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It began on a Sunday.

In Ashvale, the villagers gathered at St. Bartholomew’s Church. Reverend Thomas Ellory stood at the front, leading the congregation in song. The haunting notes of Be Thou My Vision rang out from the organ, while the collective voices of the singers rose on the wind like smoke. Ellory closed his eyes and let the music wash over him. It was moments like this when he felt most at peace, when the faith that had governed his life was at its strongest, grounding him in the sure knowledge that the world was as it should be, and that all was well with the people he served. 

The people of Ashvale were no richer or poorer than any other small village, and while they had their troubles, they firmly believed themselves to be decent folk, honest, hardworking and supportive of one another. Whether this was true or not was subjective, but on that beautiful Sunday morning, Ellory had no doubt of it, and was proud to be a part of this community. A new century had barely dawned, and though some harboured fears about what the future would bring, a quiet sense of optimism endured the dark winters and blossomed in the heady days of summer when the heather bloomed on the moorland and the sunlight illuminated the stained-glass windows of their beloved church. 

‘Riches I heed not, nor vain, empty praise...’

As the voices of the congregation swelled, a shriek split the heavens, drowning out the music. A brilliant emerald light blazed from outside, casting monstrous shadows across the church. Moments later, the floor began to shake, gently at first, then violently, sending pews clattering while the congregants stumbled and clutched each other for support. The stained-glass windows shattered, sending shards raining down upon the worshippers. Then at last, the tremors subsided and the building was still.

A shocked silence fell over the church. Muffled whimpers and groans filled the air as the people struggled to their feet. A small group went to the doors and opened them, letting in the morning sunlight. 

‘Everybody, please remain calm,’ said Ellory feebly, but the crowd ignored him as they poured out into the open. 

Where the village green once stood, a crater now burned, black and deep as a well. Great clouds of dense smoke bellowed out, emanating into the sky. As the villagers gathered around it, the fumes dissipated, revealing at the base of the hole a jagged, obsidian shard pulsing faintly with sickly green veins, like something half-alive.

Ellory moved forward to see into the crater. ‘Goodness,’ he remarked. ‘A visitation from the heavens. I think we should leave it where it fell.’

No-one paid him any attention. A farmer, Henry Langley, climbed down into the hole. The smoke was thin now and the heat had lessened. Slowly, he extended a hand toward the stone.

‘Henry...’ came a warning voice from the crowd behind him. He did not respond, moving ever closer to the incendiary object. Then he hissed sharply and retreated, scrambling out of the crater. The skin on his hand blistered as if seared by acid. The village doctor, Amelia Fenwick, took hold of his arm and examined the wound.

‘That’ll teach you to stick your hand into a smoking hole,’ she said, turning to the blackened object within the hole. ‘Everyone had better stay away from it until it cools down.’

‘And then?’ asked Ellory.

‘It is of great value to science. I shall examine it.’

‘We should bury it,’ said one of the villagers. There were murmurs of assent around him.

‘That would be a terrible loss,’ replied Fenwick. ‘And there’s no need to be so rash, as long as we’re careful. Why don’t some of you fellows make yourself useful and build a fence around it, so that nobody else blunders in.’

A little girl, Annie Jameson, had moved closer to the hole while the adults argued. She gazed into the depths while the unnatural green light of the fallen satellite winked back at her. ‘It’s saying something,’ she said. 

Fenwick turned towards her. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I can hear it. It’s whispering in my head.’

For a long moment, the world grew still. No-one spoke, even the birds in the trees were silent.

Fenwick shook herself. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You get along home, young lady. The same goes for the rest of you.’

The crowd began to withdraw, while a group of men went in search of materials to put fencing around the crater. Only Ellory remained, gazing into the smoking pit. Was this a blessing or a curse that watched him from within its ash blackened grave? He thought of Wormwood, the star that poisoned the water, and shuddered. The crater burned on, keeping its secrets.
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Two weeks after the arrival of the meteor, Constable Blackley made his way to the station. Normally he enjoyed this start to his day, as the twenty-minute walk included some of the prettiest views, with green fields and rolling hills in the distance. Lately however, troubling changes had become obvious. The soil in the normally fertile farmland that encircled the village had turned a strange ashen hue. The birds that used to throng the trees on the roadside had fallen silent, or vanished entirely. 

Blackley, having only lived here two years, was still a relative newcomer to the village. He had chosen the post because he was a natural solitary, and the job of constable in a two-man police force in a rural village not much bigger than a hamlet had appealed to him. He got on with the locals and they liked him, so he was one of the first to notice the change in atmosphere after the meteor came. Few made the connection immediately, but it was not hard to trace the shift in ambience as a strange pall settled over the little community, a depression like smog that chilled the heart and spread in the manner of plague through the closely connected families and neighbourhoods.

Blackley nodded at Langley as he passed. The farmer was gazing bleakly at his field, where the crop yield had collapsed in less than a fortnight. His glazed eyes met the constable’s but he did not return the greeting. He had not been the same since his encounter with the meteor outside the church that fateful day.

Blackley tried to keep his thoughts upbeat as he reached the station. Ashvale’s only police station was a converted house with a two-man police force, Blackley himself and Sergeant Hale, a sixty-two-year-old who had grown up in the village and been on the force since leaving school. Although he was the junior officer, Blackley felt the weight of responsibility in keeping the peace, as the ageing Hale was less likely to be able to tackle a serious crime. Not that they encountered much crime here; the worst Blackley had seen in his two years was the occasional mild brawl at the pub, nothing a night in the cells and a stern talking-to from Hale could not handle. However, when people came to the station to report an incident, or in some cases just to complain about their neighbours, it was Blackley they spoke to, and he who did the paperwork, led whatever limited investigation was required and followed up where necessary. He aimed to be the smiling face of law enforcement in Ashvale, and he wanted the villagers to trust that he would help them when he could.

As he entered the station, he found Mrs Thistle waiting expectantly at the front desk. It was not the first time she had come to report something. Generally, it was little things, her next-door neighbour playing the record too loudly, or another neighbour’s cat coming into her house at night. Blackley suspected she was just lonely since the death of her husband and wanted someone to talk to.

‘Good morning, Mrs Thistle,’ he said as he removed his hat and took up his position at the desk. ‘And what can we do for you today?’

‘Roger is missing,’ she said, her hands shaking.

Blackley’s mind scrambled. ‘Roger is your dog, isn’t he?’

‘My Yorkshire terrier,’ she clarified. ‘He found a hole in the fence, I didn’t even know he could get through it, otherwise I’d have had it boarded up. My Philip’s nephew Stanley is very good with fences. I was going to ask him to do it but it was so small I didn’t think it was urgent. Now he’s vanished and I don’t know where he could have got to, this is so unlike him...’

Blackley held up his hand to interrupt the flow. ‘How long has Roger been missing?’

‘Since Tuesday.’

Two days. ‘And have any of your neighbours seen him?’

‘Not a soul, I’ve been up and down every door on my street and the next one along. Some of them wouldn’t give me the time of day, especially her next door, she’s never liked me, but I still went round, and nobody’s seen him. But he’s not the only one, you know. Melissa Dorman at number 12, her Sherry’s gone missing.’

‘Is Sherry also a dog?’

‘No, he’s a tabby cat. Hasn’t come home this last week, he’s been away before but normally wants feeding before too long. And her daughter Cecily’s lost her cat as well, she’s a lovely marmalade cat, she’s been gone three nights which is even stranger because normally she’s not one for the outdoors...’

Blackley held up a hand again. ‘Just a moment, Mrs Thistle. Exactly how many missing pets are you aware of?’

‘Oh... Five, if you include Roger.’

Blackley tapped his pen thoughtfully. Normally he would say missing pets was not a matter for the police, but five in a week did seem unusual. ‘Perhaps you could leave a description of Roger and I’ll see what we can do.’

‘It’s not just Roger running off like that,’ she said, her voice dropping. ‘I knew something bad was going to happen. I saw it in my dreams.’

The constable watched her, uncertain where this was going. ‘Dreams?’ he enquired.

‘I never used to remember my dreams, but lately, they’ve been so vivid. I saw a sky, but not our own, it was somewhere else
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