“She doesn’t have to know. But you have to do something for me. Tell me about the graffiti.”

“What graffiti?” Gilbert asked as he hooked the next tire. But he was a bad liar, and his hands glitched as he moved.

“Over there.” Berkshire pointed. At that distance, and with the trees in the way, the writing wasn’t as clear as he would have liked for this kind of confrontation. But it could be seen, and that would have to be enough.

Gilbert paused, making a show of shading his eyes against the sun and squinting.

“Where....”

“There!”

“Oh!” His jaw worked in a pantomime of surprise. “Looks like someone vandalised Brink Hall.”

“It does, doesn’t it? Do you want to, maybe, take a guess as to what it says?”

“It says - it’s kind of hard to read from here. It - it says 'Stalinist', doesn’t it? Do you think Marxists did it?”

Fred raised an eyebrow fiercely enough that it disappeared into his police helmet.

“You know damn well it says 'Satanist'.”

“Like Santana... the guitarist?” Gilbert’s voice rose in pitch in direct correlation with his implausibility.

“How about you tell me what this is all about?”

Gilbert slumped, defeated. Dishonesty didn’t seem to come naturally to him. 

“They’re teed off with Akira Pixels for his demon summoning,” he said quietly.

“His what now?”

“Yeah, he’s got this website; it summons demons for you. I mean, just search for it. It’s out there.”

“Okay.” Fred wrote that down in his notebook.

Gilbert watched him scribbling things down, alarmed. But Fred had another question. “Who is the ‘they’ that you’re talking about? The Jeffersons?”

Gilbert’s voice took on a pleading tone, clearly done talking.

“Look, man, they just pay me. I swear I had nothing to do with the graffiti. We’ve got a cottage at the end of the lane, we rent from the Jeffersons. If Mrs Jefferson says, 'burn a pile of rubbish in the corner of the east field', I’ll do it. If she says summat else, I’ll do that too. They’ve been good to us.”

And they say feudalism’s dead, Fred thought.

Walking back to his car, he wondered if he shouldn’t call Argana. Demons and Satanism, it all sounded more like her gig than his. But only if there was any truth to it. After all, both vandalism and defamation were entirely un-supernatural crimes. Perhaps it was just his guilt for leaving her at the station, but he came down on the side of calling her. Just in case. Just to keep her in the loop.

“Wassup, Berk?” she answered, the line crackly. “Got any news on Junior No-Face?”

“Ah, no, Ms Zeit. I’m over at Brink Hall. Listen, do you know if Akira Pixels is into demon summoning?”

There was a garbled sound at the end of the line that might have been chortling. 

“He couldn’t even if he wanted to!”

“I guess that’s reassuring.”

“Listen, Berk, we’re right about to—”

The call cut off abruptly, which was genuinely not alarming. Argana regularly hung up on him, although usually she had the courtesy to finish her sentence first.

​
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A little earlier on, still slightly sulky at Berkshire for not giving her a lift, Argana made her way to the city bus station. She bought herself a breadcake at a kiosk, stuffed with chicken and lettuce. 

More formally called the interchange, the station consisted of parallel waiting areas. Beige, echoey spaces with tiled floors and glass walls that buses and coaches could pull up on either side of. Naturally, being Sheffield, there were plenty of slopes and flights of stairs interrupting what in another city would have been flat floors.

Clusters of fixed plastic chairs were herded into corrals in each waiting zone. She settled herself into one, persuaded Max to lie under the adjacent chair, and wait she did.

For as long as it took to eat her sandwich, anyway. By that point, she’d taken the time to look at the overhead monitors. They gave what was, at least in theory, up-to-date information.

“Ah, maaaaan,” she moaned. “Max, they’ve cancelled the 218.”

Max picked up his ears, coming out from under the chair. Alerted by her tone of voice, as much as by his name.

She bustled out past other equally disappointed passengers, talking to the dog as she went.

“We’ll be another hour here. So, I’m thinking, how about we head over to Grindleford instead, seeing as that’s where Elmo was found? We’ll just be a girl and her dog, looking for clues. Sound good, boy? We can get the bus from Grindleford to Trotterwell after.”

Max trotted after her, following her down the hill to the train station.

A little later they were rattling out along the Hope Valley line on the Manchester train. The rickety one that stopped at every point, big or small, en route as it traversed the Peak District. It had only two carriages, both of them unfathomably old. Nothing more technical than the seat upholstery had ever been upgraded. On the upside, this gave it a reassuring familiarity. The downside, less reassuringly, was a nagging doubt in everything from its brakes to its bogeys. 

Argana and Max had settled themselves on a bench seat near the back. There she daydreamed, watching the landscape speed by the windows. Steep-sided valleys opened into sheep-studded vistas, always in green; the trees on the lower levels hung with moss.

Being mid-day, the carriage was two-thirds full. At rush hour, it would be standing room only. Day-trippers replaced the absent commuters. Elderly hikers took up most spaces, along with a group of truant-playing teenagers crowded around a phone. 

It wasn’t until they’d gone past Dore & Totley that she realised they were being watched. 

A man in his thirties, conspicuous for being neither old nor young, leant against the luggage rack at the far end. Which was odd in itself, when there were seats available. He wore a hoodie in striped tones of red, and thick braids of dark hair half hid his nervous expression. When she caught him looking at her, he glanced away, shuddering slightly. He took a sudden interest in the newspaper that had, until that point, merely been folded under his arm.

Well, she wouldn’t have to worry long. They were only a few miles from Grindleford, after the tunnel that came before it, where she could get off and leave the creep behind.

Her phone rang. It was Berkshire.

“Wassup Berk? Got any news on Junior No-Face?”

The line buzzed, the steep hillsides eating most of Berk’s reply. “...Akira Pixels is into demon summoning?”

She laughed. 

“He couldn’t even if he wanted to!”

Still staring out of the window, she caught sight of the maw of the tunnel, just before the train turned into it. Berk said something, but she didn’t catch it.

“Listen Berk, I’m right about to go into a tunnel. I’ll have to call you back.”

The darkness swallowed them. Dim emergency lights came up, illuminating only the interior of the train, as if nothing else existed. They’d entered a vast, three-mile-long tunnel where the railway had been cut through the hill. A hundred metres of rock and soil convincingly cut off the signal to her phone. The air smelt dank where it pressed through the rickety windows. The sound was worse, a cacophony of rattling parts. 

She tried not to take her eyes off the stranger, sat at the far end of the carriage, in case he tried anything. That meant she saw the windows only in her peripheral vision. Dark rock walls careened, barely lit from the carriage. Here and there a service light in the tunnel itself flashed past, illuminating a narrow section of wall. 

The stranger was uncomfortable under her gaze. He shuffled his newspaper, raising it in front of his face. He wasn’t reading it, she surmised, because it was upside down. And besides, she could see that he was watching her in the reflection of the window halfway between them.

“Subtle,” she muttered, causing Max’s ears to twitch.

Then the dog was alert and barking. Half a second later, the lights cut out. 

Unable to see anything, she instinctively caught hold of his collar, keeping him close.

She listened, but between the train’s ferocious rattling and Max’s barking, she made nothing out. The darkness was impenetrable. Even the emergency lights had gone out. The phone screens too, to the audible consternation of the teenage contingent, who it turned out knew some very entertaining swearword combinations.

Only for an instant did she see anything, blinking against the sudden flash of light as something whizzed by the outside of the train. A mesmerising green light, very intense, seemed to come from within the rock itself. And then it was gone.

The carriage lights came up.

With sudden alarm she saw that her stalker had gone, leaving only his newspaper behind, unread. Letting go of Max’s collar, she looked hastily around, but saw no sign of him.

“It’s okay, we’ll check for him when we get off the train,” she told the dog, although the reassurance was for herself really.

No one else seemed concerned by the disappearance or had even noticed. The teenagers were laughing and photographing each other, pulling faces of pretend horror. It would make a good story for someone.

Moving past them to the end of the carriage, she picked up the newspaper. It was tabloid-sized. Red letters spelled out its name, The Mundane Chronicle, of which she had never heard. Although it had looked bulky enough, when she opened it, she found it was made of only a single sheet.

Before she could read it, the words slid off it, tumbling to the floor like black confetti. She gasped and dropped it.

“Cor, litter louts, everywhere,” grumbled someone nearby, in a whisper that she was clearly meant to overhear.

She looked down at her feet, where she’d dropped the newspaper. A perfectly ordinary chip wrapper lay there, grey and greasy. Either she was going mad, or the stalker wasn’t what he seemed. And she didn’t know which was worse.

As planned, Argana and Max got off the train at Grindleford. The relief when the train had burst into daylight had been palpable, doubly so now they were off it and no one was following them. The vanishing man had been one thing - he could have hidden in the next carriage - but she couldn’t shake the memory of the strange paper.

Grindleford didn’t have a station in the normal sense of the word, just a single platform on either side, barely wider than a pavement. What had once been the station building had long since been converted into a cafe.

“Let’s go see where they found Elmo,” she told Max.

They crossed the track via a bridge that led them into the steeply sloping woodland that clung to either side of Padley Gorge. A dense canopy of oak and birch trees hid them from the sun. By the time they’d crossed the river and ascended the many steps cut into the hillside, Argana was very out of breath. Beyond that was moorland, tumbling waves of heather and tall grasses, edged by bracken and punctuated with rare trees, alone and twisted.

It was here that the trail ran cold. Unlike Argana, who was suffering in the rapidly warming sunlight. She took off her body-warmer, tucking it through the straps of her backpack. Apart from his visible panting, the heat bothered Max less. They spent an hour or more criss-crossing the field, increasingly convinced there was nothing to find in its many acres. 

It sloped uphill, its upper edge bounded by the A6187 and all other sides by woodland. Off to Argana's right, the lumpen mass of Owler Tor squatted between ground and sky, a confluence of massive boulders that seemed to watch them. That marked the limit of their search area.

They found sheep tracks, people tracks, clumps of bracken, but nothing anywhere that suggested a child had been found amid the brambles. She stopped in the shade of a tree, gnarled like a horde of snakes petrified in the act of wrestling.

“You’d think,” she said reluctantly, “that the hiding place of a six-foot Brussels sprout would be an easy thing to spot.”

Max sat back on his haunches, panting in the hot sun.

“You and me both,” she said. “Let’s find somewhere for a drink, shall we?”

At least it would be easier going back down.

Some twenty minutes later, Argana was ensconced in the corner of the cafe, sipping an americano. Max wasn’t allowed up onto the bench - she had asked - but stayed near her feet, lapping at a steel bowl put out for him by the owners. It was a crowded place, with more small tables packed in than its dimensions merited, resulting in her being a lot closer to jostling customers than she was entirely comfortable with. Most were either young families or grizzled hikers.

Being alone, Argana settled into people watching. While others might do so out of a sense of empathy, of seeking common humanity, her motivation was curiosity. Or, as it was commonly known, nosiness. Across from her, side on so that he couldn’t see her watching, a curly-haired man ate a bowl of chips while doing a crossword. His hand kept going to the deep side pocket of his coat, subconsciously checking some item within it. Likely it was a vape or a compass. It couldn’t be a phone because he hadn’t pulled it out to look at it. 

A middle-aged woman in a green wax jacket and hiking gaiters joined him, bringing a bowl of soup with her.

“Alright Benny, how’s the mouse?” 

Puffy white hair obscured her face like clouds climbing a potato-shaped mountain. She scraped the opposite chair out.

The man apparently named Benny grunted some reply. Argana’s attention wandered.

It was brought sharply back minutes later when the new arrival turned the conversation back to Elmo.

“It’s brought in a lot of tourists, hasn’t it?” The woman was saying. “I mean, not the usual sort, not your dog-and-two-kids, shut-the-gate-behind-them types. Funny ones. You know, the mawkish sort.”

Benny leaned back in his chair, stretching so that he could get his hands to his pockets. A tiny furry face appeared, pushing around his fingers. Two small eyes that were simultaneously both black and bright, a face halfway between a cat’s and a rat’s. Max, lying at Argana’s feet, stirred anxiously. She nudged him to stop him barking.

In an instant, the ferret was half out, paws up on the table, sniffing at Benny’s plate. He pushed the animal gently back into its hiding place.

“Come on now, Pokey, you’ll get us thrown out. What are you on about, Val?”

“The kid, Benny. The kid. You been under a rock, or something?”

Benny laughed, smiling ruefully. 

“Yeah. Yeah, I have, but I gave that up a long time ago. What about this kid?”

By this point, Argana was well and truly hooked on their conversation. She’d been stealing glances, had even tried watching their reflections in the bend of a spoon, but that had made them look like weird security footage. Now she held the mug of coffee to her face, as if she was sipping it, so she could watch them just over the top. That worked fine.

“Stop staring,” she whispered to Max, who hadn’t taken his eyes off the ferret.

“The one with...” Rod looked around for eavesdroppers, before lowering his voice, “...no f-”

He stopped abruptly, looking across at Argana. She lifted her hand to her head, scratching at her temple so that her long messy hair fell across her face.

“Here, that dog’s watching us!”

“What dog?”

“That one!”

Val laughed. 

“He just wants to eat Pokey.”

The ferret took this cue to bury itself back in Benny’s coat.

Benny put his head on one side. 

“Handsome dog, though.”

Argana gave up the pretence and pushed out her chair, going over to them. Max remained where he was, watching Benny’s pocket carefully.

“Hi,” she told them, “I’m sorry, I overhead you talking, I can’t help myself. I’m curious.”

Benny looked quizzically at his friend. 

“It’s like you said, Val; it’s bringing all sorts.”

Val nudged him, looking Argana up and down. 

“She’s too colourful to be mawkish. Look, she’s got a red jumper on!”

“Never.” Benny folded his arms, making his jacket squeak. “That’s orange.”

“The website said Autumn Nectarine,” Argana told them. “You’re both wrong.”

“So’s whoever was growing nectarines in autumn, love. Pull up a chair.”

Argana shrugged. 

“This is Max. Come here, boy.”

Max came out from under the table, wagging his tail. He respectfully stayed on the opposite side of her from the ferret, who was giving him the side-eye. Val’s face softened instantly. She stooped and grasped Max’s face in both hands, whispering something Argana didn’t catch, then patted him on the side so that his ribs boomed.

By the time she’d stood up again, Argana was already seated at the table, setting her coffee down.

“So, about this boy?” she said brightly. “Also, nice ferret.”

“His name’s Pokey,” rumbled Benny. He fixed his eyes on Val, who’d sat down again. “Yeah, what about the boy?”

Val took a deep preparatory breath. Her moment was punctured by a woman in full biker leathers, who leaned over to urge her on. 

“For the love of God, woman, stop hopping up and down and just tell them. The whole village knows anyway.”

Val shook her shoulders out and rubbed at her scalp, her fingers disappearing into the billowing white hair as she scratched. Benny sighed, tiring of the theatrics. Val cracked her knuckles.

The biker leaned past her again. “They found a boy up on the long field last Wednesday,” she said, cutting in ahead of Val. “He’d got no face.”

“God in heaven! That’s awful,” blurted Argana, feigning surprise.

“Oh, don’t worry love, he’s alive. And they think, you know, that maybe they can get his face back.”

Benny waved his arms explosively, nearly spilling Pokey from his pocket. 

“What the hell happened to his face? Was he attacked? Was it dogs?” He glanced at Max. “No offence, little buddy.”

“It turns out—” started the biker.

Val’s turn to cut her off this time, shouting, “It was magic! His face magically disappeared!”

By this point, every conversation in the cafe had fallen silent. All eyes were turned to them. Some customers shook their heads, others stared, and one or two surreptitiously filmed, hoping that things were going to kick off.

“What?” Val demanded. “Everyone knows it.”

There was a moment of hush, broken by two dozen voices muttering simultaneously.

“So, he’s going to be okay, right?” asked Benny, looking imploringly at Val.

“If I have anything to do with it.” Argana gave his shoulder a squeeze.

Val’s eyebrows gathered together, as dark as her barnet was white. 

“Why, who are you?”

“Argana Zeit. Paranormal Investigator.” She waved her Astral University of Tibet ID.

“Nice to meet you,” Val murmured. “But I’ve got to go. Fences to check, stiles to mend.”

“Me too.” Benny stuffed the final morsel of cake into his pocket. “I’m off down the Little John, changing the hanging baskets.”

“The where-did-you-say-now?” Argana caught his arm.

“The Little John Inn. In Hathersage.”

She laughed with joy and exasperation. 

“Little John! Big Man Inn... I’m going that way. Now. Wanna walk with me?”

He looked puzzled, but he nodded anyway. 

“No. But I’ve got my van with me if you want a lift, kid?”

Val left, patting her friend on the back as she went. 

“Watch yourself, Benny, this one’s crazy and no mistake.”

​

One slow drive later, and Argana knew everything there was to know about ferrets, whether she wanted to or not. Mostly, she favoured the 'wanted to', but after a certain point in Benny’s description of their smells and mating habits, it had gotten too much. Max, unburdened by the need to make conversation, had thoroughly enjoyed the journey. Particularly the opportunities it afforded him to stick his nose out the window and smell the hedgerows and brooks passing by.

As for their journey’s end, the Little John Inn sat on a cambered junction at one end of Hathersage’s main road. It was a three-story stone building with curved bay windows facing the road, and lush planters hanging from the lower floors. Faded Union Jacks flanked a ‘dogs welcome’ sign by the door. In the carpark around the side, a couple was just leaving.

Two humans, one dog and a ferret went in, their eyes taking a few seconds to adjust from the bright sky outside to the darkened interior. There was a bar one way, and a hotel desk the other. Customers sat at dark wood tables, lunching on beer and ploughman’s. Argana couldn’t work out which of the staff she needed to talk to though, nor even be entirely sure who was and wasn’t staff. None of them had uniforms.

Benny saved her the mental effort by hollering at the manager. 

“Oi, Jack, just gonna sort planters out. It’s a'right if I borrow the stepladder out the shed, isn’t it?”

Jack was a gangly, middle-aged fellow with a drinker’s paunch interrupting the otherwise vertical lines of his body. He had thundercloud eyebrows that looked well used to administering both stern talkings-to to rowdy customers and jovial greetings. He greeted Benny enthusiastically, clapping him on the shoulder.

They had a brief conversation about Benny’s work, and then both men turned away from one another.

“Jack!” Argana chose her moment, before the landlord could set off about his next task, whatever that was. 

“Hello love, what’ll it be?”

“I was hoping to ask you something about a couple of your guests?”

“Oh aye?” He started pulling wine glasses from the dishwasher, giving them a quick buff, and hanging them above the bar. “You with Benny, are you?”

“We drove over together from Grindleford.”

“Go on then, shoot. Whataya want to know.?”

“Well,” she dropped her voice to a whisper, “it’s about the boy. The people who found him, are they still here?”

When Jack laughed, his eyebrows nearly fell off his face.

“That’s no secret. The Arbuthnots. They just paid up. Literally seconds before you walked in. You might catch—”

He didn’t get to finish the sentence; she was already running out of the door.

At the top end of the car park, the Arbuthnots were loading their bags into the boot of a red Mercedes. A logo on the side of their car, a stylised vinyl record, bore the words ‘Terpsichore Disco’. They were seconds away from leaving, unless they were the kind of people who set up their satnav before a journey started. A level of preparation that Argana had never mastered.

“Hey!” she yelled, running up to them.

The pair turned toward her. Young-looking thirty-somethings with colourful hair and dark, band-style t-shirts. The man, seeing her a second after his wife, jumped the most, clearly believing Argana was going to run right into him. She didn’t. Not quite.

“Er, are you okay? You lost?” Mrs Arbuthnot asked. She was taller and older than her partner, and leggy in a way that reminded Argana of a daddy long-legs.

“No, I’m...” she waved her ID at them, “...with the police, you know.”

“If this is about the number plate,” said Mr Arbuthnot, worry on his blunt face, “it’s only temporary, I’ve got the proper one in...”

“Never mind that; it’s about the boy you found.”

“We’ve been advised not to talk to any journalists,” he said.

“I’m part of the investigating team. How’d you find him?”

“Look, we’ve been through all of this,” he said, fidgeting. “We were just wandering around, you know. We’d come for Demoncoynfest...”

“We’re investors,” Mrs Arbuthnot interrupted, jabbing her thumbs at her chest. 

They wore identical T-shirts, black with neon logos. Argana had taken them to be band designs but saw now that they weren’t. The image was of a capital D with two lines drawn vertically through it, in the universal iconography of currency. There was a flaming background and, in a bit of an attempt to separate it from the presumably 407 other cryptocoins that started with the letter D, one of the lines was a trident and the other ended in the arrowhead shape of a demon’s tail. 

“Cute t-shirts,” Argana observed. She’d been counting on her vague connection to the police to get them to open up. Now it seemed she’d be better leveraging her personal friendship with Akira Pixels. “I’ve been out to Brink Hall a few times, you know—”

“Whoah! Damn, your dog! What’s wrong with it?!” Mrs Arbuthnot backed up so rapidly she nearly tumbled into the open boot of the car. The whites shone all around her terrified eyes.

Argana whirled around, alarmed. But Max was doing nothing more alarming than watching Benny water the flowers.

“What? He just likes to know what people are doing. Here, meet him. He’s lovely...”

The woman started to back along the side of the car, mouth turned over in fright, hands waving in front of her.

“No... no...”

Mr Arbuthnot looked between the two women, poised to move but without knowing which way to go. Whatever she was seeing, he wasn’t.

“He doesn’t bite,” said Argana, puzzled. “Come here, boy!”

Max hesitated, tipping his head on one side. He was getting very conflicting signals.

“His eyes!” said Mrs Arbuthnot, pointing. “His eyes!”

Her husband made up his mind. He pulled her close by her bicep, before wrapping his arm around her.

“He looks fine to me, love. Just a normal dog.”

“What about his eyes?” asked Argana.

“Let’s go, Jess. Don’t get yourself wound up...”

“I’m telling you, his eyes glow! Like searchlights!”

She began to wail. Mr Arbuthnot let go of her, stepping toward Argana.

“You did this! You and your stupid hound. Go on, just beggar off with your questions!”

“But—”

“Shoo! Scram! Vamoose!” He waved his arms like he was clearing geese off his lawn.

“She started it,” muttered Argana sulkily. But she retreated to the doorway of the Little John anyway, summoning Max to her side as she went.

Mr Arbuthnot slammed the boot shut, and the tourists climbed into the front of the car. He reversed out with unnecessary haste and squealed the car out into the junction. Mrs Arbuthnot pressed her shaking face to the side window, watching Max.

With a shudder that clenched her shoulder blades together, Argana sensed something behind her.

Benny’s ladder tilted away from the wall, momentarily balancing in empty air. The Mercedes had just clipped it. There was just time for his eyes to meet hers, baffled, before the ladder remembered which way gravity was. Argana reached for it, but it was too late. Ladder and handyman alike crashed to the ground, followed a second later by the watering can.

“What on earth was that about?” asked Benny, still sprawled on the floor, propped up by his arms behind him.

“Is your ferret okay? Are you okay?” Argana stepped over and offered him a hand to pull him up. He was a good bit heavier than her, and she had to properly squat into her legs and lean back to avoid simply being pulled over.

He checked his pockets frantically.

“Pokey - I can’t....”

Max barked softly, drawing their attention, staring upward with his ears raised.

Argana followed his line of sight. 

“Your ferret’s fine.”

Above them, a hanging basket swung like a pendulum, set in motion by Benny’s fall. And clinging to its edge, looking like this happened every day and was no problem at all, there was Pokey.

“He’s got keen eyes, your Max.” Benny patted the dog once on the head, then stretched both arms up to the planter. The ferret at once jumped down, spiralling around his body until he found his way back into his pocket.

“He has,” Argana said approvingly, “but they don’t glow, do they?”

“I’d say not.”

As she talked to Benny, Argana spotted something herself. A piece of black metal, about 6 centimetres long, near where the Arbuthnots had loaded their car. She went to pick it up.

“They left something.”

“Well, don’t go returning it, not after they nearly ran us over!” called Benny.

She’d hoped the item was something she could interrogate, like a USB stick or a broken wand. But it was a bottle opener, in glossy black, with ‘Demoncoynfest’ written on one side. Next to that, the same logo as on the T-shirts. The letter D with the trident and forked tail. Shrugging, she put it in her pocket.

Meanwhile, Benny had set his ladder up again, resuming his work on the hanging baskets.

“It was nice meeting you,” she called out to him. “We’ve got to go catch our bus now.”

“See you around, kid.”

Walking up through the town toward the bus stop, Argana pondered the situation. Max had his same adoring blue eyes as ever. They were definitely not glowing. Nor was his nose - not that anyone had suggested that, but it would have been cool at Christmas; she could have velcroed antlers to him. He’d have made a great Rudolf.

“Perhaps she’s
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